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            Mutually Assured Cooperation: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Courage is about learning how to function despite the fear, to put aside your instincts to run or give in completely to the anger born from fear. Courage is about using your brain and your heart when every cell of your body is screaming at you to fight or flee - and then following through on what you believe is the right thing to do.”

        ― Jim Butcher

      

      

      

      I stood staring out over the concrete railing, watching the coming and goings of the cars and pedestrians as they went about their day. The sun was high in the sky and Osaka was busy this afternoon.

      Haruna Watanabe stood next to me, mimicking my posture, staring out just like I was. We both just looked out, not saying anything, not even looking at each other.

      There was a lot we needed to say to one another, but neither of us knew how to broach the subject first. Both of us were too prideful, too stubborn and stuck up for us to just come out and say what we were feeling.

      I tugged at my blond ponytail, pulling the tie out and letting my hair blow in the subtle breeze that swept through the walkway.

      “Your hair smells nice,” Haruna said, finally speaking.

      “That’d be Piper’s shampoo. She kinda took over my side of the bathroom.”

      There it was, the silence had been broken. But I knew that if I didn’t do something, then we’d just go back to silence, and it would get us nowhere. I needed to speak up, to make things right.

      “Ah hell.” I rubbed the back of my neck and turned to Haruna. I bowed low. “Haruna, I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” she asked.

      I stood from my bow to find her porcelain cheeks tinged red. She brushed a lock of her midnight hair away from her face, a smirk teasing her lips.

      “For what happened during our match.”

      She shook her head, the smile getting a little bigger. “You won the match, that’s all that happened.”

      “No.” I shook my head, turning away from her. My hands gripped the metal bar and I tried to put into words what I’d been feeling for a month now. “Haruna. I was so angry at you. For how things ended up between us after years of us being friends. I was furious how you treated me after all we’d been through, and I took that rage out on you.”

      “What if I deserved it?” She shrugged, inching closer to me. “I was blinded by what my parents wanted for me, and I was so eager to please them that I let them talk me into dropping our friendship. I pushed you away because I thought that was the easiest way to go about it, but I was wrong, and I just ended up hurting us both.

      “Then when I got to Leviathan, I was constantly reminded that the other schools were inferior. That we were far better than any Wyvern or Golem student. It got to me, went to my head, and it took me too long to see that Leviathan is a toxic place. You were the one who proved them wrong, proved me wrong. I deserved every bit of what you gave me and then some.”

      I didn’t know what to say. For so long I wanted things to go back to the way they had been between Haruna and I. And when I realized that it would never happen, I wanted nothing more than to prove her wrong. I’d proven her wrong, I’d beaten her in the tournament.

      But I’d also gone so far beyond that.

      I nearly crushed her face in. I’d been so angry, and the only thing I’d seen was red and I wanted her to suffer.

      That wasn’t me, and it had been eating at me ever since I left Leviathan.

      “You deserved to be shown that you were wrong.” I sighed. “But you didn’t deserve what I did to you. I should’ve never taken it that far.”

      I looked her in the eye. “For that, I truly am sorry, Haruna.”

      “Okay, Jesus. I forgive you.” She slugged me. “Just stop looking at me with those haunted eyes of yours.”

      Haruna motioned with a hand down her body. Her athletic clothes couldn’t hide her well-toned figure. “As you can see, I’m fine. Better than ever actually. So, you don’t need to keep apologizing. Not when there’s too many of those to go around for both of us.”

      “Alright.” I smiled at her frustrated face. It was the same face she’d always make when we sparred, and she couldn’t beat me that day. “How about we both forgive each other then?”

      She nodded, smiling. “That I can do.”

      The door to the apartment opened behind me and Lilin poked her head out, her cherry-blossom skin vibrant as her golden eyes sparkled with mischievous delight. “Hey, Alex. We need to go! We’ve got shopping to do!”

      I turned around and held my hand up. “I know, just give me a minute.”

      As I turned back to Haruna, she stepped closer to me and held her fist up.

      “Friends again?” she asked, her voice hesitant.

      I sighed, shaking my head. “I don’t think it’s going to be that simple, much as I wish otherwise.” I grinned and held my fist up. “But it’s a start.”

      We bumped fists, and I said my farewells. We both parted something different than we’d ever been before. We weren’t friends anymore, maybe never would be again, but we also weren’t enemies anymore. And I found I could live with that.

      I spared Haruna one last glance before I went back inside. I found her with her hand on her doorknob, staring at me too. She gave me a warm smile, the one I knew all too well and a nod before she went back in.

      With that, a feeling came over me that I wouldn’t see her again for a very long time. But I shook off the melancholy and put a smile on my face as I headed back inside.
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        * * *

      

      After we’d gone shopping, we came home and waited on my father. We were all starving, but I knew what time my father got off work and I made a reservation for an hour and a half after that just so we’d have time.

      He’d gotten home from work and been very surprised to find me and three girls sitting in the living room.

      “Alex? I wasn’t expecting you, not that I’m not thrilled to see you, of course.”

      I grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. It was kind of a sudden thing; school gave us a couple days off to visit family.”

      His graying hair was a little longer, his beer gut a tad bit more pronounced than when I’d seen him last, but his once-dulled green eyes shone with a new light. Despite the age showing on the rest of his body, his eyes looked ten years younger.

      “Well, this is your home too, so you can come and go as you like.” He crossed the room and wrapped me in a bear hug. “It’s damn good to see you, son.”

      After his hug, he stepped back and peered over my shoulder at the girls sitting on the couch and  grinned. “And just who are your lovely friends?”

      Oh. Um. I sighed into my palm. Fuck.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and even if I knew it was coming, I’d rather have been anywhere else than there at that moment.

      Give me demons or the whole of Leviathan. Jesus.

      I turned to them and held up my hand. “This is, Piper, Reagan, and Lilin.” I pointed at each one of them. “My─my…girlfriends.”

      You could’ve cooked an egg with how hot my face got as I stared unblinking into my dad’s eyes as he processed what I’d said. He looked at them, back at me and then back at them. When his eyes returned to mine, they had a devious glint in them.

      He didn’t say anything to me, but there was fire in his gaze as he stepped past me and went to them. “It’s lovely to meet you all.” He bowed low. “I’m Kazuhito Nakano. Thank you for taking care of my Alex. He’s changed a lot since he started attending Wyvern Academy and I’m sure it’s in no small part thanks to you three.”

      I frowned at him. “I haven’t changed that much.”

      “Yes you have,” he replied, grinning. “But for the better. I took off work to watch your fights during the Leviathan tournament.”

      He stepped toward me, and he practically glowed. “My son. The champion.” So much warmth and pride filled his voice as he stood in front of me and clapped me on the shoulders. “I’ve always been proud of you, Alex. But you’ve really outdone yourself. You showed Leviathan and the entire world that it doesn’t matter who you are or where you come from. Anyone can become strong.”

      I grinned wide. “Thanks, Dad.”

      After that, I told him about our reservations, and we’d all gotten dressed in the tiny apartment. At least there was plenty of hot water to go around.

      I’d dressed in my nicest suit, which I’d only owned for about four hours. Piper, Lilin, and Reagan had delighted in taking me clothes shopping and forced me to try on no less than fifty different suits and outfits before they were satisfied.

      But of course, they weren’t satisfied with just my new wardrobe, I’d also been dragged to a barber, and had a makeover. My long blond hair was now considerably shorter, just barely long enough to tie back, and my beard had been trimmed to where it was little more than stubble.

      I didn’t like how I wasn’t getting much say in my own appearance, but I had to admit, I had stopped caring how I looked a long time ago. So, I let the girls have their fun.

      Besides, it made them all incredibly happy, so I suffered through a bit of torture to please them. and the results weren’t too shabby.

      I did in fact, clean up nice.

      My dad was late getting home so we’d overshot our timetable and it looked like we were going to be late.

      The five of us made a mad dash for the SUV I’d rented, and I drove as fast as I legally could to the restaurant, so we’d make it on time.

      It was a close thing, but we entered the restaurant right on time, even with parking. The restaurant was an upscale place that served a variety of different cuisines. We were seated, and took our time ordering while we chatted, and Dad got to know the women in my lives.

      I ordered several expensive bottles of hot sake and we all drank and talked.

      “So, I’ve got to ask. Knowing my son, he was against the whole polyamorous thing wasn’t he?”

      The girls chuckled. “Maybe at first, but I was actually surprised how quickly he accepted it,” Piper said. She pointed at Lilin. “Personally, I think Lilin had a lot to do with it.”

      He nodded, turning to Lilin. “I can imagine. Cambions are incredibly rare, in fact I’ve only ever seen one once before. Not to pry, but I hadn’t heard anything about Cambions being allowed to attend Wyvern?”

      She shrugged, smiling. “For the most part, that’s true. And I don’t mind the questions, I’ve gotten enough strange looks since we’ve arrived in Osaka that I’m used to it by now. I’m actually the only Cambion attending Wyvern at the moment. No, I met Alex at a very special place that was only for my kind. Alex caught my interest right away, but he was dating Piper at the time and refused to do anything that jeopardized that.

      “It wasn’t until many months later that we’d get the chance to see each other again.”

      He smiled and took another shot of sake. “Well, it’s obvious from the way you each look at my Alex, that you all care for him deeply. And that’s all I’ve ever wanted for him was to find happiness.”

      Piper, Reagan, and Lilin blushed deeply at the compliment and more than one hand found its way to me under the table. I loved each and every one of them with my whole heart and I was beyond happy that my dad approved.

      He’d always been a carefree laid-back person, but bringing home not one, but three girlfriends is a lot for any person to take in.

      While we were waiting for our food, I caught Dad up on everything that had happened to me since I’d seen him last.

      It was quite a wild ride. I’d called him after the demon attack to let him know I was alright, but I’d been so shaken, I hadn’t gone into detail.

      By the time our food arrived, I was mid battle with the demon, where I held it off while J built his Ki. I finished the story with how we’d teamed up and taken the thing’s head off.

      Dad had been on the edge of his seat the entire time, and when I finished, he let out a gasp of surprise and knocked back another shot of sake.

      “For you to have gone through so much in such a short time span, and not only come out unscathed, but having grown stronger is nothing short of a miracle.

      “I wish your mother were here to see the kind of man you’ve grown into. I know she’d be just as, if not even more proud of you as I am. She loved you more than the sun in the sky.”

      I nodded, trying not to tear up at his words. It was times like these that I missed my mom. I had barely thought of her; even after I promised I’d think of her more often, too much kept happening in my life that pushed my family to the sidelines, but I knew he was right, and she’d be proud. That was about the best thing I could hope for.

      We talked until our food came, and then kept talking between bites of food as we ate our fill and then some. When we were all stuffed and had drank enough sake to fill a pond, we stood to leave.

      I paid, tipped way too generously, and followed everyone out of the restaurant.

      While the girls got in the car, I stood with my dad outside while he lit up a cigarette.

      “Since when did you start smoking?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I dunno. Since a little while after you left. I stopped drinking so much, and a bunch of the guys I work with smoke, so I’d head up to the roof with them and chat. They’re big ascension fans, so they enjoyed hearing about the few stories I told of you. And imagine their surprise when my son won the tournament. I earned a lot more than bragging rights that day.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      His green eyes lit up and he smiled, rubbing the back of his head. “Right, meant to tell you, but I got caught up chatting with your girlfriends and it slipped my mind. The day after you won, I was called into my boss’s office and offered a promotion to the head of my department.”

      “That’s huge!” I shouted, my eyes going wide. “Congratulations! I’m so happy for you.”

      “It’s nice, yes, and the money is even better, but it’s not because of anything I did. I was just a regular salaryman, but now that my son is the world champion, that’s kind of a big deal.

      “Whether you realize it or not, you’re a household name these days.”

      “Ah…”

      In all the excitement and aftermath, I hadn’t even considered that. Things had been pretty much the same since I got back to Wyvern, but I imagined that he was right. I was probably much more famous than I ever realized or wanted.

      “Ugh, that sounds just awful.” I grinned. “I’m just glad no one recognized me in the restaurant.”

      I glanced back at the girls who were happily chatting away in the car.

      “Alright, Dad. I gotta go. We’ve got to get back.” I held out my arms for a hug and he swept me up in a huge bear hug.

      “I love you, son, y’know that right?”

      “Course I do. I love you too.”

      We let go of each other and stepped back.

      “I think things are going to get more intense for us soon, with all the demon attacks around the world, so I don’t know when the next time I’ll be able to come home is.”

      “Don’t worry, just call me like you have been doing and come see me when you can. I know the importance of your training.”

      I said my farewells to him, called him a cab, and then headed towards the airport.

      “I like your dad,” Piper said from the front seat.

      “Yeah, he seems really cool. But next time we get a break, we’re all going to my house so we can meet my parents,” Reagan said.

      “That sounds fun. It’d be nice to go to the beach, but I still haven’t met Piper’s parents yet. So that has to come first. Then we can meet yours.” I paused as I turned around to look at Lilin when we stopped at a red light. “And we can go and bring flowers to your parents too, okay, Lilin? I’d like to at least pay my respects.”

      She nodded, a somber smile on her lips. “I’m just glad they passed before I turned. I don’t know how they’d have reacted to my transformation.”

      “Well, I still love you all the same.”

      Piper and Reagan echoed my thoughts and then we got quiet as we rode. For a few minutes all was quiet before I realized something and chuckled.

      “What?” Reagan asked.

      “I just realized what felt so off about my dad’s place. For all my years living there, coming back now. It doesn’t feel like home anymore.” I laughed. “Wyvern is my home. And I guess that it’s only now sinking in.”

      Piper reached over to squeeze my hand.

      “Then let’s hurry home.”
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      The cool water sapped the heat from my skin like a balm. After a half hour nap in the sun, the sudden drop in temperature was enough to clear my head a little.

      I rose and sighed gratefully.

      “You gonna admit it yet?” Ava asked, treading water nearby.

      I shook my head. “Never admit defeat. You said the pool was the greatest in the world. I’d say it was only tenth or eleventh on that list.”

      I received a splash to the face for my sarcasm.

      Glancing around, it wasn’t hard to see why she loved this place. Arizona wasn’t a land of bounty, and with a staggering geriatric population, would never be cool.

      But Ava’s folks had outdone themselves.

      According to her dad, they’d chosen a dusty patch of land half covered with cactus and coyotes. The view though, the view was what guided their decision. Forty years later and they’d built an adorable house with a sprawling deck, pool with waterfall, and adjoining hot tub.

      It was an old man’s paradise for sure.

      I’d be the first to admit that I was quickly becoming an old man myself.

      Swimming closer to Ava, I swung my leg out and wrapped it around the back of her waist. She came to me gladly.

      The epic pile of rocks that formed the foundation of the waterfall afforded some nice shade. I pulled my victim into that shade, well aware that the windows to the house were likewise obscured.

      Ava giggled. “That expression, J. The answer is still no. I promised my parents we wouldn’t have sex here. I’m going to keep my word.”

      “So, you brought me to this fine oasis and plan to torture me with that bikini of yours? How is that fair?”

      She kissed me, grinning like a little girl. Ever since I’d promised to spend a weekend with her sans sex, she’d acted like a princess on coronation day.

      It was nice to see. Ava spent so much of her time doing things like shopping with Scarlet or helping Haruki study for an exam. She’d truly taken to her role as harem queen, and I personally, loved to watch her blossom.

      Yet I knew it was tiring as well.

      This weekend, each day stretching out long and slow and boring, had rejuvenated her spirit.

      Holding the side of the pool with one hand, I moved my mouth to her delicate neck. Her brown skin was soft and tasted faintly of sweat.

      Ava sighed, relaxing into the embrace.

      A trail of goosebumps ran down her neck, spilling across her upper arm and chest.

      “I figured… maybe… we could cheat a little,” she said between breaths. “I mean, there are other ways to… enjoy each other. Right?”

      I moaned my answer, biting down on the top of her shoulder.

      I found the string on her bikini with my free hand, tugged on the knot playfully, making Ava squeal in fear.

      Her hands seemed just as hungry as my own. She scratched my back with her nails, holding me close.

      The sound of a sliding glass door opening told me that play time was over.

      I pushed back a foot, grinning at Ava who was rapidly trying to compose herself. With a respectable two feet between us, Ava’s mother found us at last and called out, “James, did you want another beer?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” I answered, turning to smile at the woman. “By the way, anyone tell you lately that you’re a smoke show?”

      Ava choked at the same time her mother thanked me, performing a dramatic spin to show off her own string bikini.

      Like mother like daughter, I thought, cheering the woman on.

      Ava punched me hard, but it only made me laugh. This had been going on all weekend, and I could at least say, I hadn’t started it.

      Ava’s mother, Paula, was as tiny, toned, and adorable as she was. They could have been cousins, Paula appearing maybe ten years older at most. It boded well for how Ava would age.

      Paula was fifty and she was a bonafide fox.

      “Quick flirting with my wife, J!” Dave called from the living room. “You might be an Ascension Hero, but I have an AR-15 with a 30-round mag tucked in nice and cozy…”

      “Dave! No threatening the guests!” Paula shouted, handing me a frosty beer and smiling at the two of us. “I know I’m not supposed to say these things, but the two of you are so cute together. You’d have striking children—“

      “Mom!”

      “Something about the angle of James’ jaw and—“

      “Thanks, Mom! Thank you so much! Wow, you’re so helpful!” Ava cried, shooing her mother away.

      Paula retreated at last, still laughing. “Fine by me, but dinner is served in thirty minutes.”

      I took down half the beer in a single pull, enjoying the sting of the carbonation and the bitter crisp flavor. “She’s just being sweet, you know?”

      Ava relented. “I know, but she’s always so damn awkward.”

      “Could be worse. Hey, wanna head up and get changed?” I asked. “I’m honestly starving. I love how early you guys have dinner.”

      Ava leapt up out of the pool, her cinnamon skin reflecting the sunlight perfectly.
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      She was a goddess in such climates, her complexion only complemented by the excessive UV.

      My own skin felt tight. I didn’t have a full-on burn, but I was close enough for discomfort.

      “5 o’clock isn’t early. I’m pretty sure it’s normal.”

      I dried off and wrapped the tower around my waist. Heading in the side entrance, the one built exclusively for dripping pool guests, I continued the banter. “Nope. You must be aging at an accelerated rate. That at least explains the gray.”

      Two strong fingers pinched my ass as I loped up the stairs.

      I jumped in the shower first. I rinsed and washed my hair then headed to my guest room. It was across the hall from Ava’s room, which had proven a challenge during my stay. I’d wanted to break the trust we’d been handed, sneak across to her room, and destroy her adorable pussy.

      But I’d been disciplined.

      Up until this weekend, Ava and I had unrestricted access to one another’s bodies. Even after all this time, I felt addicted to her touch. Without a doubt, Ava was the finest lover I’d ever had.

      Even Scarlet said as much, and in front of the others. And unsurprisingly, because Ava had her fingers on and in them too, Haruki and Fitz only agreed.

      A gentle click coming from the closed door had me diving for my towel.

      But it was only Ava.

      “What are you—“

      “Shh,” she replied, finger pressed to her lips.

      Ava was still wearing her bikini. She wore it well, along with the most devious smile. She was here to cause trouble.

      “Babe, what you are doing?” I whispered, relaxing a little.

      The woman pointed at the bed. “Sit down. I have a gift for you.”

      Not willing to miss out on whatever the hell this was, I complied happily.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I watched as Ava locked the door and prowled toward me. She didn’t remove her swimsuit, just fell down to her knees and ran her hands up my thighs.

      I leaned back on my elbows and watched as she teased my skin, running smooth hands over my belly, around my hips, and down my legs. She touched everything but my manhood, which was by now, already excited.

      “Tease,” I muttered.

      She chuckled. “Always.”

      The television droned on in the living room below us, and Paula sang in the kitchen. Ava’s parents were thoroughly occupied.

      Glancing at the door, Ava seemed to solidify her own resolve.

      When she returned her attention to me, it was with hungry desire.

      Ava took the tip of my member into her mouth. I sighed, enjoying the splash of heat from her tongue as she kissed me sweetly.

      Rolling back, I closed my eyes, imagining Ava’s deft tongue as she took more and more of my manhood.

      Unlike when we normally had all the time in the world, Ava soon increased the pace with which she stroked me with one hand. Forcing myself to relax, I thought of every nasty thing we’d ever done.

      A vile slideshow ran on a tight loop in my mind, each second stoking my flames a little higher.

      “Cum, J. Cum in my mouth,” Ava whispered.

      Her hot breath tickled me, only serving to increase my pleasure.

      Ava’s grip tightened, and she took my manhood deeper into her throat. Neither of us thought the casual gagging some adult films depicted to be sexy. But Ava had a gift. She could ghost a banana, sliding it down her lovely hatch with ease.

      She did the same with me, and soon, my legs were twitching with building tension.

      I snatched a pillow and shoved it in my face. It muffled the groan that forced its way from my lungs.

      My body rolled with the first wave as I came hard.

      Ava hummed in pleasure.

      Clenching my fists, I held on as surge after surge of ecstatic pleasure washed over me, and soon, I was depleted, numb, and grinning like a fool.

      Wiping the corner of her mouth, Ava winked at me when I looked up into her amber eyes. “Hurry up, James. Time to get dressed and find your way downstairs. No better time to leave a good impression than right after your girlfriend blows your socks off.”

      “You’re insane,” I teased. “And I fucking love you.”

      She stood up then left the way she came. A minute later and she was singing in the shower, as unselfconscious and sweet as her mother.

      I thanked the gods above that clothes covered up shame and guilt so well. I threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, then slid on my flip flops before heading downstairs to chat up Ava’s old man.

      Dinner was prime rib, mashed potatoes, and grilled asparagus.

      It was divine.

      “Steak sauce or ketchup for your prime rib, James?” Paula asked while setting down an assortment of condiments.

      I thanked her but refused. “Meat this good only needs a little salt and pepper. Though I wouldn’t say no to hot sauce.”

      Dave beamed across the table. “Spoken like a real man. I would’ve have kicked you out if you’d have asked for ketchup. It’s a sin.”

      “Some people like it, Dave!”

      “Some people drink urine to cure illness,” Dave shot back.

      We all laughed.

      Everyone had heard how much the man disliked granola-crunching hippies over the weekend. A large part of his resentment rose from the ten years they’d been forced to be neighbors with a pseudo commune retreat.

      According to Dave, the lunatics not only burned sage, waved crystals around, and were naked half the time, but they also practiced urophagia. Some thought it was a miracle cure while others, like old Dave here, thought it was the height of madness.

      I humored him, blowing a little extra hot air into his conspiracies.

      Paula was chastising us both in short order.

      As we ate, Dave brought up another conversation, one that was a little more familiar. “So, J, our little Ava tells us you practice Shaolin Kung Fu. How did you come to learn such a… foreign martial art?”

      I refused to be offended by Dave’s lack of culture. “I learned it in China. My dad was stationed there for a time, and I pretty much had to raise myself. Got into a lot of fights, and then luckily, found a master who would teach me.”

      “That sounds lovely, James!” Paula intoned. “It must be a difficult sport though. You look a little older than your years.”

      Dave laughed. “You mean he looks like he’s had his ass kicked a thousand times? The sign of a real fighter. Nothing more. You practice body hardening, yes?”

      I nodded, cutting into another piece of steak. “I do. It is one of the fundamental techniques that I build my foundation on.”

      “Seems like a waste of time, if you ask me,” Dave replied. “I’d rather be sparring than punching a brick for hours on end.”

      “Dad!”

      “Dave!

      The two women hissed out their objections simultaneously, and for an instant, their expressions were identical.

      With discipline, I didn’t laugh.

      Dave shrugged. “What? I’m just telling the truth. You don’t see American fighters doing nonsense like that.”

      I smiled at the man and gave him a calm answer. “That’s not true, Dave, and you know it. And if you ask the people I fight, they might object. I strike wood, then brick or stone, and finally metal.”

      Holding up my hand, I explained. “My fist is a little uglier than most, but now when I hit someone, they have a tendency to lose consciousness.”

      Dave’s laughter blasted apart the tension. “That’s my boy! Hell yeah, man. If you need, just tell me to fuck off, okay?”

      Paula gasped. “David, I thought we talked about this.”

      “He’s fine! Look, can’t you tell? James and I are becoming quick friends.”

      Ava cut in, her own voice dripping with sarcasm. “Yeah, Dad, we all know how sweet you are to boys I bring over.”

      “This is the first one with some spine though,” Dave shot back. “Hell, if I was a little younger, I’d ask to step in the ring with you. Ava’s shown me a few of your fights. You’re quite a talented young man. And that is exactly what she,” the man said pointing to his daughter, “needs right now. This world is falling apart at the seams. Ava needs a man who can fight a demon toe to toe and laugh in its face.”

      The heavy subject matter ruined some of the levity in the room. Paula didn’t object but I saw fear in her eyes.

      These two must worry about their daughter constantly. I’m glad I’m not a parent right now, I thought.

      “Well, I did fight a demon toe to toe. It broke me down pretty good, and I certainly didn’t feel like laughing,” I answered.

      Dave stood up halfway. His face was suddenly flushed with rage, and it was obvious his all-day beer fest was catching up to him.

      I wiped my face, preparing to apologize for whatever had offended the man.

      Then his eyes watered, and he pointed a shaking finger at me.

      Dave was old, but his body was still strong. Years of fighting professionally had left its mark on the man.

      “Tell me if I’m right, James. You love my daughter, really and truly love her, yeah?”

      I nodded, setting my fork down.

      Ava placed her hand on my thigh and gave it a squeeze.

      Dave’s eyes were unflinching as he glared at me. “If you want my fucking blessing, you owe me something first damn it.” He leaned even further over the table, and Paula looked near to passing out with anxiety.

      “You will stand beside her. Fight with and for her, understand? If you want my blessing, young man, you will swear to me to die first in her stead if it comes down to it. Will you do that, James? Do you love her that much? Even if it meant fighting a hundred demons alone. Are you man enough to do that, James?”

      Ava’s hand withdrew and she rose from her chair as well. “Dad, this is getting weird. Just calm—“

      I held up my hand, thanked Ava, and faced Dave again. “Of course, Dave. And you’re right, I wouldn’t be a man if I weren’t ready to put myself in harm’s way before Ava. We’re all but soldiers now, and Ava has chosen this life for herself. But, like you said, Dave, if it comes down to it… yes, I’ll gladly die for Ava.”

      The man’s brown eyes flicked back and forth, searching my expression for any sign of bullshit.

      He didn’t smile.

      He just sat back down, both of his hands trembling a moment.

      A tear rolled down his cheek as he tried to compose himself.

      Then, at last, Dave turned to his worried wife. “Paula, could you do me a favor?”

      Ava’s mom looked ready for anything. “Sure, no problem. What is it?”

      Lifting his head and smiling at me, cheeks damp and eyes still terrified that his only daughter might die in the upcoming war, he asked his wife, “Could you fetch another beer for James. Real men are known for their thirst.”

      Never in my life had I been so crudely and profoundly complimented.

      I lowered my face, surprised by the tears springing up in my own eyes. Kindness, especially from fathers, wasn’t something I would ever get used to.
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      As we reached the Convergence Tower to return to Wyvern, I grew fidgety. I was excited to get back home. It’d only been a few days since I’d left, but it seemed like it’d been months.

      We parked the SUV in the designated renters’ spot, left the key in the drop box in front of the parking spot and entered the tower.

      After showing our student IDs to the cute, too-friendly receptionist at the desk, we headed to the portals designated for Icarus Institute.

      Sure, we could have punched in the coordinates from any portal, but those were for special circumstances and a quick vacation certainly didn’t count. Which was why we had to fly back, though flying first class had its perks.

      The four of us took the elevator up and headed for the correct portal room so we could head home.

      Like the first time I stepped into the room. It was rather intimidating, even after having gotten used to the portals.

      Floor-to-ceiling white marble comprised the room with only one object in it. The portal.

      It was a raised archway comprised of silver-white metal and inside the doorway was a swirling mass of purple energy that circled endlessly. It sat waiting for us to use it.

      Lilin went first, vanishing before my eyes. Then it was Piper and Reagan’s turn. After the three of them went, I stepped inside.

      The familiar rush of metaphysical energy writhed and pulsed over my skin, drawing me in. But what accompanied it was a blinding headache that ripped through my psyche like it was made of cardboard.

      It was worse than anything portal sickness had ever done to me. But I wasn’t hopping portals, just taking one, so I had no idea where the pain came from.

      My vision swam, and in the blink of an eye, I was overwhelmed with the worst sense of vertigo I’d ever experienced before.

      I didn’t know how long I lingered in limbo before I was rudely deposited from the portal to the floor. I hit the ground hard, bashing my head against the floor before I was able to correct myself.

      A world of pain flared to life in my head and my ears rang as I struggled to sit up.

      When I came back to myself, I got up on all floors and stared down at the ground as sweat ran in bullets off me.

      Cold, unblemished concrete entered my vision as I blinked my eyes clear. The chill radiated up through my palms and I instantly tried to regulate my temperature with my elemental expression, but my Core was a mess of chaotic waves. It flowed erratically through my channels, and I couldn’t access my Ki.

      What’s wrong with me?

      I stumbled up and looked around.

      Steel and sheet metal rose around me, forming what seemed to be a warehouse. Heavy I-beams supported the massive, vaulted roof and loomed over me with cool detachment.

      As I looked around, I found others around me, dozens of young men and women. Some of them were dressed in street clothes, but others wore the uniforms of Leviathan, Golem, and Wyvern.

      They were all young enough to be students.

      Behind them were rows of portals, but they weren’t the sleek, streamlined portals of the Convergence Tower. They looked like broken cast-offs that had been rebuilt and cobbled together with cheap tech.

      Whatever thought I had about them would have to wait as I spied a mess of red hair out of the corner of my eye. I turned and found Piper among the students on the floor.

      “Piper!”

      I ran to her and pressed my fingers to her throat. Her pulse was steady, and her breathing was normal.

      “Piper, wake up.” I cupped her cheek in my hand and rubbed my thumb back and forth like she always liked. “Piper, you have to wake up. I don’t know what’s going on, but if you’re here, then Rea and Lilin are here too.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, but she was out of it, her head lolled to the side, and it was clear she wasn’t waking up any time soon.

      “Fuck!” I cursed and sat her down.

      I stood and quickly surveyed the area.

      There wasn’t a door that I could see. No windows or sign of escape either. The only thing in the room besides the people were the portals.

      Oaky, this isn’t an accident. This is deliberate. We’ve been kidnapped, by who or what, I don’t know, but there’s no way I can do this alone.

      I’m going to need help.

      I began searching through the bodies, looking for anyone I knew or anyone who was even kind of coherent. A few stirred, but nothing more than that until a groan came from further down the line. My head shot up as I searched for the sound and found a spry Leviathan student struggling to stand.

      “Hey! Are you okay!” I shouted and ran over to him.

      As I crossed the room, I got a better look at him. He wore a Leviathan uniform and as he turned and looked at me, blinking his eyes as he tried to focus, I recognized him.

      “Jin?” I asked, stopping just in front of him.

      “What?” He rubbed his bloodshot dark eyes. “Who─Wyvern. Nakano something right?” He shook his head and finally looked at me with cognition.

      Jin was about my height, with a similar build. He had sharp features and dark hair tied back.

      “It’s Alex. From the tournament. Yes.”

      He glanced around the room, still dazed. “Where am I?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I stepped to the side and gestured at the bodies on the ground. “But it’s not just us that got taken.”

      “Taken? You think this was deliberate?”

      “I don’t know how it could be anything but.” I pointed at the row of jury-rigged portals. “All this paints a very bleak portrait.”

      Jin took a look around for a moment while he also shook off the aftereffects of whatever the hell happened to us and looked at the evidence in front of us.

      “No, you’re right. We were definitely abducted.” He threw his hands up and then winced at the action. “So, what the hell do we do now?”

      “You don’t do anything without me,” a new voice said. A voice I was very familiar with.

      I turned as a massive man with thick brown hair and blue eyes stumbled up from the mass of students and began shambling towards us.

      “J!”

      I rushed to meet him and threw his arm over my shoulder to help support him while he got his bearings. It took him about as long as it took Jin and I before the pain faded and some color returned to his deeply tanned skin.

      When he could stand, I stepped away from him and all three of us stood in a circle as we tried to come back to ourselves.

      “Alex, what the fuck is going on? Where are we?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Was coming back from Wyvern from seeing my dad and ended up here. Piper’s here too which means Lilin and Rea are around somewhere too.”

      J rubbed his eyes, fighting off the same headache we all had. “Ugh, shit. Last thing I remember is kissing Ava before she stepped through the portal.” His eyes went wide. “Ava!”

      He jumped up so fast that it made my head spin. As soon as he stood, he let out a low groan and stumbled, falling to his knees.

      “Okay, fuck, that was a bad idea.”

      “Easy, J, don’t worry, we’ll find our girls, but we’ve got to figure out what the hell is going on first.”

      “Nakano is right,” Jin said, stepping over to J as he stood. “We should consider this an attack and prepare accordingly. If the others are in the same shape as us, we won’t stand much of a chance against whoever comes for us.”

      “Seriously, you think whoever did this can stand against a couple dozen ascendants?” J asked.

      “They can when we can’t use our Ki,” I said.

      He whirled on me, his cerulean eyes wide. “What?”

      “Haven’t you tried to access your core?” Jin asked. “It was the first thing I tried; something has interfered with them.”

      “No, sorry. I was a bit too preoccupied worrying about my girlfriend, Jin, to pay much attention to anything else.”

      “Huh.” Jin sighed. “I expected more from the famed Wyvern’s Wing. Guess you didn’t live up to the hype.”

      J turned on Jin, his fist raised. “Why you smug sonuva─”

      “Hey!” I shouted. “The fuck are you two doing? This is no time to fight each other.”

      “I’m going to find Ava. She’s my first priority.” J stalked off, not looking at Jin.

      I advanced on him, jabbing my finger into his chest. “That superiority bullshit stops now, Jin. We’re either in this together, or I beat your ass into submission right here. Got it? Everything falls apart if we can’t work together here.”

      He nodded, glancing away. “I got it…sorry. I just feel helpless here.”

      “How do you think we feel? I don’t have a clue about what’s going on, but the people I care for are here, and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we all get out of this.”

      “Alright.” His eyes hardened. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Ah…shit. I don’t have a plan. Not good.

      I’d gone off and acted like the leader without having any clue about what to do. I wasn’t a capable leader, but with those two prideful hotheads, I was the only one keeping a rational head about things.

      Jin was right and we needed a plan, and I quickly glanced around the room while trying to kick my brain into overdrive.

      “First things first.” I pointed at the unconscious students. “We wake as many as we can and start building our ranks. I imagine that whoever did this will likely come in hard so we should be ready.”

      Jin scratched his clean-shaven chin. “What makes you say that?”

      “Just look at this place. This was clearly calculated. From what I can tell, only ascendants were taken, and if whoever did this also found a way to disrupt our Ki, it means they know what they’re doing. They’ve knocked most of us out and disoriented the few who woke up. We don’t have access to our Ki, which leaves us one avenue of attack left.”

      “Our martial arts,” he said.

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “And if I were our kidnappers, I’d have planned for that. Come in with overwhelming force so that even if a few of us manage to shrug off the effects of the portal, it won’t matter.”

      “It’s not a bad thought,” J said, coming back over to us. He had Ava in his arms, she was out like the rest. Her head was cradled in the crook of J’s arm, and she seemed no worse than the others. “Found Lilin and Reagan by the way, Alex. Thalia is here too. I laid them all down beside Piper.”

      A huge weight I hadn’t known I was carrying lifted off my chest and I heaved a huge sigh of relief. My hand went to my chest as my heart rate spiked and then settled quickly at J’s words.

      “Thank god.” I glanced over and found my girls sleeping. It wasn’t much, considering where we were, but just knowing they were alright made all the difference in the world. “Okay. So, we should start going around to the others and see if any can be woken up.”

      The three of us split up and went around to each of the students, trying to get them to wake up. But most didn’t.

      A few did however, but it was about one student for every six we checked. After about ten minutes, we’d gone through all the students and only had four wake up.

      I didn’t know any of them.

      Two were Leviathan students, one was Golem, and one was a Wyvern student. From his uniform, he was a third-year, and I thought I’d seen him hanging around Haruki once or twice, so I was betting they were in the same class, but Haruki wasn’t here. Scarlet and Fitz were though.

      J laid Ava down next to Piper and the others while we figured out what to do.

      When everyone was coherent, we laid out what we knew and caught everyone up to speed. There wasn’t much to tell. Once everyone was on the same page, we spread out and tried to find a way out.

      We split up into teams of two, with the team Jin was in having three. J and I teamed up while the Leviathan students stuck with Jin, leaving the Golem and Wyvern student together.

      “Man, what the hell is going on?” J asked as soon as we were out of earshot of the others. “You think this is some kind of test?”

      I’d had the same thought, but I’d quickly discounted it.

      “I doubt it,” I said, shaking my head. “If it was just one school, then maybe, but it’s all three of them together. The three schools aren’t exactly known for their cooperation. No, I don’t think it’s a test, but that leaves me with very little other options besides terrorist attack.”

      “Someone with a grudge against heroes? You think?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not like there aren’t anti-hero groups out there. Achilles Heel being the most prominent one I know of.”

      “I dunno. They mostly operate in Europe right. And it’s always been small-scale stuff that I’ve heard of. Something like this seems like it might be beyond their capabilities,” he responded.

      I threw up my hands. “You’re probably right, but that means I’m out of ideas. I have no earthly idea who could be behind this.”

      “Same,” he said and rapped his knuckles on the warehouse wall. “And on top of that, I’m not seeing a way out of here. There isn’t even a door, or a seam where a hidden door could be. I mean it’s like this place was built without a way to get out.”

      “So, we’re screwed?” I asked.

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “Oh, we’ve been screwed, but now I think we’ve been upgraded to completely fucked. We’re doing things on their terms; I think that’s obvious. And I don’t see anything else we can do but wait until our Ki comes back…if it comes back.”

      J paused. “What about Sogai?”

      I shook my head. “Tried it, can’t concentrate enough. Whatever the portal did to us, took away any option we have of fighting back.”

      J cursed and turned, leaning against the wall. “Alright, guess we head back and watch over the girls. There’s nothing else to do but wait until whoever did this comes for us.” He met my gaze and determination burned bright in them. “But I’m telling you now, Alex. I’m going to go down fighting for them if that’s what this comes to.”

      I nodded. “Same here. We make a last stand and take as many of the bastards we can with us.”

      We made our way back to the others and they relayed the same thing we’d already figured out. There wasn’t a way out of here for us. There wasn’t a single entrance to be found.

      With nothing else to do, we grouped up around the students and kept trying to wake them up. After about an hour, a few more had risen, bringing our number up to ten.

      Ten students without Ki against an unknown enemy who had us right where they wanted us.

      I wasn’t liking our odds.

      We caught them up and began stretching, meditating, shadow boxing, trying anything we could to clear our minds and channels for whatever came next. But nothing had much effect.

      After another hour of waiting, I began to have a clear head.

      My Ki channels were still confusing, but they weren’t as congested as they had been previously. Whatever had been done to us was beginning to wear off.

      I was glad that whatever had been done to us wasn’t permanent, but I also realized that if it was wearing off, then whatever was about to happen was going to happen soon.

      And ten minutes later I was proven correct.

      The entire warehouse shuddered. A violent shake that started on the far right wall. It kept shaking, before it groaned and squeaked as the metal protested before the entire wall began to descend. It lowered beneath the ground and settled with a resounding thump.

      As the wall disappeared, I caught hints of bright-blue sky and concrete before my attention was forced elsewhere.

      Figures began appearing from the opening.

      Each of them were identical. They wore tight-fitting black clothes and a black half cloak that stopped at their waists. On each of their faces was a plain black oval mask with no marking or distinction. Nothing to identify any one of them.

      There were dozens of them, two or three for every one student fighting They’d come prepared which told me this wasn’t the first time they’d done something like this.

      As they filed into the room, they each withdrew a long silver baton. The end of which sparked with electricity.

      Each of the masked figures held the stun batons like they knew how to use them.

      I turned to look at J and the others who each raised their fists and settled into their fighting stances as the masks approached.

      “I think what you said earlier was right, J…we’re completely fucked.”
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      “So whatcha thinking?” J asked suddenly as we stared out at the slowly approaching army. “I take the two dozen on the right; you take the two dozen on the left and let the others clean up the stragglers.”

      I wasn’t in the mood for jokes, but I understood the impulse. This entire situation was about as bad as it could get, and if J didn’t make light of it even in the face of certain doom, it was liable to crush him.

      Some of the others were already shaking with fear, one even sank to her knees, pure unadulterated terror on her face as she stared at the intimidating figures.

      Either the masks and get-up were a uniform of sorts, or an intimidation tactic. I was betting a decent mix of the two.

      “Alright, they have shock batons, which means they want us alive. For what, I don’t know, but what I do know is we can’t let ourselves be taken,” I said, steeling myself. “We go down fighting.”

      “Let’s kick some ass!” J shouted and we charged the masked figures.

      I rushed in after J, trying to watch his back while making sure the others weren’t spread too thin.

      It was a sad reality that to engage with the men, we had to leave the unconscious students, including mine and J’s girls, unattended. I hated it as much as J likely did, but we didn’t have a choice. We were barely ten ascendants against thirty. It was hopeless from the start and we couldn’t afford to have anyone sit back and play guard.

      J reached the men first and, with a howl of pure rage, lowered to the ground in Canton Dog style and unleashed hell.

      He ripped into the first man he laid his hands on, sinking a vicious strike to the man’s solar plexus and when the man doubled over, dug his fingers into the man’s neck and flung him over his shoulder to the ground.

      J didn’t stop, he kept going, fighting with all the savagery he’d been holding back at Wyvern. He unleashed it all and took down two more men in a handful of seconds.

      It was clear to the others that J was a massive threat and nearly ten men turned to counter him.

      “I don’t think so!” I shouted, rushing in.

      One of the men turned at my shout and raised his hands, lashing out at me with the stun baton.

      I slipped the lunge and wrapped my arm around the masked man’s bicep. I pivoted, breaking his arm at the elbow with a twisted snap. As the figure cried out in a muffled voice, I took him to the ground and stomped on his fingers, snapping them all at once. I stole the baton from his broken hand and bashed him across the temple with it.

      The mask only covered their face and so I was rewarded with a hollow thunk before the man crashed to the ground.

      I kept the weapon as I continued into the fray of combat left in J’s wake.

      Two more men engaged me.

      One swung his baton like a nightstick, trying to brain me. I passed mine to my left hand and brought it up, parrying the blow. I kicked the man in the chest, taking him down.

      As the first was thrown off balance, the second rushed me with a flurry of light swipes with the silver baton. Sparks leapt from the end that passed so close to my body, the castoff electricity brushed against my skin.

      The baton passed by once more and I leaned back. As soon as I was out of range, I surged forward as fast as I could and shot my leg out. I used the built-up momentum and aimed for the masked man’s ankle. My foot connected and I followed through, knocking him off his feet.

      He crashed to the ground and I stepped with my kick, pivoting as the first man came up from the ground. I put all the weight on my front leg and threw a heavy side kick into his stomach.

      Air hissed out around his mask and he gagged, choking on his own tongue as he was robbed of oxygen.

      I rechambered my leg and knelt, slamming the end of the baton home in the first man’s throat. He jerked as thousands of volts of electricity passed through him in seconds and he grew still. As I rose up, I turned and threw the baton as hard as I could.

      It sailed through the air just as the second man caught his breath. The baton caught him where his nose would be if he hadn’t been wearing the mask. The force was enough to crack the material and send him careening back to the concrete floor.

      I picked up both of their discarded batons and brought them down to the man’s chest, making sure he was down for the count.

      In the half minute it’d taken me to dispatch those three, I looked up over the rest of the battlefield. The others weren’t faring as well as J and I had done in the opening minute of the battle.

      A few had even been taken down and were being carried away so they wouldn’t get in the way of the rest of the masks.

      We had started with ten and were down to just seven while only putting a small dent in the enemy forces.

      We can’t win this.

      I knew it, but I refused to accept it.

      There was a low grunt of pain in front of me as J was struck with a stun baton. He jerked, his teeth clenching as he locked up and couldn’t move.

      I ran to his side and used the batons in my hands to strike the two closest masks in front of me. One of them was the one who’d shocked J. I stuck both ends to the backs of their necks and delighted in watching them go through the same thing J had just a second earlier.

      As soon as I knocked out the mask who stun locked J, he shook off the effects and stood.

      He turned to me and nodded.

      “Thanks─” His eyes went wide, and he stepped forward, kicking a mask who been about to zap me in the face.

      The man crumpled to the ground as his mask cracked and blood began pouring from his busted nose.

      “Back at you,” I said and engaged another mask.

      We fought for another few minutes side by side, trying to work our way to Jin, who was surrounded by a half dozen masks. J and I had taken out at least ten men ourselves, but they just kept coming. I couldn’t see any other students in the horde of black cloaks and soon it was just the three of us against fifteen men.

      They overwhelmed us with sheer numbers, striking at our blind spots while the others flanked around us.

      Jin went down when two men jumped him at the same time and struck him repeatedly with their batons. He shuddered and then lay still as he passed out.

      J and I fought back-to-back, but it was clear they were just toying with us at that point. After a while, they grew bored and closed in on us.

      None of us stood a chance.

      We failed.

      We lost.

      A jolt of electricity surged through my body, completely shutting down all of my motor functions and making even thinking impossible.

      For an eternity, I stood locked up in pain as electricity surged through my body, and then, finally, there was blissful nothingness where I didn’t have to worry about what our failure had just cost everyone.
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      I don’t know how long I was out for, but it was about three years too soon when I came to.

      My head ached with a pain that made the portal sickness headache seem like child’s play in comparison.

      “Ugh, my head,” I muttered and tried to stand.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were─”

      I didn’t have time to wonder who spoke as I stood and immediately bashed my head against something hard and metallic a few feet above me.

      Even more pain joined my already-growing misery and I sank to my knees, groaning as I wished I’d knocked myself out.

      “Told you,” the voice said.

      It was a warm male voice. But I couldn’t open my eyes to see who it was. Tears of pain blurred my vision and my head swam with agony.

      I sat back down and tried to get my bearings while the pain faded.

      When I could finally open my eyes without blinding pain, I did so.

      The first thing I found, was silver bars in front of my face. I looked up and around, and quickly confirmed my fears.

      I was in a cage.

      But I wasn’t alone.

      “Easy there,” the voice said again.

      I turned and found the speaker. Sitting in the same cage as I was, was a tall, very handsome black man with strong cheekbones and a rugged beard. He had long dreadlocks and too-white teeth as he smiled at me.

      “Easy,” he repeated. “Name’s Jackson. What’s yours?”

      “Alex. Where am I?”

      Beyond the cage was an old brick building. It was worn, the mortar and red brick cracked and chipped. The concrete floor beneath us was in similar straits; weeds grew up from the jagged lines spiderwebbing out in all directions. Besides our cage, there were plenty more scattered throughout the large room.

      “What is this place?’ I asked without letting him answer the first question.

      Jackson shrugged. “Not a clue, man. I’ve been here for a week now, and I still don’t have a fuckin’ clue.”

      “A week?” I shouted, whirling around. “We’ve been here a week?”

      He shook his head. “Naw, you’ve been here about six hours. Masks brought you and a few others and left. Didn’t even feed us, the pricks.”

      “Masks? Who are they?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Went to portal back to Golem and instead found myself in a warehouse with a bunch of other people.” He stared at me as he spoke, and my eyes gave me away. “I’m guessing something similar happened to you too.”

      “Yeah, same thing happened to the rest of us.”

      I crept over to the cage and got a better look at it. The bars were steel, but they didn’t seem reinforced with anything. They seemed to just be normal steel bars. I flicked one to make sure and was rewarded with a hollow ting that resonated up through the bars.

      “Why haven’t you guys broken out? These bars are nothing special, a little bit of Ki and we’ll be out in seconds.”

      Jackson looked at me like I was an idiot. A blank stare that questioned my intelligence.

      “You think that wasn’t the first thing I thought of too? Our Ki doesn’t work here. Whoever these people are, they’ve figured out a way to interfere with our runes. We can’t use them.”

      What?

      That should be impossible. I’d never even heard of anything that could inhibit a rune.

      I closed my eyes and sat down, crossing my legs as I began meditating. Immediately, I could tell that whatever the portal had done to mess with my Ki had finally cleared up. My channels were once again clear, and the chaotic state of my Ki had disappeared entirely.

      Which meant I could enter Sogai.

      As I closed off my senses, I began expanding my hearing, trying to pick up anything that would be of use in getting us out of here. I already had a plan, but I had to make sure it could work first.

      Dozens of heartbeats rose from the room I was in. The other students in the cages. Some were calm and even like Jackson’s, who’d succumbed to the reality of his situation, but others were running rampant with nervousness. Their pulses as fast as machine gun fire.

      They were panicked, terrified. Something I could understand.

      I pushed even further to whatever lay outside the room I was in.

      What I found was another room just like ours. There were many people in cages, and one very familiar voice shouting at the top of his lungs.

      “Let me out of this goddamn cage right now before I rip your lungs out!” J screamed; his fury even stronger at having been locked in a cage.

      He beat and railed against the cage with all his might, but he couldn’t get out.

      I was relieved to know that he was alive and well. I didn’t know where the girls were, and unfortunately, they were my second priority right now.

      First I had to get us out of these cages.

      Jackson said that there was something that disrupted their runes. It was basically kryptonite to heroes on the path of ascension.

      But I wasn’t walking the same path as everyone else.

      I was on the Path of Enlightenment. I didn’t have any runes.

      My Ki flowed strong and steady through my body and my head was clear, if a little achy from bashing it against the cage. But I could get everyone out.

      Maybe I was the only one who could.

      No pressure there, Alex.

      I withdrew from Sogai and opened my eyes, automatically countering the backlash from depriving my senses, and turned to Jackson.

      “If I told you I could get us out of here, would you follow me?”

      “What!” he shouted, and I quickly clamped my hand over his mouth.

      “Keep it down.” I slowly removed my hand as he nodded.

      “How?” he asked with a shake of his head. “Unless you got a set of bolt cutters in your pants, I don’t think we’re getting out of here.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Humor you?” He shook his head. “Then yeah, if you could get us out of here, I’d follow you to hell and back. Anything is better than being kept in a cage like a dog.”

      I shifted over to the door of the cage. The lock was big and complicated, with heavy steel chains that looked nearly impossible to cut through.

      It was a good thing I had no intention of cutting through the chain.

      I reached through the bars and placed my hand on the lock. As soon as my flesh touched the cold metal, I willed my elemental expression into my fingertips.

      Ice quickly coated my hand and I pushed it out and into the lock, freezing it solid in under a minute. Once the lock was cold enough that it’d give a normal human frostbite just from touching it. I strengthened my fist using my Ki and crushed the lock into a thousand frozen shards of metal.

      It clattered to the floor like drops of rain and the door swung open.

      “You were saying?” I turned back to Jackson, who had his mouth agape. “You coming with me?”

      “Dude, how the hell did you do that? Runes don’t work, so how could you use your expression?”

      “Because I don’t have any runes.” I shrugged. “But now isn’t the time for twenty questions. We need to free everyone and get the hell out of here.”

      “Hell yeah I’m coming, just tell me what you need me to do?”

      Slowly, I crept out of the cage and with Jackson at my heels, we made our way over to the next closest cage. There were three girls in the cage, each of them small and petite and made even more so by the cage around them.

      I didn’t recognize any of them, but from their golden-brown uniforms, they went to Golem. I repeated the lock trick and broke them out.

      “Alright, everyone keep quiet and we’ll get out of here alive.”

      I then froze the tops and bottoms of the bars and broke them off. I handed everyone a makeshift weapon and we continued onward.

      It took about ten minutes, but I freed everyone in the cages. At the end we had twenty students I didn’t know armed with what amounted to prison shivs versus a compound of highly trained kidnappers who had the ability to disrupt runes.

      Our little resistance is screwed, but it’s all we’ve got. I’ve got one chance to free everyone. If I fail, then I probably die, and the rest will go back in their cages.

      I didn’t have any other option but to succeed. To do otherwise would cost the lives or futures of too many hopeful ascendants.

      And I couldn’t let that happen.

      I crept to the door on the far side of the room and broke the lock. But it was jammed, the door refused to open. My ice had frozen not the lock, but the sliding mechanism as well.

      On the other side was J and hopefully the girls. If we could get to them and free them, and destroy the rune jammer, then we had an actual fighting chance.

      There was just one door standing between me and my friends.

      Not for long.
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      I strained with all my might, bracing my torso against the corner of the cage as I tried to wrench one of the steel bars loose. My tendons screamed, and my head swam with the effort.

      At last, I gave up and collapsed to the floor.

      “J, I think we should just relax, okay?” Scarlet tried yet again, whispering sweetly from the cage opposite me.

      I sighed and rubbed my face. Fucking useless! I expected myself to protect everyone, yet here I am, stuck in a damn box!

      Despite knowing Scarlet was right, this was a hard fate to accept. I was the fighter, the protector. Sitting still and waiting to see what happened next would never be my strong suit.

      A soft hand touched my shoulder, and I flinched. Then I turned to see Fitz’s big brown eyes, worried and filled with empathy. “This isn’t your fault, J. I wasn’t even awake when you tried to fight for us. How do you think I feel?”

      Biting my lip, I had to concede the point. “I know. If anything, this is Leviathan’s fault. Or Wyvern’s for that matter. I mean, how the hell did they let this happen in the first place?”

      “No idea. But staying calm and cool is probably the best for now.”

      I forcibly relaxed, giving the girl a smile. “You’re right. I’m not going to flip out, but figured it was worth a shot. I’m thinking our only chance might be to throttle a guard if and when they come to feed us. Even that seems like slim hope. Not like they’ll send a dude holding a key in his hand.”

      Fitz smiled nervously and nodded sideways to the other occupant in their cage. A girl wearing a Leviathan uniform was watching me with fear dancing in her eyes.

      Getting Fitz’s message loud and clear, I took a deep breath and calmed myself. Discipline was good for more than just fighting. It was also useful for making your body behave when it didn’t want to.

      After a few moments, I felt composed enough to speak in a civil manner.

      I cleared my throat and introduced myself. “Hey there. My name’s J. Sorry if I freaked you out a little. What’s your name?”

      The girl pursed her lips, her brows lifting in surprise. But she answered. “I’m Sakura.”

      “Sakura, I may be crude and a little ugly, but I’ll promise you one thing,” I said, pleased to see my self-deprecating joke land as a faint smile formed on her face. “I’m going to help us all get out of here, okay? We’re going to survive this.”

      She nodded, a good sign.

      Fitz sat near Sakura and offered the girl her shoulder.

      I winked at Scarlet and the woman smiled back.

      Sure, we were caught in cages, but that didn’t mean we weren’t stuck together.

      Still, while the minutes ticked by, I scanned the room. The cages were spread out. That made sense since we couldn’t directly contact one another. Other than the five cages and a large storage container in the far corner, however, the warehouse was empty.

      In the far corner of the room stood a door. A keypad rested beside it.

      Somehow, we’ve got to get over there, I mused. Well, after I can think how to bust us out of here first.

      My body was bruised from the fight with the strange, masked guards. They’d had fun kicking Alex and I in the ribs for a while after they took us down. And having been shocked a half dozen times had left my muscles feeling almost numb.

      I was sure the sensation would have dissipated by now, but my runes were all inactive. I couldn’t summon so much as a spark of my Ki.

      Folding my legs and crossing my eyes, I lowered my mind into a deep state of meditation. I doubted it was possible, but if there was even a remote chance I could grasp my Ki without my runes, I’d take it.

      That was when the door in the corner of the room creaked.

      I turned at the noise. A second later, a blast came, icy and unyielding. A single word shouted to let me know exactly what was happening.

      “Hakai!” a voice bellowed, as a gout of Ice Ki sent the door flying off its hinges.

      Then my best friend and roommate stepped through the door.

      “Alex!” I shouted, and he at once spotted me.

      Sprinting over, he led a group of twelve or thirteen students in his wake.

      He knelt and clutched the lock on my cage, freezing it, and crushed it in a Ki-powered grip. “Come on, J. Time to get the hell out of here!”

      I laughed, hard and loud. After having the door exploded, there was no real need for silence. No doubt, those masked dipshits were already on their way.

      “You’re insane, Alex. Have I told you lately that I love you?”

      He patted me on the shoulder, then stopped to help Sakura climb out as well. “Save the bromance for another time. Let’s try to not fuck this up, huh?”

      I nodded, moving out into the center of the room. Alex continued to release the other prisoners while I scanned for another exit.

      My search was interrupted by Ava who barreled into my chest and crushed me in a hug.

      Her arms were shaking, and my shirt grew wet where tears poured from the sweet girl’s face. “Ava, I… I’m sorry I didn’t think to check on you right away. Just worried about trying to escape.”

      She shook her head, tickling my ribs with her nose. Then she looked up, her amber eyes tinged with red. “Oh, J! You always do your best. I heard how bravely you fought for us. I just feel so awful I wasn’t awake.”

      “It’s okay, Ava. Everyone was affected differently by the portal. And besides, I’d rather you not have seen me get my ass kicked.”

      The woman reached up and touched my bruised brow. Face wincing, she squeezed me tighter still. “I’d hate to see what happened to them.”

      I couldn’t hold back my grin. “Oh, I managed to take a few with me, that’s for sure.”

      The sound of crying came from those still waiting to be released.

      I gestured with my head. “Hey, let’s catch up when this is over. Can you go and help calm everyone down? I’m going to look for an exit.”

      She reached up and kissed me on the cheek before darting away to help the others.

      Now freed from the confines of the cage, I could scan the whole room more easily. Only a single door could be found on the opposite end of the warehouse. I jogged over and stooped down to examine the keypad.

      “Shit, I doubt we’re going to be able to guess the code,” I whispered.

      A familiar voice said beside me, “And that door looks like it will be a tougher nut to crack.”

      I looked first to the door, which was reinforced with inch-thick straps of steel. Then I turned to see one of my best friends holding out his hand. “Figured you might need a little help,” Mo said with a wry grin.

      I shook his hand, laughing as I did so. “Hell yeah, man! Now I know we’ve got a fighting chance. But damn, I hate to say it, but you’ve got a point about the door. Even Alex is going to have trouble.”

      The two of us moved to search further down the wall where the storage container blocked my view. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something a little easier,” I suggested.

      Just then, a creaking behind us sounded, and two guards stepped through the secure door. I ran, hoping to catch the door still open.

      It clicked a second before I got there.

      “The prisoners! They esca—“ one guard tried to call out, but Mo landed a devastating punch to the man’s throat. The skilled fighter followed it up with a headbutt, knocking the man out instantly.

      His companion backpedaled, smashing flat against the door and pulling out a baton. The masked man swung the baton at me as I approached, and I pulled back.

      The crackling energy passed inches from my face.

      Darting in after, I struck the guard twice in the shoulder joint. His baton tumbled to the ground. I smacked my palm against his face, cracking the mask and his nose as well. Then, as he clutched his shattered nose, I performed a less dignified move on the man.

      Using a biting hand technique from Canton Dog, I clenched the guard’s ear, crushing it with all my strength.

      With one savage jerk, I tore it free.

      The expected scream followed.

      I let the man howl for a few seconds, then slapped him. Gripping his other ear and pushing him against the door, I told him in a growl, “If you want to keep the other one, why don’t you tell us the passcode?”

      “32961! Just use the code and leave. I won’t stop you; I promise!” the man pleaded, his tears turning pink as they mixed with his blood.

      By now, Alex had formed a large group of the prisoners, all of whom were watching what was going on.

      I nodded to Mo who typed in the code.

      The red light above the keypad turned green and the massive door clicked open. Mo wedged open the door, and the students behind surged forward to leave. I held up a hand and barked, “Hold on! We need a plan first.”

      Reluctantly, they slowed, many fighting outright panic. Alex spoke up, pulling their attention toward him. He calmed them down, promising everything would be okay.

      That’s one obstacle out of the way. Now, it’s time to find out what the fuck they are doing to our runes.

      “Good work, buddy. Next, tell me how I can restore my runes.”

      The man shook his head. “I can’t do that. Please, just—“

      The second ear produced an even louder scream. Jamming my hand in his throat, I cut the scream off, clenching behind his voice box. “Shut up and tell me what I want to know, or I’ll tear out your throat. Understand?”

      Still weeping, the man nodded. “Rune Jammer. It’s held in a small communications building on the outside of this warehouse.”

      Pushing for more information, I asked him where on this godforsaken planet we were as well as the general layout of our immediate surroundings. Losing body parts to a psychotic stranger was a great method to loosen one’s tongue, it turned out.

      “This is just a small base located five miles outside of Sao Paulo, Brazil. What’s left of it at least.”

      I knew time was ticking, but I had one more question for this asshole. “How many of you masked idiots are here on the base?”

      The guard clutched his hands together, almost like he was praying. “Two, maybe three hundred? I don’t know, sorry, I’m just an acolyte!”

      Acolyte, huh? Shit. That means religious nutjobs.

      “Some advice for when you wake up. Find a new hobby. You suck as an evil henchman,” I said back before pounding his head back on the steel door.

      The man spilled to the ground, and I nodded to Alex that I was ready.

      He faced the group and held up his hands. “We’re heading outside. Make sure to stick together, and for the love of God, no panicking. Use your heads. This isn’t about our schools anymore. This is about survival.” He paused, his voice growing cold. “If one of you fucks up, we all die. Understand?”

      “Pump-up speech delivered, now I’m itching for some payback,” I said, picking up one of the guards’ batons as I shouldered the door open.

      Two more guards were waiting for me.

      I swatted the first guard’s baton down and lunged forward, sinking my own into the man’s exposed neck. His body seized up and he fell to the ground.

      I grimaced, expecting the second guard to take me down, but Mo was too fast. “Oh, no you don’t!” he cried out, cracking the guard’s forearm and bringing an elbow up into his face.

      We both gave our respective victims a kick to the head to ensure they were out and picked up their batons. I gave one to Fitz and the other to Scarlet, both of whom were right behind me.

      Stepping forward, I scanned our surroundings as the students spilled out into the open air. We were smack dab in the middle of a jungle.

      Much of the plant life had been cut down and burned back recently, and several dozen buildings were clustered around, forming what looked to be a high-tech military base.

      Beyond the base and a dense patch of jungle lay the shattered visage of a modern city. Everyone knew the devastation that had been caused in Sao Paulo.

      A demon attack five years ago resulted in the destruction of most of the city.

      Even from this distance, most of the city was nothing but ruins.

      Alex and I managed to get everyone outside and contained in a single group in mere seconds. Then I spotted a small building a few hundred feet away.

      That must be the comms building. Better hope that guy wasn’t screwing with me.

      “This way!” I shouted, already running in that direction.

      I jogged ahead, scanning around between the buildings. If there was any sign of trouble, I wanted to know right away.

      As we ran across the charred ground, I gave up searching elsewhere and focused on the building as we approached.

      Two glass doors opened when we were perhaps fifty meters away. Spilling out and forming a line were roughly a dozen guards. I held up my hands and shouted back to our group. “Hold up!”

      Everyone slowed, but the fighters moved to the front. Alex and his girls alongside Jin made their way to the front where Mo, Fitz, Scarlet, and I stood ready.

      Alex nodded to the masked guards ahead. They were advancing slowly, obviously nervous to fight now that the odds weren’t in their favor.

      “What do you say we take those guys out?” he suggested with a half grin.

      “Hell yeah. Let’s be smart about this though. They still don’t know you can use your Ki. Me and the others with batons can close with them. When they try to surround us, you can step in and give them a nice surprise.”

      Piper, Thalia, Reagan, and Lilin strode forward with a handful of students behind them. “We’re acting as reserves. If you guys get overwhelmed, we’ll step in.”

      Jin spoke up a second later. “I can fight too. I’ll come with you, James.”

      I shrugged. “Suit yourself, Leviathan. Just don’t get in my way.”

      Turning back, I strode forward, baton in hand.

      Fitz and Scarlet flanked me, with Mo beside them. Another five students strode alongside Jin, a collection of Golem and Leviathan fighters.

      This should be enough to fuck up their day, I mused grimly.

      The masks followed the orders of a leader who strode behind the group. Batons crackling, they stopped and prepared to defend themselves. Unfortunately for them, I was in a shit mood.

      Only thing that’ll fix this day is some good old-fashioned beat downs.

      I came within striking distance and feinted an overhead attack with my baton. The guard before me raised his own to defend. That’s when I threw my left leg forward, connecting to my enemy’s solar plexus.

      He doubled over, out of the fight in one hit.

      Fitz exchanged blows with a guard beside me, but having training in escrima fighting, proved more than a match. She cracked her baton against the man’s hand, and he yelped, dropping his baton.

      It earned him a zap to the face.

      If I weren’t already moving on to my next target, I’d have laughed. Never doubt a woman’s sense of vengeance.

      Our side was doing well, but we were ultimately under-equipped and less than half of us were fighting.

      Scarlet did her best to thwart the masked guard she was fighting, but I heard her cry out as a charge of electricity ran through her body.

      She fell beside me, clutching her abdomen.

      Scarlet wasn’t the only one to fall.

      I opened my mouth and prepared to shout for Alex when his own voice broke through behind me. “Move out of the way!”

      I knelt and caught Scarlet under her arms and hauled her back and to the side.

      Then Alex ran forward, his body sped up by Ki. A few guards were foolish enough to attempt to close with those of us who’d pulled back.

      They came face to face with an irate Alex who immediately threw his fist forward. “Kori no Hakai!” he screamed and a massive ball of Ice Ki blasted three of the guards.

      Piper and the reserves charged in after, taking advantage of the chaos.

      Alex wasn’t done yet. He ran down the leader who had decided it might be best to retreat. Alex held two fingers out and shouted, “Aisushotto!”

      A ball the size of a large marble forged of frigid Ki shot out and slammed against the leader’s skull, dropping him like a sack of potatoes.

      Ice drifted around the unconscious man.

      A handful of guards fought on stubbornly, but it was time to take on our next task.

      “Fitz, Mo! You guys are in charge for a second. Finish these guys off and form a perimeter,” I ordered. “We’re going to have more company soon for sure.”

      Then I ran to catch up with Alex who was already entering the comms building.
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      I entered the building behind Alex, ready for another fight.

      Inside, we found a desk with a few computers arranged all around. At a glance, I could see a few dozen wide-shot cameras showing the base grounds around us.

      All were empty but for the lingering brawl outside.

      A single hall led further in, and we kicked open a half dozen doors. Empty save one. The man inside cowered behind his desk.

      “Keep going, Alex. I’ll handle this,” I said, stepping into the room.

      The masked man waved his hands above his head, indicating he wasn’t at all prepared to fight me. “Sorry,” I said. “But I don’t care.”

      I gave him a savage right hook to his mask and left him passed out on the floor.

      “J! Come here!” Alex called from deeper inside.

      I ran to catch up and found my friend two doors down. He pointed at a stack of boxes in the corner sitting beside crates of water bottles.

      “Nice! Nothing says dinner like MREs,” I said dryly. “We can take a few boxes when we leave. Let’s keep searching.”

      Shortly after, we entered the last room in the building.

      A device glowed with the distinct red demonic Ki that powered the portals. It was a box with runes glowing all around it, attached to an odd antenna.

      This was what we’d come for.

      Alex made to smash the thing, but I grabbed him by the arm. “Might explode. I don’t know. Why not use your ice attack again?”

      He nodded, then we both retreated to the hall. Then Alex reached a hand in and let his Ice Shot fly.

      Immediately, we pulled back, anticipating an explosion.

      The rune-canceling device crackled with discharged power, and a burst of unleashed energy buffeted the room.

      Ears ringing, I grinned wildly when I saw the runes on my forearms flare to life.

      Raw and unchecked power flooded my veins, giving me back the wild strength I’d taken for granted. “Fuck yeah! We’re in business!”

      “Let’s get some food and water then get out of here,” Alex said, and the two of us shot back down the hall.

      I urged him to go ahead as I glanced over the computer system at the front desk. It was too advanced and likely I couldn’t tap into their system without a passcode, so I gave up on trying to send out a message for help.

      Glancing up at the monitors, I spotted trouble coming our way.

      By then, a handful of the less powerful students were being shown where the supplies were. In less than a minute, they’d taken three large boxes of MREs and two crates of water.

      As the last of them left, I watched the small army of masked men and rune beasts approaching from around the side of the warehouse.

      This is going to get nasty, I thought. Just hope they still try to take us alive. If they pull out guns, this gets harder.

      Before I left, I faced the chain of computer hard drives linked together. Then I blasted it with my Bi Shou Ki dagger three times just to be certain.

      Smoking and thoroughly fried, the destroyed computer was another minor victory. This base would be hobbled until they managed to replace it.

      I burst out the glass doors, hearing shouts of alarm.

      Alex’s voice rose above the din. “Stay calm! We’ve got firepower now. Form two ranks and get ready to fight!”

      Relying on years of discipline, the students did as Alex asked. Everyone was in fighting shape again. Those who’d been injured were now fueled by their runes.

      I stepped forward beside Ava and Alex who were dead center in the formation. I exchanged glances with my companions then faced the thirty guards approaching us.

      Unlike those we’d faced before, these had sleek, black body armor.

      It wasn’t them who I was concerned about though, but the dozen hulking rune beasts who tugged at their leashes.

      The beasts looked like canines, but their bodies had been so twisted and enhanced that it felt wrong describing them as dogs.

      Hellhounds might be more fitting, I thought, falling into a fighting stance.

      Then as one, the hellhounds lurched forward as their handlers released them.

      I whispered to Alex. “Hey man. I say we let them get close. I’ll stop them with my shield, and then you guys tear them apart. Deal?”

      Alex didn’t smile. His eyes were cold chips of stone, and for the first time in my life, I saw the monster he could become.

      He nodded, staring straight ahead. “Let’s make them regret abducting us.”

      When he accepted my plan, I called out. “Everyone! Hold the line, but don’t attack until I do. Then unleash everything you’ve got!”

      The hellhounds covered the distance between us in mere seconds. I waited until they were twenty feet away then acted.

      I thrust both arms forward and shouted, “Gang Chiang!”

      A ripple of purple Ki shot out from my hands, quickly solidifying into a shield. I forced all of my effort into expanding the shield until it was twenty feet wide.

      Surprised by the sudden appearance of the shield, the rune beasts tried to pull back. They’d gotten too close, however, and slammed into the unwavering shield.

      As the last of the hellhounds struck my defense, I dropped my Ki ability.

      The beasts blinked at us just a few feet away, confused for a fraction of a second.

      Alex screamed, “Hakai!” His fist rocketed forward and blasted one of the hounds so hard I saw its ribcage crumple.

      Then a dozen more Ki attacks followed.

      Fire, Wind, Earth, Sand, and Ice abilities pelted the poor beasts, converted into this mutated form against their will.

      Each and every one was dead within seconds.

      Thrusting a fist in the air, I called out the only command that made sense. “Charge!”

      The armored masks were ready for us, but they didn’t stand a chance. Now able to move at superhuman speed, we tore the group apart.

      Alex and I raced forward, and he used his over-powered Ki to blast a hole in the center of their formation.

      The masked men resisted the Ki explosion better than I’d have thought possible, but they were wearing armor. They tried their best to close in on Alex who fought like a man who’d lost his sanity.

      I threw my shield in the faces of the guards who tried to strike him from behind, landing punches and kicks immediately after.

      Jin and a contingent of Leviathan students ran around and flanked the group from the side. Oppositely, I spotted Mo and Fitz running behind Scarlet as they flanked from the left.

      The guards fought valiantly, but it was no use.

      They’d captured over twenty of the world’s most promising ascending heroes, and unfortunately for them, we’d gotten loose.

      Less than five minutes passed, and to a man, the resistance had been broken.

      I found Alex and suggested a plan I’d been forming in my mind. “I think we need to get to the city. We can either find help, or maybe a vehicle, who knows. But sticking around here won’t do us any good when they decide we’re a threat and no longer a resource.”

      “I agree. We’ve succeeded mostly because they refuse to use deadly force on us. Let’s leave before they change their minds.”

      The two of us set to organizing our troops. Jin, since he’d already taken control of the Leviathan students, was put in charge of them.

      None of the Golem students had stepped up to take on leadership roles. That concerned me, but seeing Mo standing by, I asked him if he would mind acting as their squad leader.

      As always, he was down for anything.

      Each would be their own squad. Turning to the slightly larger Wyvern group, I knew Alex would be the best to lead them. “Alex, you’re in charge of 3rd squad. Is that okay?”

      He shook his head. “Why me? I’m no leader.”

      “Bullshit. Besides, someone needs to coordinate the squads. I’ll handle that.”

      Realizing that now was not the time to argue, he nodded and slapped me on the shoulder. “No problem, man, but that makes you platoon sergeant… did I get that right?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, pretty much. I don’t know though. Maybe someone else—“

      He cut me off, a solemn expression taking over his face. “No. As much as I’m sure you’ll hate this; you went to military school for years. You’re in charge, brother. Let’s do this.”

      I felt my heart pounding in my chest, doubt clawing at my mind like a rabid beast.

      Years of military school had instilled a great deal of knowledge in me, but it all felt tainted by the memory of my shithead dad.

      Thinking of his face twisted in rage, I shoved it all down. Fuck that. This is my knowledge, not his.

      Nodding to Alex, I faced the group. “Listen up! We’re gonna head to the city. From there, we’ll find shelter and possible transportation. Worst case, we can find a place to fortify.”

      Part of me was surprised to see these people listening to me. Even Alex, a fucking Ki savant, was standing silently, trusting in my abilities.

      A rush of adrenaline filled my veins, and I finished my short speech. “Let’s move quickly, but this is not a sprint. Squad leaders choose two team leaders who can back you up and take over if you fall. Everyone else, listen to your leaders and remember, don’t leave this group!”

      I received nods and grunts of approval.

      That was good enough for me. We didn’t need to shout and cheer. We weren’t out of the clear yet for any of that nonsense.

      At last, I shouted my first orders as temporary platoon leader. “Alex, take 3rd squad and head out. You’ll be in the lead. Mo, your group is the smallest, so Golem goes next. Jin, you take 1st squad and pull up the rear. Stay sharp and watch our backs. We’re trusting you.”

      I formed a blade with my hand and pointed toward the distant tree line. “If anyone spots an enemy, shout it out, but do not attack unless I fucking say so! Now, let’s get moving!”

      As Alex took the Wyvern students away in a brisk jog, Ava turned and shot me a wink.

      My inner Drill Sergeant, an aspect of myself I hadn’t fully known existed, was brimming with pride.

      For the first half hour, we experienced no resistance.

      The city lay some ten miles ahead, and we made excellent time, fueled by our nearly bottomless pools of Ki.

      Just before we left the cleared area where the base stood, I spotted movement. Our lovely hosts were recovering from the thrashing we’d given them.

      I noted several vehicles present, but when we ran into the thick jungle, I knew those wouldn’t be an issue.

      It was the faint bay of twisted hounds that bothered me.

      Still, we’d nearly made it to the city by the time the rune beasts caught up. Unfortunately, they were smart enough to hunt silently.

      I was running at the back of Mo’s 2nd squad when a scream of pain echoed through the forest.

      Jin’s voice called out in alarm, “Rune beasts behind us!”

      I spun and saw a dozen hulking hounds bearing down on the Leviathan students. A few were frozen with fear, watching three of the monsters pull a young man to pieces with their massive jaws.

      Facing the front of the column, I shouted, “Enemies to the rear! 2nd squad, counterattack!”

      Mo echoed my orders, and the Golem students reversed their course and raced to support Leviathan.

      My heart tugged at me, urging me to enter the fray.

      That wasn’t my job, not anymore at least.

      Instead, I ran until I saw Alex’s worried face. “We’ve been attacked from behind! 1st and 2nd squad can handle it. Take 3rd squad and form a perimeter to our front and sides!”

      Alex nodded, then carried out the orders with surprising speed.

      As I’d suspected, a second group of rune beasts exploded from the foliage to either side of our group. Now that we were prepared, however, the threat was soon neutralized.

      A few frantic minutes later, and I was wiping tainted hellhound blood from my hands and calling for a status report.

      Leviathan had one dead and two seriously injured. Rather than have the other two squads help them carry their own, I moved Jin’s squad to the middle.

      With Mo pulling up the rear, and Alex still leading the charge, we ran ahead.

      By the time we emerged from the jungle, the sun was setting. The orange and pink hues felt like an insult. It only seemed decent that beauty should remain quiet while in the face of tragedy.

      Not how life works though, I thought.

      Alex continued ahead, weaving through the shattered ruins of a once-fine city.

      Sao Paulo had received far too little help and it was far too late to matter. I’d hoped some citizens remained, but all we saw was endless ruins.

      Still, the city center had a few towering buildings that stood strong.

      After a brief break, I made the call.

      We were heading for the nearest of the tall structures.

      Night was slowly falling when I noticed Ava sprinting up to me. “J, we spotted a patrol of masks up ahead. There’s only four of them, but they have rifles!”

      “How far ahead?”

      “Quarter mile at most. Alex made us pull back and take cover behind a burnt-out building.”

      I nodded, then asked her to relay the information to Mo in the rear.

      With each student staggering out twenty feet, and over thirty of us in all, news wasn’t instantaneous. Regardless, everyone was holed up in the building a few minutes later.

      I watched the men approaching, and a feeling of unease twisted my belly.

      Forcing my own fear away, I spoke to Alex, Jin, and Mo. “I want you guys to nominate two fighters from each squad. Choose those who have the best ranged attacks. Then we’re going to head out and start some trouble.”

      We were in a dense neighborhood. The husks of destroyed houses stood all around.

      My plan was simple but relied on our surroundings.

      I stayed with the main group, itching for action but not willing to neglect my duties. Alex and Reagan went with the other four selected fighters and circled around the other side of the patrol.

      Time ticked by as the group of masked men walked down the street in front of us.

      At last, the signal came.

      A blast of Ki echoed through the streets, and the four men jerked in anticipation.

      Hoping to further throw them off, I stood up in the window I’d been watching them in and cast my shield ability.

      Predictably, as the purple shield formed, gunfire rang out. Each round that struck my shield tugged at my Ki reserves.

      Having survived the Golem’s Fist, I could easily withstand the attack. The guns were firing on automatic, however, and with so many bullets flying, I felt my energy dip dangerously.

      Then the telltale sounds of Ki abilities cut off the masked men’s shots one by one.

      Once again, everything grew quiet.

      I sighed in relief and dropped my shield. Then I ran out to survey the damage.

      Not one of our numbers had been so much as injured. Alex was comforting Reagan who looked ready to vomit. All but one of the patrol was dead, bleeding out from dozens of places, staining the concrete crimson.

      The one who wasn’t had been the one Alex had taken down.

      That was a conversation that I’d need to have with him before long, but not now.

      “Collect their weapons and let’s get moving!” I ordered when Mo called my name.

      “J! This one has a radio!”

      Hope rose in my gut and I raced over to find an old-fashioned RT-919E strapped to a man’s back. And thank the heavens, it hadn’t been damaged.

      I tore the man’s backpack off and threw it over my shoulders. Then I barked orders and got our ragtag group on the way.

      It was dark by the time we came to the first of the tall buildings. An old office built for some kind of law firm. It wasn’t the biggest, but I couldn’t give a shit at this point.

      I shouted to Alex, “Find the stairwell! We’re heading to the roof!”

      I stayed behind as the others filed in. Their faces were exhausted and afraid, but each of these men and women were far from broken.

      In fact, in a twisted way, this had been a good thing for all of us. There was no better way to prepare for war than fighting in one.

      As the last of our numbers ran into the building, I scanned the horizon, hoping to catch a glimpse of pursuit.

      Nothing but ruins and setting dusk could be seen.

      Ava ran up to me then, still acting as messenger. “We found the stairwell. Everything is clear up top, and we even found a few rooms to take shelter in.”

      I kissed her on the forehead and let her lead me inside.

      Five minutes later, my legs burning, and we’d climbed the stairs. Sure enough, there was room enough for us to take shelter that night. It was an old conference room with a large table and numerous chairs that had seen better days. Most of the windows had been shattered out, but we could always keep warm with body heat.

      I admired how far we’d come in so short a time.

      Jin and Mo were handing out MREs, and Alex ordered a half dozen of the Wyvern students to remain on guard in the two stairwells that led up to the roof.

      Feeling things were secure for the moment, I headed out the single door that led to the rooftop.

      A low wall ringed the roof, and the bulky blocks of air-conditioning units dotted the surface.

      I crouched and ran for the nearest one. So soon, I felt certain our pursuers wouldn’t have eyes on this building. In fact, they probably didn’t know we were here… yet.

      Regardless, I figured caution was called for.

      I took off the radio backpack and leaned against the cold steel of the AC unit. So high up, the wind whipped around me, sucking the heat from my limbs.

      A shiver ran through me as the sweat dried on my body. My focus remained on the radio.

      I didn’t have to know every aspect of how to operate the damn thing. Just enough to know the basics. The RT-919E was mass produced just over thirty years ago, and many countries still used them today.

      They were reliable and practically indestructible.

      Toggling a few switches, I powered up the machine then flipped open a compartment at the top. Inside, I spotted the little red button.

      I held my finger to the button and breathed. Unlike most military radios, this one had a universal frequency button. It would overcharge the radio to send out a distress signal that could be picked up by almost anyone.

      I held the mic to my mouth and pressed the button.

      Immediately, the radio began to vibrate. This little piece of awesomeness held six amazing batteries. Those batteries were currently self-destructing in order to lend the machine a powerful jolt of electricity.

      Clicking down on the mic’s button, I made the call. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is James Mallory, student of Wyvern Academy. I’m with a group of twenty-three other individuals who have been captured by unknown enemy forces. We’ve escaped to the city of Sao Paulo and await rescue. I repeat, Mayday, Mayday, May—“

      I stopped when the radio crackled, a thin trail of smoke rising up from the device.

      Attached to the side of the unit was a row of four handheld radios. Each would have enough batteries to last a day.

      I removed these, planning on dispersing them among the squad leaders as soon as possible.

      I left the rest of the radio there, still smoking.

      Our only mode of communication with the outside world was now dead, but the call had been made. If any friendlies were nearby, within a couple hundred miles or so, they would hear us.

      Unfortunately, the group of masked psychos who’d taken us in the first place had heard as well.
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      Once J came back from the roof, he gave us good news and bad news in equal measure. Our distress call had gone out, but it’d also likely been picked up by the Masks.

      Our position was now compromised.

      “Shit, what are we going to do?” Reagan asked, standing beside me as we crouched on the top floor of the office building once belonging to Ramirez and Olivera.

      I shook my head, staring out the broken window at ruins of Sao Paulo. Brazil was hot this time of year and even as night fell, it wasn’t enough to chill the heat that lingered around us.

      Burned-out skyscrapers and blackened and ruined streets spread out in all directions. It was a war zone, a city of ghosts now.

      “I don’t think we can do anything. We called in our position. If we move, then we don’t get rescued.”

      “But if we stay, the Masks find us. And they’re much better armed than we are.”

      “I didn’t say it was a good plan, I just said it was a plan. I’m all ears for a better option,” I snapped and then sighed. “Sorry, I just don’t have a clue what to do. I’m no leader.”

      The door to the stairwell opened and Jin and J walked out, both of them having just come back from patrols.

      “How’s it looking out there?” Lilin asked.

      “Not good,” J said with a heavy sigh. “Masks are gearing up for something. Caught a few cages full of hellhounds. I think they’re going to unleash them on us.”

      Jin nodded at J’s assessment. “And I counted a couple sniper teams making moves. They know where we are and are going to surround us and pick us off. We need to move.”

      “And what about the rescue team? We leave, we risk our only way out of this ruined city,” I said.

      “Or we get picked apart and only our corpses get recused,” he fired back.

      “Guys,” J began, holding up his hands. “How about option three?”

      I caught J’s eye and he grinned. I knew what the mad bastard was thinking, and I couldn’t help but return his smile.

      “Option three?” Jin asked.

      “We counterattack,” I said.

      J crossed his arms and grinned wide. “We take the fight to them before they get into position. Hit ‘em as hard as we can and retreat.”

      I had to agree that it was the best plan we probably had. And as long as we were close by the building when reinforcements showed up, we could still be rescued.

      “So, we take option three. Hit them hard in teams and fade away into the surrounding buildings. There are a couple dozen buildings in a single square mile of this place. We could all split up and use guerilla tactics to divide their attention. And as long as we stay within a mile, we can all get back to the building quickly when help arrives.”

      The others thought about it for a second, but I knew it was the best plan we had. I was just upset I hadn’t thought of it earlier.

      I clenched my fist tight. Since we arrived at this forsaken place it’s been one thing after the other, with barely a second to rest. Decision fatigue is setting in, not just for me, but the others as well. Our brains are fried from the stress.

      I used some of my ice to chill the sweat from my skin and breathed a sigh of relief that the sweltering heat had abated for the moment at least.

      “Okay, so what are our supplies, J?” I asked.

      “Uh, four rifles, same for pistols and a couple handfuls of spare magazines. We’ve got food, water and a medical kit, but we don’t have near enough weapons for everyone.”

      I nodded and tried to think. We had just under forty students in all. So, if we split up into eight teams, that gave us around five in each group which was a solid number. There were only eight weapons so one for each team.

      I relayed the information to the others and we quickly filed back into the lower floors of the building. Our first task was to get away from the building and fall back to a location not known to the Masks.

      After we gathered up all of our supplies, we booked it to a building a half mile away. It was the remnants of a dentist’s office and most of the chairs were still intact.

      We sat on a bunch of couches and chairs in the waiting room on the first floor and began to plan. Our first order of business was deciding teams, since our squads would be too big to maneuver through the city.

      After an hour it was decided.

      With me would be Piper, Reagan, Lilin, and Thalia.

      J had Ava, Scarlet, Fitz, and Mo.

      Jin formed a team of all Leviathan students and the rest of the teams were formed by people I didn’t know.

      Jackson took charge of a group of Golem students.

      After teams were decided, it was time to dish out roles. Jin and J volunteered as counter snipers.

      J grabbed a rifle and disassembled it with practiced ease that told me he’d done this before. When the rifle was in pieces, he checked over each one and made sure nothing was at fault before he quickly assembled it and chambered a round.

      “All good here.” He smiled.

      “Okay, Jin, what about you, can you handle a rifle?”

      He nodded and the Japanese youth picked it up and held it like he knew what he was doing. “My father had a saying that even as an ascended hero, one should never fully rely on their Ki to survive. So, he taught me all about weapons both long and close range…though, even he might be surprised at the situation we find ourselves in.”

      “I’m just glad we got rid of the rune jammer, that thing was a nightmare,” J said.

      I turned to the table and laid my palms flat on the laminate. “So, J and Jin’s teams will provide covering fire and take out the sniper teams while the street teams take the fight to the Masks.”

      J offered me a rifle, but I quickly declined.

      “I’ve never even held a rifle before, let alone fired one. I’d be more liable to miss or shoot a friendly than I would be to accurately hit what I’m aiming for.” I shook my head. “I’m a close-range fighter, always have been.”

      “Sure, it’s not because you’re hesitant to kill someone?” he asked.

      His question caught me off guard, and I looked away. I had been only using non-lethal attacks since we escaped, but that would have to change.

      I knew that.

      “No. they’re gunning for us now. It’s kill or be killed. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      He nodded and I knew he understood.

      The other two rifles and pistols went to the people who claimed they could use them the best.

      With our gear settled, we broke up. The snipers went to set up on top of the buildings while the street teams went their separate ways with the orders to cause as much chaos as possible as safely as possible.

      “You guys ready?” I asked the others.

      Piper and Reagan were both scared, hell Lilin and I were too, but our time at the Temple of Bael had taught us not to hesitate in the face of adversity. We would do what we could, until we couldn’t anymore.

      “Yeah,” Piper said then shook her head. “Honestly, no. I’m the furthest thing from okay, but I can’t afford to fall apart here. Not when everyone is counting on all of us to pull our own weight, we can’t afford to be weak here, not when it could get us killed.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better,” Reagan said, smiling despite the haunted look in her eyes.

      Jackson came around and gave us a huge smile. “Don’t worry. All we have to do is kick some faceless ass, and retreat. Ain’t no punks who hide behind masks gonna take a bite out of me; I could never look my pops in the face if that happened.”

      I smiled at the man. We hadn’t known each other long, but Jackson was much like J. He was hard to dislike.

      He grinned at me and gave me a thumbs up. “Let’s do this.”

      “Good luck out there.”

      Jackson took one of the pistols and set out with his team to go cause some chaos, while me, Thalia and the girls grouped up.

      I nodded and we filed out of the building. We only had a few radios, not enough for all of the teams to get one, but the sniper teams had one and so did half of the street teams. It was just luck that I drew the straw to get one myself.

      As we got to the street, I paused and peered around the corner.

      Up ahead and to my right were a set of Masks patrolling with a couple rune beasts. The fact that the whole place smelled like a Fourth of July fireworks display gone wrong and that we were upwind of them were the only reasons why they hadn’t sniffed us out yet.

      I ducked back around the corner and pulled up my radio. “J, got a patrol around the corner of the office building, do you see any other Masks nearby us?”

      There was a pause on the radio for a long moment before J spoke in a hushed whisper. “I see them. That’s a negative. I’ve got nothing in my sights on the streets closest to you. You’re clear to engage.”

      After that we went radio silent and I planned on what I wanted to do.

      There were four guards and two rune beasts. The beasts were wolves that had been enhanced by runes, turning them into monstrous creatures that resembled dire wolves rather than anything coming close to normal.

      “Piper, can you use your nature expression to wrap the wolves in vines and keep them from howling?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay.” I nodded and peered back around the building.

      “Thalia, your expression is lightning correct?” I asked.

      She nodded, her white eyes tracking my voice automatically. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Depends on if you were thinking of using your lightning to immobilize them long enough to where Lilin and I can get close enough to let them have it.”

      Thalia grinned wide, showing off her white teeth against her exotic skin tone. “That I can. Give them a fucking taste of what they did to us.” She turned her head to glance at Lilin. “But what are the two of you going to do when I have them locked up.”

      “What we do best,” I began.

      “Fuck shit up,” Lilin finished.

      Lilin and I glanced at each other and I knew we were on the same wavelength. She knew what I had in mind and I knew that she knew. Our time together had given us a deep understanding of what each other was capable of, and it had only grown since she joined us back at Wyvern.

      Though I’d never admit it to either Piper or Reagan, who I loved more than my own life, but between the three of them, Lilin was the person who seemed the most naturally compatible with me.

      “Alright then let’s begin. Piper, we go on your cue.”

      “Okay, though they’re pretty far away. I don’t think I’ve ever tried to ensnare something at this distance before.”

      I shook my head, and checked, they were still moving away from us at a leisurely pace.

      “Doesn’t have to be long, just enough for Thalia to strike.”

      “Right.”

      Piper eased around me and then leapt from the alley we’d hidden in. She held up her hands and instantly, the scents of springtime filled the air as blades of grass grew from her arms and flowers bloomed atop the back of her hands as vines wrapped around her fingers.

      “Thousand vine prison!”

      A rush of her Ki exploded from her in a wave and scattered along the ground in a flurry. There was a deep rumble beneath the earth and then cracks began to appear in the ruined concrete. Thick green vines the width of my thumb broke up from the ground and instantly lashed out against the rune beasts. They twisted and writhed around their mouths and bodies first before trapping their legs to keep them from moving.

      In four seconds, Piper had bound the wolves so tightly they couldn’t even move.

      “Hurry,” she shouted, sweat beading on her forehead as her crimson hair fell in her eyes. “I can’t hold them for long.”

      She didn’t need to tell us twice. Thalia used my shoulder as a handrail and vaulted over me and Piper and ran toward the masked men with me and Lilin close behind her.

      The Masks jerked in surprise when their rune beasts were captured and that second’s hesitation cost them as they stared at the beasts, dumbfounded.

      It took them a moment to hear our footsteps and turn. Thalia was in the lead, but she was still out of range for her lightning. The guards took notice and raised their rifles.

      She wasn’t going to get there before they pulled the triggers.

      Shit.

      “Aisushotto!” I shouted and held my fingers up.

      Two balls of ice formed at my fingertips and shot forward almost at the same speed as their bullets; they hit the men and caused them to jerk just as they lined up their shots. Their bullets went wide of us and by the time they set up for another shot, Thalia had closed the distance.

      She threw her hands up.

      “Voltaic discharge!”

      Blinding white light surged from her palms and the heavy scent of ozone filled the air as arcs of lightning raced across the street toward her targets. It reached them before they could blink and then they froze, locking up in pain.

      One of them had their finger on the trigger of their rifle and pressed in on reflex when the lightning hit him. It was aimed at one of the rune beasts and the stunned man emptied the rest of his magazine into the ensnared beast, killing it.

      I wasn’t going to complain that he’d done a bit of our work for us. Lilin went around Thalia while I went the opposite and we stood half a dozen feet away from the men when we stopped, looked at each other and then took several more steps back.

      “Hyoheki.”

      As I spoke, I willed two ice walls between Lilin and I. Piper, Thalia, and Reagan were already backing away, knowing what we had planned, but the two of us couldn’t retreat. What we had planned had to be close up.

      Without a word from either of us, we held out our hands and willed our pure elemental Ki in a cone as tight and as powerful as we could make it.

      Ice formed in a stream as I focused on making it as cold as possible. While on the opposite side of the street, Lilin burst into flames.

      A gout of blue fire sailed toward the men.

      As the two met, they reacted. They stuttered as the two intertwined and then there was a massive explosion of fire and ice, which formed steam that burst over the masked men.

      The both of us ducked back behind our ice walls and I wrapped myself in a veil of ice to help disperse the oncoming steam.

      The ice shook and the air around me became unbelievably hot as a grayish-white fog covered everything in front of me.

      For what seemed like an eternity, the steam rolled over both of us and then it was gone dissipating as it rose up to the sky.

      I stayed where I was for a second and caught my breath as I cancelled my Ki. My body was drained. I’d used too much Ki in a short amount of time, and I was certainly feeling it.

      “You okay?” I called out to Lilin.

      “Just peachy,” she replied, nearly as breathless as I was.

      When the steam fully dissipated, we regrouped with the others in the alley. Though as I began walking, I stopped as an undeniable urge fell over me.

      I turned back around.

      I needed to see what I’d done.

      The logic behind what we’d done was clear but seeing the damage done firsthand was an entirely different matter.

      The masked men lay in a small crater as steam curled off their bodies. What flesh was visible looked like overcooked meat, and even as I stared, one of the men’s hands sloughed off, leaving the yellowed bone visible.

      I resisted the urge to hurl and turned back away as my heart beat incredibly fast in my chest, my mouth dried and my palms started sweating. There was shrill ringing in my ears and the pounding of blood as I turned away.

      The thump of my heart was all I heard.

      It deafened me.

      The reality of what I’d just done dawned on me.

      I’d helped kill four people.

      Four humans.

      They’d kidnapped us, locked us in cages, and were going to do god knows what with us. They had deserved their fates, that was undeniable…but I didn’t know how to come to terms with the fact that I had just taken human life.

      It was something I never thought I’d have to do. After all I was training to be a hero, someone who fought and killed demons, not people.

      My vision swam and a wave of vertigo overcame me. Even in the middle of what amounted to a battlefield, I sat down and stared at my hands.

      They were mostly clean, barring a few scrapes and some dirt that lingered under my fingernails, but even if they weren’t literally coated, they had blood on them.

      “Alex?” Piper called out, stepping toward me. She knelt beside me and her emerald eyes met mine. “Alex, we need to go.”

      I nodded. “I know…just give me a second.”

      I didn’t have time to deal with the crisis of the soul I was having. We were in a warzone and I had a job to do. I could fall apart when we were safe and sound. But I absolutely couldn’t fall apart in the middle of the street next to the men I’d helped kill.

      Going through the beginning stages of Sogai always helped center me. It had to because I had to be perfectly in tune with my body to enter Sogai and I quickly calmed down and pushed my thoughts away.

      I don’t have time to deal with this. I can wait until everyone is safe and sound before I have a meltdown.

      Once I was calm, I took Piper’s hand and we quickly regrouped with the others. We took shelter in a blown-out coffee shop. We sat at a booth and I brought out the radio.

      “Mask patrollers are down,” I said solemnly.

      “Understood,” J called back. “Sniper team on the roof across from the base. Jin, can you spot any others?”

      There was a moment of tense silence before he responded.

      “Understood. I’ve got a second and third team on my side. Double check your surroundings, J. If I’ve got two, I’m betting so do you.”

      “Shit,” he cursed. “Understood, I’ll keep checking.”

      Jin didn’t bother responding, and J went silent while he searched, but after a few minutes of radio silence, it was clear that J wasn’t going to find them.

      “No sign of the second team, Jin. I’ve got the first in my line of sight though. Since you have two, I’ll fire first and draw your team’s attention for a second or two.”

      He grunted his reply and then went silent. I didn’t blame him. This entire situation was screwed six ways from Sunday and even if we knew our mission, had volunteered for it and so did the rest, but this wasn’t what any of us had planned for.

      This entire situation was fucked.

      We weren’t kids anymore, but I sure as hell didn’t feel like an adult. I wanted to fight demons, but what we were doing was killing humans.

      They were the enemy, we all knew this, but still, this wasn’t a situation that we should have ever been put in.

      “This whole thing is so fucked up,” I said, my face in my hands.

      Piper placed her hand on my thigh. “It’ll be okay, Alex. I promise.”

      She smiled up at me, and in the moonlight that slipped through the busted-out window around her crimson hair that fell around her shoulders, she looked radiant.

      With that smile she reassured me that all would be right with the world, no matter what happened tonight, no matter what else I did, that she would still love me after.

      “You’ve got this,” Rea said.

      “We did what had to be done,” Lilin said.

      I sighed, knowing they were right, and we waited for J to take his shot.

      It had been a minute since he’d spoken, so I could only assume he was having the same thoughts that were going through my brain.

      Three loud cracks echoed through the city, followed swiftly by three more.

      There was a long pause as the reverberations from the gunshots faded away.

      “Sniper team down,” J finally said.

      I quickly sat back with a sigh with my back pressed against the cracked vinyl booth we were in. Before I could get comfortable, a three-round burst echoed close by, followed by another one half a second after that.

      Jin.

      I waited for the retort of his rifle once more to signify he’d engaged the second team, but after a second or two of nothing, I began to get worried.

      Then a loud crack of a different rifle echoed through the empty city.

      “Shit. I couldn’t get to the second team in time, they moved as soon as I killed the first team and have me pinned down. We can’t get to the door.”

      “Fuck this, I’m not waiting around for them to lock me in a cage again,” a new voice said, a sharp feminine voice. “I’m making a run for it.”

      “Wait!” Jin shouted.

      The sniper fired once more.

      “Fuck!” Jin shouted. “Goddamn it. They killed Sakura.”

      “Jin, hang in there, we’re coming for you,” I said. Before he could respond, I stood. “We’re going to go save Jin’s team.”

      Everyone looked at me and nodded.

      “Dude might be wound tight, but he’s a good guy,” Thalia said. “I’m not going to leave one of my comrades to die. Let’s go, his team is only about a mile away.”

      The five of us bolted up and raced out the door, heading back into the fray of combat.
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      Gunfire kept up as the five of us raced toward Jin’s position. The radio at my waist beeped and J’s voice came over loud and clear.

      “Alex, can you get to Jin’s location? The other teams are engaged in combat.”

      I grabbed for the radio as I ran, my hair whipping in my face as I brought the radio up. “Already on our way, can you provide covering fire?”

      “Negative. I don’t have a sightline. Ava and I are coming to you, we’ll meet up and take out the sniper pinning Jin down.”

      “Gotcha.”

      After that we went radio silent and I focused on my running and maintaining what little Ki I had left. I’d poured out more than I should with the steam explosion, and I had maybe a third left that I could use before I risked Ki depletion.

      Lilin had more innate Ki that I did, so she was probably fine to keep going, the same for Piper and Thalia who’d only used a bit of their Ki.

      I would just have to compensate for my deficiency.

      A rapid explosive burst from a rifle sent shards of concrete flying and sparks lit up the ground next to my foot as someone tried to kill me.

      Instincts kicked in and we all scattered, diving for cover as a team of Masks appeared from around the corner of a building and lit us up. More shots chewed up the asphalt around us as they fired. I held up my hand and formed a Ki shield just as a hail of gunfire slammed into the semitransparent force field.

      The rounds sparked off the shield, and the impact numbed my arm. But I kept it up and managed to avoid getting shot.

      I scanned for the girls and found them all taking cover behind the pillars of a burned-out bank. The faux marble columns weren’t much but they kept them from taking a bullet.

      As soon as they were safe, they fired back with their Ki.

      Piper called up her War Flower attack and whipped a flurry of green Ki daggers at her opponents. They sailed through the air faster than I could blink and struck at random. Most of them hit the ground or skittered off the building around the men, but a few struck home.

      One sliced across one of the Masks’ arms and nearly took it from his shoulder, while the other hit the chest of a Mask. He dropped as it passed through him like a hot knife through butter and fell dead to the ground.

      Thalia crouched low and raised her hand, forming a finger gun. A single spark of electricity formed at her fingertip before she aimed it at one of the men and shouted.

      “Shock gun!”

      A bolt of lightning arced from her finger and struck the man she aimed at near instantly. He seized up as the lightning struck him and he careened to the side, a giant, smoking hole in the center of his chest. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      Reagan used her earth element to form triangular-shaped rocks and fired them at the speed of sound at the group. Her Stone Bullet attack was nearly as indiscriminate as Piper’s War Flower, but the rocks peppered the men better than actual bullets.

      But she didn’t look as she attacked and most of the projectiles landed harmlessly around the men.

      Lilin lobbed fireballs which burst apart on impact and scattered napalm across the street, but she wasn’t aiming for kill shots, she was herding the men, keeping them from grouping up and rushing their location.

      I had to do something with what remaining Ki I had left.

      As the girls rained hell down upon the group and kept their attention, I peeked out and checked my sightline.

      I raised my fingers and tracked one of the men.

      As he entered my sights I willed ice into my hand.

      “Aisushotto!”

      A ball of ice shot through the air and punched through one of the men’s skulls, killing him instantly. A burst of ice particles mixed with the man’s blood and turned into a crimson flurry as the ice drifted to the ground.

      I fired twice more, killing two more of the men.

      Lilin amped up her fireworks show and launched a huge blast of fire that swept over the remaining two men, burning them alive.

      As the group died, we regrouped. We were all worn out, and the two minutes it’d taken us to take down the men had run us ragged.

      We’d used a good bit of Ki, and even with ice shot’s relatively low Ki cost, three times in a few seconds drained me. I was running on fumes.

      “We all good?” I asked.

      The girls nodded.

      “A few scrapes from the fall, but nothing I can’t deal with,” Thalia said.

      I grinned at her, trying to make light of the situation. “I liked your attack; shock gun is a funny name.”

      “It’s like shotgun, but shock, because I shock people. I thought it was hilarious.”

      I chuckled at the pun, but our brief moment of levity didn’t last as the reality of our situation set in and I frowned, motioning with my head.

      “C’mon, guys, we’ve got to go. Jin still needs our help.”

      “Right.”

      Everyone put their game faces on, and once more we took off through the ruined streets. We were far closer to Jin, and though the sniper fire still echoed around us as they took shots at Jin, it was sporadic, a few times a minute.

      We reached the building where Jin was pinned down in three minutes. As we turned the corner, I froze in my tracks.

      It seemed the Masks had brought the full force of their men to bear on Jin and the others. Dozens of masked men stood with guns in a fortified checkpoint, guarding the entrance to the building. Nearly ten teams of three to four men, along with at least fifteen rune beasts, stood in disorganized formation around the perimeter.

      The rune beasts were also bigger, far stronger than the ones we’d put down. There were more wolves, hellhounds, and even a few lions thrown in the mix.

      Where they got them, I had no idea, but at that moment it didn’t matter.

      I barreled around the corner, not thinking that they’d have brought their entire force out to hunt us down.

      As I came into view, several of the Masks turned as they heard my footsteps.

      A light blasted my vision away and a couple voices shouted at once.

      Fuck!

      “Run!” I shouted and practically dove back behind the building.

      The girls, much to their credit, didn’t hesitate and took off down the side alley. More shouts sounded behind us, followed by gunfire. Bullets whizzed past us.

      I threw a shield up behind me as I ran, and a few bullets struck it before we turned a corner by a random skyscraper. As we ran I grabbed the radio.

      “Fucking Masks have the entire building locked down, dozens of them. There’s no way to get to Jin. And they spotted us and are in pursuit. I have no idea how many, and we’re running on fumes. I’ll try to lead them back towards our base and hold them off while─”

      I tripped on a broken bottle and had to regain my balance, but the radio went flying out of my hand and hit the ground, cracking the plastic and sending the battery flying.

      “Damn it.”

      There was no time to stop and pick it up, so I had to leave it where it lay.

      The girls heard my plan and turned right as we reached the street. Though we didn’t have a map, we’d been keeping a decent track on where we were going by marking landmarks like the fast-food places and certain buildings.

      I knew roughly where we were at, and our base was decently close by.

      It took us another few minutes to arrive at the law firm and we rushed inside. A bunch of tables were to the left of us and we quickly used them to barricade ourselves inside.

      When it was done, we stepped back and made our way to the second floor.

      “I don’t think that will hold them for long,” I said as I blocked off the door to the stairs.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right, but if it buys us a little bit of time then it’s worth it. I’m sure the others heard you over the radio and the street teams should already be making their way back. We just have to hold out until someone comes for us,” Reagan said.

      “Should we keep going up?” Piper asked.

      I shook my head. “No, if we need to make our escape, we can jump out the window. Second-story drop won’t be fun, but it won’t break anything. If we head up, we cut ourselves off.”

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      I motioned around the office space that was the second floor of the building. Tons of desks, cubicles, and bookshelves littered the space, most of them abandoned when the demons destroyed this city. There was more than enough stuff here to build solid fortifications.

      “We get to work building a defense and hope our Ki can recharge before they breach.”

      I grabbed a desk and dragged it over to add to the barricade. The girls started doing the same and before a minute had passed, the stairwell was well and truly blocked off.

      It couldn’t have come at a better time too, because no sooner had the last bookshelf come toppling down than there was a heavy crash below us, followed by shouting.

      “Looks like they’ve already broke through our barricade. I guess our plan to hole up here isn’t going to work.”

      “Fuck, so what are we going to do?” Lilin asked.

      I glanced around the room, trying to come up with any other plan and failing. I saw only one option for getting them out of the building safe and alive.

      Sorry, but I don’t see any other way.

      “Alright, get to the windows, when they break through the door, we jump.”

      “Okay!” Lilin shouted and grabbed a discarded table lamp and started smashing windows.

      She broke four windows and stood in front of them as a gust of wind swept the glass shards away.

      Despite everything that was going on, she looked radiant. They all did.

      I loved each and every one of them with all my heart.

      More noises cascaded up the stairwell and men began shouting as they tried to break down the door.

      The door quickly broke open and crashed against the barricade of desks and bookshelves we’d stacked against it.

      But it wouldn’t hold.

      As they shoved, more and more fell away as they forced it open.

      If they were going to go, it had to be now.

      “Go! I’m right behind you!” I shouted.

      They ran, barely stopped to look down, and jumped.

      As they vanished from my sight, I sighed.

      “Well, guess this is it. I just hope I can buy them some time.”

      Two more shoves and the barricade fell. Half a dozen men stormed the room with their guns drawn and aimed at me.

      If I was going down, I’d take as many of them as I could with me.

      “Time for hell to freeze over, motherfuckers. Kotta arechi!”

      The last of my Ki flooded out of me as I slammed my palm to the tiled floor. The ground rippled as jagged icicles rose all around me and cascaded over the tile, growing in size as a blizzard filled the room.

      Ice rose in great sheets, ripping into the surprised men before they had a chance to react. A few managed to fire off a round or two, but the ice was too thick at that point and it devoured the bullets and continued forward.

      It struck the men a second after I placed my hand on the ground. Sub-arctic ice bit into their clothes with ease and sliced through flesh and bone. Warm blood ran down their bodies and hissed as it coated the crystal-clear ice in a ruby-red syrup.

      I’d killed a few of them and wounded most.

      One of the Masks, a hulking man with mammoth fists, brought his hand down and broke apart the ice with ease.

      I’d only managed to wound him, a few superficial cuts on his legs and arms as he defended himself from the ice.

      He broke through the frozen wasteland and stood before me. Even with the mask on, he still conveyed a sense of superiority in his dark eyes.

      His fist came up and I blocked it, just barely. The impact numbed my arm and I countered with a straight lead to his chin. It struck his mask, wobbling the material slightly but his head didn’t even move.

      Ah, guess I’m weaker from using up my Ki than I thought I was.

      The man chuckled. “A pity.”

      He raised his fist up, and I tried to block it again, but he was too fast. It crashed into my temple and sent me flying. I landed hard against a desk and my breath was stolen from me as I tried to figure out how to stand.

      I doubled over and coughed up blood as I tried to get up.

      My body wasn’t working properly. I looked up as the man sauntered forward.

      “A real pity. For how much trouble you’ve been, Alexander Nakano, I expected more from you. Surely the world champion can put up a better fight than this?”

      He held his arms up, laughing at me.

      I had no choice. if I didn’t do something, I was going to die. My only option was to use the rest of the Ki in my core to fight. It was the Ki that held my body together, what gave me life. If I used it all up, then I would die, but that was going to happen either way.

      “Might as well go down swinging.”

      I closed my eyes, entering Sogai in a second and tugged at the Ki in my core. It came reluctantly; my body fought against me, trying to preserve my life, but I ignored it and tore into my core, taking as much Ki as I could and still remain standing.

      Ice water flowed through me, invigorating me and sending a shock to my senses.

      The masked man in front of me reached out to grab my hair, likely to pull me up and end me. As his fingers closed around my long strands, I brought my hand up, first two fingers extended.

      “Aisushotto!”

      A ball of ice formed in the minute space between us and shot forward with the force of a rifle shot. It pierced him and severed his entire wrist as it passed through his flesh and bones.

      His ruined hand dropped to the ground beside me as ice crawled over his bloody stump. Crimson dripped from the wound, only to freeze as it touched the ice and dropped to the ground, shattering on impact.

      Even his hand wasn’t spared; frost soon covered it, freezing it solid.

      Modern medicine was an amazing thing, and if he got to a professional within a decent amount of time, the hand could likely be saved.

      I rose to my feet and brought my leg down on his severed appendage. It shattered into a thousand pieces as I willed ice into my arms.

      White ice coated my hands and forearms in seconds, forming armor over my flesh. Fog rolled off my hands as I brought my arms up into my on-guard stance.

      “You want a fight, then come and get it. I’ll freeze the very blood in your veins.”

      The masked man roared in utter rage as he stepped toward me. Runes flared to life across his body, three of them lit up, one after the other and metal formed over his stump and formed a fist.

      Metal expression, that’s almost as rare as J’s shadow expression.

      Metal was a subcategory of the fire and earth expressions. It took a person who had perfect balance with both fire and earth to be able to form. It was incredibly rare.

      His plated fist swung down, and I blocked it. Steel crashed against ice and the frost covering my arm cracked under the strain. I tried to absorb the impact, but his punches were heavier. The added weight of the metal slammed against me and I buckled.

      More of my ice fractured as his punch landed and I went flying as he followed through with it. My back crashed against a plastered wall and it broke under me, leaving an Alex-sized dent in it.

      I groaned as more blood dribbled out of my mouth, pain floored me, but I shook it off and stood.

      He may be more powerful now, but his metal expression has its weaknesses, especially against ice. It’s still metal and is subject to metal fatigue. If I can just coat him in enough ice, then I can break through his armor.

      The problem with that was I was beyond running low on Ki. The amount needed to chill his entire body would certainly kill me.

      Don’t have any choice. I have to do this.

      Once more I pulled at the Ki left in my core. It came easier this time. I took as much as possible and at the end, there was only a flicker of my life remining. Strength flowed through my veins, but it was a false strength. I was a hair’s breadth from death, and if I ran out of Ki once more, then I would drop to the floor, dead.

      The Ki that flowed through me was different than normal; it was far more potent than any I’d ever drawn on before, and it flooded through my channels and froze them solid, my entire body lit up in pain as ice so cold it burned, forced its way through my veins and into my hands.

      It was enough for one more attack.

      My final attack.

      Let’s make it count.

      The Mask stalked toward me as frost coated my entire body. I became ice as I raised my fist and prepared for Ice Destruction.

      “Kori No Haka─”

      Before I could finish speaking, metal groaned and then there was an enormous explosion of force from beneath us.

      Tile cracked and flew out as something tore its way from the floor below us in an instant. Shards of tile glanced off me and froze as they skittered all around us.

      As they crashed to the ground, a form shot up from the large hole in the floor.

      The figure was tall, imposing, and covered in pitch-black shadow.

      It bled off them like fog, falling and dispersing around the ground. As my best friend stared at the Mask in front of him, his shadow grew, turning into a monstrous silhouette.

      A demon born of shade.

      “J!”
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      As I stepped through the rubble, my body coated in pure Shadow Ki, I beheld a terrible sight.

      Alex stood on borrowed strength. His face was haggard, his limbs coated in frost.

      He was an inch from death.

      The other terror was just a man, a twisted soul like me.

      That is something I can handle, I thought, drawing upon more power to prepare for the fight.

      I didn’t call out a challenge, just nodded to Alex that I had this.

      The masked man faced me with a grin, his metal arms transforming into twin blades. “James Mallory. I’m honored to fight the Wyvern’s Wing. Sad that it’s up to me to put you down.”

      I waited only until Alex took a few steps back, then charged into the fray.

      My opponent growled like the feral wolves and hellhounds these bastards had unleashed on us. Then he struck out at me with great speed.

      “Gang Chiang!” I shouted, summoning my shield in a blink.

      The man’s steel-coated arm crashed into the purple shield with incredible force, and liquid silver light splashed off its surface.

      I shuddered as Ki was sapped from my core at an incredible rate, but I held my ground.

      I dropped the shield and darted in to land a punch on the man’s chest. Fueled by a river of energy, my attack was quick enough to succeed.

      Yet when my fist met flesh, it had hardened into a steel breastplate.

      The skin of my knuckles tore, and the masked asshole laughed in my face.

      “Going to take a lot more than that to bring me down, James. Not sure a shield can break an anvil.”

      While I was still mentally reeling from the implication, my foe leapt out at me with renewed strength.

      I blocked blow after blow on my shield, each strike taking a portion of my core’s energy. Damn it. I can’t win this with defense alone! Come on, J. Think!

      Then I recalled the concept I’d been mulling over in my head after the fight with Hamadi. I’d attempted the skill several times but hadn’t yet mastered it. Still, considering the desperation of my predicament, I felt it might be my only chance.

      I shoved the man back with my shield once more and retreated a few paces.

      Dropping my shield, I pressed my hands together, closing my eyes and focusing my Ki.

      Envisioning the ability in my mind, I called out, “Ban Jia!” Even as the masked man crunched forward on fragments of shattered ice, my shadow Ki came alive.

      My eyes shot open and I watched plates of condensed shadow Ki form on my arms, then down my chest, torso, and legs. Ban Jia meant plate armor in simplified Mandarin.

      Fuck me! It worked!

      My opponent paused a moment and marveled at my accomplishment as well. “It’s a shame to end one so promising. That’s a shiny coat of armor, James. Too bad you’re—“

      My wordless growl cut him off and I lunged forward.

      Just as I’d hoped, this power suit boosted my strength and speed.

      And when I slipped under the man’s reactionary stab, my armored fist had no issues smashing against his metal body.

      The man grunted and took a few steps back.

      Staring into the blank mask, I regretted not being able to see the look of surprise on his face. Before he could fully recover, I struck again.

      Despite the incredible defense I wore on my body, I knew this fight was not over. The man I faced could overpower me even after Alex had worn him down a little.

      So, rather than fight in Canton Dog or Western Wolf, I adopted Fitz’s Leopard stance.

      Tall and graceful, I darted in with a low kick, hitching my hips back at the last second to slam my leg higher into the man’s ribs.

      The impact resounded, and again, my foe let out an expression of pain.

      He gripped my foot under his arm and wrenched back on the vulnerable joint, using all of his strength to do so.

      My Shadow Ki armor strained and then burst in a shower of glowing fragments. It had held long enough for me to leap up and slam my other foot into the side of the man’s neck.

      The blow caused him to stagger back, and he dropped my other foot.

      Limping forward, I accepted the fact that this fight would cost me everything if I weren’t careful.

      I darted in, adopting the savage and tireless spirit that made Fitz such a terrible opponent. I feinted with another kick, and since he’d seen me land two kicks already, the masked man took the bait.

      Forming a shield of metal on his right arm, the man braced for impact.

      I abandoned my kick and rocketed my fist forward, connecting with a steel-clad sternum.

      My attack was utterly blocked, but a few thin cracks stretched out from the site of impact.

      The man countered with a right hook; his arm heavy with what remained of the shield. I ducked under and shot three jabs to his ribs then jumped back before he could stab me with the blade of his left hand.

      Growing frustrated, he screamed, and a river of silver Ki poured from his body, coating himself in a thin layer of steel.

      His counter ability was impressive, but I could see the strain it took. He’d been forced to absorb his shield and his arms shrunk down to the size of daggers.

      This is everything he’s got, I mused. All I have to do is keep wearing him down and I’ll win.

      Unfortunately, his own power suit, thinner and sleeker than my own, aided his movements as well.

      The man shot out at me with terrifying speed, swinging his dagger hands at me again and again. Deep gouges tore through my armor, cutting deeper each time.

      I leapt back, making him pay with a kick to his chest. Leopard form was still my best shot as it offered me the most agility.

      Yet when my opponent came at me again, I knew it would not be enough.

      Then I spotted Alex, very much still standing. Body shaking and face pale as a ghost, I saw the promise in his eyes. He couldn’t do much, but he was still here with me.

      An idea formed in my mind, and instead of dodging the man’s next attack, I bulled forward.

      Taking twin dagger strikes to my ribs, I relied on the power of my Shadow Ki to protect me. Then I pushed him back with all my strength, clutching his arms at the elbows to reduce some of his thrusting power.

      I took full advantage of my momentum and slammed my head into the man’s stupid mask.

      It shattered, revealing a face no more dramatic or significant than my own. For an instant, we stared at one another. His feet slid back on the sheets of ice on the floor, and two steel daggers were just beginning to punch through my plate armor.

      A grin spread across my face as I saw the one thing that I needed to see.

      Fear.

      Dancing wildly in the back of the man’s dark eyes was plain, old-fashioned fear.

      This wasn’t a monster. This was just a man who was about to die.

      Seeing Alex move, I lifted my hands and slapped them down on the tops of my enemy’s forearms. At the same time, Alex kicked the back of one of his knees.

      The man of steel dropped to one knee.

      “Ahhh!” he bellowed in my face, and as I’d hoped, he forced more of his Ki into his arms.

      Fire lanced into my abdomen as the twin blades broke through at last. But at the same time, the metal protecting the man began to diminish.

      In one deft motion, Alex wove his hand around from behind and slit the man’s throat with a sheet of ice.

      Inches from killing me, the blades stopped and then retreated.

      The man opened his mouth to curse at me, most likely to promise me a swift and painful death. Alex had sliced far too deep, however, and in a few seconds, the man passed out.

      I released him, and he tumbled to the ground, bleeding out.

      Gasping for breath, I let my armor dissipate, absorbing the vital Ki back into my core. Alex stared at me with dull eyes. Despite my two gut wounds, he was closer to death than I was.

      Seeing as our only way out of the ice-coated room was to jump through the window, I kept the armor on my legs.

      Alex lifted a hand, and his mouth opened to say something, but he passed out.

      I caught him, tossing him over my shoulder. Then I leapt from the window and crashed to the ground below.

      Lilin and Thalia rushed in, fear on their faces.

      “Is he—“ Lilin made to ask.

      I cut her off. “He’s alive. But we have little time before reinforcements arrive. We have to get back as soon as possible.”
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      Thirty minutes, and an eternity later, we arrived at our temporary base.

      I collapsed to the ground, dropping Alex beside me. He was still unconscious, but Piper stepped in to aid in his recovery. She pressed her hands to his chest but immediately, she shook her head.

      “He’s just drained his core. I can’t help that, but Lilin, can you use your Fire Ki to bring up his core temperature. And if he comes to, get some water in him.”

      The half demon stepped in and her hands began to glow with Fire Ki. She moved them up and down Alex’s body, and slowly, the frost started to evaporate.

      Piper turned to me and demanded I lift up my shirt to show her my wounds.

      She winced, but then shook her head and told me, “These are deep, but I doubt anything vital was punctured. They aren’t bleeding very heavily either, which is good news.”

      Piper pressed her hands to my abdomen and closed her eyes. A sweet flood of healing Ki entered my body.

      A few minutes passed, and I could breathe easy again.

      When she removed her hands, I sat up and thanked her. Fitz stood nearby, and seeing the healing was over, handed me a water bottle.

      Piper left me with Fitz, and the two of us shared a short meal while we caught up.

      Concerned for the others, I had to ask, “How is Scarlet and Ava? They okay?”

      Fitz nodded. “They’re guarding the stairwell together. A few attacks have been made, but most have been easy enough to fend off so far.”

      I sighed in relief and took down more of the cold MRE, not caring that it tasted like dog food. Swallowing it down, I told her I planned on joining them.

      “No, you’re not, J. Just recover for a little while longer. You just saved Alex’s life, and almost lost your own.”

      She kissed me on the cheek and stood. “I’ll go and join them. Everything is fine for now.”

      I did as she asked, slumping to the ground near Alex. Lilin had warmed the room up and I felt sleep tugging at the corners of my eyes.

      A moment before sleep took me, the erratic baying of hellhounds rung through the empty corridors of our building.

      And by the sound of it, there were a lot.

      I stood up and brushed myself off. My fatigue vanished as adrenaline poured into my veins.

      The sounds of discharged Ki blasts came echoing down the halls. I ran out of the room to investigate and discovered both stairwells were under attack at the same time.

      I didn’t know which side Ava was fighting on, so I chose one at random.

      Then a new sound caught my ear, one that made me reverse my direction and race out toward the rooftop: the thumping of helicopter blades.

      I found Mo leaning against the doorframe, peering out into the night sky. After our incident with snipers, nobody had dared set foot outside in the open.

      My friend saw me approaching and smiled. “I think they’re here, J! Right? Or do you think the bad guys somehow got their hands on helicopters?”

      I shook my head, peering up at the blinking lights approaching from the distance. “I really doubt it. Or else, they’d have stormed the building straight away. Either way, let’s play it safe and wait until we know.”

      Ava ran up from behind us, her face spattered with blood. “Good news?” she asked hopefully.

      “Maybe, but we’re not certain,” I said, scanning her body for injuries. Blood leaked down her side, staining one of her thighs crimson. “You’re injured. Are you okay? And how is Scarlet?”

      Ava dismissed her own injuries. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. If this is really a rescue, I think we’ll be okay.”

      The helicopters were hovering above the roof now, and I waited, hoping for any sign we weren’t about to be overrun in seconds.

      A figure clad in a gleaming power suit slammed down to the roof, just fifty feet ahead of us.

      Hope rose in my chest. It was a tactical suit used by US Special Forces. Still, I held back any celebration until the figure lifted its visor.

      Kenneth Hawke, most likely spotting us easily with the aid of the suit’s advanced optics, cried out. “Time to go home, guys! We’ve got a five-minute window for evac. Let’s move!”

      Other men in power suits struck down all around, some taking sniper fire and returning the favor.

      “Ava! Go and collect everyone from the rooms. Mo and I will go and defend those in the stairwells!”

      She nodded but clutched my forearm before I could go. “The stairwell to the right is getting it the worse. Scarlet is holding strong with several Golem and Leviathan students, but I doubt they can last much longer.”

      I raced down the hall, Mo on my heels. Turning right, we sprinted to find a war zone spilling out of the entrance to the stairwell.

      Scarlet and five others were fighting side by side as a wave of rune beasts charged at them.

      Finding a place beside Scarlet, I cast my shield, blunting the advance of the tide of hungry monsters.

      Wild-eyed, Scarlet stared up at me. “You… J!”

      “Rescue has arrived! Take the others and retreat! Mo and I will hold these off until it’s time!”

      Without hesitation, Scarlet did as I’d asked. Limping and exhausted, they ran back down the hall toward the roof.

      Gritting my teeth, I held my shield in place as a dozen feral rune beasts slashed and bit at the implacable barrier. Already drained, I felt the last of my strength quickly sapping from my body.

      “Mo! I can’t hold this for much longer. I’m going to drop it, then we fight like mad, okay? And when it gets hairy again, I can try the shield once more.”

      Mo grinned at me and summoned a great war hammer forged of Earth Ki. “Let’s do it, brother! Ready when you are.”

      Dropping the shield, I pulled back as a wolf lunged for me. I struck it with a Ki-powered punch, shattering its teeth.

      Several more darted toward us and Mo brought his hammer down, slamming the floor and sending ripples of Earth Ki through the rune beasts’ ranks.

      A few died, but more quickly replaced them.

      I struck again and again, snapping necks and pushing aside deadly attacks.

      Just thirty seconds into the battle, things were looking bad again. I called upon my reserves and cast Gang Chiang once more. The purple shield rippled outward, but this time it was obvious I couldn’t hold it longer than a handful of seconds.

      The stairwell quieted, and for an instant, I thought the beasts had retreated. But then the hulking form of a massive tiger emerged from the gloom.

      Its growl reverberated in the air around me.

      I glanced to Mo. “What do you think, man? Time to retreat?”

      Mo shrugged, fear and rage dancing in his eyes. “Not sure. But that thing looks nastier than any rune beast we’ve fought so far. Maybe we can stun it then fall back.”

      Counting to three, I let the shield fall.

      Immediately after, Mo strode forward, swinging his hammer and smashing the animal on the side of its head.

      “Now!” I shouted, and the two of us spun and raced down the hall.

      We’d only made it a half dozen steps when a roar echoed around us.

      The tiger was after us.

      I slid to a stop and thrust out a shield again, hoping to stop the monster again. But the shield was thin, and it shattered like glass under a single swing of the tiger’s paw.

      The beast snapped at me with its jaws, and I stared death square in the eyes.

      Then Mo shoved me aside, his knees crashing into the beast’s chest with an Earth-Ki bolstered attack. I stared in shock as the beast absorbed the hit and bit down on Mo’s shoulder, its huge fangs sinking into my friend’s flesh.

      Mo cried out in pain, but then shouted with all his strength. “Run, J! I’ve got you!”

      My stomach twisted, and for a moment, I stepped closer, intent on stepping in.

      But then the tiger clamped down, and the left side of Mo’s ribcage collapsed. Still filled with fighting spirit, Mo struck out his arm, sinking a shard of Earth Ki deep into the tiger’s chest.

      He struck again, shoving the appendage deeper into the monster but not before the tiger bit once more.

      Its mouth was so large that it covered Mo’s spine as well, and after a final crushing bite, Mo went limp.

      Scrambling back, I watched a wall of rune beasts explode around the corner, all intent on ending my life. But then gunfire exploded behind me, and the beasts were torn apart.

      Strong arms lifted me up and pulled me back.

      I fought against them, but whoever was trying to save me had a power suit on, and I was completely out of strength.

      I allowed myself to be dragged away, staring at the limp form of Mo still clutched in the tiger’s bloody maw.

      Then I was being hoisted into a helicopter. Ava pulled me inside, and another man buckled me in place.

      Our helicopter lifted up from the roof and veered away.

      The last thing I saw was a stream of missiles blasting an adjoining building. The explosions were fitting as they blasted apart the last of the resistance.

      Then we were flying away.

      The sun was beginning to rise, and again, I despised the beauty of it. I hated the world in that moment and hated myself.

      For not all of us would be returning to safety.
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      Exhaustion blurred the edge of reality as we flew toward safety. More than once, I woke with a start, my head bobbing as sleep tried to take me.

      Ava was passed out against my shoulder, but after disturbing her for a third time, she opened her eyes. “J, you need to let go. We’re safe now. Everything is okay.”

      I shook my head, tears filling my vision. “Not all of us are,” I said in a cold tone.

      She grasped my arm, embracing me as best she could, given our seating arrangement.

      But she had the decency not to argue.

      My mind replayed the events of our capture and escape over and over again. Each time I focused on Mo’s disastrous end.

      Even as he’d been dying, he fought back, delivering a killing blow to a beast many times his size and strength.

      And he did it for me, I thought. He died for me. If he hadn’t shoved me out of the way, I’d have been the one to die in that shitty building.

      Grief and the residual fear I’d been suppressing threatened to overwhelm me. But this fight wasn’t over. Whoever had captured us was still out there, and then, of course, there were the demons to face.

      I refused to back down and allowed my mind to replay the horror of my friend’s death as many times as it needed to.

      That way, I wouldn’t forget his sacrifice.

      Our helicopter ride only lasted a few hours. We landed at a small military base hidden somewhere deep in the vast Amazon.

      Ava stirred awake beside me and I smiled at her.

      I knew my eyes were red, and they burned with a deep desire to close and never open again.

      I wouldn’t rest until we were all back at Wyvern though.

      Kenneth Hawke tromped up and slid open the chopper’s door. His normal mega-watt smile was dampened by a deep sorrow that filled his eyes.

      Still, he patted me on the shoulder like some unbreakable hero. “Let’s get moving, James. We’re going to portal back to Wyvern before we debrief you guys.”

      I nodded and unbuckled myself, then followed the man out. Ducking beneath the wind of the chopper blades, I jogged toward a soldier who was waving us forward.

      The others arrived as well, quickly forming a line with me at the entrance of a featureless building. Its gray paneled sides shimmered oddly as I looked at it, distorting my view.

      This level of camouflage can only mean one thing. We must be in a UN or spec ops base.

      I looked behind me and saw a smaller group form than the one we’d first escaped with. Still, Alex gave me a grim smile, and I saw all of our other friends standing strong.

      Leviathan and Golem had taken the most losses by far, a fact I attributed to luck more than anything else.

      Finally, Kenneth Hawke spoke up. “I’m sure you’re all tired, but we’re going to go for a quick walk to where we have portals set up. It’ll only take three jumps to get you back to Wyvern. Follow me.”

      I strode after Hawke, keeping stride with him in the incredible power suit he wore. The contraption looked to weigh five hundred pounds or more, though I knew it was lighter given the materials it was made from.

      I couldn’t image how deadly someone who possessed runes as well as a suit like that could be.

      Too bad you guys didn’t show up sooner, I thought bitterly.

      Shoving the caustic thoughts from my mind, I focused on our surroundings. We strode down long, white halls, inside which bustled a steady stream of soldiers.

      Everyone seemed to be wearing different uniforms. I recognized a British SAS uniform as well as those of standard US Army soldiers and Marines. And at the helm, the ADA.

      The Agency of Demonic Affairs.

      So, my first guess was probably right. This is a joint operation. UN for sure, or else some other organization too classified to know the name of.

      Our group passed into a wide courtyard, climbing down a flight of stairs. In the center of the courtyard stood six glowing portals.

      As we approached, I felt fear tighten around my chest. A few cries came from those behind me, and I turned to see some of the students shying away from the devices.

      Kenneth noticed our reaction at once. “Listen up! I know you’ve been through a lot. But we have modified these portals so that they can no longer be hacked. These are safe! I promise. In fact, we are all going through together, with a military escort. Understand?”

      A girl in the back continued to sob, but a few others quieted. Seeing his words were having an effect, Hawke continued. “I’m going through first! And we will be bringing a dozen soldiers with us. Now, let’s go and soon we’ll be back home again.”

      Without pausing, the big man walked through the portal. Feeling everyone’s eyes on me, I stepped through after him.

      We traveled to Rio first, and when the last of us stepped through, all were visibly relieved.

      The Golem students were ushered toward the portal to Cairo, but before they could leave, I called out to Jackson. “Hey, man, wait! Thank you for all you did. You were a great help.”

      He pulled me into a hug and thumped my back. “You too, J. You too. You and Alex were amazing to watch. I hope I’m half as badass someday.”

      I chuckled, but then let the man go as he continued down the line of Wyvern students, hugging each in turn.

      Moved by Jackson’s familiarity, everyone did the same, saying goodbye to allies who had so recently been competitors.

      I found Jin last of all. Holding out a hand, I smiled and said, “You’re a hell of a fighter, Jin. I’m glad we had a chance to move beyond our initial… difficulties.”

      He laughed. “I am as well. I’ll tell anyone who asks how The Wyvern’s Wing protected us all. If we meet again, I will buy you a beer.”

      After our farewells were completed, many of which were filled with tears, the Wyvern students portaled to Los Angeles.

      Finally, after a small break to adjust to the teleportation, I found myself stepping out onto the wide expanse of Wyvern Academy.

      It was pitch black of course. Having traveled halfway across the globe, we’d gone from morning to midnight.

      I expected a lengthy debriefing and possibly some questioning. Tomi Icarus greeted us personally, and after a short speech, praising us for surviving the predicament, she released us.

      Four armed soldiers followed us back to our rooms.

      There was no danger here, but I figured it was more of a gesture to comfort us after all we’d been through.

      As we neared the dorms, Alex jogged up beside me. “I was thinking. Piper is putting a tough face on it, but I’m going to have all the girls stay over with me. Do you mind?”

      I shook my head. “No way. Good idea, in fact. I’ll stay with Ava and bring Scarlet and Fitz with us. See you in the morning?”

      He nodded, then we two hugged.

      I crushed him against me, and emotion swelled in my chest. When he tried to pull away, I held him fast. “Don’t you think I’ll ever fucking forget what you did, Alex. We’d all be in cages if not for your ability and courage.”

      He pulled away and I saw tears in his eyes that matched my own. “And don’t think I’ll forget you saving my life. I’d be dead now if it weren’t for you. Love you, man.”

      We pulled ourselves together and then laughed sheepishly.

      Then Ava, Scarlet, Fitz, and I walked away toward Ava’s apartment where we took turns showering.

      At last, we crawled into Ava’s big bed and passed out.

      A knock at the door woke us shortly after sunup. I groaned, accidentally jabbing Scarlet in the eye with my elbow.

      “Watch it, you oaf!” she complained, rolling to the side, her feet thunking to the ground.

      I chuckled despite myself, knowing the accident hadn’t been very bad.  “Sorry, but how else am I supposed to keep you girls in line?”

      Ava pushed a pillow in my face and growled at me, reluctantly getting to her feet as well.

      Thankfully, I’d made a habit of keeping a couple sets of clean clothes here, having spent many nights in Ava’s bed.

      I pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and a shirt while Ava made her way to the front door. I heard her answer and the gruff voice of a soldier answered her with military precision.

      The words were largely lost, but I heard ‘debriefing’ and got the gist.

      Apparently, Tomi wanted us to hurry, so we skipped breakfast and headed out ten minutes later.

      Everyone involved in the kidnapping was present, of course, but so too were the rest of the Wyvern Academy students.

      This number had been drastically reduced since when Alex and I first enrolled. Some had died, others burned out and left for home. Most, however, were simply too afraid to pursue this life to its natural conclusion.

      Tomi spoke without a microphone, using her own voice to project what she needed to say. It was short and to the point.

      “All we know at this point is that a large and well-funded global entity was responsible for the attack. Unfortunately, you were not the only ones who were captured. However, you were the sole group who survived. A total of six students died despite your brave efforts. Only one of which was from Wyvern Academy.”

      Tomi’s eyes flicked to mine and then to the others standing beside me. I swallowed hard, not wanting to shed a tear in front of the cold woman.

      She took a deep breath and finished. “A funeral will be held tomorrow afternoon for our very own Mohammed Almasi. Attendance is not mandatory, but I encourage you all to attend. No further information is being released at this time, but we do plan to coordinate with the Brazilian government to strike back as soon as possible. In the meantime, rest, recover, and when you are ready, begin training once more.”

      The woman dismissed us, and the students gathered milled about for a time, but soon, all returned to their rooms again.

      I found Ava and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I’m heading back to my room until the funeral. I… hope you understand.”

      She stared me in the eyes, searching to see if I was okay. At last, trusting me, she nodded. “That’s fine, but will you promise to call if things get dark?”

      “Ava. I’ve changed. I’m not going to drink or wallow. But I want silence and a little solitude. Trust me, I’m okay.”

      I spotted Haruki approaching, tears spilling down her cheeks. Ava hugged her first, but then Haruki came up to me. “J, I was so worried about you guys. All we heard was that a group went missing. I… I’m was so scared you were all...”

      Her voice trailed off and tears rolled down her cheeks.

      I clutched Haruki to my chest and let her weep silently for a time.

      Then, with Fitz, Scarlet, and Ava watching, I gave in. “I think it might be best if we all spend the day together. Forget what I said. I was wrong. Why don’t we all start with a little breakfast? Surely, I’m not the only one who’s hungry.”

      Ava smiled at me, fresh tears spilling down her tawny cheeks.

      We turned as a group and left to find some place to eat.
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      That day the girls and I reconnected like we hadn’t in weeks. We ate, slept, woke to eat and watch a few movies, and slept again.

      Haruki seemed out of sorts at first, anxious and sad she hadn’t been there for us when we could have used her help. But after Ava and Scarlet ground it into her head a hundred times, she relented.

      There were tears of course. And I wouldn’t be ashamed to admit some of them were my own.

      All in all, the day helped us heal and form a stronger bond than we’d ever had before.

      That night, I pulled the couch into Ava’s room and the girls shared her bed. Having napped twice, I was restless. I watched the four women move around and find comfortable positions here and there.

      The pile of them, legs and arms and untamed hair draped every which way, was perhaps the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      And this time I didn’t curse the beauty.

      I accepted it gratefully, knowing Mo would want me to enjoy every moment life had to offer.

      I fell asleep still facing them.

      The next morning, I woke before the others and raided Ava’s fridge. The girls woke to the smell of omelets. As they sat down at the table, eyes greedy for food, they all looked stronger than before, less drained and ready to resume life again.

      I sat down between Ava and Fitz. “Hope you guys enjoy spinach and cheddar omelets. They aren’t fancy but damn if they won’t fill you up.”

      “You’re so sexy when you cook, J,” Ava said, kissing me on the cheek.

      Scarlet scoffed. “You only say that cause you can barely handle toast.”

      Ava recoiled in mock outrage. “How dare you, missy. But I believe you and I have lived well on my toast in the past.”

      Scarlet conceded the point, and the other giggled.

      I stood and helped dish out the meal, and we began eating.

      With her mouth packed full of eggs, Haruki asked, “So, what’s everyone’s plans for the day? Seems like school is more or less cancelled, and we have the entire campus to ourselves.”

      Ava spoke up first. “I would suggest shopping, but everything non-essential is closed down. Beastly how only three restaurants are still open!”

      Shaking her head and smiling, Fitz offered, “Personally, I want to train. The gyms are open even if they are functioning with half-staff.”

      Scarlet stared at the woman like she was crazy. “Seriously? After everything we went through, and you can’t wait to get back in a ring and train?”

      Fitz shrugged and stuffed her mouth, chewing happily.

      Ava leaned forward and was about to berate Fitz as well when I cut in. “Actually, I can understand the sentiment. I was going to wait until after breakfast to tell you guys, but I’ll be demanding that solitary time today. I’m going to the gym as well, and after that, handling some… private business.”

      The girls each gave me questioning looks, but I begged them off. “I’m not going to go trying to seduce a fifth woman into this wonderful arrangement we have going. And I’m not going to get drunk before the funeral. Just trust me.”

      Mercifully, they let me have my mystery, and a half hour later I was strolling across the Wyvern Academy campus.

      True to my word, I headed straight for the gym. I felt thick-headed from the exhausting ordeal followed by over-sleeping yesterday, so my first stop was the Fire Gym.

      I lay down in a sauna and roasted myself until my sweating slowed down. Then I left and rehydrated with electrolyte water and worked a heavy bag for twenty minutes.

      I spent another half hour dabbling with weights and machines, just working enough to get a feel for my body.

      When I loosened up, I left, heading for a more honest destination.

      The Stone Gym was near empty. Only one person manned the counter, and two students were climbing a wall at the back. I strode through, remembering how not so long ago, this place had been brimming with promising students.

      I found the ring of stone pillars that Mo and I trained within so many times before and sat down in their midst.

      An image flashed in my mind, a beast with fangs as long as my hand crushing the life from my friend. Sighing, I pushed the image away and closed my eyes.

      I focused on my core, visualizing the purple circle of raging energy.

      Another flash of bones cracking, a once-strong chest caving in. Mo’s hand extended into a lance made of Earth Ki and rammed into the tiger’s muscular chest.

      My mind had already gone through the motions, disturbing last night’s sleep and filling the previous day with jolts like these.

      So, I focused harder, demanding my mind obey.

      At last, when I was breathing calm enough that my heartbeat slowed, I saw a final image of Mo and the tiger bleeding as two hands dragged me away. Rune beasts screamed as bullets found them, punching holes through rune-enhanced flesh.

      My focus shattered and I stood in a rage.

      I slammed my fists together and screamed, “Ban Jia!”

      Dense plates of purple Ki formed one after another, coating my weak body in an impeccable exterior. I reveled in the sensation.

      Five seconds later, I was untouchable. Only my head remained exposed, and concentrating harder than before, I called out another command, using what Mandarin I knew to improvise.

      “Toukui Gang!”

      The short phrase, meaning steel helm, combined with my desperate mental efforts, worked somehow.

      Another row of plates, unfolding like living scales, clacked up the back of my neck and down the front of my face. I blinked in amazement, staring through the sheer pane of purple glass that covered my eyes.

      The helm covered my ears as well, but I had imagined slits along the sides that would allow me to hear as well as breathe.

      “Are you okay, sir?” someone asked from behind.

      I held up a hand and waved them off.

      This is something Mo would have loved, I thought, allowing a wry smile to cross my lips. First thing he’d do is try to break it with one of his Toad attacks. Knowing him, he’d have succeeded, the stubborn bastard.

      Not sure yet what I was doing, I walked around, getting a feel for the suit. It certainly made me feel powerful, but I also felt ridiculous.

      Then I focused on a stone column. It rose ten feet in the air and spanned two feet across.

      Now that is a worthy foe, I declared, falling into a low crouch.

      Holding my arms up in front of me, I marveled at how easy my movements came. Rather than the clumsy bulk of body armor, it felt as if I were encased in a willing and flexible exoskeleton.

      Experimentally, I shot a jab at the stone.

      My fist cracked against the rock’s surface, dust and small fragments falling away.

      Staring at the marred stone, a thousand regrets flooded my mind.

      Rage boiled up from deep inside, and I let loose.

      I slammed a right straight into the stone pillar next, and this time, larger chunks of rock blasted in all directions.

      My visor blocked the shrapnel easily, so I continued my barrage.

      I rained punches against my immovable foe, then switched to kicks. I drove my shins against the pillar and fist-sized chunks fell loose.

      Finally, driven by every negative emotion that swam in my black heart, I pulled back my rear leg and tensed my entire body.

      I imagined all of the Ki available to me flooding that leg, filling it with unstoppable power.

      Then I lashed out, slamming my shin into the pillar at waist height. Rock shrapnel scattered across the room, and a resounding crack echoed in the pit.

      Stepping back, I watched in awe as the top half of the stone pillar wobbled then fell to the side.

      It struck the ground with a great crash.

      Panting with exertion, I absorbed my Ki-forged armor in a single breath and rested my hands on my hips.

      “Dear god, J. How in the hell did you do that?”

      I spun to see Alex staring at the rubble, his hands tucked in his pockets.

      He was covered in sweat as well, evidence he’d had the same idea as me.

      I shook my head. “Not sure exactly. I… I might have just come up with a new ability. Pretty cool suit of armor, huh? I hope I can repeat it.”

      Alex strode a little closer and placed a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll be able to just fine. But hey, man, funeral is in a couple hours. You want to get going? Might not be best to show up looking like a gym rat.”

      I looked down at my sweat-stained shirt and frowned. “No? I’ll bet Mo wouldn’t give a shit.”

      We chuckled but I gave in and followed him out the building.

      Alex must have sensed my mood, or else he was feeling the same, for we walked back together in silence.

      It was a windy day, and the frigid gusts of winter air cleared my mind even more than the exercise had.

      Back at our place again, I offered him the shower first and mixed up a protein shake while I waited. Then I scrubbed my nasty ass after and pulled on my only suit.

      It didn’t fit well, and the collar made me feel like I was suffocating to death.

      It was perfect.

      I met Alex in the kitchen where he stood at the counter with a new bottle of sake and two small cups.

      He gestured to the drink with a hand, asking me wordlessly if I wanted some.

      I shook my head. “No, I considered having a little whiskey, but then I remembered Mo was a Muslim. Dude never drank once in his life. So, I’m going to show up painfully sober.”

      Alex laughed. “Painfully sober it is, man.”

      He fiddled with the bottle absent-mindedly. At first I thought he might be considering a drink himself, but then I saw he was just mulling over something in his mind.

      “Spit it out, man. What is it?” I asked.

      He smiled and nodded. “Fair enough. I just still can’t believe everything that happened. Everyone did their part as best they could. Even the weaker fighters helped by carrying supplies and healing.”

      My roommate grunted and slid the bottle away. Forming fists, he pressed his knuckles down on the hard counter.

      At last, he continued. “I did my best too, but it sucks that I… fuck, man, I was passed out when you and Mo had to fight that tiger. I just wish…”

      I reached out and placed my hand over one of his fists. “Alex, I know. I feel guilty too. Mo literally took that for me. If I’d have reserved a little more Ki, my shield could have stopped it in time.”

      We both sighed, consumed by our own emotions.

      At last, Alex suggested, “Let’s carry this guilt together then. How does that sound?”

      I ran a hand through my hair and breathed deeply. I couldn’t find it in myself to respond verbally, so I just nodded.

      The two of us had tea instead of booze, and after draining a few cups of high-quality oolong, headed out the door.

      The funeral was held in a stuffy conference room usually reserved for faculty. I had considered telling Hawke that the Stone Gym would be more fitting, but then realized Mo wouldn’t give a shit.

      He’d just want his friends there, so despite my nerves, Alex and I arrived ten minutes early.

      Students and teachers filed in while we waited at the back of the room.

      Ava and Scarlet came in, their eyes already stained red. Piper was with them too.

      The girls had apparently coordinated, for they all wore black dresses.

      They looked exquisite.

      As soon as they arrived, they pulled out handfuls of black bands, and began handing them out to everyone present.

      Without exception, every person gladly accepted a black band and tied it around their arm. It wasn’t much but considering that everyone seemed anxious to express their feelings, the gesture was well received.

      Then Kenneth Hawke strode in with Tomi at his side. A priest or pastor, I never could tell the difference, followed in their wake.

      The old man spoke, giving a standard funeral introduction, welcoming friends and family and blessing the day.

      I knew this was all a part of the gig, but it didn’t exactly feel authentic.

      When Hawke took over, the huge man cried openly and said, “Rather than tell you the kind of student Mohammed Almasi was, I’ll show you instead.”

      A screen fell from the ceiling and a video played.

      Corny music nearly ruined it but seeing image after image of Mo smiling had a noticeable effect on the crowd. I held myself together, but one image really stuck out.

      It was of Mo at the gym. He was smiling despite a large gash across one of his eyes. Blood had poured down his face and was staining half of the teeth in his mouth.

      I laughed, drawing a few looks, but I didn’t give a shit.

      Then Tomi got up for a more official speech. She called out the names of every student who’d been lost in the abduction, ending with Mo. Then I sensed her winding down to end the funeral, her words precise and professional.

      “As all of you know, Mohammed Almasi was a fine student, one to emulate and be proud of. Icarus Institute will miss his presence, but if his sacrifice taught us one thing, it is that everyone has a part to play in the war to come.”

      My discomfort was replaced with rage.

      I couldn’t help it really. I’d never been one to fit in and play nice. Customs were pointless behaviors that made people feel better about not thinking.

      Fuck that, I thought. I am not going to let this shitshow end like this.

      Before the woman finished, I stood and awkwardly made my way to the aisle.

      Reaching up, I loosened my tie and unbuttoned my shirt. Tomi noticed me straight away, and after finishing her sentence, waited patiently.

      I stormed up the aisle, my face turning red from embarrassment and rage.

      Without asking, I took the stage.

      Tomi smiled uncomfortably but handed me the mic anyhow.

      For a few seconds, all of my passion seemed to bleed away. My heavy breathing echoed in the microphone, and I gaped, unable to think of what to say.

      Then I remembered the image of Mo bleeding and laughed.

      “Can… Can we go backward in the slide show? This cheesy-ass picture would have made Mo die all over again from embarrassment.”

      For a second, nobody moved. Then I spotted a woman with a laptop in the corner. “Ma’am… you in control of the slide show, yeah? Go back to that good one, with Mo bleeding all over the place.”

      The woman shot a glance to Tomi, who nodded beside me.

      She clicked her laptop a few times, and the images reversed. When she’d found the right image, I laughed again, enjoying it for what it was.

      Holding up a hand, I gestured at my old friend. “Now that is Mo. We don’t want to see some cute fucking pony show. We want to see Mo for who he was, a savage fucking killer. A man so tenacious in the ring that even when I won against him, I’d limp home covered in bruises.”

      Some of the students looked nervous, but others laughed, their own tension easing for the first time.

      “Also!” I said too loudly, my finger pointing to the sky. “His name was Mo! So, let’s stop calling him Mohammed Almasi, okay?”

      This produced more laughs, so I let my rant go.

      “Another thing. I’m really sorry if this is disrespectful, but why the fuck is a Christian minister here? Mo was a Muslim… or did you not know?”

      My question had been aimed at Tomi, who, surprisingly, looked hurt instead of offended.

      Looking around, I saw others were unsure of where this was going. I spotted Ava’s big brown eyes in the back, worried about me but giving me the space I needed.

      I sighed and gripped the mic harder. “I’m sorry. I just want us to remember who Mo was. He was the guy who could crack a two by four with his head with no problem. His Toad form was devastating. Fighting Mo felt like wrestling with an oak tree!”

      Again, laughter returned to the room.

      Then Fitz shot up a hand. I nodded to her and she said, “Mo could take my hardest kick and laugh about it. And…”

      Fitz’s face crinkled, and tears rolled down her brown cheeks. “And he started calling me little sister. I told him to stop until I realized it made me feel… like I belonged here.”

      Two of Mo’s old sparring buddies offered anecdotes as well, and the waterworks really started flowing.

      When it seemed everyone who had something to say had spoken, I looked to Tomi.

      The woman was crying like everyone else. Her normally perfect make-up was smeared.

      She smiled at me, a warm gesture that caught me aback.

      At last, I held the mic to my lips again. “Mo was a really good friend. He was kind and funny, and tough as a boulder. He was also the kind of man to…”

      My hand shook and hot tears spilled from my eyes.

      I lowered my head, unable to say what I had to say while watching everyone else around me. “Mo was the kind of man to push a friend out of the way and die in his stead.”

      I looked up at the crowd then, forcing away my embarrassment. “He did that for me. He died in my stead. In doing so, he taught me the greatest honor I can aspire to is to die for someone else.”

      Glancing up at the image of a bloody but happy Mo, I finished. “I promise I won’t let you down, Mo. I won’t let you down.”
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      The funeral started out as a very sad, very somber affair. But as it was with my best friend, he could find a way to liven up even the dead.

      After he took the stage, the funeral turned into a celebration of life. One that I was proud to be a part of.

      But it also hit me hard. We’d had people die around us before, but this time, we’d lost friends, people we knew well and cared about.

      I wasn’t close friends with Mo, but I’d hung around him enough times with J to like him.

      Mo had been a friend to the both of us, and now he was gone.

      Along with too many others.

      We’d dressed up in our nicest suits, but as J pointed out, they were for show. We didn’t belong there wearing suits. We should have worn our uniforms. The same uniform Mo had taken so much pride in.

      When it was over, I thought about going up to J. I wanted so badly to be there for him, but I knew he was a deal with his emotions alone kind of person. He’d begun opening up to all of us, but I was terrified this would send him running to the roof again with a twenty-four case of beer for him to drink his emotions away.

      J and Mo had been really close, and I knew what that loss felt like, but it was also something that I couldn’t heal by myself, that any one person could heal by themselves.

      It would take time for J to accept Mo’s death, and I’d be there no matter how he decided to grieve.

      We’d gone through too much, and all of us were cracking under the strain.

      The funeral happened the day after we got back, and I hadn’t had time to do anything other than sleep since we arrived back at Wyvern.

      My phone had been confiscated when we were taken, and after the funeral, I went to one of the few stores left open and bought a new one.

      Piper and Reagan went ahead back to the dorms after they bought new phones as well. I stayed outside, leaning against the tree that housed Fort Alex in the Garden as I stared at the bright-blue sky.

      It’s too pretty outside.

      Far too beautiful considering everything we’d gone through.

      I opened my new phone and dialed my father’s number.

      It had only been a few days since I’d seen him, but it felt like decades. I wasn’t the same person I was a few days ago, and I was still coming to terms with the new me I’d been forced into becoming.

      My fingers hesitated over the buttons and after five minutes of staring at the darkened glass screen, I dialed.

      It rang again and again, and just when I thought it was about to go to voicemail, he picked up.

      “Hello?” he asked, his voice cautious because I called from a number he didn’t recognize.

      “Dad, it’s me.”

      “Alex! Oh, thank god.” He let out an explosive breath and there was a brief choked sob that quickly brought a heaviness to my eyes. “I’ve been so worried since the school called. They wouldn’t tell me anything no matter how much I tried. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, Dad. I’m fin─” I stopped as my voice failed me and stopped the lie in my throat. My legs went weak as everything I’d been pushing down flooded back up and I sank to the ground. My back ached from where the bark tore against my suit, but I didn’t care. “No, I’m not okay. Not at all.”

      Warm tears dripped down my cheek and I couldn’t hold them back. I started sobbing into the receiver as I let everything out.

      My father sat silently on the phone as I cried out everything that I’d bottled up since we were abducted. The fear and panic, the pain, and the things I’d had to do. The lives I’d taken. I let it out and told him everything.

      When I was done, my father spoke.

      “It’ll be okay, son.”

      He spoke with complete acceptance of what I’d done, that it was okay.

      That I would be okay.

      That no matter how screwed up things had become, that I would still be okay when it was all said and done with.

      “You’ll be okay, Alex. I know you will. I’m sorry for everything you’ve had to go through. It’s aged you before it should, and nothing I can say or do can change that. You can’t take back what you did, nor should you. You acted in self-defense and fought to your last. You defended what was important to you until the very end.

      “I couldn’t be prouder of you, Alex. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Dad.”

      There was nothing else to say, we both knew that, and I hung up the phone, staring up at the sky while I let the heat from the sun dry my tears.

      The actions I’d taken had shattered my perceptions of who I was, of the man I wanted to be. I never wanted to be a killer of men.

      I wanted, for my whole life, to protect life, not take it. Demons were extraplanar beings, what I considered life didn’t apply to them.

      But humans, even ones that sought to do me harm, I had never planned on killing humans.

      This wasn’t something that just I was dealing with; J and Ava, Piper, Lilin and the others, we’d all came out of Sao Paulo with blood on our hands.

      And as much as I wanted to stop and figure out what it meant to me; they came first. I needed to go and check on them.

      I closed the phone still in my hand and put it away as I climbed to my feet. I dusted myself off and headed back to the dorms.

      Piper was the only one in the room when I returned. J wouldn’t be back for a long time I guessed. He had to deal with Mo’s death, and I knew he’d do that away from the apartment.

      “Hey,” I said as I came in.

      “Hey yourself,” she replied, trying to act cheerful.

      But the slightly runny mascara and puffy eyes told me she’d been crying too. I bet Thalia and Reagan had gone off by themselves to cry as well. We all wanted to appear strong in front of each other, but it was a lie.

      “How are your parents?”

      “Good,” she said and closed her phone. She sat it on the table and took a seat. “They were worried sick…I didn’t tell them…what happened, not all of it anyway.”

      I nodded and walked behind the island that we used as our dining table and went to the white cabinets. I grabbed the bottle of sake I’d bought from Leviathan and brought out two shot glasses as I poured half the bottle into a teapot and put it on the stove to warm up.

      As it was heating, I leaned against the counter and stared at Piper.

      “You know, so much has changed since we came to this school. It’s only been a little over a year, but it seems like five years have passed since then.”

      She nodded. “I know what you mean. I think it has to do with all that we’ve done since we got here. It seems like there’s always something.” She sighed. “It’s aged us faster than it should have.”

      “Yeah…I think I’d give almost anything to go back and just have a normal school life. I know what we’re training for, but we’ve done more in one year than most students do in their entire time here.”

      I paused, not really knowing what to say next. Thankfully, the sake was done heating and I busied myself with pouring two shots. When I finished I set the teapot down and picked up the shot.

      “To fallen friends.”

      “To fallen friends.”

      We toasted and knocked back the sake.

      I poured us another shot and just stared at it for a minute.

      “I don’t think things can go back to what they were, do you?”

      Piper shook her head and drank the shot.

      “No. We’ve done too much, seen too much. Even with the enhanced curriculum, I don’t think we can just go back to class like nothing ever happened.” Her eyes flicked up to mine. “There’s going to be consequences for what happened to us.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.” I grabbed the shot and tossed it back. “Figured from the way Kenneth and Tomi acted after we got back to the school. They haven’t said it, haven’t come close to saying it, but I have a feeling our time as Wyvern students is ending.”

      We both stared at the empty glasses and a stark silence hung over us. I’d just voiced what we’d been fearing since we got back.

      That things were about to change.

      “Fuck this,” Piper said.

      She stood up, walked around the island and grabbed two large glasses. When she came back around, she emptied the rest of the sake into both glasses.

      She handed me one.

      “Maybe that’s true. Maybe things are going to change for us. I don’t know the future and I can’t control the outcome.” She paused, tears in her emerald eyes. “But what I can control is this. We’re going to get drunk, and then you’re going to take me into the bedroom and make me forget about everything else but the two of us.”

      I picked up the offered glass; the remnants of a smile died on my lips as I raised the sake and nodded.

      “I can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, the only thing that changed was the headache I had from drinking too much. Piper and I spent hours together, until we were too spent to do anything else but sleep.

      I slept well into the morning, snuggled against her.

      It was nice, simple. Uncomplicated.

      I loved her, and she loved me. Just as I loved Reagan and Lilin.

      That was enough for me.

      Whatever else came about in the future, whatever lay in store for us. Nothing could take away the love I had for my family and my friends.

      As long as we stood together, then that was all that mattered.

      After waking up, I grabbed a shower and changed into some athletic clothes. I was far too wound up to simply lie in bed all day.

      Piper rolled over onto her back, the sunlight through the blinds cast onto her pale chest. it illuminated her red hair and she looked beautiful in that moment. I leaned over the bed, softly kissed her lips and brought the comforter up to her neck.

      Sleep tight, love. You need the rest.

      I’d have liked nothing more than to cuddle next to her for the rest of the day, but that wouldn’t help me. I needed to keep my body busy long enough to work out my thoughts and feelings.

      I shut the door behind me, threw on my shoes and was out the door in a minute.

      As I exited the dorms, I set a strong pace and began to run. Summer didn’t really exist this high up in the air, but the beating sun whisked at least a little of the chill from the air. The heating units built into the school did the rest.

      I ran for at least an hour straight, around the school three times before I thought myself sufficiently warmed up.

      It was a start.

      After the run, I went to the Garden and began the training regime I’d created for everyone when we were training for the Leviathan tournament, but this time, I kicked it up a notch. I added some ankle and wrist weights, which added nearly fifty pounds of resistance to my frame.

      My muscles burned as soon as I began, but it was a good pain. I needed it. Needed to focus on it and nothing else.

      When I completed the routine forty-five minutes later, I took off the weights and began my combat training.

      Training with weights on your hands and legs while kicking and punching put your joints at risk from hyper extension, so they had to come off before I began sparring against my shadow on the grass.

      I went through every combination I’d learned, and even switched to Northern Shaolin Kung-fu, just trying to do anything but reflect on what I’d gone through.

      I didn’t know how to handle it. To accept and overcome what had happened.

      As I shifted into cat stance and threw a kick, a flurry of ice flowed from my kick. It swirled and struck a nearby tree, freezing the trunk.

      I stopped fighting and looked at myself; I was coated in a layer of frost. It covered my fingers and legs. I’d accidentally tapped into my expression while I’d been sparring and hadn’t realized it.

      “Want a partner?”

      I turned at the voice and found Thalia standing a few feet away from me. Though she was blind, she knew exactly where to look to find me, her white eyes boring a hole into mine.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Couldn’t relax, no matter what I tried. Hell, haven’t even been able to get more than an hour or two’s sleep since we got back. I’m too wound up, my body too in tune with itself to let me be.”

      “So, you want to burn off some energy by fighting?”

      “Isn’t that what you’re doing?”

      I nodded. “Okay, let’s fight, but not here.”

      Thalia cocked her head to the side. “Then where?”

      I held out my hand. “Come with me.”

      She smiled and took my hand without question. “Lead the way.”

      We walked together to the Water Gym. It wasn’t usually my place. I knew J spent a lot of time here with Piper, training. But I stuck to mostly the Air Gym. But for what I had in mind; it was perfect.

      The massive stainless-steel building rose around us and the sharp scent of chlorine hung in the air along with a lot of moisture. It was like breathing in soup with every breath, but I ignored it and went to the far side of the room.

      There were many fantastic inventions in the room designed to test a person’s limits, but what I needed was nothing more than a glorified swimming pool.

      It was large, about the same size as an Olympic pool, but maybe a tad smaller.

      A second-year was doing laps in it, but a quick word from me and he beat it. I knew it was a jerk move, but I wasn’t in the mood for niceties.

      “What are we doing here, Alex?” Thalia asked.

      “Just gimme a minute and I’ll explain all,” I replied.

      Next to the pool was a small control panel. It was touchscreen and after I selected the desired  setting, a large circular wooden platform rose up from the center.

      “Ready to swim?”

      “No,” she replied. “I need my bathing suit if we’re getting in the water. I’m not walking back to the dorms with my clothes sticking to my ass.”

      I chuckled despite myself and nodded. “Fine, let’s go get changed.”

      Luckily, we had a small locker that held our bathing suits. Mine was little more than a pair of form-fitting shorts that stopped at my knees. They contoured to my body and made fighting in them very comfortable.

      By the time I changed, so had Thalia.

      She wore a black one-piece bathing suit that fit over her curves like a second skin and left very little to the imagination.
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      Her rich tawny skin glistened with the moisture in the air and drops of sweat ran over her biceps as she tied back her long brown hair.

      She looked amazing.

      A fact that even without eyesight she couldn’t help but address.

      “How do I look?” she asked, a smirk on her lips.

      “Beautiful as always,” I replied honestly.

      “You know, you keep complimenting me, I may just have to join the little harem you’re building,” she said and leapt into the water before I could respond.

      Keep your head on straight, and focus.

      I jumped into the water after her and we swam to the floating island in the pool. All the while I couldn’t get her comment out of my head.

      It wasn’t like the two of us hadn’t strained the edge of flirting before. There’d certainly been more than a few charged moments between us, and I knew that something was there.

      At this point, Piper and the others had straight up told me they were fine being together, and I knew they all liked Thalia.

      But I just wasn’t sure this was a good time.

      Thalia held out a hand and hauled me up. The two of us settled on the platform opposite each other.

      “You know, I might just let you in the harem at this rate.”

      She blushed, her skin darkening as she smiled. “You have seen me halfway naked and touched me, might as well go all the way next time.”

      “That was to heal you, there was nothing sexual about it.”

      Her grin grew wider. “Yeah, but your heart was pounding out of your chest while you did it. I know you wanted to slide your hand over and grab a handful. But then again, so did I.”

      Our back and forth was getting out of hand, and it was distracting both of us from the fight ahead.

      “Okay, the rules are simple. We fight to try and knock the other off the platform. No Ki on the platform itself, but the water is fair game. Whoever immobilizes the other first, wins.”

      Thalia held up her hand and a current of electricity arced off her skin. “If I get you in the water, I have the advantage.”

      “I better not fall in then,” I said.

      I’d set a timer for a minute, and when it went off, it signaled the start of the match.

      At the sound, we both took off at each other.
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        * * *

      

      We’d both fought with everything we had and gone to our limit. Thalia was a dedicated fighter, and I knew I could fight without holding back against her and she’d be fine. She kept pace blow for blow and gave as good as she received.

      In the end, neither of us went in the water. She pinned me to the ground, while I got her in a hold. She couldn’t get out, but neither could I.

      We tied.

      As she lingered above me, we stared into each other’s eyes, and for an eternity, all that mattered was the ever so slight white of her iris. If not for the thin black circle, I’d be hard pressed to notice the difference in color.

      Her breath drifted down my nose in small bursts, her heart beat into her hands as she held my wrists.

      “Alex?” she said my name like a question, and I didn’t have to ask what that question was.

      I knew both it and the answer.

      “Thalia,” I said, my voice firm.

      She smiled and her head lowered closer to mine. We were mere inches from each other, and she closed the distance in a handful of heartbeats.

      A hint of wintergreen brushed past my nose as a pleasant warmth sent goosebumps up my skin. Her nose touched mine, and I couldn’t hold back anymore.

      My head lifted to meet hers and our lips pressed together. Her lips were soft, and her mouth welcoming as we kissed. She lifted her hands and ran them through my hair as her mouth parted and her tongue teased my lips.

      I opened and pulled her closer to me. We let our mouths dance with each other for a time and I dared to let my hands travel over her body. She guided my hand to her hips and then further back, letting them slide under her swimsuit as she placed my hand on her ass. She gave my fingers a half squeeze, letting me know I could continue.

      She let a moan slip from her lips as my fingers dug into her flesh and I grabbed her ass. Thalia sunk her hips to my groin and shimmied back and forth, drawing a rise from me.

      But as quickly as our bout of passion started, we both pulled away. My hand slipped back down to my chest and we broke the kiss.

      Our breathing was labored and there was a dark flush to Thalia’s cheeks.

      “I think I needed that more than the fight,” she said.

      I nodded. “Yeah, it certainly took my mind from things.”

      She leaned back and brought her hand to her lips. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been touched, let alone kissed. And as much as I would love to do it again, I don’t think we should just yet.”

      “Not while we’re both hurting?”

      She nodded. “I want to explore my feelings for you, but I don’t want what happened to be the catalyst for our relationship. I want to be with you on my terms.”

      “I understand.” I grinned at her. “Thanks for the spar…and the kiss. Both helped.”

      “We can spar whenever you like, and as for the kiss. I’d like to do that again as well, just not while our emotions are all over the place.”

      After that, we got out of the pool and went to change. I said my goodbyes and headed back to the dorms, my head a little clearer than when I’d left.

      Piper was in the living room when I arrived. She lounged on the couch, wearing a pair of short shorts that clung to her porcelain thighs and one of my t-shirts that was just a size too big. Her thick hair was tied back in a ponytail.

      She turned as I came in.

      “Hey, love, how was your workout?”

      “Good,” I replied, taking off my shirt and throwing it in the hamper by the bathroom. “Worked out, then sparred with Thalia a bit…we kissed.”

      Piper turned to me; an eyebrow raised. She reached over and picked up some popcorn from a bowl I hadn’t seen beside her. She plopped the kernels into her mouth and chewed.

      “Hmm, about damn time,” she said and turned back to the TV. “She’s had it bad for you for a while now.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      She shook her head. “Why would I be? It’s Thalia. We went through hell together. She’s wonderful and besides, you’re not the kind of man to love with abandon.”

      Piper paused, a moment, trying to find her words. Her finger tugged at the edge of her lips, and she looked heart-meltingly adorable.

      “You love each of us, and you cherish us. None of us are one night stands or flings to you. If you fall for someone, it’s because that person means something dear to you. Reagan and Lilin have both been people that I can’t see my life without them in it. And I think if you like Thalia, then you should pursue it. She’s had enough wrong done to her in her life, and I know you’d love her as you love us.”

      I smiled as I crossed the room and sat beside her.

      “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      “I do.” She beamed back. “And you reek, mister. Shower. Now.”

      “Right.”

      I hopped up and took a long shower, letting the hot water work out all the kinks in my body. It helped me think, and when I was done, I dried off, threw on a clean pair of sweats and walked back into the living room.

      “Alex!” Piper shouted, turning. “Get in he─”

      She stopped when she saw me walking out of the bathroom.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Come see this.”

      I sat down next to her on the couch and stared at the TV.

      My blood ran cold.

      On the screen, was a very familiar black mask.

      It was a news broadcast; the newscaster, an attractive woman in her thirties, was currently speaking.

      “These broadcasts have just appeared in every country around the world at the exact same time. They hacked the news satellites at once and sent this video to every major news outlet across the world. A warning, the video we are about to show you is extremely graphic.”

      The masked man began speaking in a low baritone, using an obvious voice modifier to hide their real voice.

      “People of the world, in this time of uncertainty and strife, the governments of the world and the so-called Agency of Demonic Affairs, in the wake of the recent demon attacks, have been proclaiming that they have everything under control. That the Heroes will stop the demons.

      “They have lied to you.”

      The man stepped to the side and raised his hand. Abruptly, a new video began playing, this time of a gruesome scene. A room much like the one we found ourselves in, in Sao Paulo. Cages full of academy students in torn and soiled uniforms lined the walls. In the center of the room was a naked man bound in chains.

      A new masked man stepped forward. He was tall, incredibly broad and in the black cape and mask, looked like a Darth Vader rip-off. He wore a strange gauntlet on his hand. It glowed with a violent pulsating red light. Demonic Ki.

      He reached the chained man and placed a hand on his chest.

      Abruptly, three spots blared to life on his body, three runes shone with ethereal blue light. As soon as they lit up, the man screamed until his voice broke. In a handful of seconds, the runes shattered, and the man slumped over.

      Dead.

      The energy of the runes traveled up the man’s body and into the gauntlet. It glowed even brighter before settling down.

      He removed his hand and turned, walking toward the camera.

      “Your militaries can’t stop us. Your heroes can’t stop us. We are the natural order of things, and we will bring this world back to how it belongs.”

      He got right up to the camera and spoke once more.

      “We are Nemesis.”
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      The following week passed, each day softening the pain just a little more.

      Ava told me a hundred times how proud she was of me for not drowning myself in cheap beer and whiskey. I reminded her that I planned to do exactly that, just not until I’d given Mo the respect he deserved.

      Booze was alright by me, but I’d learned the hard way… never drink when you’re in a shit mood.

      I spent more time with Haruki, catching up on the training she’d undergone while we were at Leviathan during the tournament. Her class had been honing their skills with Ki weapons. This involved holding the ability in place, not just blasting out Ki for a second or two.

      She’d fallen in love with the ball and chain weapon more commonly known as a Meteor Hammer. Everyone was impressed and asked her to demonstrate for us at length.

      Last night I’d returned to stay in my own room again, wanting to stretch out on a bed and focus on sleep for once. Alex and I had rocked an intense morning workout and had spent the rest of the day watching anime.

      We were finishing up another episode of Kill la Kill when my phone buzzed.

      I pulled it out and read a properly enticing text from Ava.
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        * * *

      

      Hey, sweetie! Just checking in on you two. So, long story short, Haruki and Scarlet begged for a little alone time with you today. You too busy to give them a little… TLC?

      If you and Alex want to bro out all night, I understand, but figured you’d want to know. As for me, I’m taking a quick trip home to be with my parents. I’ll be back in two days though, so not a big deal. Oh, and I left a tub of cookies and cream in my freezer… if you eat it all, I’ll kill you.

      

      Love,

      

      Ava!!!!
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        * * *

      

      I laughed and showed Alex the text.

      He shook his head. “Can’t leave them high and dry, J. In fact, I was going to host a little get together myself tonight.”

      I punched him on the arm. “Damn, man. Who’d have thought, am I right? Alex the weeb who took way too long to hook up with Piper now tearing up the sheets with three gorgeous babes. How do you manage it? You sure your back is strong enough to keep this going?”

      Alex cracked up but spun the table on me. “So, you’re any different? From what it sounds like in that text, you might be slacking off in your duties, J. Better run along. Oh, and make sure to hydrate!”

      It felt good laughing with my friend, almost like things were normal again.

      They weren’t, but it was good to know some things could be counted on.

      We finished the episode and then I showered up. I told Alex I’d catch up with him the following day, agreeing to push ourselves to the max once more in the gym.

      As I left the apartment, I sent a quick text.
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        * * *

      

      Hi Scarlet! I heard from a strange little bird that my afternoon has been claimed. When should I head over? I’m going to pick up something at the store but should be free after that.

      

      J
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        * * *

      

      I stretched out my legs, enjoying the brisk winter air as I made my way to Wyvern’s shopping district. I’d been doing my job as boyfriend lately and knew exactly what kind of treat each girl preferred.

      Scarlet was easy. I picked her up a pound of chocolates, half salted caramel and the other half pecan dark chocolate.

      For Haruki, I stopped and picked her up two boxes of Pocky Sticks. One was the matcha flavor, the other one strawberry.

      Having secured the proper gifts, I also snagged a bottle of champagne and some orange juice for mimosas. If this were going to be the kind of party I thought it would be, then why not go all out.

      On the way back, I put in an order for a couple of pizzas, and while I was waiting, my phone buzzed.
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        * * *

      

      Sounds good! Haruki’s here now. Stop by my place whenever you can, but don’t take too long!
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        * * *

      

      I texted Scarlet back, promising to show up in fifteen.

      Pizzas and goodies in tow, I knocked on Scarlet’s door soon after.

      She opened the door a crack but kept her body hidden. If that wasn’t strange enough, she was already blushing. “Come in! Come in! It’s freezing out there,” she said as I stepped through the door.

      The girl did have some clothes on, just not much. She had on a pair of see-through panties, and a corset that matched.

      I grinned like a savage.

      “Nice roses,” I said, indicating to the floral design that wove around her garment.

      She giggled and snatched the pizzas away. “Thanks for bringing food. Are those gifts?”

      I laughed, nodding. “Yeah, I might have picked you up a little chocolate.”

      Enduring Scarlet’s squeal and subsequent kiss, I asked, “What about Haruki? Is she here still or needed to take off?”

      Scarlet’s smile grew wider and she leaned close enough to whisper in my ear. “She’s wearing something even nastier than this. Poor girl can’t stop blushing. Soooo cute.”

      Hoping to get a chance to see Haruki in such a vulnerable state, I called out. “Haruki! I’ve got strawberry and matcha Pocky!”

      I heard a gasp from the bedroom, but nobody came out.

      Knowing how shy the girl could be, I asked Scarlet if she could bring a few glasses then headed into the bedroom.

      I found Haruki hiding under a blanket, her cheeks crimson. Her obsidian hair only served to make her embarrassment stand out further. With her high cheekbones and button nose peeking up over her blanket, I couldn’t have found her more adorable.

      Without speaking, she flung out an arm, hand up, demanding her treat.

      “Strawberry or matcha first?”

      Her eyes searched around for the answer for a second before she replied. “Strawberry,” she said at last, her blush increasing for some reason.

      Music began playing and I turned to see Scarlet dancing into the room with three glasses in tow. Knowing shit was going down, I uncorked the champagne. Soon, we each had a mimosa, and only Scarlet was completely comfortable.

      After another few awkward minutes, I drained my glass and stood up from the bed. “Fuck it. You look super uncomfortable, Haruki. Why don’t I even out the playing field?”

      While she watched, I stripped, tossing my clothes against the far wall where they fell in a heap. Fully naked now, I held up my hands. “Come on. That helps a little, yeah?”

      Haruki nodded; her eyes occasionally darted lower to inspect my dangling bits.

      Scarlet laughed, the champagne already rising to her head. “If you like what you see, why hide under the blankets?”

      Haruki glared at her friend but then, emboldened by my brazen display and the drink, she at last sat up, revealing the cutest lace top. Her breasts tested the limits of the flimsy fabric. The garment was sheer, like Scarlet’s, but instead of roses the piece was decorated with strawberries.

      I grinned, pushing into bed beside her. “Strawberries? For me?”

      She shoved me playfully, giggling slightly. Feeling a fire rising up inside me, I pressed my mouth to hers. Her lips were soft and full, and she tasted like the strawberry-flavored snack I’d given her.

      Haruki moaned in her throat, opening her mouth to kiss me deeper.

      Scarlet purred, joining us, and just like that, the temperature in the room rose.

      I ran my finger through Haruki’s hair, enjoying its silken texture. Still clutching her glass, she ran her delicate fingers down my neck.

      We kissed for a full five minutes, our breath coming faster with each passing second. Scarlet was focusing her attention on Haruki’s neck. Scarlet soon grew bored and unfastened Haruki’s top. I watched the woman’s heavy breasts fall as her bra was released, her nipples emerging firm and excited.

      I stooped and took a nipple in my mouth, and Haruki gasped, spilling some of the mimosa on my neck. I flinched and backed away. “What’s the deal, girl? Want to make things messy?”

      Scarlet swooped in and snatched Haruki’s glass away. Haruki apologized, but Scarlet told her as nicely as possible to shut up. Then she downed the rest of the drink and tugged the blankets off, exposing a squirming Haruki.

      And when I looked down to see what else she was wearing; her initial embarrassment made a lot more sense. Crotchless panties, I mused. Delightful.

      Obviously bored of moving slowly, Scarlet pushed Haruki back and fell between her legs. “Not very fun if we don’t take advantage of these,” Scarlet said a second before kissing Haruki’s sex.

      I felt a little sorry for the girl who was just as adventurous as the rest of us but a lot shyer. I lifted her chin and kissed her again, giving her something to focus on. Now having both hands free, she clutched the back of my neck and relaxed a little.

      Glancing down, I saw Scarlet had begun to use her fingers as well, coaxing Haruki to greater heights of pleasure. Haruki was breathless now, and her eyes were hungry. She kissed my neck, and a hand slid down my chest and belly.

      I sighed as she gripped me, eager and starving. She stroked my member slowly, barely touching my skin with her soft hands.

      It was enough to send shivers up my spine and goosebumps dancing across my skin.

      Her pleasure grew more desperate, and she pushed me back to stare in my eyes. “I want you in my mouth, J. Please, let me taste you.”

      Scarlet giggled but didn’t lose her rhythm.

      I stood, resting a hand against the headboard. Then I moved closer to let Haruki do what she needed.

      Baring her teeth, Haruki growled softly. She gripped me by the base of my shaft and took the tip of my manhood in her mouth. For long moments, she kissed and sucked me, her tongue dancing slowly and enjoying every second.

      She challenged herself, trying to take more of me in her mouth. Her efforts were commendable, but she lacked the ability to take it all.

      Then her focus was disrupted, her own pleasure forcing her body to react. Lying back on the bed, Haruki spread her legs wider, moaning as Scarlet enticed her.

      Seeing Scarlet’s curvaceous hips, I moved behind her.

      I gave her ass a nice slap. “Lift up for me. Give it to me, Scarlet.”

      Scarlet moaned, but immediately readjusted. She shifted her weight, lifting up her ass in the air.

      I ran my fingers down her back, enjoying the goosebumps that rose in response to my touch. Then I pressed the tip of my sex between her folds and slid back and forth along my shaft. I made sure the angle was just right, sliding against her sweet bud.

      Haruki had her eyes closed now and her hands squeezed her breasts.

      My patience crumbled, so I flexed my manhood and thrust into Scarlet’s wet and hungry sex. For the first time since going down on Haruki, Scarlet pulled away and gasped. “Fuck, J! Yes!” she said as I slid in deeper.

      I savored every moment, not allowing myself to move as fast as I wanted.

      I kept a steady rhythm, giving Scarlet exactly what she wanted.

      As talented as ever, she reached back and touched herself while returning to kissing Haruki as well. Scarlet moaned, her sex clenching occasionally as waves of pleasure stole through her body.

      Haruki was the first to break.

      Having no doubt been excited to begin with, and enduring ten minutes of Scarlet’s careful ministrations, Haruki clutched the sheets with one hand and covered her mouth with the other. Her back arched and she moaned.

      I watched in fascination as Haruki’s body writhed slowly and a crimson flush swept up her belly.

      Scarlet gasped for air and laughed, her voice hoarse. I held still a moment until she recovered, only resuming when she pushed up on hands and knees.

      She shoved herself back into me, her round backside jiggling slightly as she impacted my hips. “More, J. Don’t stop now. Not after all I’ve done.”

      I laughed too, grinning at how silly Scarlet always got in our love making.

      Humoring her, I gripped her broad hips and thrust harder, pushing deeper than before.

      “Yeah. Oh, gods that’s it, J.”

      Scarlet’s ass was a peach, round and perfectly soft. But I loved her tits too. Rather than flip her over, I reached down and filled my hand with her long blonde hair. Then I tugged gently, and she rose up, so her upper body was vertical.

      I wrapped one hand around and filled it with a breast and with the other I gripped her throat. Biting the back of her shoulder, I used my newfound leverage to grind even deeper.

      Haruki had recovered and found her feet. I wasn’t sure what her plans were, but considering Scarlet’s moans, I knew I shouldn’t stop.

      Haruki walked behind me and held my waist. She kissed my back so gently it tickled. Then she reached around and stroked my chest and belly.

      Breathing heavily, Scarlet pulled free and collapsed face down, spreading her legs wide and lifting her ass in an even more enticing manner. “Fuck me harder, J. Please. You know what I want.”

      And it was true. She was climbing that lofty peak, one hand busy between her legs again. Scarlet didn’t like it fast as much as she liked it deep and steady. So, I flexed my manhood and dug my heels in, feeling the walls of her sex grip me.

      Haruki’s hot breath gave me chills, and then her hand slid lower. With surprising confidence, she explored the union between Scarlet and I, spreading her fingers to either side of my shaft. It added another layer of sensation I hadn’t expected.

      I slowed down just a little and focused my mind. Scarlet needed a few more minutes, and I intended to give her what she needed.

      Still, Haruki moved her hands across my body. Her nipples pressed into my back, and tentatively, she bit the skin over my shoulder blade.

      “You two are goddesses,” I growled, grinding slower than ever. “You’re fucking queens!”

      Haruki whimpered behind me and bit down hard.

      She’d moved her hands below me and cupped the bits below. She held me there, gentle and sweet.

      Then Scarlet’s moans lowered in pitch, and her hips shivered. “That’s right, baby. Come for me. Come, Scarlet. Yes, just like that.”

      I felt the tips of her fingers fluttering between her legs, the rhythm perfect and uninterrupted.

      I gasped as her sex clenched down, gripping me harder than ever.

      Knowing this was it, I yanked her toward me, entering her fully and holding still as her legs shook. Her orgasm continued to build, and she went quiet as she often did. After thirty more seconds, her breath came in gasps and her hips rocked front and back several times.

      A hot splash filled her sex, and it was too much.

      Haruki’s tits smashed against my back. Scarlet’s drenched womanhood wrapped around me. The women’s sweet musk filled the room with the most primal of smells.

      I let go, my throat filling with a feral growl. Bucking hard now, for me this time, I rocked my head back and closed my eyes. My body filled with the exquisite fire. My legs clenched and I groaned as I spilled my pent-up tension inside Scarlet.

      Then I fell back on the bed, panting, a light sheen of sweat covering my body.

      Haruki and Scarlet each found a place under beside me, and we lay together.

      The room spun slowly, delightfully.

      Despite all the heartache and loss of the previous days, I knew this was something we needed. We were still alive, still had bodies and emotions that needed to be expressed.

      I kissed each girl atop their heads. Each had a distinct smell. That made me think of Ava, my first true love. It was amazing knowing that she would not only be okay with this but that she’d set it up in the first place.

      I will never let that girl go, I thought. Nor these if they’re okay with sticking around.

      As if reading my mind, Haruki glanced up at me. Her angled eyes made her look angelic. She smiled coyly, but all traces of blushing or fawning were long gone.

      In fact, she was so emboldened by now that without asking, she made her way down above me.

      Her hair tickled my thighs, and she took me in her mouth again. After just a few gentle kisses, I was hard again. Then she climbed atop me and filled herself with my manhood.

      “Oh, fuck yeah, girl,” Scarlet moaned, pushing up closer against me. “Take what you need. J has enough for both of us, don’t you, J.”

      I chuckled, gripping Haruki’s thick thighs and thrusting up into her.

      Haruki gasped, tilting her head back as she clutched at her breasts.

      In a voice deeper than I’d intended, I replied. “That’s right, Scarlet. I fucking do.”
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      In the handful of weeks since we’d been back at Wyvern, things had been tense, almost strained as we went through a sham of classes that meant nothing anymore.

      Tomi and Kenneth had told us we would resume classes for a short time while they sorted things out, but it was clear they were reaching for straws and didn’t know what to do with us. Since then, we’d been going to our accelerated classes like nothing had happened, like our abduction hadn’t happened.

      The classes were strenuous at least, they ramped them up even more, and they pushed us to our very limits. I assumed it was to keep us busy and too tired to question anything.

      We began working with our Ki weapons, forging our Ki into weapons.

      It was possible to change the shape of your weapon with great force of will, but supposedly, what they manifested as reflected your inner soul.

      So as cliché as it was, my soul weapon was a katana.

      I’d practiced kendo and trained with a variety of weapons under Sifu Yamada, but when I first held my sword in my hand, I knew it was perfect.

      It was my sword.

      And the control and usage of these weapons was what we’d been working on for the past few weeks.

      After the lessons for the day, I was so soaked in sweat that my clothes stuck to my body. When we were dismissed, I grabbed a bottle of water infused with electrolytes and guzzled it on my way home.

      J sat on the couch half reading, half watching TV.

      He hadn’t been coming to the classes after they taught us how to summon our Ki weapons. And I couldn’t exactly blame him. After they taught us the skill, there had been little in the way of new information. We’d just been doing combat training to be better in tune with our weaponry.

      Which J didn’t need to go to class to do.

      He’s probably just as fed up with this school’s attitude lately as I am. I can’t blame him for not going to class.

      I think the only reason I still went was because of the girls and a sense of obligation. Plus, it didn’t hurt that I got a killer workout every day. It kept me busy.

      “How was class?” he asked, glancing up at me.

      I shrugged, tossing the empty water bottle in the trash. I went to the fridge and grabbed a banana and ate it with a handful of roasted almonds to keep my energy up.

      “Same shit, different day. We haven’t learned anything new.” I took my shirt off and tossed it into the hamper. “What about you?”

      He motioned with the book to the TV. “Nemesis is all over the news lately. It seems it’s all anyone can talk about. They blew up a planar research station in the Middle East. Killed over twenty scientists and made off with who knows how many millions of dollars’ worth of tech.”

      I whistled, tossing my banana peel in the trash. “What are they planning?”

      “Who the fuck knows. We still don’t know why they’re after our runes. But this isn’t just some wacked-out cult. They have training and are clever. It’s a miracle we managed to hold out against them if you ask me.”

      “Yeah…”

      I paused, unsure of what to say. There was nothing for me to add, so I went and took a quick shower and changed.

      By the time I was done, I was getting hungry.

      “Hey, J. What do you want for dinner?”

      “Protein. I was working on body hardening and my Ki weapon training all day, so I’m worn the fuck out.”

      “Steak and potatoes?”

      He grinned at me. “Ima marry you one of these days.”

      I barked out a short laugh. “I don’t swing that way.” I ran my hand down my chest. “And besides, you couldn’t handle all this.”

      J turned to me with a false look of devastation on his face. “Just think of the tax benefits!”

      After that, he couldn’t hold it in any longer and we both broke out in raucous laughter. I grinned at J and headed for the door.

      “Alright, I’ll be back in half an hour or so. Can you prepare the marinade?”

      “Leave it to me, sweetie.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” I said exasperated and shut the door before he could blow kissy faces at me.

      As I was leaving, I nearly ran into Tomi.

      She was as proper as always, but she wore a much simpler outfit than I’d ever seen her in before. It was a crimson dress, rather than the pantsuits she always wore, and I had to admit, it accentuated her figure nicely.

      Even her walnut hair was down. It draped around her shoulders and fluttered as the air ruffled past as I shut the door.

      “Tomi?”

      “Mr. Nakano, glad I could catch you.”

      I scratched my chin. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress before.”

      She smirked, and some of the frost in her gray eyes melted away. “I am more than just the director of this institution you realize, and there are occasions where even I want to dress up.”

      “Right,” I said. “Well, if you’re dressed like that, then can I guess you’re not here in an official school capacity?”

      She shook her head. “Yes and no. It’s complicated.”

      I shrugged. “Well, if it’s not in a strict school fashion, then I’m under no obligation to stand here in the hallway like an asshole.” I motioned towards the exit. “I’m headed to the store, walk with me?”

      “You’ve grown bold since that doe-eyed kid that first stepped onto the Ceremonial Greens.” Tomi eyed me for a moment, considering her next move, eventually she inclined her head. “Very well, I see no harm in walking while we have a conversation. Lead the way, Mr. Nakano.”

      I smiled, graciously accepting my small victory over the director and began walking.

      “I will admit that I’ve changed since I first arrived, no small part thanks to you. You threw me to the sharks day one. I’ve always wondered why?”

      Tomi folded her arms behind her back while we walked. “Because of your potential. Even before he joined the Hatori Institute, Keijo Yamada was legendary for his students. During our background check of you, we found that you were once his pupil. That piqued my interest.”

      I scowled at the memory of my master. Which invariably brought back memories of Haruna. We’d patched things up between us, but still the pain lingered.

      “Then you would have also found out that I failed, and I was cast out.”

      She nodded. “I was well aware, but so too, do I know that failure is not the be all end all. I took a chance on you, figuring that even if you failed once, you might eventually rise and overcome that failure.” She flashed a grin, and her eyes lit up. “Which you did. You surpassed my expectations and not only held your own at this school, but you proved that you deserve to stand at the top as the world champion.”

      As we reached the doors leading outside, the doors opened, and a gust of wind blew in. Tomi’s dress was short, barely coming to mid-thigh and when the wind blew, I received a flash of black silk, slightly see-through.

      Tomi, for her poise, casually smoothed out her dress and we both pretended like I hadn’t just seen what I’d seen.

      “You know,” I finally said. “After the tournament, I certainly didn’t feel like a champion. I felt disgusted at myself, for what I’d done to the girl who’d once been a friend to me. I felt disgusted at Leviathan for their cheating and manipulations, and I too felt disgusted with Wyvern, for allowing it to happen with no repercussions.

      “This school has constantly endangered its students. We’ve fought, bled and even died for this school, and then we were abducted, solely because of our affiliation with the schools. We’ve endured more than most people go through in a lifetime, and we haven’t even had so much as an apology from you for any of it.”

      Tomi stopped and stared at me, crossing her arms under her chest. She smiled at me the same way she did when I first arrived, that same shark’s smile.

      “If you are looking for an apology, Alexander, you won’t find it here. As much truth is in your words, I won’t apologize for the hardships you and your classmates have had to endure. Because like it or not, fair or not. The experiences you’ve had this past year have turned you and your peers into some of the most capable warriors I’ve ever had the privilege to have at this school. You’ve all grown far stronger, far quicker than this school could ever hope to teach on its own.

      “And it’s for that very reason that I wished to speak with you tonight.”

      I froze instinctively, not liking whatever she was about to say. She’d been building to something since she first spoke, and my heart hammered in my chest, waiting to hear what she had to say.

      “Unfortunately, I, and the rest of the faculty at Icarus Institute have nothing left we can teach you. It was decided that this coming week, you and your class will be receiving an early graduation.”

      My heart nearly stopped in my chest.

      There it is.

      That was what I’d been waiting for, what Piper and I had talked about a few weeks ago.

      Change was coming. We both knew that, but I hadn’t been expecting this.

      “Early graduation? Are you serious? We just completed our first year here.”

      Tomi nodded. “And yet you’ve mastered your Ki to a level even our fourth-years haven’t, have fought against and beaten an actual demon, and managed to thwart part of a global abduction ring. Not to mention the slew of other achievements you’ve accomplished in your short time here.

      “At any rate, this isn’t a debate or discussion. In the coming week, we’ll be letting the rest of your class know, but as you and Mr. Mallory are our star students, I wanted to inform you first so you could prepare yourselves for what comes next.”

      “What does come next?” I asked.

      Her eyes lit up with a percentage of her Ki; it flowed through her body like a storm and rolled over me for a single millisecond before fading away.

      “You become Heroes, Alex.”

      The goal.

      The one thing that I’d been striving for since I was a kid.

      To become a hero.

      I scoffed. “We’re not heroes.”

      Tomi said nothing, she just left. Leaving me in stunned silence staring after her as she walked away with a calm, purposeful stride.

      I stood there lost in thought for a moment before my phone rang.

      “Yeah,” I said, answering.

      “Marinade’s ready,” J began. “You’ve been gone a while, was the store packed?”

      “Shit, the food!” I snapped out of my trance and stammered into the phone. “Ah, I got held up. I’ll be home soon.”

      “Hurry, I’m so hungry I could eat a demon right now, and not the sexy-ass Cambions. Like I might consider chowing down on an actual demon.”

      I laughed and it helped brighten my mood considerably.

      “Yeah, I’ll be back as quick as I can,” I said and hung up.

      Besides, we’ve got a lot to talk about.
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        * * *

      

      The week leading up to our fake graduation was a strange one. As soon as I got back to the apartment, I told J and then we called the girls plus Mason and Wyatt over. Luckily, I’d thought ahead and bought a metric ton of steak and as much beer and alcohol that I could physically carry.

      None of the others went home that night.

      We stayed, talked about what the entire thing meant for us and then binged on food and drink until we were sick.

      It was both a celebration and a memorial all in one.

      I didn’t know how to feel about the whole thing. I had just gotten used to student life, when suddenly I was being thrust out.

      A hero, she said. The last thing I feel like is a hero.

      We may be on our way to being heroes, but all that meant was that we were going to be turned into soldiers.

      Though we could refuse if we wanted. There was no obligation to continue along the path. Those that wanted out, could leave, become normal citizens. As normal as rune-enhanced humans could be, anyway.

      And I was ashamed to admit, for a very brief moment, a single split-second, I thought about leaving. Giving up the life.

      But as soon as it came, it passed, and I knew what I had to do.

      I had to become a hero.

      There was no other option left to me.

      I didn’t know what everyone else was thinking, and I wouldn’t pry. It was their decision to make on their own, without my interference or approval.

      After I was suitably drunk, I stumbled into my room and lay down on the bed. No sooner than my head hit the pillow, Thalia burst in and flopped on the bed next to me.

      “Where’re the others?” I asked as soon as she snuggled up next to me.

      “They’re…giving us some privacy,” she said.

      “Oh, okay.”

      I laid my head down on the pillow and turned to my side as Thalia lay down next to me. She kissed my arm up to my neck and then her lips found mine. She tasted of bourbon and I greedily drank her in.

      “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      She nodded. “Been ready for a long time, I just wanted to make sure. I have.” She kissed me deeply. “I am sure.”

      Her hands traveled south, yanking down my pants while she shifted on the bed. She came over and straddled atop me. She wore a skirt and a blouse. She took both off slowly, savoring my beating heart as she unbuttoned her blouse.

      Thalia’s skin was a complex mixture of dark and pale tones, mixing to form a light tawny brown. As she stripped, I found she wasn’t wearing a bra, revealing her perfect breasts. They were small, the smallest of the girls, barely more than a handful, but they were by far the perkiest. Her nipples all but disappeared on her skin, but in the moonlight trailing through the window, they were clearly visible as she got aroused.

      She hooked a finger under my boxers and had them off in a flash. Her smile grew devious as she lowered to all fours and crawled backwards.

      “I don’t think it matters what happens in the future,” she whispered. “All that matters is that we’ll be together.”

      Her lips found my length, and a delicious warmth enveloped me.

      “I have an idea,” I said.

      She smirked around me, and then pulled back. She tied her hair in a ponytail and placed a warm hand on my thigh.

      “And what’s that?”

      I closed my eyes and entered Sogai. The world vanished from my eyes as my other senses heightened. I didn’t need my sight to still be able to revel in Thalia’s glory.

      “I’ve never slept with someone while using Sogai before.”

      Thalia laughed. “The blind leading the blind.”

      She crawled toward me and leaned against me. Her breasts brushed against my chest and the utter sense of euphoria was indescribable. I shuddered as her warmth pressed down on me as her hot breath brushed against my ear. As I twitched, she wrapped her fingers around my shaft and began stroking up and down, slowly, with deliberate motions, delighting in my reactions as overwhelming bliss flowed through me.

      “I’ll make sure this is the most mind-blowing sex you’ve ever had. But you can’t do this with anyone else. It’s just for me and you, okay?”

      I could do nothing but nod. Every rational thought fled my mind as pure pleasure rolled through me.

      For the moment, I was hers, and I welcomed every touch, every kiss. It was like a drug, and I’d have done anything to keep going.

      “Yes.”

      After that, I lost myself to a night of pure unadulterated pleasure. The night progressed in a much different manner than I expected as Thalia and I explored the full extent of Sogai’s abilities.
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        * * *

      

      Before I knew it, the week passed by and our class stood on the Ceremonial Greens for what could be the last time.

      It was a surreal moment, surrounded by the friends and lovers I’d made in such a short time period. As the stage rose out of the ground and Tomi and Kenneth stood ready to grant the third and final runes the others would receive at Wyvern Academy onto every graduating student except for myself.

      The third rune was the most dangerous and lethal of the runes. It had a death rate of around thirty-five percent. The death rate for those who received their fourth runes was relatively low compared to the first or third runes.

      I just knew that every one of my friends was strong enough to live through receiving their third runes.

      I didn’t mind that I wouldn’t be receiving one, I’d grown used to not being an ascended hero, but I was now falling behind. With the addition of this rune, the others would now outclass me in terms of pure power output.

      Though I still had a lead on my level of control, until I broke through and opened my third Ki channel, I would be behind them.

      Maybe that’s a good thing. It will give me something to strive for in the future.

      Lord Bael told me that there was no one he knew of who’d ever unlocked all four Ki channels, but I aimed to be the first in recorded history. But that would take time, and I had to unlock the third first.

      But that was for another day.

      Now I was going to watch my friends officially become heroes.

      I was still divided on this.

      Part of me didn’t exactly feel like we earned this, and the other part of me was saying that for everything we’ve gone through, we’d more than earned it.

      Piper and Reagan stood on one side of me, while Lilin and Thalia stood on the other. J and his girls were in front of me, save for Haruki, who was a third-year. She’d gone through almost as much as we had, but I guess it wasn’t enough for her to qualify for early graduation.

      My heart went out for J and Haruki, who I’d come to cherish as a friend. It must pain them both tremendously to have to be separated like this. But I knew that something like this wasn’t enough to break their bond, and perhaps J was grateful that she would be relatively safe at the school.

      Though with the growing demon attacks and now Nemesis, nowhere was safe anymore.

      Tomi gave a grand speech about how we would become great heroes, the pride of the world, but I was barely listening to it.

      I didn’t care about the speech. Her words to me the other day proved that she was still as devious and cunning as she’d always been. So, I half listened, clapped when I was supposed to and returned her shark’s smile ten-fold when her eyes met mine.

      Don’t you worry, I’ll be the best hero I can be with or without your blessing, Tomi. Just watch.

      After her speech, she began calling names to the stage.

      “James Mallory.”

      Of course, she’d start with J.

      I smiled and clapped the loudest out of everyone as the students began chanting ‘Wyvern’s Wing’ as he made his way up the steps. Though he was far away, I thought there was a faint blush on his cheeks, which just made me cheer all the louder.

      As J reached Tomi, he knelt and removed his shirt, his tanned, heavily muscled chest bared to everyone as Tomi reached into the rune box that Kenneth held in his hands and placed a rune on J’s sternum.

      Her form lit up as she channeled an enormous amount of Ki into her hands and pressed them to the floor. I couldn’t see the symbol drawn on the stage, but I bet it matched the symbol in the mountain when they received their second rune.

      The floor beneath J lit up and he stiffened as lines of Ki flowed up his body. Tomi held the runestone against his chest, and when the Ki reached it, it began glowing.

      J cried out in pain before clenching his teeth hard. He bit his lip and blood began trailing down his chin as his knuckles turned white.

      The rune burrowed into J’s chest and then vanished, there was a pause, and then a bright flash of light flared to life on J’s chest.

      His shadow Ki leaked out of him and covered him head to toe in shade. Then as if a gust of wind blew across him, his shadow drifted away and all that was left was J, pale, drenched in sweat on his knees on stage.

      It took him a few moments to regain his composure, but when he did, he put his uniform back on, accepted a shot of some strange concoction, and his diploma.

      J walked off the stage to thundering applause.

      As he got back in line, I clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good job, I’m proud of you.”

      He nodded, his blue eyes radiating Ki. Just from a single touch, I knew that J was much, much stronger than he’d ever been before.

      As soon as the crowd died down, Tomi called another name.

      “Piper Lewis.”

      Piper stiffened beside me, letting out a small squeak.

      I shifted, going over to her. I hugged her quickly and kissed her cheek.

      “You’re going to be fine. I promise.”

      She nodded and gave my arm a squeeze before I untangled myself from her and she marched onto the stage.

      Her ceremony went much like J’s though she wore a special tank top that had a hole sewn into it right over the sternum. It was to preserve the girls’ modesty, though male versions were available if the students wanted them as well.

      Neither J nor most of the other boys cared enough about showing our chests to get one.

      As she received her rune, she cried out in pain, but she quickly fought it down. It hurt me to see her in pain, but after a few seconds the light faded from her and she stood, receiving the cup and her diploma.

      “Hey, J,” I whispered. “What’s in the cup?”

      He shook his head. “Not sure, but it perked my ass right up. Like a triple redeye cup of coffee. It even charged up my Ki. I feel pretty great and the pain in my chest is gone.”

      Must be some super blend that accents their Ki channels.

      Piper came back in much the shape J had been in. Worn out but oozing with Ki. I kissed her again and held her hand while the others were called.

      Soon after, Wyatt was called, then Lilin, Mason, Ava, Reagan and Scarlet. One by one our friends were called up and received their runes.

      I was proud of each and every one of them.

      Tomi even posthumously honored Mo, by calling his name and presenting his diploma to a proxy. One of Mo’s friends accepted it in his stead.

      It was touching, but J hung his head at the mention of his dead friend.

      After Mo’s name was called, it was nearly over, only I hadn’t been called.

      “And last but not least, Alexander Nakano.”

      This was just ceremonial, but I went to receive my diploma anyway.

      As I walked up the stage, Tomi’s gaze never left mine. I stood before her and she smiled, handing me my diploma with no fanfare at all.

      “One more thing, Alex,” she said, soft enough for only my ears. She palmed me a piece of parchment. “A gift from Lord Bael. He wished for me to tell you congratulations.

      “Consider it your third rune, in lieu of an actual rune.”

      I nodded, accepting the rolled-up scroll.

      “Thank you, Tomi.”

      She smiled, the first genuine smile I’d ever seen on her.

      “You’re welcome, Alex.”

      I walked off stage and stood with my family as Tomi spoke one last time.

      “Congratulations, students of Wyvern Academy, today, you are all Heroes of Ascension.”

      The graduation ceremony ended, and I for one had no idea what lay in store for our future.

      I stared down at the parchment in my hand for a long moment, considering reading it before I decided against it and tucked it into my uniform. Then I went and joined my friends in celebrating while we could.

      Because, tomorrow, we would officially start our careers as heroes.
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            Day One Heroes: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      After a night filled with celebration, plenty of alcohol, and even more sex, the girls and I were loath to get out of bed.

      We’d been packing all week, but it was still strange to leave a place that had come to be my home for a new home that was shrouded in mystery.

      None of us knew what we were getting ourselves into, and the information surrounding it had been withheld from us.

      All we knew was that the day after graduation, we were leaving Wyvern Academy and going to a training facility for nascent heroes.

      As we all climbed out of bed, showered and dressed in our casual clothes, we laid our uniforms that we had outgrown side by side on the bed and walked out.

      I gave one last look at the apartment that held so many memories in such a short amount of time and I knew that I would never set foot back in there again.

      J came up and clapped me on the back.

      “You coming?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be right behind you.”

      With a strange sense of ennui, I shut the door and followed after the others.

      Most of our belongings had been sent ahead of us, and all I had was a duffel with some clothes and my wallet and phone. Everything else was wherever we were going.

      I didn’t like the secrecy, but I understood it.

      We were not technically heroes yet. Though we graduated, until we reached our destination we were stuck in between students and heroes.

      We headed to the portals, which had been reset, the hardware removed, upgraded, replaced and recalibrated, so that it would be much harder for Nemesis to hack into them again. We punched in the code to our destination and stepped through the portal.

      In the blink of an eye, the transition was over, and I stepped out into what looked like a military command station.

      The rest of my class stood next to me as the others exited the portals.

      Heavy slabs of concrete latticed with rebar dominated the large space. It was huge and for a second I got flashbacks to when we were abducted, but as quick as it came, it vanished when I noticed the giant emblem of the Agency of Demonic Affairs.

      A hand surrounded by waves of power with the name of the agency around the image.

      An older man with sharp features and short, graying hair came down a set of stairs to our left and walked over to a small wooden podium in the center on a raised platform.

      “Welcome, all graduates of Icarus Institute. I am Commander Bedford, the man in charge of this division of the ADA. I know you have been kept in the dark about a great number of things, but I hope to ease your minds and answer any questions you may have.

      “First, I’ll get the most obvious answer out of the way. The need for such cloak and dagger actions is quite simple. The cult of Nemesis. As you have experienced firsthand, the cult is far more nefarious and dangerous than even the media is reporting. They’ve managed to infiltrate some of the highest levels of government, and yes, that includes Wyvern Academy. We kept you in the dark, because we didn’t want this base’s location to be revealed to Nemesis.”

      Bedford paused to let the information sink in. I was trying to come to terms with the info. Going up against the cult had been harrowing, and we’d nearly died several times over, but if what he was saying was true, then they were incredibly dangerous.

      They were probably planning all of this for years. And it was just dumb luck that I wasn’t affected by their rune jammer.

      If I hadn’t been there, then every one of my friends might have died. I was thankful, not for the first time, that I was on a different path than the others.

      After a few moments to let everyone come to terms with what he’d said, Bedford continued.

      “The second thing is what you are all doing here. You have already been given the choice to become heroes or to go back to civilian life. You are here because you chose to become heroes. As of today, you are now members of the Agency of Demonic Affairs, its Hero Division, which is a subbranch of the North American Military. Though you have just graduated and have trained for years, your training isn’t over. You are now Initiates within the Hero Division, and your training will be wholly different than anything you’ve experienced before.” He gave us a friendly smile. “Consider this basic training to get you prepared to take on real demons. Today you will be getting settled into your quarters and learning your way around the place, tomorrow, training starts in earnest at daybreak, so I suggest getting a decent night’s sleep.

      “Our agents will show you to your quarters, and I will see you all bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      After he finished speaking, Commander Bedford left and a group of agents wearing black combat fatigues showed us to our rooms.

      Like the rest of the building, they were concrete and lifeless. Though I was surprised we were allowed to have our own rooms. They were about the size of a closet and had only enough space for a bed and a metal nightstand with a hanging wardrobe in the corner, but we still had some measure of privacy.

      The bed was a twin, which meant there would absolutely be no sleepovers with the girls while we were here.

      Hanging on the racks were seven identical black military fatigues with my name stitched into them with the patch of the ADA on the shoulder.

      I sat on the bed and opened my phone. Piper’s smiling face stared back at me. I confirmed my suspicions and found we had no service here. So, I couldn’t call my dad and let him know where I was.

      Maybe this training won’t be so long. I’m sure I’ll talk to him soon.

      I didn’t even bother unpacking; I doubted I’d get to wear my casual clothes any time soon.

      As soon as I got settled in the room, I opened up Sogai, and used it to get a feel for the base. It was huge, far larger than I could map with Sogai alone, but I did manage to get the layout for the floor I was on.

      After I was finished, I kicked off my shoes and lay down on the bed, eager to get some sleep for the trials the next day.

      In the morning, I woke up to a blaring alarm, which, after what had to have been one of the worst night’s sleep I’d ever gotten, was tantamount to torture. The bed was too small, too alien. And my heightened senses went off at every new sound. It had been rough to say the least.

      As I got out of bed, I went over to my closet and changed into one of the uniforms I’d been given. I assumed I wouldn’t be wearing regular clothes for a while, but the black fatigues were actually very comfortable and easy to move in.

      I laced up my boots and filed out of the room with the others. We were all dressed identically, but I didn’t care about that. I fell in line behind Wyatt, who turned back and looked at me with a yawn.

      “You sleep like shit too?”

      “Yep. It was hell trying to get comfortable,” I replied.

      He was about to respond when Commander Bedford showed up and we all quieted down fast. He walked to the front of the line and spoke in a clear, commanding voice.

      “All right, listen up. Today is orientation. Follow me to the training yard, and we’ll begin.”

      With that he led us down a long hallway and deeper into the complex; we passed the showers, the cafeteria and even a rec room as we made our way to a large room at the far end.

      It was tall, filled with training equipment by the dozens, weight sets, treadmills, fighting equipment and even several arenas in a large circle in the center of the room.

      Bedford moved to a row of benches and sat down. He sighed and began untying his boots, saying nothing for a second until he’d untied his first shoe.

      “Which one of you is the best fighter?” he asked softly.

      Uhh. J? Probably J.

      “Alex is,” J said from further down the line.

      A torrent of agreement rose from several of the others. And I had no room to argue.

      I guess I’m one of the best, but I wouldn’t say I’m the best.

      Commander Bedford nodded, as he finished taking off his other shoe. He set them down side by side in an orderly fashion and stood.

      “Nakano, you’re up first.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I quickly took off my shoes, tossed them down next to Bedford’s and made my way to the first arena.

      Bedford stood opposite me and settled into his fighting stance. It looked like a form of Krav Maga, but it wasn’t a match.

      Which means it’s self-taught, like my own style of JKD. I won’t be able to rely on what I know of Krav Maga to counter this. I’ll need to be careful.

      “I’m going to come at you full force, and I want you to do the same.”

      “But, sir, what if you get injured.”

      He smiled. “We have some of the best healers in the world on standby. If you get hurt.”

      With that, there was nothing else to say, and I settled into my on-guard stance and prepared to intercept Commander Bedford.

      As soon as I brought my hands up, he moved. He was fast, far faster than I was expecting for such an old man. I barely had time to get my hands up as he swung.

      His fist connected with my arm. Pain radiated from my forearm as it was shoved aside. Bedford pressed his advantage and threw a cross into the opening.

      I reacted, slipping off center line just as his fist rocketed past my cheek. The knuckle of his pinky grazed my cheek. I disengaged, backing up to put some distance between us.

      “Don’t think so,” he said.

      Suddenly, a heavy wave of pressure hooked around my ankle, and my legs came out from under me. I fell back but braced myself with my hands and performed a roundoff, using my hands to propel me backwards and to my feet.

      Just as I grounded myself, Bedford was on me again, pushing me to the edge of the arena. He was far more agile than I’d have ever credited him for; he could match Lord Bael in speed, and that was saying something.

      I didn’t have enough time to counterattack, he was just too quick. His fist connected with my chin and I went spinning. I hit the mat hard.

      Bedford stood over me and brought his leg up in an axe kick. He brought his leg down, aiming for my head.

      I threw myself in a roll and when I came out of it, I shot my leg out in a low kick, trying to take him to the ground with me.

      As I shot my leg out, Bedford stepped with his axe kick, bringing his back leg up. My kick sailed harmlessly past. He pivoted toward me, and I was in the worst possible position to defend myself. His leg arced toward my face, but I was sprawled on the mat. I couldn’t get up in time.

      Pain burst across my face and I fell back as a sharp ring echoed in my head and warmth trickled from my nose. I tried to stand, but my vision swam, and I decided that staying on the ground was a good idea for a while.

      I’d just gotten my ass handed to me. But after fighting Lord Bael, I wasn’t upset, disappointed that I didn’t even manage to land a single hit on the Commander, but not upset.

      He was a trained hero with probably more actual combat experience than even Bael. It made sense that he outclassed me.

      Sogai would have helped, but that wasn’t the point of this.

      Commander Bedford’s smiling face peered down at me. He knelt and placed a hand over my nose. A rush of Ki quickly fixed my torn cartilage.

      “I’d rather you not bleed on my mat, Nakano. They’re a bitch to clean.”

      He helped me stand and clapped me on the back and told me to go stand by the others.

      “As you just witnessed, I took down Wyvern’s pride student without breaking a sweat. Now, this is not meant as a humiliation exercise in the slightest, but a mere reality check. You all have accomplished some truly amazing things for ones so young.

      “But this isn’t school any longer, this is the real world, and if you go into battle with a false sense of your abilities, it won’t be a failing grade or a bad mark on your record. It’ll be you facedown in the mud while your entrails are being devoured by a demon.”

      The mood changed in an instant. He had our undivided attention.

      “Now, I’m going to evaluate each and every one of you, evaluate your combat training for myself and see what you’re made of.

      “Up next. James Mallory.”

      J pushed his way through the others and got in the ring with Commander Bedford.

      I waited on edge to see how well J would fare in the match.

      Just as Bedford settled into his stance, J rushed him, low to the ground, in his hybrid leopard form. As J reached Bedford, he struck with a savage claw strike to his chest.

      Bedford stepped towards the attack and brought his arm up. He parried the strike with the back of his wrist and then brought his other hand toward J’s bicep. He turned so fast I barely had time to register it and J went sailing over Bedford’s shoulder. J hit the back of the mat hard, and most of the air exploded from his chest.

      As J tried to stand, Bedford was on top of him. He pinned J’s arm and pressed his knee to J’s neck.

      J wasn’t going anywhere.

      “You rely too much on your strength, and not enough on your subtlety. You telegraphed your move too early and when I countered in a way you didn’t expect, you were too slow in trying to implement your backup plan.

      “I’d recommend getting your speed to the same level as your strength, and always have a plan for when the first attack fails.”

      J stood and rubbed his shoulder as he went and stood by me. Bedford called another Initiate up and began to fight each of us, one by one.

      “Quick bastard, I’ll give him that,” J said after a moment of silence.

      “Yeah. Strong too. He knows combat, probably more than we can understand. Even with all we’ve been through, he has too much experience on us. None of us are going to win these fights.”

      He shook his head. “That’s for damn sure.” He rubbed his aching shoulder. “He wasn’t wrong either, even after Fitz…Mo…and I developed our own hybrid style of combat, deception in combat is still something I’m struggling to bring back into my style. Northern Wolf and Canton Dog are very upfront, brutal styles.

      “I think I should start focusing on the new style and put Canton Dog to bed until I seriously need it again.”

      I shrugged. It wasn’t my decision to make, and I had no right to add my two cents to his thoughts. J would be an amazing fighter no matter what he did. And I figured Commander Bedford would make sure of that.

      As more of our classmates entered the ring, they were swiftly beaten down by Bedford. Piper was up, followed by Reagan.

      Both of them had martial arts styles that didn’t exactly fit with actual combat. I’d been teaching them my style when I could, and they’d come a long way, but at their stage right now, they were stuck between two different styles. Judo for Piper and Capoeira for Reagan. It showed as hesitation in their movements and they tended to fall back on their first styles when flustered. It led to a swift defeat for both of them.

      Ava was up, then Mason, Wyatt, and then Lilin. All fought to the best of their ability, and all quickly lost.

      When Bedford had gone through each and every one of us, he wiped his hands, the barest sheen of sweat on him, and that was only because he’d been fighting for nearly two hours without stopping.

      “Alright. That wasn’t awful. Some of you even show real promise, but don’t let that bit of praise go to your heads. You still have a lot of work ahead of you to get you ready to become heroes.

      “The battle academies teach that there is no right way to fight, that all forms of combat are accepted. The ADA adopts a similar approach to their fighters.” He paused and looked at each of us. “That being said, there are a few styles of combat that just aren’t meant for war. Capoeira, Judo, Aikido, those being the ones I’ve seen today. Each of these styles has their merits, but when faced with a real live demon, they won’t be enough.”

      As he spoke, he paced back and forth in front of us, taking the time to meet our eyes one by one.

      “In the coming weeks, we will be stripping away the inefficiencies you’ve all developed and forge you into the heroes you were all meant to be. It will not be easy, fair or understanding, but it will be enough to keep you alive on the battlefield.”

      Bedford smiled wide, a fatherly smile that didn’t touch his eyes.

      “Let’s begin, shall we?”
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      I woke, summoned by a pounding on my door.

      My stomach growled, actively eating me alive with each passing second.

      Commander Bedford had stayed true to his word. With the help of a team of experts, he’d designed personal routines to enhance each and every one of our fighting styles.

      The girls largely focused on body hardening, extreme cardio, and strength training. All of them had gained muscle and lost fat.

      I didn’t mind the changes that had taken over Ava, Scarlet, and Fitz’s bodies, but I did miss some of the pudge.

      Poor Alex was eating enough protein to make him feel queasy, and though he worked as hard as we did, he was sent to the healers often to repair his body after round after round of strength training.

      In the past seven weeks, he’d put on twenty pounds of muscle.

      I couldn’t be more jealous. I still outweighed the bastard, but my own program called for a low carb diet, one that had me eighteen pounds down despite having gained strength.

      Speed had become the name of my game. Every day, I worked on speed drills, trying to increase my reflexes and fine motor coordination.

      At first, the training had been infuriating. After a general workout in the morning, we were split up to conduct individual training. According to Bedford, we had one more week to go. I couldn’t wait to be done, and to eat the juiciest burger in the world.

      Despite my discomfort though, I was pleased with my progress.

      Dressed in my black fatigues, I headed out to the training grounds and joined the others. We rocked burpees, sit-ups, pushups, and various calisthenics until the sun at last rose above the tree line.

      Then I waited to be split off and go for another round of individual training.

      My personal trainer was one of the sexiest women I’d ever seen. Mindy had the most deceptively cute name possible. The woman was five and a half feet tall, and her body had the lithe strength that Fitz carried so naturally.

      “Ready for a little fun, J?” Mindy asked, her wicked smile turning me on as much as it pissed me off.

      I bared my teeth. “Wouldn’t miss our date for anything, sweetheart. You sure you can keep up today? I’m feeling pretty jumpy.”

      She laughed and led me away to a corner of the compound set up for speed drills.

      Without further banter, she had me sprinting through a long line of tires. They had smaller holes than normal and were a full two feet high. I’d gotten the hang of it lately but couldn’t count the amount of times I’d fallen on my face previously.

      Shooting Mindy a wink, I blasted through the tires several times back and forth until she told me to stop. Bedford liked to train in unpredictable fashions. Our daily routines were often disrupted and with no explanation.

      That included our sleep.

      “Peg wall!” Mindy shouted, her arms folded over her chest.

      I shook my head but jogged over and picked up the two metal pegs at the base of the climbing board. Then I sunk one in and started to climb. Sensing another barked order from Mindy, I increased my pace to the point where I was endangering myself. Yet, having completed this obstacle enough times, I didn’t miss the hole once.

      After climbing up and down five times, she slapped two flat training gloves together and called me over. “1, 2, 1!” she shouted.

      My arms blurred as I executed a jab, right straight, and jab. Each punch was fueled by my increased speed and a little juice from my runes.

      My fist pounded the pads, and the two of us found our rhythm.

      Ten minutes later, she threw a jump rope at me and pointed to a set of oversized stairs.

      This one I truly hated.

      Acting like the obedient Hero Initiate that I’d been forged into, I snatched up the jump rope. Jogging to the base of the steps, I spun the rope and jumped upward at the same time. Then I climbed the rest of the stairs, spinning the rope all the while.

      We continued until it was noon, and Mindy called me to stop.

      Covered in sweat, I practically sagged before her. This only made the evil woman smile wider. But when she spoke, her words took me by complete surprise. “I will never repeat this again, J, but you’ve gotten pretty damn fast. Not as fast as me of course. There’s hope for you yet.”

      “Thank you, Mindy. Finally gonna take me out for a steak dinner?” I teased.

      One of her perfectly shaped eyebrows rose an inch. “Actually, yes. Bedford planned a nice meal for your group, you included.”

      My face went slack. I stared at her until she laughed. “Don’t fuck with me, Mindy… they really gonna feed me?”

      “Commander Bedford feels you’ve reached an appropriate fighting weight, so yes, you’ll get normal rations today.”

      I shot my arms in the air and screamed for joy.

      Then I calmed myself and asked, “Wait, what’s going on? Has something changed?”

      Mindy ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “Don’t say I told you this, but yes. This afternoon will be the first day you begin jungle training. Think of it like an obstacle course, but a lot messier.”

      Knowing Mindy would hate it, I crushed the woman in a devastating hug.

      She groaned before landing a strike to my ribs and sternum that sent me reeling.

      I shrugged off the pain and laughed again. “Best news since I got to this hell hole. I don’t care how bad it is, I’m just happy for a change.”

      Mindy shook her head. “You’re going to regret those words.”
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      Turns out, Mindy was right.

      I’d just crawled through five hundred meters of thick mud. Concertina wire had been hung just fifteen inches above our heads, which made it near impossible to advance without slogging your face in the muck.

      I stood on shaking limbs and spat out a gob of jungle slime.

      All but Wyatt had finished this leg of the course, a fact that drove me up the wall. I was still the biggest despite my weight cuts and combined with the weight of the water and mud on our uniforms, I felt like I weighed a ton.

      Bedford grinned at us, flanked by a handful of trainers. “Good! You all suck at that, but we’ve got another ten days of this lined up for you. Now, this next leg won’t be so simple. Each of you will run down a trail as fast as you can. There will be a few obstacles along the way of course, and at the very end, when your fighting spirit is properly stoked, you’ll have a surprise fight.”

      He rubbed his hands together, his gaunt face grinning like a psycho. “Now, who wants to go first.”

      When nobody volunteered, he did the logical thing. He called on those who were the slowest.

      Wyatt groaned, but pepped up soon enough. And before he’d even regained his wind, set off at a sprint through the forest.

      I tried to stretch out my stiff legs, but I doubted it would do much good.

      Five minutes later, Bedford called my name. “Your turn, California.”

      I sped down the trail, cursing the old man for choosing such a shitty nickname. Sure, I’d most recently lived in California, but I have lived in five states and three countries in my short life. Why the fuck did he insist on California?

      Ignoring my anger, I sped along the path. It wove up and down through the dense foliage. I focused on my feet, trying not to trip on a root. That was why I failed to spot the danger.

      Leaping over a large puddle, a branch struck me on my forehead.

      The jungle spun around me, and I landed with a splash.

      “Fuck me with a garden hose!” I screamed impotently, blood already filling my right eye.

      Knowing a poor performance would be punished, I pulled myself from the pool of tepid water and trudged onward.

      Suddenly, the plants opened up and I found myself facing a terrifying wall. Minuscule handholds dotted the vast structure. It spanned only forty feet high, but much of the wall had a wicked overhang.

      I thanked Mindy for all the divine torture she’d put me through and charged the obstacle.

      The first part went quickly.

      My hands were stronger than ever, and my body felt light compared to the bulk I used to carry around. But when the wall had me scrambling to climb partially upside down, I slowed to a crawl. Runes flaring, I managed to pull myself over the top.

      What lay on the other side gave me pause.

      A long trench filled with water stretched a hundred meters ahead. Normally, such a swim would be easy. But in uniform, and with boots on, I knew it would be a pain.

      I spotted a trainer posted off to one side, waiting to pull out anyone who couldn’t make it.

      Giving them a corny wave, I jumped off the structure, performing a killer jackknife.

      My splash caught the trainer, as I’d hoped, but the cheap thrill of pulling a prank soon evaporated when I discovered that the pool was moving. The flow of water was so slow I hadn’t noticed, but it was enough to make this portion of the course a pure nightmare.

      At least it’s warm, I thought, kicking frantically. Then again, everything is warm in this fucking place.

      The weight of my uniform pulled me down, and I struggled to take breaths between strokes. In between each, my head would dip under the surface.

      Focusing on my Ki, I empowered my limbs and stroked harder. Only at full strength did I begin to make real progress. Still, it took me a full five minutes to clear the pool. When I felt mud beneath my feet, I stood and gasped for air.

      Then, knowing I’d most likely be disqualified for lagging behind, I trudged out of the pool and fell into a slow jog.

      Even though I had three runes to fuel my efforts, I was utterly exhausted. If this were the end of the course, I wouldn’t think much of it. Just another smoker. But I had a nasty suspicion that the first portion of the course was meant only to drain us of energy.

      I was terrified to find out what might be at the end.

      Sure enough, as I jogged around a corner in the path, I spotted a clearing ahead.

      Standing on the opposite side, arms folded across her haughty chest, was Mindy. She waved at me when I approached, then fell into a fighting stance.

      Since arriving at this nameless place, I’d fought Mindy dozens of times. She was one of the fastest and most precise fighters I’d ever tangled with. Rarely had I fought her this exhausted though.

      I was in for a beat down.

      That didn’t mean I was going to let her win so easily though.

      I slowed to a walk as I entered the clearing, giving her a half smile. In response, she extended her hands and twin daggers forged of Ki formed. “Ready for a fight, J? I hope you’re not tired.”

      “Fresh as a spring day, sister. I can do this all day,” I lied, still panting.

      Under Mindy’s tutelage, I had been improving my suit of armor technique. Before, when I had used it against the masked man with the metal affinity, the suit had been clunky and thick. That might have been good for defense, but against someone like Mindy, I needed pure speed.

      “Qing Jia,” I said between breaths, and focused on my new Light Armor ability as it covered my body. The plates of Shadow Ki that extended across my limbs and torso were more flexible. And though it lacked the endurance of my heavier Ban Jia plate armor, it dramatically increased my speed and maneuverability.

      It also cost me less Ki to sustain.

      That in turn allowed me to use a weapon more easily in conjunction. I’d still never wield such flashy weapons like Alex or the girls, but I was mastering the strange attack I’d performed in the Stone Gym before Mo’s funeral.

      Mindy was still impressed that I’d stumbled upon the skill, and I’d practiced slicing through bamboo shoots time and again.

      While training, however, Bedford let us both know it was forbidden. Healing a deep gash was one thing, but if I cut Mindy in half, that wouldn’t do at all.

      So, as with our previous bouts, all I had to do was touch her. And that was easier said than done.

      I fell into Leopard stance and bounced on the balls of my feet. My body still cried out for rest, but with the light armor reinforcing my body, I moved much easier.

      Mindy didn’t hesitate.

      Darting in, she flashed a Ki dagger in my face, her Fire affinity crackling in my face. Before I could counter, she ducked and spun, slicing her opposite dagger across my thigh.

      My shadow armor protected my body, but another strike to the same area would shatter that portion of the suit.

      I shot out a quick jab, following Mindy’s retreat, but she easily dodged it.

      Bouncing away, she grinned. “You are tired. Come on, J. You’re moving like a slug.”

      I took her the anger her snide comment produced and funneled it into an attack of my own. Flicking out my lead foot, I followed Mindy as she retreated. Then I feinted a second kick aimed at her knee.

      She took the bait and slashed down with a dagger, side-stepping at the same time.

      Pulling my leg back just in time to avoid another hit, I brought my back foot forward, snapping up toward her face.

      Normally, I’d have gone for a heavy strike with foot to chest, but that was a slower approach. My quicker snapping kicks actually had a chance to land on a foe like Mindy.

      My foot missed by less than three inches.

      To make matters worse, Mindy timed her counter perfectly and carved twin gouges out of the shin segment of my armor.

      It cracked then shattered.

      “Shit,” I growled.

      Mindy chuckled. “Yeah. Shit is right, J. Now you’ve been hobbled. How can you get out of this one?”

      I knew answering wouldn’t help anyone. She was right though. As I moved about the earthen ring, the movements of my left leg were slower, the joints of my left knee and ankle no longer boosted.

      Thinking outside the box, I decided to fight nasty. Back at Wyvern, such tactics would be frowned upon. But here, all that mattered was results.

      Mindy darted in, sending a series of slashes at me. I batted one dagger away with the blade of my hand but took a strike across my chest.

      I aimed a counter at Mindy’s torso, which she easily avoided by bounding backward a full ten feet.

      When she landed, one hand splayed to the ground before her in a feral crouch, I knew exactly what I had to do.

      Channeling all of my remaining Ki, I lunged forward. But instead of attacking Mindy, I struck the ground between us, my fist blasting a deep hole in the clay soil.

      Debris pelted Mindy, and she shielded her eyes, automatically veering to one side to avoid an anticipated attack.

      I changed course and followed my quarry, bounding with all of my strength.

      Mindy saw me at the last second, and ducked under my punch, slashing her dagger across my chest a second time and shattering it.

      But my punch had only been another feint.

      Fighting someone as slippery as Mindy was never easy. Trickery would always be my best bet.

      I’d held my knees bunched before me, and when she chose to dodge to my right, I unleashed my right leg.

      The bottom of my foot landed hard against her ribs, and Mindy’s eyes widened in surprise and pain. Several bones cracked from the terrible impact, and she tumbled away into the brush on the side of the ring.

      Her cry of pain startled me, and I instantly absorbed my armor.

      Racing to her side, I found her struggling to breathe, blood spilling from the side of her mouth.

      I rolled her onto her back and pressed my hand to her sternum. “I’m sorry, Mindy. That was way too hard of a kick.”

      Closing my eyes, I let what Ki reserves I had left flow into her body, knitting the shattered bones in her ribcage. After a minute of this, Mindy turned and coughed up residual blood.

      Then she sat up. “Don’t apologize, J. You beat me.”

      “Yeah, but that was too close for comfort,” I shot back. “I could have killed you.”

      She surprised me then by reaching out and touching my cheek gently. “Nah. Not quite at least. You did well, J. Enjoy the feeling. But I’ve taught you all I can.”

      I sat back, my brow creasing. “So, you won’t be teaching me anymore?”

      Mindy shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. It’s been a pleasure, for both of us. I hope you enjoyed taking it easy because the next time you run this course, it might be Bedford himself you face.”
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      “You should have seen his face! I mean, Vasquez is a disciplined soldier, but his chin hit the ground when I managed to counter him. God it felt good!” Ava said, her eyes wide with enthusiasm.

      Fitz teased her, poking fun at Ava’s often-delicate ego. “After how many weeks of losing you’re going to sit here and brag about a single win?”

      I chuckled over a mouthful of food. “Fuck yeah. All of us should,” I said, butting in. “I can actually hit Bedford now. Sure, he’d have killed me a dozen times in the process, but compared to when we first arrived, we’ve all improved dramatically.”

      The others nodded in agreement, Alex speaking up for the first time since our rowdy meal started. “He’s right. I couldn’t be prouder of everyone sitting here with me.”

      Piper poked him in the chest. “You’re just saying that cause you look like J now. When we get back, you’re going to have to buy new clothes.”

      “No, I’m serious. We didn’t get here because of talent. We’re here because of sheer determination. You’re all fucking savages.”

      A grin spread across my face. “Hell, yeah we are. Speaking of which, are you going to finish that hunk of charred flesh, Ava?”

      She sighed but tossed the strip of remaining steak onto my plate.

      Scarlet started up another conversation about which of the instructors here was the hottest. The girls all piped up, the topic apparently near and dear to their hearts.

      I rolled my eyes but let the girls have their fun.

      Finishing my meal, I glanced at each one of our much smaller group.

      Alex and I had changed the most. His jaw line even looked different, sharper with muscles bouncing on the sides of his cheeks as he chewed. What had once been a slim and mild kid now looked like a professional fighter who’d been at it for years.

      His shoulders bulged with new muscle, his chest thick and pronounced.

      My own body had been cooked away in the heat of the jungle. Strangely, after losing twenty pounds, I was just as strong as I’d ever been. And considering my added speed, my power had dramatically improved.

      Still, I was excited to get more food in me. When I took off my shirt, I was a little embarrassed. Every fiber of muscle and sinew was bared for the world to see, my body fat all but burned away.

      Even the girls looked different.

      Scarlet’s rounded face had become sculpted, her cheekbones pronounced and her jaw line sharp. Thank the heavens, most of her round ass remained.

      Ava and Fitz had always been slim and lithe, but now their arms were loaded with elegant but substantial muscle.

      We looked like a table full of killers.

      Scarlet was standing now, her arms waving as she described some move she tried on her own private trainer. She blushed and sat down at once when Bedford cleared his voice behind her. The man made us look like green soldiers in comparison, and he had the most annoying habit of sneaking up on us.

      “Didn’t mean to interrupt you. Are you finished?”

      Scarlet shook her head vigorously. “I’m done, sorry!”

      He grinned, showing his straight teeth with pride. “Nothing to apologize. I’ve just come with a little good news. Do you mind if I join your table?”

      Alex slid to one side, making room for the grizzled veteran.

      Bedford placed his elbows on the table and glared at us in turn. “Your little make-shift basic training is done. We could keep grinding away at you all, but real experience is what is needed now.”

      A few gasps were heard, but when the initial excitement died down, we all leaned in to listen to what he had to say. “Don’t worry. We don’t plan on sending you in as front-line fighters. But we’ve gotten news of the locations of several Nemesis bases. There will be a joint tactical strike carried out, wiping them all off the face of this God-given planet. More experienced soldiers will be handling the fighting. But you guys are invited to come along and act as QRF, Quick Reaction Force.”

      Excitement mixed with fear as the old man spoke to us. I knew the risks involved would be substantial despite us being out of the direct line of fire.

      Always honest with us, Bedford followed up with a warning. “That doesn’t mean there won’t be danger. As QRF, it will be your duty to support the mission should anything fail. That might include handling an unforeseen counterattack or reinforcing the main troops.”

      He stood again and clapped his hands together. “Now, I won’t stop such a fine gathering like this, but I do recommend you all hit the sack early tonight. We leave at 0300. I’ll meet you all in the courtyard then.”

      Commander Bedford left us in silence. Shocked expressions were worn all around. Locking eyes with Alex, though, I knew he was as excited as I was.

      I cleared my throat and tried to think of something to calm everyone’s nerves. “Remember, guys. We’ll be together. And I doubt this will be as bad as our last encounter with Nemesis.”

      Alex nodded. “Besides… not sure about you guys, but I’m looking forward to seeing those assholes pay.”

      “No shit,” Fitz said with a growl, gripping her fork like a dagger.

      Ava gave her a side hug, but the others felt it too. Not everyone had been close to Mo, but Nemesis had it coming.

      Standing, I gripped my tray in both hands. “I’m going to get ready for bed. I want to be ready when the time comes. If anyone needs anything, you know where to find me.” My last words, I directed toward Ava, Scarlet, and Fitz.

      The others stood as well, and we all dropped off trays.

      Leaving the mess hall, I headed straight for my room. The first thing I did was head to the showers. Feeling clean wasn’t necessary but did a lot for morale.

      When I returned, the night sky was darkening already. I thought about knocking on Alex’s door, but I heard voices coming from within. I’d give him and his girls the space they needed.

      Instead, I began stretching out my legs. Since arriving, I’d improved my flexibility as well, which improved my overall mobility. The day’s workout hadn’t been as brutal as before. We’d focused primarily on Ki usage, so though I was tired, my muscles felt fresh.

      A half hour into my routine, a gentle knock came at my door.

      “Come in.”

      The door swung open and not one, but three lovely ladies walked in.

      Scarlet flopped on my bed, but Fitz and Ava sat beside me. They smiled nervously, but none of them spoke a word.

      Laughing, I asked, “What’s the deal? You guys okay?”

      Ava shot me a glare, leaning forward to stretch her hamstring. “I need an excuse to hang with my man?”

      I looked at Fitz next whose expression was grim but determined.

      Scarlet gave me a half smile, but she too had dark thoughts swirling in her head.

      I shook my head. “No, of course not. I… I appreciate the company.”

      Then, without another word, the three of us prepared in our own ways for what lay ahead. Another hour passed, only brief exchanges of conversation starting up and dying during that time.

      With a dramatic yawn, Ava announced it was time for bed.

      I kissed each girl goodnight, and then I was once again alone.

      I crawled into bed, set an alarm, and passed the fuck out.
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        * * *

      

      At 0240 I woke, my body flooding with adrenaline at once.

      Having trained to wake and react quickly over the past two months, I had my uniform on and boots laced in ten minutes.

      I jogged to the latrines and brushed my teeth and washed my face, and by 0255 I was standing beside my peers in the middle of the dark courtyard.

      Bedford arrived just on time.

      “Listen up! We are taking three birds on this mission. Each can carry fifteen soldiers, so all of you will ride in one helicopter together with me and Vasquez acting as babysitter. It’ll be a three-hour flight, and then we’ll set down and hike in for another few hours. Make sure to stay hydrated and remember your training.”

      Holding up a thumb, Commander Bedford grinned at us. “You can do this. We can discuss more details in the chopper over the coms. Now, let’s move!”

      We each picked up a tactical vest and jogged after Bedford as he made his way through the base. Our vests came with built-in packs filled with light rations and some tactical gear that included individual radios. Most importantly, they held water. I pulled the attached hose over my shoulder and clipped it in place where I could drink from it easily.

      The whine of helicopter engines whirred from ahead, and by the time we made it to the landing pad a mile away, the blades were blasting wind across the open space.

      Bedford stopped for a head count then ducked into a low jog, heading for the nearest helicopter. We loaded up but sensing Alex and I were more or less the leaders of the group, Bedford placed the two of us near a window.

      He took the opposite window, manning the chain gun that was mounted there.

      I couldn’t help but smile when I saw the weapon. I’d forgotten its military number but knew it could cut a car in half in seconds.

      Everyone strapped in and pulled on helmets.

      Bedford’s voice came through shortly after. “No idle chat, understand. Toggle the switch beside your right ear if you want to speak. But if any of you cracks a joke or fucks around, I’ll toss your sorry asses out. Understood?”

      Everyone nodded, not daring to touch the mic.

      He grinned wide, looking like a terrifying insect behind the helmet’s bulging goggles.

      Half an hour later, and we were lifting up, leaving the nameless base behind.

      Our helicopter flew in the rear. Alex and I tried to scan our surroundings, but the sun still hadn’t come up yet. After another hour, the sky turned gray, however, and we could begin to see the shape of the jungle below.

      I closed my eyes and rested intermittently, but soon the sun crested the horizon.

      Bedford spoke up through the coms. “We’re almost there. There’s no landing pad, so we’re going to rappel. You’ve all done this enough times, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Use your fucking heads and make sure to latch onto the rope correctly with your carabiner. You’re going first, California.”

      I swallowed a lump of nerves but clicked the button on my helmet to answer. “Roger that, Bedford.”

      He thumped me on the back and returned to his post at the machine gun.

      A few minutes passed, and the lead helicopter began to circle. I assumed that meant we’d found the drop zone and were circling back for an ideal location.

      I checked my straps and made sure my vest wasn’t caught on anything. Alex gave me a nod of encouragement, telling me wordlessly that he’d be coming right after me. Our moment shattered when an explosion rippled through the morning air.

      Jerking toward the sound, I saw the first helicopter in flames, half of its cabin blasted apart in tatters. It wheeled twice and slammed into the jungle below.

      Machine gun fire opened up, and Bedford called out the report. “Contact right, two o’clock!”

      Our helicopter adjusted and Bedford opened fire. The machine gun rattled every bone in my body. I stared over my shoulder at what the commander was aiming at. There, tucked in a clump of trees, I saw the orange flashes of muzzle fire.

      In seconds, the position had been destroyed.

      The helicopter released a few missiles anyhow, exploding the surrounding area. Then the pilot stabilized the chopper and Bedford screamed into the mic. “Now, Mallory! Move! Move! Move!”

      I shucked my helmet and unstrapped. My hands were shaking, but I ignored the nerves. Alex handed me the rappel rope and I clipped on.

      Then spinning around, I leaned my ass out of the door and jumped to the side.

      I dropped fast, my hand holding down the button to the descender. The canopy zoomed up at me. Knowing the others were waiting on me, I refused to slow down until I was surrounded by trees. Then I released my grip a little, letting the device slow my descent.

      Two seconds later, my boots hit the ground.

      I unclipped, and seeing no immediate danger, looked up as Alex fell behind me.

      I helped him land squarely. A second rope fell, and the rest came down two at a time, which was something we hadn’t planned on. Damn, this really went to shit, I thought grimly, wondering who’d died in the initial attack.

      Once everyone was ready, Bedford growled an order. “Remove tactical helms and switch your coms on. We’re leaving in two minutes.”

      I turned to let Alex pull my helm out of my pack and did the same for him. The helms could barely be called such. They were flattened until we pulled apart two tabs. Then an electrical charge forced the helmet’s material to realign, popping out into its proper shape.

      Pulling mine on, I activated my radio.

      Then Commander Bedford messaged the other team. “Black Dagger Six, this is Iron Horse. We are in position. Ready when you are, over.”

      A few seconds passed and a voice made thin from radio waves answered. “Iron Horse, this is Black Dagger Six. We are ready to move out. Watch our six, will you? There should not have been enemy forces out this far.”

      Bedford locked eyes with us one at a time, then used our private channel to address the situation. “Yes, shit just went sideways. But Black Dagger has enough forces to handle the mission. If anything goes wrong, Vasquez and I can support. Suck it up for now. It’s time to move out.”

      Vasquez took point with Alex behind him. I let some of the others go ahead of me, wanting to be closer to my girls. Then we were moving through the jungle, each staggering out at least twenty feet, just like we’d trained.

      Occasionally, Vasquez checked a GPS device strapped to his forearm. It showed the location of our other team, allowing us to follow them without straggling along on their tail.

      Bunching up in combat, as my father had told me a thousand times, was a wonderful way to get killed.

      Time moved at a glacial pace as we maneuvered through dense jungle. Suddenly, all of our tactical training made sense, and I could have hugged Bedford for actually preparing us for this. Wyvern Academy had relied on old tactics, treating it almost like college for martial arts.

      Commander Bedford treated us like soldiers.

      Every now and again, Vasquez would call for a halt. We’d take a knee and listen to our surroundings. Not once, though, were we attacked.

      Finally, as we crested a hill, we stopped again.

      Down below, half hidden by overhanging trees, was our target.

      I recognized the same sleek tech we’d seen back in Sao Paul. Stainless-steel buildings that looked to have been shat out of massive 3D printers stood conspicuously below us.

      I spotted a few men walking inside the perimeter, but so far, none had noticed us.

      “Black Dagger Six, this is Iron Horse. We are in position. Over.”

      “Iron Horse, this is Black Dagger Six. Breach in five minutes. Stand by, over.”

      The jungle was so dense, that we couldn’t make out the other team’s movements. I trusted they knew what they were doing, however, and hunkered beside Ava. I made sure to give everyone a reassuring look, checking in on them visually.

      Alex did the same.

      This is crazy. A year ago, I was a selfish asshole and Alex was afraid to even speak to women. Now, I hate to say it, but we’re acting like leaders.

      My thoughts were interrupted by a sharp explosion. A section of the wall below collapsed inward, and I watched in fascination as the first team entered and cleared the compound. They killed a few masked guards and then headed to the main building.

      Before they reached it, guards spilled out, all of whom were quickly shot.

      Working directly with soldiers made a lot of sense. Guns would never be replaced in traditional warfare, but they were useless against demons. Hence teaming Heroes of Ascension with elite military.

      The team disappeared into the building, and the waiting began anew.

      Then a cascade of muffled gunfire sounded.

      After a brief silence, the radio came to life again. “Iron Horse! We’ve been ambushed! We’re pinned down! Send support. Find another entrance!”

      The radio signal fuzzed for a second but returned again.

      Commander Bedford nodded to Vasquez. Then the old man addressed us. “Vasquez and I are going to head in and see if we can’t snuff out the resistance. I want you guys to hold tight until I say so. Remember your call sign, Sky Talon. And no fucking hero business until I give the order. Understood?”

      We gave a hushed affirmative and then watched as the only experienced members of our team disappeared down the hillside.

      I sensed the others were as nervous as I was. But to a man, they all looked ready for anything.

      Alex took that moment to whisper a few words of encouragement. “If the soldiers are having a tough time, it might mean they’ve got rune beasts or maybe fighters with runes as well. Those are things we have faced in the past.”

      Ava sighed, shaking her head. “Why does everything have to go wrong?”

      Her question was honest as well as naive. I answered as kindly as I could. “Murphy’s Law. No plan works perfectly, and often, they fall apart. But if all of us stick together and work as a team, we’ve got this. I don’t care if they’ve got a squad of demons down there, we are completing this mission.”

      The others nodded, and we all watched the compound below.

      Shots continued to ring out, but slowly, the action appeared to be dying down. Then a series of explosions went off, reverberating in the jungle around us.

      A moment later, a weary voice called through the radio. “Sky Talon… this is Iron Horse… we’re getting hit hard. Requesting backup… Be careful, damnit… they’ve got demons, and be sure to—“

      The mic went dead.

      Confused, I activated my own mic, but the line was nothing but static.

      “Shit, they killed coms somehow,” I said, tapping the mic a few more times to be certain.

      Looking to the others, I sighed.

      Alex scratched his chin thoughtfully. “If they have demons, there must be a portal. If we don’t somehow shut that down, we’re done for.”

      Piper spoke up next. “And we need to get coms back up as soon as possible.”

      I grinned sardonically, holding up a finger. “Murphy just called. You fuckers ready to answer?”

      We sprinted down the slope, using our Ki to increase our pace to supernatural speeds. In less than a minute, we were panting below the compound wall.

      Alex pointed to the left. “I say we circle around and see if we can find an entrance into the main building. Somewhere the other two teams haven’t been.”

      I nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll pull up the rear.”

      My roommate jogged away, moving a little slower now that we had made it to our primary objective. I scanned around us but saw nothing but empty forest.

      Turning around the corner at last, I saw Alex had made it halfway down the wall and was waiting for me to catch up. As I did so, he pointed up.

      Pulling my head away from the wall, I saw the main building rising above us. Just twenty or so feet away was a second-story window. I grinned, then whispered. “Toss me over first. Worst case, I can throw up a shield until the rest of you are over.”

      Alex kneeled, offering me his back.

      I charged, launching off of Alex’s back and gripping the top of the ten-foot wall. Hoisting my weight, I easily flew over and landed on the opposite side.

      From my vantage point, the coast was clear. Only about six feet of space separated the wall from the outside of the building. The window wasn’t very high, thankfully, but we’d need to form a ladder to get up there.

      Thuds behind me announced the arrival of Ava, with Piper on her heels.

      The rest followed shortly after, Alex last of all.

      Then I moved to the side of the building and crouched for stability, leaning one leg back to offer a stepping point. Hands resting on the wall, I braced myself as the others did what needed to be done. Amazing, I thought. We don’t even have to talk about it. Just fucking get that shit done.

      Wyatt climbed up next, forming a second sturdy rung in our human ladder. Ava climbed us both, then when she’d gotten atop Wyatt’s shoulders, she whispered, “Close your eyes.”

      A tinkling of glass followed, and then the weight on my shoulders lessened as she jumped inside the building. Piper climbed up next followed by Fitz.

      The girls were the lightest and could scale this odd obstacle the fastest.

      The rest followed, and then Wyatt’s feet lifted away from my shoulders.

      I sighed, relieved to only hold my own weight again. Then Wyatt and Alex held someone’s tactical vest down, holding one side of it together. Backing up, I sprinted up the wall, leaping as high as I could.

      I snagged the vest and held on as the two hauled me up.

      Alex pulled his vest back on and smiled at me nervously. “So, boss, what do we do next?”

      I just grinned. “Oh, no. I’m not the one in charge here.” I turned my finger on him and grinned even wider. “You are.”
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      I turned to J, who stared at me, dead serious as he spoke.

      “Uh-uh.” I shook my head. “Who the fuck put you in charge of putting me in charge?”

      J grinned wide, despite the situation. “Isn’t that one of the ten commandments God handed to Moses? Right above thou shalt not lie, it says thou shalt let J put Alex in charge of kicking demon ass.” He held his hands up. “I’m just the messenger. Take it up with God if you don’t like it.”

      “Fuck you, man.” I shook my head twice as hard. “I’m no leader.”

      “You are now, so better buck the fuck up because this shit is FUBAR, and we’ve got demons all around us. Our communications are down and there’s a portal in this compound that has to go down,” he said. “Like it or not, you’re in charge.”

      I held my hand up. This conversation would get us nowhere and we were in the middle of a hostile area crawling with demons and Nemesis cultists. We didn’t have time to play who’s the leader.

      “Alright, fine. But I’m not just the leader. We’re splitting into two teams. J, you’re in charge of taking down the demons in this place. If they’re coming in, it’s through a portal, but we’ll need reinforcements for that. I’ll take my team to destroy the comms jammer so we can radio for backup.”

      He nodded. “Got it. We’ll meet up when the building is clear and then hold position until we reestablish contact with our other forces.”

      J held up his fist and I quickly bumped it.

      “Okay, Piper, Reagan, Lilin, and Thalia are with me, the rest are with J.”

      “You sure? That leaves you with less manpower,” he said.

      “I’m not the one fighting demons. You need all the firepower you can get.”

      He grinned at me one more time. “See you on the other side, bud.”

      “Back at you!”

      His team took off down the corridor to the left while my team took the opposite side of the building. A sign drilled into the whitewashed wall read communications.

      I love it when they make it easy for us.

      As soon as J and the others took off, I reached into my Core and willed my Ki into my hand. I used the Ki to form my Ki weapon, the shape that my soul naturally took.

      A glossy black katana came at my call.

      Its blade was blackened steel that was etched with the pattern of a snowflake a thousand times going up the steel.
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      A ghostly white ito braid wrapped around the solid black handle. The guard was also in the pattern of a snowflake.

      It appeared as I brought my hand down, a frosty chill emanating from its blade. I loved the combination of simplicity and refined elegance of the blade.

      Maybe it said something about me that this was the weapon my soul chose to reflect.

      As I summoned my weapon, the girls had summoned theirs.

      Piper wielded twin daggers in the style of a hori-hori gardening knife, their walnut handles carved into the shape of roses with thorny stems.

      I’d been surprised by the shape of her Ki weapon, as I’d never taken Piper to like gardening, but apparently she used to have a small garden at her parents’ house that she tended since she was a child. Even after knowing her for over a year, there were still things that I was learning about her.

      Lilin’s weapon was a nagamaki. A katana-styled sword with a long blade and an even longer handle. It resembled a naginata, but the main difference was the handle. The nagamaki bore a handle wrapped just like a katana.

      Her blade was blued steel that turned a bright orange as it reached the tip. It even glowed like the coals in a fire. Even the handle was blackened ash, as if Lilin just pulled it from a burning building.

      It smoked as she held it, lighting up her golden eyes as it drifted past her face.

      Reagan’s and Thalia’s weapons were comparably muted compared to ours. Reagan wielded two kama. Small, half scythes with plain, silver blades and carved wooden handles.

      The carvings were Native American in nature, and they were beautiful, but I didn’t know what they meant.

      And Thalia’s weapon was the least decorated of us all. Her weapon was a caestus, plated gauntlets that amounted to little more than brass knuckles. But given how she fought, they suited her perfectly. They were also completely unadorned, and I wondered if it was because she was blind. She had no need for flair when she wouldn’t be able to see it regardless.

      As we summoned our weapons, we charged into the hallway.

      The building was some cheap government building that had been taken over by Nemesis, so it was all eggshell-white walls and gray tile as we headed toward the communications room.

      Before we’d taken ten steps, one of the many doors in the hall opened and a pair of cultists burst out with submachine guns.

      They opened fire immediately.

      I’d already built a Ki Shield as soon as the cultists appeared. Their bullets struck my shield like a cloud of angry hornets. They slammed into my semi-translucent circle of energy and stopped cold, falling to the floor like drops of rain.

      In three seconds, they burned through their entire magazines and stopped to reload. As soon as the gunfire let up, I surged forward.

      I brought my katana down across the chest of the first cultist. He wore black body armor under his cloak. Any normal weaponry would have been hard pressed to cut through it, but my Ki blade sliced through to the meat of the man in front of me with ease.

      My blade rendered a heavy gash as it bit deep into the man’s chest and severed most of his major organs. I cleanly severed his spine as if he were made of paper. He dropped to the ground in two, leaving a thick gush of blood slowly spreading from his corpse.

      Even before the first man died, I was moving. I carried the blade through to the other man, who was mid reload. He fumbled for his magazine and just as he managed to lock it in place, my katana met him.

      The blade sliced through the glossy black submachine gun and crossed his throat, taking his head from his shoulders. I stepped through the strike as he died, ducking the geyser of arterial blood that splashed from his neck.

      It painted the walls in gore, the eggshell-white walls now a cherry red.

      The ice along the edge of my blade froze the blood that had managed to mar the surface of the steel. I flicked it and the chips of ice sheared off with ease.

      The same ease that had just taken the lives of two men.

      I held my sword up and marveled how powerful it was. I mean, it had to be to take on demons, but against normal humans, it wasn’t even fair.

      “You okay, Alex?” Reagan asked, stepping over the blood as she glanced down at the chunks of men in disgust.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I don’t know if it’s the past few months of training, or because of what the cultists are capable of, but I feel no remorse for ending their lives.” I turned to her. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      She shook her head. “I think that makes you human.”

      I nodded, a small smile building on my lips. “Let’s keep going.”

      The building was clearly labeled, so getting to the communications room wouldn’t be any trouble, save for the fact that we had to clear every room we came across. We couldn’t let any of the cultists slip past us.

      But it was a moot point as the building was a hive of activity soon after I killed the men. Their gunshots had alerted the rest of the cultists nearby and they came pouring out of the rooms like ants, a couple dozen of them.

      Most of them were armed with normal weapons, but a few of them could use Ki. Their runes lit up and the other cultists gave them a wide berth as they strolled forward.

      Huh, are the ones with Ki higher ranked? There has to be a hierarchy to Nemesis. So, are the normal humans the grunts and the Ki cultists the lieutenants?

      My question would have to wait as the men on the sidelines opened fire on us in quick bursts. We had our shields up and all the gunfire did was distract us and deplete our Ki.

      Which was exactly what they wanted to happen.

      While we were distracted, the Ki-enhanced men closed the distance on us.

      Three of them charged us.

      “Lilin and Piper, keep us shielded!” I shouted.

      The others knew what to do. Since Piper and Lilin would be keeping us from getting shot, that left Reagan, Thalia, and I to intercept the Ki soldiers.

      We each took one.

      Piper whirled around me as she brought her knives to bear against her opponent, a tall, gangly man with three runes glowing bright. She tossed one of her knives like a pro. It twirled end over end and struck the masked cultist in the chest, passing through his armor like it wasn’t even there.

      As the blade landed, Piper held out her hand. Almost invisible against the white backdrop, was a thin line of Ki that tethered her Ki weapon to her body.

      “Bloom!”

      When she spoke, the man jerked and shuddered, stopping in place as Piper’s Ki attack took hold. His body began twitching and then he let out a strangled groan as his mask slipped off his face. Protruding from his mouth was a single, gigantic rose. It bore multiple sharp stems like an octopus, each lined with terrifying, jagged thorns.

      Piper watched this with a cold gaze. In less than a second, the rose was fully formed, and the man was ensnared completely by the massive flower.

      In a small, chilled voice, Piper muttered, “Bloody rose.”

      The rose’s stems wrapped around his head and sliced into his skin before they began to move.

      In a single swift motion, the rose twirled, and the man disappeared, replaced by a rainstorm of blood and gore.

      It’d taken her only a handful of seconds to dispatch her cultist in the most brutal way possible. I hadn’t know she had that ability, and it stunned not only Nemesis, but us as well.

      But I didn’t have time to think about what it must have cost her to create such an attack or to comfort her. We were at war and I had a job to do.

      I recovered faster than most of the others and used the distraction as a way to take out most of the men shooting.

      I raised my katana and pointed it at the group of cultists with guns. “Kotta arechi!”

      Frozen Wasteland billowed from the end of my blade and engulfed the dozen men in a second. Ice rose in jagged spikes from wherever the flurry of ice landed. One spike speared straight through a man and killed him instantly.

      The rest were killed or incapacitated quickly.

      Piper pulled her dagger back like it was attached to a string and when it was in hand, we both charged the men.

      “Don’t forget about me!” Thalia shouted.

      She leapt forward and then used a patch of ice like a slide. She slid between Piper and I, her eyes sparking with electricity as a fierce smile blossomed on her face.

      When she came out of her slide, her entire body was covered with sparks. As she rose, she slammed her gauntleted fists into the ground.

      “Voltaic Overload!”

      Arcs of electric discharge rose from her hands and scattered over the ground; they scurried over the ground in the blink of an eye. As they reached the cultists, they struck them, crawling up their legs like tentacles.

      It was strong enough to take down everyone that Frozen Wasteland had missed. She took them down quickly, though from the smoke rising from a few of them, she’d crossed over from a non-lethal stun, to fatal electrocution.

      Only the two runed cultists remained.

      Piper and I glanced at one another and attacked.

      The smaller of the two put as much Ki into his fist as he could and brought it down in a haymaker, trying to take me out with one punch.

      I caught his fist with the edge of my sword. His Ki gave him some resistance to my weapon, but it wasn’t enough as I poured more Ki into the blade, I sliced through his hand, stealing his Ki in the process. I hadn’t meant to, considering I’d never tried to steal Ki using anything but my hands before, but my sword was an extension of myself and it sucked it right up.

      As I cut off his hand, I shifted to the side, ducking the minute splash of blood before my elemental expression froze his hand and cut off the flow of blood. As he howled in pain, I lunged for his heart. My katana cut through him with ease, but I’d left myself open, and as I tried to pull my sword out, the cultist gripped it tight.

      “Not going anywhere,” he said through a mouth filled with blood.

      To my left was the second cultist, a tall, muscular man with heavy black body armor instead of the usual cloaks. He used his Ki to materialize a massive battle axe in the shape of a dragon’s head, the dual mouths breathing flame that formed the two heads of the axe.

      As he reared back to bring it crashing down on top of me, Piper leapt into action. I was bent low, still trying to remove my sword. She rolled across my back and brought her daggers up.

      The gigantic axe met her tiny knives and stopped cold.

      She smirked in victory.

      I stood and kicked the dying man in the chest. He fell back and my sword came free. As I turned to engage the cultist and save Piper, a flash of light entered my vision.

      Lilin stepped up and threw her nagamaki. It burst into flames as soon as it left her hands and struck the large man in the chest, bypassing his body armor entirely.

      It slid through his chest and out the back, stopping only when it hit the guard. The man’s battle axe disappeared as his Core leaked his Ki out around the wound, trying to repair it.

      Lilin sauntered over, her eyes alight with fire.

      “Hell’s lover.”

      Her nagamaki grew even brighter, turning the man to ash in a second as a torrent of blue flame erupted from the wound in his chest. He crumbled to nothing as Lilin walked over and picked up her weapon as if nothing had happened.

      The fight was over, the dozens of cultists were dead. Though it seemed like hours had passed, as I checked my watch, the fight had taken less than three minutes.

      I stared at our handiwork and I couldn’t muster enough emotion to be sorry for our actions.

      There was only a cold numbness.

      “Let’s go. I don’t want to leave J and the others to fight alone. We’ll cut the communication jammer and join them in taking out the demons.”

      The girls nodded, breaking their gaze from the carnage in the hallway.

      “Let’s go,” Thalia said, coming to stand by me.

      Her eyes met mine and I blinked, entering Sogai as we took off.

      We raced through the halls as fast as we could without being careless. I could tell that we were alone in this section of the building, so there was no need to stop and check the rest of the rooms.

      I followed the signs that led us to a stainless-steel door at the end of a long stretch of empty hallway.

      With Sogai, I probed the door, but couldn’t penetrate through it. It was like a giant cage of metal that protected whatever was inside like a bomb shelter. The metal-reinforced door and walls were thick enough to withstand a direct hit from a hellfire missile.

      I exited Sogai. “Let’s see how it stands up against my Ki.”

      I marched up to it and dismissed my sword. It faded back into nothingness as I stood before the door and placed both my hands on it. With a tug, I drew my Ki into my hands and willed it to release as pure ice.

      My hands soon turned to ice as I continuously poured my Ki into the door. I froze the entire thing solid in a matter of a minute.

      When I was sure it was completely frozen, I backed up and willed pure Ki into my fist.

      “Hakai!”

      I smashed into the door and it shattered like glass, cracking and sending shards flying inward at frightening speed. My fist glowed an ethereal blue before it faded, and a wave of exhaustion came over me.

      Even with the Ki I stole from that cultist; I’ve used a lot in a short span of time. I need to be careful.

      When the echo of the door breaking subsided, we rushed into the control room.

      It was a large square room, with one entire wall dominated by blinking electronics and computer monitors and the others housing a slew of keyboards, buttons and other things I hadn’t the faintest clue what they did. On the wall straight ahead of us was a small pedestal with a large monitor above it.

      On the pedestal was a blocky gunmetal-gray box with an antenna sticking out from it.

      It had to have been the communications jammer.

      It was ten feet in front of me. Two good steps and I was there.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t think the two demons guarding the room were going to make it that easy for us.
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      My team had jogged down a long hall, searching for a way to get to the first floor. As I’d suspected, we soon came upon a closed door that led down into a stairwell. I tested the knob, but the door was locked. It would need to be opened by force.

      I stopped for a second and scanned my team.

      Ava, Scarlet, and Fitz crouched nearby, their eyes upon me, waiting for an order. Wyatt and Mason huddled close by. Both looked ready to eat a demon whole.

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s be ready for anything, okay? As soon that door opens, we’ll no doubt attract attention. You guys have anything to say?”

      Everyone shook their heads, but Ava spoke up. “Let’s make these bastards pay for killing the first two teams. That’s all I want right about now.”

      Fitz grinned approvingly.

      I quirked an eyebrow, nodding slowly. “We are going to do exactly that, I promise.”

      I stood up and gestured at Wyatt. “Let’s see that hammer of yours, boyo. You’re up to bat.”

      He grinned and summoned his Ki weapon. A massive hammer forged of Earth Ki materialized in his hands. Everyone backed up and turned away.

      Then the door blasted open.

      I turned and charged through the opening, taking up a defensive position at the top of the stairs. The others followed behind me, but before we started to descend, a ruckus of noise came echoing up from below.

      The sounds were all too familiar, and my heart froze in my chest.

      Rune beasts, dozens if my ears were correct, barreling up the stairs.

      My hands began to shake, and my mouth went dry immediately. I shook my head and called back to the others. “Retreat back into the hall and form up on both sides! We can ambush them there!”

      The first of the beasts clambered around the corner in the stairwell before I was clear to back up. I shot my fist forward with a Hakai, crushing the hellhounds in the lead. Then I projected a shield and back-pedaled out.

      Seeing a small window, I turned and joined Ava and Fitz on the right side of the door.

      “Aim your Ki attacks at the opening! If they managed to push out, control your blasts!” I shouted a second before two wolves and a puma burst out of the door.

      Wyatt smashed his hammer down, screaming, “Sledge Strike!” His weapon shattered the floor, sending fragments of cement and Earth Ki careening into the beasts.

      The wolves died straight away, but Ava had to hack down the others using her rapier.

      

      The Ki weapon blurred through the air, lightning fast like she was.

      Several hellhounds poured out at once, their fangs snapping. Scarlet cracked her Ki whip and shattered one’s spine in a single motion. Ava followed up, skewering the dogs with precise thrusts of her rapier.

      The smell of burnt flesh filled the air as her Fire-infused weapon scorched them.

      The fight continued well until a pause came in the flow of rune beasts. Then the snout of a massive black bear emerged, followed by two jaguars. The beasts’ hides glowed with demonic Ki, their muscles bulging.

      The bear charged me, and expecting some damage, I shouted, “Ban Jia!” My thicker plate armor formed in a second and I threw my arm up to block a swipe from the bear’s paw. It forced me backward, but I managed to keep my feet.

      Scarlet’s whip shot out, and at the last second, she called out, “Adder’s Bite!”

      The Ki attack made the end of her whip take on the ghostly image of a snake. Its fangs sunk into the bear’s chest, injecting tainted Wind Ki into its body.

      The bear roared and lowered its head. It charged me, and all I had time to do was hold up my forearms and block.

      I felt its jaws clamp down over my thigh plate, the pressure increasing as it tried to crush me.

      Unable to do much else, I alternated throwing hooks into the side of its huge skull.

      Then Fitz leapt atop its back and drove her flaming spear down into its spine. The bear’s mouth slackened, and it slumped to the ground.

      The three of us climbed over its body just in time to see Mason lop off one’s head with his glowing halberd.

      With much of the hallway blocked by bodies, our splitting up tactic no longer made sense.

      I leapt down from the bear to join the others. Glancing down the stairwell, I saw no other rune beasts were coming.

      Panting, I made to call the others over when a roar echoed from the bottom of the stairs.

      Instinctively, I summoned a shield and turned to face this new threat.

      When I saw the huge, glowing eyes of the rune tiger, an image flashed in my mind. Mo’s body going limp after his spine cracked, a vicious beast chewing on him even as it died.

      My shield flickered and went out.

      “J! Pull back!” Ava shouted.

      Her voice was muffled though, and my body felt cold. My focus compromised, the plate armor covering my body dissipated.

      Suddenly, my body was weak, and I fell to one knee.

      The great cat climbed higher, its mouth opening to reveal long, yellow fangs.

      Another flash. Yellow fangs turned red. My friend’s flesh torn open. Strong arms pulling me away, too weak to fight back.

      Time slowed even as the tiger sped up. It ascended the steps in a single bound and crouched to spring again.

      Then Ava barreled into me, gripping my arm to pull me away.

      Seeing a newer, smaller prey, the tiger turned its eyes on her.

      A different kind of fear filled my heart, one that was desperate and hot like a blazing fire. No, she will not die for me. Nobody will have to die for me again!

      The tiger pounced, its claws extended and mouth gaping.

      Instinctively, I shoved Ava away. Then I threw out my arms and cried out, “Gang Chiang!”

      The beast smashed into my unbreakable shield, and when it pulled away, its eyes were filled with confusion.

      I dismissed my shield and activated Qing Jia, the light armor that allowed me to move so swiftly.

      This time, when the tiger leapt at me, I was ready.

      Just like I was fighting Mindy, I knew speed would win over any other tactic.

      The tiger slashed at my face with a paw the size of a dinner plate. I ducked under the attack and snapped a left kick to its ribs.

      Bone snapped, and the tiger flew into a frenzy.

      It pressed forward, ignoring its wound.

      Avoiding a vicious bite, I brought my foot up under its jaw, shattering its teeth. Then, while the tiger was stunned, I shot forward with my hand extended into a blade.

      I sent three jabs slamming into the side of its thick skull, dazing it further.

      Another slash of its opposing paw scraped across my armored chest. I allowed this attack to land, for it brought the beast close enough to do some real damage.

      Using all of my Ki-empowered strength, I threw a knee up under its jaw, wrecking what teeth survived my first kick.

      The tiger shook its head and tried to back away. Apparently, even rune beasts had their limits.

      Before it could retreat, I shot forward and pierced the tiger’s neck, rending its flesh open with my blade-like hand. The shadow armor made my fingers unyielding and almost sharp.

      Its pulsing artery was exactly where I’d imagined. I gripped the rubbery tube in my fingers and snapped them back in a biting Canton Dog move.

      The tiger’s blood showered me, and it reeled away. I watched it turn to the staircase, but it fell and bled out before it could get very far.

      I stared at the thing in hatred, almost willing it to rise again.

      “J. J, are you okay?” Ava said beside me.

      I turned to see her eyes wide with wonder and concern. The others stood behind her, watching us with Ki weapons in hand.

      Shrugging, I chuckled and said, “I am now. Yeah, guys, I’m good. Just had to kill an old ghost.”

      Ava sighed, coming closer and running a hand along the deep scratches on my chest armor. Then a smile graced her lips. Laughing herself, she said in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear, “You know, J, you might seem like a big tough guy. But really, you’re nothing more than a mother goose.”

      I scoffed. “Mother goose? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Wyatt strode up and slapped me on the shoulder. “It means, you lost your shit until Ava was in danger. Then you went fucking psycho on that thing. You’re protective… like a mother goose. Get it?”

      “Guys, I have no idea what geese do. But we should get moving. Drink some water, and catch your breath,” I said, my confidence returning. “We’re heading down those stairs in thirty seconds.”

      After the racket caused from killing almost twenty rune beasts, stealth wasn’t really an issue anymore.

      So, with me in the lead, a full-body shield in place, we charged down the stairs.

      The door at the bottom had been closed, which meant somebody was on the other side. I moved my shield aside and let Wyatt blast it open. He used his Earth Ki ability this time, increasing the power of the strike.

      When I heard screams coming from the other side, I knew our strategy had been worthwhile.

      Then I stepped into the room, my shield growing even larger, wide enough to cover all of us. Automatic machine guns lit up the shield, the bullets falling down like flattened bugs.

      Witnessing a group of Ascension Heroes must have scared the piss out of the masked men because they fired until their clips emptied.

      Scanning the room, I spotted six men. Two were hiding behind a desk, and the others were kneeling out in the open.

      I dropped the shield and grinned as my team lit the room up.

      Ava’s rapier darted out beside me as she cried, “Spitting Spines!” Her Nature Ki flared up as a hundred tiny slivers of green energy tore free from the tip of her weapon.

      Most were buried in the man’s body armor, but several shot higher, sinking into the neck and shattering the face mask of the guard.

      He died screaming, trying to stop the blood squirting from his punctured arteries.

      Before any of the other men could reload, Mason swung his urumi sword, an ancient whip-like weapon with seven flexible blades.

      They rang out, and when their edges scored the air before us, Mason called upon his Ki ability. “Desert Winds!”

      Gouts of yellowish specks of Ki filled the air and blinded the men. They clutched their faces and screamed in pain. As a wielder of the rare Sand Ki, a combination of Earth and Wind, Mason had become a force to be reckoned with.

      With our foes disabled, we rushed in and finished them with more conventional means.

      Scarlet and Fitz took down one each, and the others soon followed. I found the last man writhing on the ground, kicking in a slow circle. His stupid half cloak was twisted around him.

      Stooping down, I wrapped his cloak around his neck and strangled him with it. As his thrashing legs stilled, I looked up to the others. “What kind of fucktard wears a goddamned cape into battle?”

      Morbid laughs came from my comrades, and as I looked between them, I saw we’d done well so far.

      Miraculously, nobody was injured.

      Spotting a door at the end of the room, I ushered us forward. On the other side, we stepped into a long chamber, fifty feet long and twenty wide. It was filled with tables, and in the corner, a small kitchen stood.

      We’d just entered Nemesis’ chow hall.

      Two men stood, tall and imposing. They hid behind their masks like all the others. Seeing the runes glowing on their forearms, though, I knew this fight would be a little harder.

      One man held out his hands, and bright flames engulfed them. The other clenched his fists to form jagged shards of ice on the ends.

      Chuckling to myself, I pointed at the assholes. “Alright, guys. Spread out. Let’s take down Icy Hot here as quickly as possible.”

      I summoned my shield and strode forward. Calling out, I asked Mason if he could repeat his skill.

      When he did so, the cheap plastic tables caught in his Ki-powered wind and tumbled toward the two men.

      Fire guy scorched the air before him, dissolving the Sand Ki fragments, and the Ice guy formed a wall immediately after which deflected the tables.

      Still, we had a clear dance floor to work with now.

      I expected the two men to duke it out individually, but when they channeled their Ki simultaneously, each movement synchronized, I knew it wouldn’t be so simple.

      Both screamed, forming plumes of Fire and Ice. Then, as the elements raced toward us, they converged. The thermic reaction caused an incredible explosion.

      My shield wavered as I took a hit even more powerful than Hamadi’s.

      Sensing the drain on my reserves, I dropped the shield, allowing the greatly reduced blast to buffet our team. Each pulled up their own shields and I blocked with my forearms, feeling my skin break open in lacerations.

      All around me, I heard my fellows grunt in pain as their own weaker shields failed, shattering on impact.

      Fuck me, that was insane, I thought. If they do that again, we won’t have a chance.

      Seeing their hands begin to glow again, I assumed the worst. “Fitz! Give them all you’ve got!”

      The small woman growled and threw her spear across the room. When it reached halfway, she called upon her ability. “Scorching Rain!”

      Her Ki weapon fragmented into dozens of smaller spears, and they fell down upon our enemy.

      Changing tactics, the Ice man threw up a shield to block the spears, while the flamer blasted a gout of flame in my direction.

      “Gang Chiang!” I cried, my Shadow Ki shield absorbing his greatly reduced attack easily.

      Then I dropped it just in time for Scarlet’s Adder’s Bite to pass through. Her ethereal snake bit the Fire Ki user in the neck.

      He screamed and reached out a hand to retaliate. When the flames came out, however, his Ki was impure, both Fire and Wind coming out irregularly.

      She’d literally poisoned his Ki.

      Ava darted into attacking range, and dodging a pillar of Ice, lunged with her rapier. “Piercing Thrust!”

      The slender blade extended a full fifteen feet, skewering the Fire guy’s chest.

      As soon as the man slumped to the ground dead, his companion gave up the fight. Ice guy ran over to his friend and fell to his knees, clutching the body.

      It would be a savage move, but we couldn’t afford to take prisoners on such a risky venture.

      I nodded to Wyatt who charged in and slammed his hammer down with a Sledge Strike. His attack shattered the man’s bones, and the two slumped in a heap of ruin.

      After checking to be certain both men were dead, I looked to the others. All were bleeding from their faces, necks, and arms where the initial blast had struck.

      Wyatt must have had the same thought. “Jesus, man. If your shield weren’t extra powerful, they’d have wiped us out in one attack.”

      I nodded. “No shit. Well, let’s heal up while we can and then get moving. Makes me worried we haven’t found any of the others yet.”

      Wanting to conserve our Ki, we each healed each other. When I tried to heal Fitz, she backed away. “Sorry, but I think you especially should reserve your strength. Ava can do it.”

      I agreed with her wisdom, and when Fitz’s lacerations had closed up, I gestured to the closed double doors at the end of the chow hall.

      The others formed up behind me, and Wyatt swung his hammer. He didn’t use his ability this time because we were already draining our reserves too quickly.

      A single smash from his Ki weapon was enough, however, and the doors buckled inward.

      Beyond, the heads of four terrifying creatures swiveled to see us. Each had gray, clumped hair on their emaciated bodies, and they were crawling toward a battered figure in the corner.

      It was Bedford, still somehow alive.
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      The two demons were of different categories.

      From what I remembered of my Demonology classes, the one on the left was one of the Heartless, the middle class of demons. A Skinwalker.

      While the one on the right was something rare, something I’d only read about in the grandest tales of heroes.

      A lesser demon noble. One of the Soulless. A Darkling.

      The skinwalker was small, lithe and twisted. The grayish fur along its body was a matted and tangled mess. The skin stretched so tight over its long, angular face that it nearly looked like there wasn’t any skin on it at all.

      It crouched on all fours and had long, gangly arms with wicked claws protruding from its six abnormally long fingers.

      The skinwalker was vile and disgusting, a near savage beast with only the barest hint of animal cunning. It was nothing but a big, vicious guard dog for its master.

      The Darkling.

      It was almost human, with pale-white skin that so clear it was nearly translucent. Large red veins of Ki writhed under the surface of its skin, trailing up its muscular body towards its thick neck and rugged, almost-handsome face.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The demon had human features, bright-golden eyes, and long hair the color of midnight.

      As we entered the communications room, it tilted its head toward the skinwalker. It spoke a quick sentence in the demon language and the skinwalker stood on its hind legs and growled, before letting out a piercing howl.

      Before all of us could get into the room, it charged us, heading straight for me.

      “Thousand vine prison!” Piper shouted.

      On her command, numerous vines rose up from the steel floor, passing through them like ghosts as they materialized and wrapped around the skinwalker. In a second, the beast was snared with a hundred bright-green vines.

      Nice job, Piper!

      But I’d spoken too soon, and the beast thrashed against the vines. They tore as it moved trying to break free. Each passing moment and dozens of vines snapped away.

      Dammit!

      I rushed in with my katana right as the beast broke free. It ripped out the vines holding its mouth shut and snapped at me as I drew near. I brought my katana up and used it to block the snarling jaws of the skinwalker.

      Its rank, rotten breath rolled over me and made me want to retch, but I fought down the bile roiling in my stomach and angled the blade upward as I stepped out of the way of the creature.

      My sword sliced into its mouth, but unlike with the humans we’d fought, it didn’t easily slice through the thing’s flesh. It carved a thin groove on the top part of its mouth and sliced a few of its yellowed teeth out, but that was the extent of the damage.

      It roared in pain and swiped at me with its claws. I ducked and rolled. Air whistled past as it came a hair’s breadth from carving into me. The claws struck the floor and gouged several-inch-long grooves into the polished metal.

      It was fast, and strong too. Not only that, but it was a being from another plane of reality; our Ki weapons were designed to inflict damage to these creatures, but only once I faced one head-on did I realize why normal weaponry was ineffective.

      “Lilin, Thalia, back me up!” I shouted. “Piper, Reagan, you know what to do!”

      The demon noble calmly stood in the same spot and watched the fight with a calm gaze. He was by far the larger threat, but I wasn’t going to provoke him before I absolutely had to.

      One demon, we could handle, but two at once and a noble at that, I didn’t know if we could survive.

      Lilin came up with her nagamaki, the blued steel alight with cobalt flames. While Thalia slammed her fists together, sparks flew when they struck. Both of them lit up with their expression while Reagan and Piper worked together in the background.

      They held their hands together and began channeling their Ki.

      I let them do their thing while the girls and I tried to take down the skinwalker.

      It rushed us, but Thalia stepped forward and intercepted it. She swung wide, catching the beast in the side of the head while I came up beside her and blocked its claws before they could rend her in two.

      As Thalia struck with her fist, a heavy burst of electricity surged from her gauntlet and into the skinwalker.

      It seized up for a split second as a hundred thousand volts of electricity shot through its body.

      She stunned it for a single second, which gave Lilin and I time to act.

      I shifted to the left while Thalia shuffled back and Lilin took her place on my right. Without a word, we knew what to do. I willed a fierce amount of Ki into my sword as Lilin did the same with hers.

      Fire and ice flared to life on our blades and we swung upward.

      Our swords crossed as we brought them up against the skinwalker’s neck. Both of our blades bit deep into the monster’s flesh as we poured more of our Ki into them. Blood fountained from the gashes we rendered, but it was just a prelude to what was to come.

      As our blades touched inside the beast’s neck, the both of us let go of our control and let our two expressions mix.

      Just as we had done in Sao Paulo, when extremely hot fire and extremely cold ice meet, they created steam.

      Boiling steam created entirely from Ki, inside the demon’s body.

      Its flesh bubbled and burst like a geyser. The skinwalker let out one half-gargled groan before its entire head exploded in a rush of steam.

      The steam rushed toward us in the blink of an eye, ready to boil us alive.

      But thankfully, I’d prepared for that.

      As soon as our blades met, Piper and Reagan swooped in to save us.

      Piper’s vines wrapped around our waists and yanked us back as Reagan used her earth element to create a dome of solid rock around us as the steam explosion went off.

      My ears rang with the force of the blast and I think Piper gave me whiplash with how fast she pulled us back, but we were alive, and not cooked to the bone.

      Pitch-black darkness surrounded us as the dome cut off all light. A rush of wind howled around us as the air became increasingly hotter. The stone around us heated up for a second before the explosion rushed around us and out of the room.

      When it was over, and we were all still standing, I heaved a sigh of relief.

      “Well, I’m glad that plan worked.”

      Reagan, I think it was Reagan, slugged me on the arm. “Idiot. I told you we should have tested that plan out before we did it.”

      I shrugged. “Worked, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” Reagan looked away, towards the side of the room where the demon noble resided. “But now we have an even bigger problem to worry about.”

      “Any ideas on how to beat the noble?” Thalia asked.

      “We just do it?” I shook my head. “Not a clue, and my Ki is lower than I’d like. Hell, even if I were at full power it’s lower than I’d like.”

      Fighting the demon noble wouldn’t be like the time J and I fought the Devil. That demon was a middling class. And on the lower end of the middle of the road.

      The Darkling was a higher class of demon; not much was known about them, save for they were extremely powerful. Even in the stories, Heroes had trouble taking them down solo.

      This is not good. We weren’t supposed to come across something this powerful on our first mission!

      I could whine about it all I wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that we had to defeat him. Not just our lives were riding on us taking that thing down.

      “Okay. I think we should focus on our Ki weapons and not our Ki attacks. They disperse too much Ki and we already saw how effective they were on the skinwalker. My first attack barely scratched the beast, so we should put all of our Ki into making our weapons as strong as possible.”

      It was just light enough that I could see their silhouettes as they nodded at me.

      “Then let’s do this. And just in case I die. I love you all,” I said as Reagan lowered her stone barrier.

      Fresh air swept around us as we stood and walked out of the rock. The Darkling stood where he had, not moving an inch. The steam had done a little damage to him, a few burns here and there on his skin.

      As we approached, he turned his head to us. His golden eyes flared to life. He looked to the dead and half melted body of the skinwalker and back to us.

      He growled, a deep guttural sound before he opened his mouth and spoke.

      “W─eak.” His voice broke, as if he were not used to speaking in the human tongue. “Weak…humans.”

      I was too surprised by the fact that a demon had just spoken human language to form a proper response. And by the time I came to my senses, the Darkling unfurled his arms and marched toward us.

      “Guess we’re doing this the hard way!”

      I brought my katana up and willed as much possible Ki into it as I could. Nearly all of my remining Ki went into my blade. I kept just enough to be able to move without tiring.

      It was the best I was going to do.

      I rushed the demon as he took his first step. He was large, but I was betting he was just as fast as I was, if not faster. I had to be the one to make the first strike.

      My blade came up as he stepped forward. I angled to the side of him, slicing my blade across his thigh as I went around him. It hewed deep, bringing a deep crimson liquid to the surface of his pale skin.

      He howled in pain for a moment before bringing his hand back in a flash. I just had enough time to react as his talons arced toward my face. I blocked with the flat of my sword, but the force was enough to make me go weak at the knees. I wobbled under the force before his overwhelming strength forced me back.

      I stumbled and nearly fell over before I righted myself.

      In the half second it’d taken him to attack me, the girls rushed in.

      Piper and Thalia closed the distance as close-range fighters. Piper slipped in between the Darkling’s legs, slicing with her Hori-Hori. She aimed at the inside of his thighs, where the femoral arteries were located. Her knives bit deep, drawing a heavy gush of blood.

      So, their physiology is roughly the same as ours.

      That meant they had the same weak points as humans.

      As Piper slashed the demon with her knives, Thalia brought her electrified hands together and slammed them into the demon’s knee. It buckled with a wicked crack, before a shard of yellowed bone poked out of the side of his leg.

      He howled in absolute rage. The power of his shout was enough to make my ears bleed. He swung wide in a frenzy. His claws caught against the row of equipment, slicing deep into the electronics and destroying them.

      A whine came from the computer bank as the machine belched black smoke. The demon was flailing, trying to stand, but the broken leg was preventing him from moving.

      The Darkling was smart, though, and even in pain, he had enough wherewithal to be mindful of his surroundings. He stayed clear of the comms jammer as he roared in pain and tried to slaughter us.

      Reagan wound her arm back, holding her kama like a tomahawk. She led the demon and then launched her weapon. It flew in a straight spin and she’d timed it perfectly. As the demon raised his head, her kama struck him in the eye.

      A spurt of blood and vitreous fluid rose from his obliterated socket. He tried to pull the weapon out, but Reagan pulled it back before the demon could touch it.

      Half blind and mad with pain, the demon was weakened. It was time to end the fight.

      I raised my katana and charged in for one final attack.

      The demon raised his fist and I prepared to duck it. But instead of aiming for me, he slammed his fist into the ground in front of me.

      There was a flash of red light as the outline of the demon lit up with a crimson aura, and then I was flung back by a wave of invisible pressure.

      My back slammed against the steel doorframe and my entire body was a wave of agony. I fought to stay conscious as I fell to my knees.

      “Alex!” Piper cried.

      I looked up just as the demon swatted her aside like she was an insect. She went flying as I had and slammed into a blinking server, taking out the equipment as she toppled to the ground. Blood tricked from a gash in her head and I couldn’t tell if she was breathing.

      On instinct, I slipped into Sogai.

      The instant my senses kicked into overdrive, I checked her pulse and breathing; it was stable, she’d broken three ribs and had a punctured lung and likely a concussion, but she was alive.

      I turned to the demon.

      Now for you.

      The amount of demonic energy he produced was staggering, easily the same or greater than Lord Bael. The Darkling was a maelstrom of power as he stood on his now-healing leg.

      He was using his power to heal his injures.

      Saved his power until we’d already exhausted ourselves.

      Dammit. We’ve been played.

      I knew he was intelligent, but I’d underestimated his cunning. That mistake was about to get paid back to me.

      With his power, I didn’t know how we could get close to him enough to win.

      Just as I was about to give up hope, a spark of an idea flared to life in my head. It could work, but we’d only have one shot, and we’d have to act fast.

      “Thalia and Lilin to me. Reagan, it’s time for the bulldozer!”

      For all our training, they didn’t hesitate and joined me instantly. The Darkling was still injured, and until his wounds fully healed, his mobility was limited. I was going to use that in my favor, but we had to work fast.

      Both Lilin and Thalia came and stood by me.

      “I need to steal your Ki, as much as I can,” I said.

      They nodded, placing their hands on mine instantly.

      Their Ki was just barely more than my own at the moment, and I hoped it would be enough. I opened my Ki channels and tugged, pulling on their Cores as I absorbed as much Ki as I could without hurting them. I drained them in a few short seconds, but to my heightened senses it dragged for hours.

      When I was finished, they let go of my hands with a subtle gasp and a heavy sigh as their bodies tried to compensate for their lack of Ki. They both stumbled back and to the side. They’d be next to useless in the fight now, so they maneuvered to get away and go check on Piper.

      As I faced the demon noble, I gripped my katana tight. The Ki the girls gave me put me almost back at full strength. But even I knew that repeating what I’d already tried was foolish.

      One on one, I couldn’t face the demon.

      But I was glad I wasn’t alone.

      “Ready, Alex!” Reagan shouted.

      “Go!”

      She barreled into view, rushing in from the hallway. As she passed by, she reminded me of the Golem student Hamadi. Her entire body was wrapped with stone from head to toe. She used her element to form spiked armor that looked almost as monstrous as the demons themselves.

      Reagan charged the Darkling, tackling him. She used the mass of the stone and her momentum to take him down.

      Because of his injuries, he couldn’t react in time and was helpless, as a tall, rock golem slammed into him at speed. The noble was shoved back, falling against the pedestal that housed the comms jammer.

      As soon as Reagan took him down, she shouted.

      “Hands of the earth!”

      Abruptly, her stone armor bubbled and melted away, draining to wrap around the Darkling. Her stone prison bound him tight, but it wouldn’t hold him for more than a second.

      “Alex!” Reagan shouted. “Do it!”

      I shuffled to the right, lining myself up with the Darkling. I willed every last drop of stolen Ki that I could spare into my Katana. I filled it to the brim with Ki, reforging it to the ultimate version of my soul weapon.

      A blade so sharp it could sever even the molecules in the air in two.

      I raised it over head and focused everything on a single moment.

      “Ken no Hakai!”

      The air rippled and distorted around my blade as I brought down the full might of Sword Destruction. The entire blade lit up an ethereal blue as I sliced through the rock prison holding the demon, and then through the demon himself in a single fluid motion.

      As the blade passed fully though the Darkling’s body, the form of my katana faded, before disappearing entirely.

      I’d used the entirety of my Ki in a single attack.

      The rock stuttered for a second, before it too dispersed and faded away. All that remained was the demon.

      Before my eyes, he fell apart, cut entirely in two. Blood burst like a dam and rushed over the steel floor. Behind the demon lay the remains of the pedestal and comms jammer. Both in pieces. My slash had been so powerful it even spilt part of the wall in half.

      It’s over.

      With the destruction of the jammer, reinforcements would soon arrive, and the rest of the facility would be secured in a matter of minutes.

      I had no doubt J and his team were handling things. And after the demon noble, the rest of the demons would be cannon fodder for the heroes.

      A wave of exhaustion came over me and I sagged to the ground.

      I turned to the others, who were checking on Piper.

      “How is she?”

      Reagan tilted her head and smiled at me. “Good. Healed the worst of her injuries with the last of my Ki, so she’ll be fine.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      Though I wanted nothing more than to sleep forever, I got up, we still had work to do. I reached into my vest pocket and took out a Ki Recovery pill. It was a small pill about the size and color of a pearl that had been specially made to rapidly speed up the recovery of our Ki.

      It still took a couple of hours to fully work its magic, but a burst of energy filled me with calm and I could stand without falling over.

      The others had already taken theirs, but we would still be out of commission for any more fighting.

      “Alright, when Piper wakes up, we’ll go assist the others as best we can.”

      As I turned to check the hall, a flash of light startled me. It was from a TV turning on.

      A familiar figure stared back at me from the screen.

      The masked leader of the cultists.

      The man called Nemesis.

      His deep baritone resonated through the speakers. “Well done on defeating my guardians. But I should have expected nothing less from you, Alexander Nakano.”

      I seethed. This was the man who had ordered our abduction, had killed hundreds, if not thousands of people. And he was speaking to me.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “What I want is far beyond a mere mortal’s comprehension.”

      I shook my head. “You say that like you’re not a mortal yourself.”

      “Oh, I’m not. Not for a very long time now.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I was half a second from smashing the TV to pieces, just so I wouldn’t have to listen to Nemesis anymore when he spoke once more.

      “Then allow me to prove how far beyond you I am.”

      He held up his hand, the one with the strange black gauntlet on it. It glowed a fierce red, pulsing with demonic Ki. As he held it up, it glowed even brighter.

      A surge of energy released from the gauntlet, and then Nemesis vanished.

      “Hello, Alex.”

      I froze at the sound before my instincts kicked in and I whirled around.

      Standing behind me was Nemesis. He was taller than me by nearly half a head, with broad shoulders and thick limbs. His face was obscured behind his mask, but he oozed power.

      Behind him was a small portal, except the energy was red, rather than the normal purple. It closed in a second and he walked toward me.

      I brought my hands up but couldn’t react in time.

      His fist shot out and wrapped around my throat. I couldn’t stop him as he closed off my air way and lifted me up.

      “Let me show you the true difference between you and I.”
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      With the heightened senses my adrenaline-charged system lent me, I surveyed the room in a flash.

      This was the largest space we’d encountered so far, an auditorium of some sort. A low stage lay off to the left, the wall behind covered in sheets, charts, and diagrams.

      To the right, dozens of cheap plastic chairs had been lined up in rows. Most of these, however, had been scattered by extensive fighting.

      Among the chairs rested the crumpled bodies of soldiers, their black tactical gear easy to spot. All were dead and many mutilated.

      Interspersed between the friendly fallen were at least a half dozen of the ugly monsters who were turning to face us. The soldiers had fought bravely, drastically reducing the numbers, but it hadn’t been enough.

      Commander Bedford hunkered behind a Ki shield, back pressed against the wall. He was surrounded by the four-legged monsters.

      Judging by the way he clutched his bleeding gut wound, and the blood spilling from his mouth, ears, and nose, he wasn’t going to last much longer.

      An eerie rattle filled the air as the four monster demons turned on us. Seeing them in person, up close and fugly as hell, I hadn’t recognized them straight away. But an image from one of our school’s lectures popped up in my head.

      Four legs, long-limbed, and with a head full of huge, yellow fangs, these were Skinwalkers.

      With the size of my team, I knew we’d be able to finish them off without much trouble. But that wasn’t all I was worried about.

      If we don’t do this soon, Bedford is toast, I thought even as the old man slumped to the ground, his eyes rolling shut.

      One of the Skinwalkers noticed the old man’s shield disappearing and turned to finish him off.

      I shouted orders, hoping to pull their attention away for good. “Scarlet! Adder’s Bite on the one closest to Bedford!”

      As she wound up to carry out my instructions, I called, “Ava, finish the nearest one with Piercing Thrust!”

      Then, hoping to make a distraction, I summoned Qing Jia.

      The light armor formed a second after Scarlet’s venomous whip struck the Skinwalker that had been about to thrust one of its sharp legs into Bedford.

      The attack didn’t seem to harm the demon much, but it had completely forgotten Bedford a moment later.

      Ava’s rapier extended, but the demon she’d been aiming at dodged. The attack punched through one of its legs instead of its chest.

      I rushed for the injured beast, and as I neared, it swung its leading leg out toward me. Its speed surprised me, surpassing even Mindy’s impressive ability.

      Unable to dodge, I blocked with a forearm. Then, gripping the limb, slammed my opposing elbow dead center.

      The long bone cracked.

      It had four other limbs to contend with, however. Hissing in my face, I stared down its terrible maw. The Skinwalker, ignoring any notion of pain, pressed forward.

      As I was still clutching its broken leg, the limb crackled and broke in half as the demon moved in. Its opposite leg smashed into me, and it opened its mouth to finish me off.

      “Toukui Gang!” I cried a second before it would have bitten my head off. The plate helmet formed just in time.

      With its body so close, I gripped it by a handful of gray hair and charged my right fist. Then with the rage and terror I felt swimming in my veins, I blasted a Hakai up into its torso.

      The demon broke like a bag full of sticks, and its foul blood drenched me.

      Shoving it off with my armored legs, I flipped on my back to see how the others were doing.

      Wyatt and Mason were struggling to hold the largest of the creatures back. Neither were using Ki blasts, which was a wise move. They didn’t seem in any particular danger, so I ignored them for the time being.

      The other two creatures had backed Fitz, Ava, and Scarlet up onto the stage.

      I charged in to support them.

      The one that had been bitten by Scarlet’s attack limped, its slow movements causing it to be caught in between Ava’s rapier and Fitz’s spear. Both women ended the monster in a few more stabbing thrusts while Scarlet cracked her whip in the face of the other.

      I jumped five feet in the air, and relying on weight and momentum, brought both fists down on the center of the Skinwalker’s back.

      Its spine shattered, and the beast’s rear legs collapsed.

      Still, it crawled forward, mouth snapping viciously at Scarlet’s legs.

      I got to my knees and was heading to bash it in the back of its head, but Scarlet had things in order. She flung her whip out, making it wrap around the Skinwalker’s head several times.

      Then, charging up the wall, she jumped over its body. As the whip tightened, she jerked it with all her might.

      The Skinwalker’s neck snapped like a tree branch.

      I glanced back to see Mason and Wyatt finishing the job they’d started. Wyatt dodged the monster as it leapt for him, rolling into a counter with his hammer. He brought it slamming down into its shoulder.

      Stunned, the beast was an easy target for Mason.

      He swung his urumi whip sword in a tight circle, severing the demon’s head from its shoulders.

      I absorbed my suit of armor; grateful it had prevented me from coming into contact with the vile creatures.

      Ava’s thigh had a deep bruise, and Scarlet was bleeding from a gash to her forehead, but otherwise, we were in good shape.

      My eyes went to Bedford whose limp body looked all but dead. Yet as I approached, I saw his chest rise and fall the slightest amount.

      Snapping my fingers, I ordered, “Ava, Fitz! You two are the strongest healers. Do what you can for Bedford. The rest of you, start searching the fallen for survivors.”

      Ava and Fitz jogged over and placed their hands on Bedford’s chest. The glow of their combined Ki lit up the room, lending me some peace of mind.

      At least we arrived before he’d passed out. The old buzzard held on just long enough for us to get here. Tough fucking bastard.

      I joined the others in searching through the fallen soldiers. Most were obviously gone; huge holes having been punched through their torsos or limbs bitten off.

      After finding the second intact soldier dead from a head wound, I came upon a disheartening sight.

      Buried beneath the bodies of two Skinwalkers, Mindy lay crushed and broken.

      Her pretty face was somehow unaltered, her eyes open and staring.

      I called to Mason. “Hey, man, help me out here.”

      When he came over, he helped me lift the heavy bodies off, one at a time. Mindy had passed during her fight. One arm had been bitten off at the elbow, and a hole had been punched through the left side of her ribcage.

      Despite knowing it was pointless, I lifted her up in my arms and carried her to rest beside Bedford.

      By that time, Ava and Fitz had given up. They were both panting from the exertion. Bedford had stopped bleeding, but he still wasn’t conscious.

      “Good work, girls,” I said, then in a louder voice, issued an order. “Everyone, it’s a good time to take your Ki recovery pill. It’ll help bolster our strength if more fighting is to come.”

      I took out my own pill, such a small and innocuous thing. Sucking down some water from my pack, I downed it.

      The effect was subtle, but a cool flow of Ki entered my body, replenishing some of what I’d already burned through.

      Clapping my hands, I gestured to Bedford. “Now that’s done, let’s lay him out and elevate his feet on the stage.”

      We did so, and I relaxed a little as I saw the old man’s breath coming more easily than before. I checked his body for any other injuries. He was covered in bruises and scrapes, but most of the dire wounds were healed.

      He coughed suddenly, and his eyes flicked open. The old man had never looked so damn old, but I smiled anyhow. “Sleeping on the job? What kind of soldier would do that?”

      Bedford spat out a glob of blood and looked up at me with hazy eyes. “Fucking Mallory. How’s… Sitrep, boy.”

      “Everyone’s dead besides you, I think. Not sure though, we are still searching for survivors. Alex’s team is somewhere else in the building, trying to restore comms.”

      He nodded while I spoke. “Any sign of a portal?” he asked again, his voice raspy.

      “No, sir. Though we still have more to search.”

      Bedford nodded until his eyes were closed. He was asleep before I could say another word.

      A cry of anguish pulled my attention, and I looked up to see Ava in the far corner. “What is it?” I demanded.

      She shook her head, tears running down her cheeks. “Vasquez! I found Vasquez… he’s...”

      Knowing the pain she was going through, I gestured for Mason and Wyatt to help out. The two pulled off the Skinwalker who’d crushed Vasquez against the wall.

      When they were done, they carried him over to rest beside Mindy.

      At this point, my concern over Alex and his team were growing. They were in this building somewhere, and I wanted to find them as soon as possible.

      Before we did so, however, I looked up at the wall above the stage. “Hey, guys, I’m thinking there’s some good intel here. I think we need to search it to find some answers.”

      Ava spoke up, her voice cold and distant. “Good idea. Fitz and I have tactical cameras built into our helmets. We can capture everything and let the higher-ups deal with it later.”

      Not wanting to get attacked while distracted, I ordered Wyatt and Mason to guard the two doors leading into the room.

      Then I fell in beside the girls and started reading as much of the information as I possibly could.

      Several diagrams of demons caught my attention. I saw the massive and imposing Devil type, with its black horns and powerful wings. Below the image was scrawled a few short sentences.
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        * * *

      

      Devil phenotype: incredible physical strength but minimal Ki abilities.

      

      Capable of flight. Potential use as messengers as well as the more obvious aerial assault.
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        * * *

      

      I shook my head. What the hell were they thinking? That they could somehow use these fuckers for their own purposes?

      Scanning the image beside it, I saw the now-familiar Skinwalker. The notes below this picture were even more disturbing.
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        * * *

      

      Skinwalker phenotype: speed and dexterity give this otherwise-unremarkable demon significant potential. Its bite is not only devastating but can poison one’s Ki.

      

      Most often used as guard dogs for the Darklings, minor noble demons who apparently hold rank and prestige among demon kind.

      

      Questions: can these beasts be bred with Earth species of any kind? If not, can they be cloned?
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck me! These assholes are insane!” I said aloud, drawing looks from the girls. “Come take a picture of these. It shows a lot about Nemesis’s thinking.”

      As Fitz jogged over, I spotted the other diagram that showed the noble Darkling demon mentioned previously.

      The drawing was far less detailed than the others, perhaps because this variety was less known to humans. In all of my studies at Wyvern Academy, I couldn’t recall even hearing about a Darkling.

      The demon looked so much like a human, chills crept across my skin. With a cruel and handsome face, the Darkling had no wings at all. Its horns were short and curved upwards.

      Muscular and terrifying, the only other non-human feature were the claws at the ends of its hands.

      The notes below were more extensive.
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        * * *

      

      Darkling phenotype: By far the most powerful of the demons we have studied, the Darkling ranks high enough in demon society to be considered what Earthlings call a count. Minor nobility, but with some influence and power.

      As far as we know, the Darklings serve at their own will, which makes them more formidable foes. Unlike the fearless Skinwalkers and Devils, the Darklings know their limits.

      In essence, they think as humans do.

      

      Currently, it would be foolish to consider attempting to control or manipulate such beings. Their intelligence is at least comparable to our own, and their mastery of Ki is beyond our understanding.
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        * * *

      

      Moving over to another section nearby, my jaw dropped as I discovered the chart and description of one final demon.

      The sketch itself was barely filled out. It had the look of an angel, perhaps, though the face and body were left completely blank.

      Only three features were distinct. The demon’s wings were the most prominent of these. Wide and apparently feathered, the wings stretched twice as wide as the creature was tall.

      Attached to both hands and feet were long claws, spanning over a foot.

      Most striking, however, was the coiling tail, a massive barb protruding from the end.

      Unable to stop myself, I read its small and chilling description.
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        * * *

      

      Brightwing phenotype: Only myth gives any credence to the existence of this category of demon. Like the Darkling, it too is of noble lineage. However, we suspect it is vastly more powerful.

      

      One section of an ancient script suggests: “The venom of its tail stinger is potent enough to kill God himself.”
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        * * *

      

      I clenched my fist, fighting against the sense of panic that rose up within me.

      How is any of this possible? Our best heroes have four runes. Even someone as strong as Kenneth Hawke had trouble taking down a Devil, I thought bitterly. How are we supposed to take down a fucking Darkling let alone this Brightwing creature?

      I was still digesting the information when Scarlet gasped in the corner.

      I moved to see what she’d found. Tearing a scrap of paper from the bottom of a large diagram of a portal, she handed it to me.

      “Read this, J. Read it out loud.”

      The fear in her eyes and voice let me know this was no idle fascination.

      Scarlet was terrified by what she’d just read.

      I held up the paper and cleared my throat. “The intelligence has answered. We have succeeded in establishing contact. This will mean an end to our own autonomy, but the beginning of a great and promising future…”

      I trailed off as I read the rest, my blood running cold.

      “Read it!” Scarlet demanded.

      I sighed and ran a hand through my hair before reading the rest, starting where I’d left off. “A great and promising future, one in which Nemesis alone will have the privilege to serve the demon lords as they pour through the portals. We shall inherit what remains of this world, for the Intelligence has promised us much for our services… All that needs be done is to further weaken the fabric that separates our reality, a project that is already almost complete.”

      I handed the paper over to Fitz who snapped a picture with her helmet view screen.

      The others looked as dumbfounded and terrified as I was.

      Ava spoke in a growl. “So, these scumbags aren’t even after their own goals? They’re just trying to help the demons succeed?”

      Scarlet nodded. “That’s what I am thinking too. What blows my mind is how they think the demons will treat them any differently?”

      “They’re insane,” I said bluntly. “Fanatics are capable of anything they set their broken minds to.”

      Bedford’s gravelly voice rose up from where he lay. “Amen. Couldn’t have said it better myself, Mallory. I hope you all see why this mission was so important.”

      I looked down to see him lifting up his head. The old commander looked like shit, but the strength in his core was returning.

      He coughed into a fist then finished. “This intel is what we were after. Yes, we lost lives, but this information may save billions.”

      Placing a hand on my arm, Fitz asked the other question that had been buzzing around in my skull. “What do you think they meant by the Intelligence?”

      I shrugged. “No way to know, I suppose, but I’d guess who or whatever leads the demons. A fucking demon lord of some kind.”

      Bedford shook his head, eyes closing again. “We’ve only heard that phrase mentioned in a few of the intercepted Nemesis communications. We figure the same as you, Mallory. Our best hope is that this Intelligence is something we can actually kill. Otherwise, who knows what we can do to stop it.”

      I sighed, hands on hips. Staring up at the mad project spanning twenty feet wide and five feet tall, I knew we’d be wasting time trying to fetter out answers.

      “Doesn’t matter right now. Girls, are you almost done with those photos?”

      Fitz and Ava nodded, the latter speaking up. “I’ve been taking wide shots. Given the resolution of these cameras, they should be good enough. Still, Fitz and I could use another five minutes to take closer shots of the rest.”

      I grunted. “Five minutes then and no more. I’m getting antsy. Alex, Piper, and the rest are in here somewhere, and I’m starting to get worried about them. If they’ve had the same luck as we have, they’ll be in grave danger.”
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      “Okay, well if that’s all we need, let’s torch the wall and get out of here,” I said, gesturing to Fitz.

      She approached the psychotic diagram and held up both hands. With only the slightest application of Fire Ki, she set the documents and charts ablaze.

      I glanced down to Bedford. “You think you can walk, old man?”

      The silver-haired veteran grinned at me, a look of mock outrage on his face. “Commander old man to you, Mallory. And yeah, my Ki pill is kicking in. I should be able to keep up, but don’t expect much fight out of me.”

      I stooped down and helped him up, his arm around my shoulder.

      “Wyatt, Fitz, and Ava, head over to break the second door. Mason and Scarlet, you guys pull up the rear.”

      Like the trained soldiers they were, my companions snapped into action.

      Wyatt summoned his Ki hammer and smashed open the door that stood opposite of the one we entered. Ava and Fitz leapt through, Ki weapons blazing.

      I waited a second in anticipation. Then Ava’s voice trailed back. “Clear. Nothing in here but desks and computers.”

      A distant boom sounded somewhere in the building, and I felt the tremor in my feet. “Hey, did you guys hear that?”

      “Yeah, sounded like…” Scarlet said thoughtfully. Pointing to the wall behind the charred diagram, she finished, “It came from back there.”

      I paused for a moment longer, but knowing time was of the essence, I gave the order to keep moving. “Let’s keep moving until we make contact or find Alex, wherever he is.”

      Bedford limped beside me, his body shaking slightly as he fought the exhaustion in his core.

      We made it through the breached door when an explosion boomed from the auditorium.

      Fear lancing my heart, I set Bedford down. Spinning behind me, I saw that Scarlet and Mason had been knocked down. The air was filled with dust, and huge chunks of cement had been tossed everywhere.

      I raced back into the auditorium, Fitz and Ava on my heels.

      There, lying unconscious and broken was Alex.

      A deep voice laughed wickedly from beyond the hole in the wall. “Alex Nakano, Wyvern Academy’s finest student, should have been a great deal stronger than that! I thought he was walking the prestigious Path of Enlightenment. Perhaps my sources were wrong.”

      I couldn’t see the asshole who was bragging. Just the dim outline of a tall man thirty feet away behind a cloud of dust.

      Knowing time was limited, I shouted more orders. “Fitz, Ava, Wyatt! Pull him back and heal him. Now!”

      I ran to see if Scarlet and Mason were okay. Scarlet had been struck on the head by a block of concrete and was bleeding heavily. Placing my hand on her forehead, I seeped just enough of my Ki into her system to slow the blood flow.

      Mason sat up, coughing heavily, but he nodded to me. He would be able to fight.

      “Who is back there? Who will I have the pleasure of killing next?” the man asked, and I heard his feet tread slowly across the floor.

      Rather than answer the lunatic, I hauled Scarlet out of the room, laying her beside Bedford. By the time I returned, Mason was standing, his fists glowing yellow with power.

      The bold Initiate Hero taunted the asshole. “The heroes who are going to kick your fucking ass! That’s who!”

      Another peal of laughter echoed this time directly inside the auditorium. A bright flash of red caught my eye, and in one sweep, the man cleared the air of dust.

      Standing in the gaping hole in the wall was a broad man who stood a little taller than me. With the same stupid mask as the others we’d fought.

      Behind him, I saw Lilin and Reagan tending to Piper, who looked like a mess. Thalia, appearing barely strong enough to stand, held her fists up, protecting the others.

      I focused on the joker who’d just wrecked the wall and possibly killed Alex. He wore a gauntlet on one of his hands though and judging by the way it glowed with demonic Ki, it wasn’t just some cosplay shit.

      The man tilted his head to the side. “James Mallory? I heard you killed my Metal man. You know how hard it is to come by such a powerful minion?”

      “He was an overconfident douchebag, just like you,” I spat back, rage spilling over.

      I strode to the center of the auditorium and I summoned my shield. Mason rolled up behind me.

      Thankfully, Fitz and Ava had dragged Alex to the corner of the room. Their hands glowed as they pumped Ki into his broken body.

      As the man stepped onto the stage, he shook his head dramatically. “Such obstinance is usually a commendable attribute. But in the face of overwhelming power, you look like a fool, James. Or should I call you J like all your friends?”

      I answered him by summoning my light armor and helmet. “Qing Jia! Toukui Gang!” My voice echoed around us, muffled slightly by the Shadow Ki helmet.

      My opponent stood just ten feet in front of me, and yet I had the suspicion it would be very difficult to reach him. Hoping to buy a little more time, I asked, “Who are you? Just another Nemesis thug?”

      Holding out his arms, the man actually bowed slightly, his eyes locked on me the entire time. “I am Nemesis. The head of the organization that uses my name. Let’s hurry up though, I’d rather not wait until your silly friend is healed. Nothing is more annoying than crushing the same foe twice.”

      The man blurred in a straight line toward me. His fist leapt out, aiming for the center of my chest.

      I barely had time to react let alone dodge. Instead, I twisted to the side, so the blow could glance off, reducing its damage.

      Gripping his arm as it pushed past me, I landed an elbow to the back of his. Then I kicked out with my right foot, shoving his body away from mine.

      He slid back a foot and roared. “Yes! I see you’ve some skill, James! Come at me!”

      Mason jumped forward and sent his whip sword slashing out at the man’s face. Nemesis caught the attack on a mini shield he summoned with the aid of his gauntlet.

      Knowing my friend had just bought me a window, I charged, jumping in the air and snapping a flurry of kicks at the masked villain.

      With perfect Shaolin form, he blocked the attacks by slapping them down with equal force. Each attack was nullified perfectly. Then he dropped to the ground and spun.

      My feet touched the ground the second before he swept my legs.

      Back crashing to the floor, I ground my teeth in anger. Damn, he’s good! I thought. Even better than Bedford!

      It wasn’t just his power. The man was obviously skilled.

      A glowing fist rocketed down at me, and I rolled to the side. Despite missing, the ground burst apart, and the back piece of my armor cracked slightly from the shrapnel.

      Thankfully, Mason stepped in just in time to save me. He flicked his whip sword three times in quick succession, driving Nemesis back. Then he shot out his hands, calling, “Desert Wind!”

      Nemesis screamed, ignoring the burning Ki dust as if it were merely a trifle. Then he slashed downward at an angle with his gauntlet. An arc of evil, red demonic Ki rippled outward.

      Mason dodged, but the Ki caught him just above his foot. The attack seared straight through his leg, and Mason tumbled to the ground screaming.

      Refusing to give up, Mason bellowed, “Pyramid Smash!”

      The golden pyramid of Ki formed together in seconds, and it slammed down atop our enemy.

      I rose to my feet, shielding my eyes from the blocky segments of Sand Ki as they tumbled outward.

      When I glanced over my forearm, Nemesis was standing, gauntlet raised above his head. A perfect sphere of demonic Ki was surrounding him.

      Growling, Nemesis raised his gauntlet again and aimed at Mason.

      “No!” I screamed, stepping in the way and shielding my fallen comrade.

      Another arc of red Ki smashed into my Shadow armor, and it stuck like glue. I watched in horror as it slowly burned its way through my only protection.

      I flung my arms to either side and dismissed my plate armor at the same time. Thankfully, the caustic Ki fell away as well.

      “Mason, pull back! If this guy wants a fight, let me do it!” I growled. Relief flooded me when I heard the man begin to crawl away in the rubble.

      Nemesis laughed, putting on another show of bravado. What he didn’t know was that I’d noticed a subtle difference between the two attacks. The second, aimed at me, had been a little less bright.

      He’s running out of energy. Even this over-powered jerk has limits, I reminded myself.

      Then, seeing Alex stir beyond me, I figured I’d play my only card. It was time to taunt the man, push him into a state of rage.

      “Do you really think any of this will work? You make dogs into hellhounds. You summon a few lesser demons? And what, you think the Intelligence will somehow grant you favors?”

      The man’s chuckling ceased at once.

      Pointing his gloved hand at me, he asked in an icy tone, “What do you know of the Intelligence?”

      I plastered the most obnoxious smirk onto my face before answering. “Obviously more than you. He wouldn’t waste a single Brightwing to save any of your followers. Why would the High Lord give a shit about you?”

      Nemesis twitched slightly, and he stepped closer. Clenching his fist, he shook slightly, as if rage were overtaking him.

      Then he stilled and turned to the wall behind him. A few charred bits of paper remained, but the rest of their research was no more than ash.

      Holding up a finger, he chuckled again. “Wisely played, James. I’m surprised. You certainly don’t look very cunning. If you were one of my own, I’d commend you for such an act. But enough of this! I’m sick of your word play!”

      I fell into Leopard stance and couldn’t help but grin. Even though he’d figured out my ruse, I’d bought the precious time I’d needed.

      Alex pulled the last of Wyatt’s offered Ki and stood up. The three who had healed Alex and allowed him to steal their Ki slumped against the wall, completely exhausted.

      It would be up to Alex and me, but I knew that was our best chance of winning.

      Alex’s eyes were burning with a savage intensity I’d only seen him display a few times.

      And like the tactical fighter I knew him to be, he didn’t make a sound until Nemesis charged me.

      “Chiang Gang!” I screamed, forcing out my Shadow Ki into the thickest shield I could manage.

      Nemesis struck the shield with his gauntleted fist, forcing me back a full two feet. But my shield held.

      And while he’d been attacking, Alex lashed out with his katana. He cried out a new attack, one I hadn’t heard before. A pale-blue streak of Ki ripped across our foe’s back, causing him to gasp in pain.

      Far from finished, Nemesis spun so fast the blood seeping from his back sprayed the room. He let out a beam of demonic Ki two inches thick.

      His counter had come so quickly that Alex barely had time to project his own shield.

      I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      On instinct, I attempted a Ki ability I hadn’t yet been able to master. Forming the concept in my mind, I gave the verbal command, “Yuan Dun!”

      As I’d hoped, my Distant Shield sprung up a few inches before Alex’s. The beam slammed into the circular shield and burned in its center.

      The beam scorched a hole through a second later, but Alex had already side-stepped away.

      Falling in beside me, the two of us exchanged a brief look. Yeah, buddy. Time to wreck this fucker.

      Oddly, Nemesis almost seemed pleased. Panting slightly, he crouched with hands clenched to either side. “The Sword and Shield of Wyvern Academy! Now this is a worthy fight. Let’s finish this, boys!”

      Nemesis moved in, aiming a kick at Alex’s chest.

      My summoned shield rebuffed his efforts, and as soon as the shield dropped, Alex landed a Hakai to the villain’s chest.

      He flew back but managed to turn and fall on his feet. Again, the man charged, and I couldn’t help but be aware he was no longer relying on Ki blasts.

      Yes. We’re wearing him down for sure.

      Nemesis attacked again. Leaping high in the air, he brought his foot down toward Alex, obviously knowing his defense was less substantial than my own.

      I forced a shield to block the anticipated attack, but the man released a tiny burst of Ki from his gauntlet at the last moment, changing his trajectory.

      Alex called upon his own Ice shield, but the kick shattered it.

      He caught the blow on his forearms, grunting with pain.

      We prepared for another exchange when the most enticing music came to my ears. The distant thump of helicopter blades.

      Nemesis glanced to the side, hearing it as well.

      He shook his head, almost seeming disappointed. Alex and I made to charge the man, but he clamped his gauntlet down and a shockwave rippled outward.

      The odd technique passed around my extended shield and suffused the air. My body went rigid, and I couldn’t move an inch.

      “Time to go, I suppose. Do me a favor though,” Nemesis said as he stomped over toward Ava. “Make sure you do your best to power up. I’ll be doing the same, and I would hate to be disappointed the next time we meet.”

      I watched in horror as he stalked closer to two of the women I loved.

      But it was Wyatt he approached.

      Stooping down slowly, he placed his gauntleted hand on Wyatt’s chest.

      I fought against the invisible restraints and felt the muscles in my fingers twitch slightly.

      My efforts were in vain.

      Nemesis activated something on his gauntlet and Wyatt screamed in pain, his eyes burning with Earth Ki as his runes snuffed out one by one.

      Standing up with a palm full of power, Nemesis cast a portal a few feet away. Turning back, he nodded to Alex and I and disappeared.

      The portal closed shortly after.

      As soon as the man was gone, the Ki powering his ability went with it. Freed from its grasp, I ran toward the place where the portal had just stood.

      Mason’s scream of grief was more painful than any injury I’d endured in combat. He ran to Wyatt’s side and pulled him into his arms, rage and sorrow consuming him utterly.

      I felt hot tears fall down my cheeks, and the bittersweet victory turned my stomach.

      Alex rested a hand on my shoulder. “You did the best you could. We all did, J. Remember that.”

      I nodded and watched him walk through the hole in the wall to check on his women.

      Fitz and Ava were comforting Mason as best they could, and I knew there was nothing I could do to help. So, with nothing else to do, I walked to stand guard over Scarlet and Bedford.

      An eternity passed while we waited for reinforcements to arrive.
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            The Beginning of the End: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      We’d fought, trained, and fought even harder. We were some of the strongest Initiate Heroes in the world. And yet, we still couldn’t stop one man from killing our friend.

      I’d been stunned by whatever Nemesis had done, and so I’d been helpless, forced to watch as he mercilessly killed Wyatt right in front of us.

      I sighed into my hands, brushing my hair back as I ignored the bustle of people around me in the Manaus Airport.

      People came and went, unaffected or unconcerned by my existential crisis.

      First Mo, and now Wyatt. It’s almost ironic that both J and I would lose a close friend to this damned cult.

      It wasn’t fair, but life wasn’t fair, and we were soldiers now. Heroes of Ascension. Fair and just were things that didn’t apply to us anymore.

      What’s really unfair is that Wyatt’s body is now property of the ADA. His parents can’t even know he’s dead.

      Because of what Nemesis did to him, his remains couldn’t be released until they could figure out exactly what Nemesis had done to steal the power of his runes.

      I didn’t much care what he’d done, so much that he’d done it.

      It doesn’t matter if it takes a hundred years, I will kill you, Nemesis, for what you and your cult have taken from us.

      Pain in my hands caused me to look down. I’d clenched my fists tight enough to hurt and my fingernails had bitten into my palms. Blood pooled around my flesh and dripped to the spotless white tiled floor.

      As soon as the pain registered, I used some of my Ki to heal the minor injury. My skin stitched itself back together in seconds. The pain disappeared as if it’d never been there.

      The only way to tell were the few drops of my blood on the floor.

      “You okay?” Someone nudged me and sat down in the cheap heavy plastic seat next to me. “You look like you have a lot on your mind.”

      I glanced over at Piper, who’d changed out of her tactical gear and back into civilian clothes. After months of seeing her in nothing but fatigues and bulky combat attire, the way her cobalt blouse and skinny jeans hugged her frame was enough to make me salivate.

      It had been weeks since we’d last been together but our bunks at the training facility had not been exactly conducive for romantic endeavors. And it was for that reason that Piper’s appearance was enough to short circuit my brain for a moment and let me forget about Wyatt’s death for a split second.

      But as always, the world crashed back down and I sighed, picking at my beard.

      “Yeah. I’m just thinking about Wyatt.”

      She nodded, taking her hand and intertwining it with mine. “Me too.”

      I shook my head. “I─I.” My voice caught and I wrung my hands in front of me. Trying to find the right words. “I can’t even tell you the last time Wyatt and I had a conversation, just the two of us.”

      He was one of my best friends, and we hadn’t spent any time together, just us, in a very long time. I mean, I had the girls to deal with, and he had Mason, but still, I knew I should have made more time for him.

      “It’s okay, Alex. He knew you cared about him. And he cared for you. Friendship doesn’t just end because you go a while without talking to someone. You both had your own lives to live. So, don’t beat yourself up over something that you couldn’t have helped.”

      I knew she was right. But it still didn’t take away the hurt. That wouldn’t go away for a long time yet.

      But I also knew I couldn’t just sit here and wallow in my misery. There was still too much going on for me to check out.

      I wiped my eyes, and stood, pulling Piper up with me.

      “You’re right.”

      I smiled at her and took her hand as we headed through the airport to find the others. We’d been helicoptered to the airport after debriefing with Commander Bedford.

      Whatever Nemesis had done to the portals the first time around, they did again. Which meant we couldn’t take the portals back to base.

      As we reached the main concourse, most of the others were here, sitting in chairs or standing leaning against the walls. Lilin, Thalia, and Reagan were with Ava and Mason, who was taking Wyatt’s death the hardest. I wanted nothing more than to help console the man who had swiftly become a friend, but my throat closed up when I thought about it.

      I stopped walking as I noticed a familiar figure talking with J.

      “Kenneth?” I asked.

      The mountainous man turned with his whole body as we arrived. The corners of his mouth lifted as he smiled at me.

      “Alex, good to see you. I was just asking about where you’d gotten off to.”

      “Why are you here?”

      He chuckled as his eyes lit up. “With the portals offline for the time being, I’m having to play top secret messenger.” He thumbed over to the tarmac. “Got a black flight lined up to take us all back to Wyvern.”

      I paused, my eyes narrowing as confusion came over me. “Wyvern? Why would we go back to Wyvern. We’re not students anymore.”

      Kenneth just gave me a knowing smile. “You didn’t think Wyvern Academy was just a school did you?”

      “Is it not?” I asked before I stopped.

      Just as I spoke, I remembered something.

      After the midterms when I’d damn near destroyed my wrist fighting Donovan, I headed down to a part of Wyvern I hadn’t known existed. There I’d seen what had to have been a command center. Wyvern was a school, but it was much more than that.

      It was an active military base for the ADA. It had to be.

      And I was betting the other schools acted like the same.

      Hidden in plain sight.

      “I’ll tell you all on the jet.” He whistled and circled his finger. “Alright, let’s get a move on. It’s hot as balls here.”

      We all rounded ourselves up and followed Kenneth as he led us out a special terminal for military personnel and to a sleek black jet that looked like a cross between a fighter jet and a troop transport. The back lowered and we all filed inside.

      After getting buckled in, the jet took off and we were airborne in a handful of minutes. After the shaking stopped, the lights brightened a bit and Kenneth stood from his seat and stood in between both rows of seats, staring at each of us.

      “Alright, we can speak freely here. And I’m about to let you in on some things we’ve learned in the last few hours.”

      Kenneth paused for a moment, trying to figure out how to word his next sentence.

      “Unfortunately, I’m the one who has to tell you this. But just after your fight with Nemesis. The entire cult launched an simultaneous attack on the world at large. They’ve opened hundreds of portals and demons are pouring through.

      “The ADA and Heroes around the globe are responding to the threats as fast as we can, but with the portals compromised, it’s taking time. Time that humanity as a whole is running out of. If we don’t stop these demons now, then they will overrun the cities where the portals opened up. Right now, we’re flying back to Wyvern to resupply and get you all outfitted before we take the fight to the streets and close the portals.”

      “How the hell do we close the portals?” J asked.

      “You’d be surprised at what our R&D department has come up with, especially the new combat suits. It’ll make the ones we wore during the compound raid look like swimsuits in comparison. We’re on a clock, so there won’t be much time to rest when we get back to Wyvern, so I suggest you get some sleep while you can. You’re going to be very busy soon.”

      As he finished speaking, I realized that I was, in fact, incredibly tired. I’d burned through all my Ki several times in a row, and even with the recovery pill, I was utterly exhausted.

      We had a couple of hours until we reached Wyvern, so I rested my head back against the cold metal of the plane as the roar of jet engines lulled me to sleep.

      “Alex, get up.” Someone shook my shoulder, waking me up.

      I looked up into Lilin’s golden eyes and smiled.

      “Hey, love, how long was I out for?”

      She shrugged. “About the same as the rest of us. Think we all passed out actually.”

      I nodded, yawning. “Well, that’s what happens when we go toe to toe with demons.”

      As I worked the sleep from my bones, I stood as Lilin tugged me. She was holding onto a strap on the ceiling above us and I quickly grabbed one.

      J and most of the others were already up. I nodded to him and he responded with his trademark grin.

      “Heya, sleeping beauty.”

      I snorted. “Like you didn’t just take a nap right alongside me.”

      “Maybe, but you fell asleep first and woke up last, so you have no proof of that.”

      Ava laughed at him, turning to me. “Don’t let him lie to you, the big softie fell asleep against my shoulder, though I’m surprised his snoring didn’t wake up the whole cabin.”

      Everyone laughed at J’s expense, and as the man he was, he took it in good fun.

      It was nice to see, all of us laughing again, after everything. Even Mason chuckled, though his eyes soon returned to the haunted state they’d been in since Wyatt’s death.

      I would grieve with him in time, but if what Kenneth said was true, we had much more important problems on the horizon that we had to worry about.

      Kenneth strolled forward, coming from a different section of the plane. He coughed and got our attention.

      “Okay, everyone, listen up. When we land, we’ll have just under an hour to prep and load up again. I know that’s not a lot of time, but each minute we waste is more lives lost, and I won’t stand for it if I can help so, we’ll be moving at sp─”

      He was cut off by the pilot coming in over the radio.

      “Kenneth, just confirming sightline of Icarus Institute now. ETA in five minutes.”

      He nodded. “You heard the man, so grab your shit and get ready to depart. We’re doing this fast and hard.” He turned and pointed to J. “Just like I know you like it, so I better see some hustle, Mallory.”

      J laughed while Ava blushed crimson.

      Just as he was about to respond, the jet hit a rough patch of turbulence.

      Then a few seconds later we hit another, even rougher patch.

      “What the hell?” Kenneth asked. He hit the button for the intercom. “Hey, can’t you keep this bucket of bolts steady?”

      There was a short pause before the pilot came back over the radio.

      “Sorry about that. There’s this strange red energy in the air. It’s interfering with the engines.”

      What!

      All of us bolted up at the pilot’s words.

      “Red energy? You think?” I asked.

      J and the others nodded. “Demonic Ki. Has to be.”

      “Shit,” Kenneth said. He tapped the comms once more. “Can you confirm last message?”

      “Correct. Strands of red energy are floating past the plane─what the─” He stopped speaking, but the radio was on and he kept muttering under his breath, growing increasingly frantic. “Holy shit, holy shit. I have confirmed sightings of demons and Nemesis cultists at Wyvern Academy. Repeat. There are demons rampaging over Wyvern!”

      Fuck. They even got to Wyvern! I glanced at the others. What do we do?

      Before anyone could speak, the pilot screamed, and the world suddenly went sideways. I clung to the handle for everything I had, and then the plane leveled out.

      “We’re under fire,” the pilot said, breathlessly. “The cultists are firing at us!”

      Sharp tings of bullets ricocheted off the hull of the jet as it weaved, trying to dodge the gunfire.

      “Motherfuc─incoming!” he shouted.

      There was an inhuman scream and then everything went white. Vibrations rocked me to my core, and I was flung hard to the side, knocking my head on the wall in the process.

      When I came to, I stood as my ears rang and blood dripped from my torn lip. Iron ran red over my lips and dripped to the floor as I righted myself and tried to figure out how to speak again.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      I didn’t have to wait for an answer as the pilot came over the radio one last time.

      “We’ve been hit. Right engine is out. We’re going down. I repeat, we’re going down.”

      Everyone was scrambling to stand and even if I couldn’t see the outside world, I knew we were dropping. My lungs tried to crawl into my throat, and I pulled Lilin to her feet as we held onto each other.

      Just when things couldn’t get any worse.

      It seemed our return to Wyvern Academy was going to be a lot bumpier than we’d originally planned.

      I turned to J who’d just helped Ava up. When she was safe, he glanced at me with a huge grin on his face.

      “Out of the frying pan and straight into the fire, eh, Alex?”

      “Looks like it.”

      His Ki flared to life and shadow covered him in armor. J took a knee and placed his hands on the floor of the jet. He grunted, his face strained as his shadow expression leaked out and began forming around us.

      “Everyone, start using your Ki to help slow down the plane and I’ll try to cushion the impact!”

      Despite the situation, my blood burned with winter through my veins as ice drifted around me. I smiled wide as I closed my eyes and entered Sogai, joining J in trying to protect the others.

      He grinned over at me, and I returned his smile.

      “Let’s do this.”
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