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            Blindsided: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Empty your mind, be formless. Shapeless, like water. If you put water into a cup, it becomes the cup… You put it in a teapot, it becomes the teapot. Now, water can flow or it can crash. Be water, my friend.”

        ― Bruce Lee

      

      

      

      Almost there. I exhaled slowly, every aspect of my body tuned to this one moment. My sight fled first, fading the world around me into unending darkness. Once I was blind, I steadied my breathing, keeping it slow and controlled, so I could focus on the next step.

      After sight, went my sense of taste. The saliva in my mouth lost its flavor, and I kept pushing. Taste was simple to purge.

      Smell took longer. After fifteen minutes of rigorous concentration, the summertime air flowing through the window lost its sweetness.

      Finally! I nearly shouted and broke my concentration.

      Focusing, I shut down the senses I didn’t need, one after the other, allowing true sight to blossom. Though I couldn’t see, there was still a flow of the world, patterns in the air to follow. A fragment unseen by the rest of humanity.

      I closed off every sense beyond hearing and touch. My focus sharpened.

      And then I could see it all.

      Air rippled around me, sending a shiver down my spine, a crowd of goosebumps across my skin. Closing off my sight allowed me to truly see. Wind flowed from the window to permeate the room, slipping over each surface to escape through the crack in the door. It was like swimming underwater.

      The wind was a living thing, and the slightest disturbance altered the flow and sent waves in all directions.

      The dulcet tones of a saxophone sharing stage with a piano cascaded through the walls. John Coltrane. Haruna doesn’t like jazz, must be the neighbor beside her.

      Haruna was in her room, studying. She tapped a pencil on her notebook, whacking the paper in rhythm to the K-pop CD skipping in her aged player. Despite her parents’ wealth, she still stuck to the old-school method. I bit my cheek to stop the smile brimming on my lips. CDs in this day and age? Hipster.

      My father was in the kitchen, cooking… something. The scents escaped me, but from the sizzle and pops, I guessed fried chicken.

      The thought of food sent a rumble through my stomach, and I almost lost my concentration. My breath caught in my chest for a second as my resolve wavered. I recovered, trying to bring my focus back. My father set down the skillet. It clinked against the stove eye.

      “Alex, dinner!” he shouted, sending a wave of pain through my eardrums, shattering my concentration once more.

      No! Stay with it!

      My attention waned as heavy, socked footsteps padded down the hall. The rice paper door was shoved rudely aside as he walked in.

      Left foot, then right. He’s leaning heavily on his right. Weight is unbalanced.

      “Yoo-hoo, kiddo. Dinner!”

      His voice was like an anvil to my psyche, pounding my resolve to dust. Air shifted from his right side, as he leaned over, grabbing for something. Flesh hit metal before closing around plastic. The crinkle was a gunshot to my heightened hearing.

      Waste bin. Empty water bottle.

      My father chuckled and tossed the bottle lightly towards me. It sailed in the air as if through jello. There was all the time in the world for me to take a step back and snag it as it flew past my face.

      I couldn’t fight the smile that blossomed across my face.

      After a year, a year! Sifu, I’ve done it!

      Bringing my senses back only took a second. And a moment after to counter the shock to my system. Turning my nerves on and off was a painful experience. My eyes watered, and a copper tang told me my gums were bleeding. A headache pounded in my skull.

      I sagged to the floor as I blinked open my bleary eyes. They were gummy from keeping them closed so long. Tears ran down my face as I took in the dojo; the same worn wood paneling and frayed tatami mats met my gaze. My worn, duct-taped punching bag and rusting weight sets rested in the corner, but it all looked different to my eyes.

      I was looking at it anew, and it was both familiar and alien to my awakened senses.

      I stood slowly, my muscles fatigued as if I’d trained for hours. Sweat poured down my neck and soaked my gi.

      My father, Kazuhito Nakano, stood leaning in the doorway. He’d aged these last few years. Each day, the grief chipped away some of the emerald in his eyes and left behind too many gray hairs in his shaggy black mane.

      His t-shirt stretched tight over wiry muscles, more so over the burgeoning beer gut. He’d already changed from his suit to his casual clothes when he got home, and they were both stained with flour. I was right about the fried chicken.

      Ignoring my father’s look of concern, I walked to the table in the corner and took a long drink of water before wiping the sweat from my face with a towel. My steps were shaky, and my hand trembled with fatigue, but the water brought some strength to my limbs.

      I turned to my father, still holding my grin.

      “I did it.”

      His confusion turned to pride, and he smiled, crossing the room to hug and clap me on the back. “You finally managed to perfect Sogai?”

      “Yeah. Took a lot longer than I thought, but I watched Sifu enough times to figure out how to restrict my sight. After that the rest came pretty easy.”

      He laughed, his gut jiggling slightly. “Well, I’d say this is cause for celebration. Go wash up. Dinner will be finished in a few minutes and I’ll even set the table for you.”

      I chortled. “My hero.”

      Tossing the towel back on the table, I drained the rest of my water and dropped the fresh bottle as well as the old back into the trash.

      I left the dojo and crossed the cramped hallway to the bathroom. The once eggshell-white walls bore the scars of time: nicks, dents and spills told a hundred stories as I opened the bathroom door; the fluorescent bulbs buzzed to life when I turned on the lights.

      Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I undressed and sighed, mussing my dirty blonde hair. I need a trim. My hair was shaggy, the tips long enough to brush my eyelashes. While my eyes weren’t the same beautiful shade of emerald of my father’s, I still thought they were striking.

      My face was thin, but nothing was out of place. The girls in my class were envious of my long eyelashes and called my looks elegant, but I preferred the term refined.

      However, I couldn’t say the same for the rest of my looks.

      I’d spent years toning my body, but I couldn’t change how thin I was. My skin was caught between olive and ivory, the genetic gifts of my mother marking me as a mixed blood immediately. Most people around me had long since gotten used to my features, but people gawked at me when I went with my father up to Gifu to visit my grandfather.

      I sighed, stepping into the adjoining bath and rinsing the sweat from my skin. The hot water invigorated me and banished the lingering tension in my muscles. I need to practice more. It took over half an hour to reach Sogai. That won’t cut it with the Big Three. I need to get stronger.

      When I was squeaky clean, I dried off and threw on a white T-shirt and jeans, and headed to the kitchen. The rest of our home was just as aged as the hallway, white walls and cheap furniture giving it a rundown look.  Even with his normal hearing, I had no doubt Father noted my rumbling stomach as I walked in.  The table was set like promised, and two plates of karaage over jasmine rice were steaming delectably.

      I snagged a bottle of oolong tea from the refrigerator and a beer for my father, before sitting down. I clapped my hands together. “Thanks for the food!”

      I dug in and practically inhaled the food, scarfing it down like it was my last meal, only taking breaks to chug my tea. When the food was done, I sat back with a sigh of contentment while my father laughed.

      “You have rice on your lips,” he said, covering his mouth.

      I groaned and wiped my mouth. “Happy?”

      “Overjoyed! Glad you liked the food.”

      “Yeah, well. I was ravenous. I had no idea how drained Sogai would leave me.”

      Father cracked open his second beer, a Belgian from the label, and took a swig. He sighed in pleasure and wagged the now half-empty can in front of me. “You want the rest? It’s delicious,” he asked, his face reddening.

      I brushed his hand back. “I’m not twenty yet, it’s illegal.”

      “Psh, close enough, besides, not like I’m gonna tattle.”

      “Pass.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said, thumping the can on the table, sending a few droplets to land on the oak painted particle board.

      He doesn’t usually drink this much. Is something wrong?”

      “Hard day at work?” I asked.

      “The opposite actually,” he said before pausing to belch. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      He stood up from the chair and cleared the table, taking the dirty dishes to soak in the sink. When he came back and sat down, he had another beer in his hands and a serious look on his face.

      “What’s up? You’re freaking me out.”

      A laugh flowed from his alcohol-tinged breath. “You worry too much, Alex. It’s a good thing, I promise,” he said, taking a final swig of his beer before opening the third. “A client came in who I hadn’t seen in a couple years. His company has a big account with us, and we hit it off while I was reviewing his file. Get this, the man works for Icarus Inc. He’s one of the head engineers at Icarus Institute.”

      “Wyvern Academy?”

      “Bingo! I told him how you were trying to get into the Hatori Institute, but that they… well... you know.”

      “That they refused to let me in because I’m a half breed?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

      “Yeah, that,” he said, hanging his head.

      Ah, damn it. “It’s not your fault, Dad. I’m grateful to you and Mother for everything, but it just pisses me off is all. I worked so damn hard and Leviathan rejected me without any real consideration.”

      “Well, good news. He said he’d pull a few strings and managed to get you a spot for Wyvern’s entrance exam!”

      I shot up from the table, scarcely believing my ears. “You mean I’m going to Wyvern!?”

      “Well, you’ve only been granted a tryout, not an actual admission. I know it’s the second-best school of the three, but it’s something.”

      “Ha, like I’ll fail the exam. This is great!”

      He smiled wide. “I’m glad you’re happy. I know it’s sudden, but I’ve already booked your flight. The exam is in two weeks.”

      I ran over and hugged my father, who returned it with a crushing bear hug. “I’m so proud of you, son,” he said as he set me down. “Your mother would be too.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      I glanced over to the Tamaya, where her ashes resided. Her long blonde hair flowed in a breeze as she smiled at the camera. I did it, Mom.

      “I gotta go tell Haruna,” I said, rushing out the door to the next apartment over.

      I knocked loudly, knowing she was probably still studying and hadn’t taken a break to eat. After a minute or so, the door opened.

      Haruna Watanabe was a cute girl with far too much determination in her eyes. She had long black hair tied back from her sharp face. Her brown eyes were so dark they looked black as they stared calmly at me; her peach lips formed a frown.

      The top of her head stood at my chin, which put her at an average height. Her radiant olive skin shone with a thin sheen of sweat, and she gripped a towel behind her neck. Haruna wore tight pants and a black tank top with the white of her sports bra peeking from the corner of her right shoulder.

      Her ragged breathing told me I’d interrupted her training.

      I smiled a sheepish apology.

      “Hey, you mind if I come in?”

      “Yeah guess not,” she said before turning and walking deeper into her apartment.

      Her home was a mirror of my own, but with much more expensive leather furniture. After stopping to take off my shoes, I walked past the spotless kitchen to the dojo.

      Hers had the same wooden walls, the same tatami mats, but she had much better equipment than I did. Her rack of shinai were comprised of high-quality carbon fiber and her freestanding punching bag was brand new. In fact, most of the equipment in the dojo was new. It had changed drastically since I’d been in here a week ago.

      “You get new gear?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said with upturned lips. “My parents bought it as a gift.”

      “Your birthday was three months ago, so what’s the occasion?”

      She smiled, but it was a cocky, superior smile. “I got into Leviathan.”

      My heart sank at hearing that, but I was also happy for her. So, I tried to put on a bright smile for her. “That’s great. Congratulations!”

      “Yeah. My parents are super proud.”

      “So am I, though it sucks we won’t be attending the same school.”

      “Yeah, though I don’t know why you even applied. You know they’re incredibly selective.”

      “Well I was hoping to be the exception. I’ve trained as hard as anyone else. I deserved an interview at least!”

      “I know you did, Alex, but it doesn’t matter now. It’s done. And on that note, I have some bad news.”

      “Okay…”

      She stopped looking at me and went over to her freestanding bag, throwing a few light jabs. Her refusal to look me in the eye sent a shiver of panic down my spine.

      “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      A few more punches. “We can’t be friends anymore.”

      Her words hit me like a fist, and I sucked in a breath. “What the hell! Why not?”

      “My parents only want me associating with the right kind of people from now on. I don’t like it, but I get it. I was accepted into the most prestigious battle academy in the world. This will pave the way for my future, and nothing can get in the way of that.”

      I threw my hands up and got in her face. “So, what, you got into your dream school and now you’re too good to be seen with me?”

      Haruna reacted to my proximity, shooting her palm out and knocking me to the mat.

      “Sorry, I didn’t…”

      I got up and shoved her, anger clouding my mind. Haruna gripped the foam bag to keep from toppling over and shot her leg out and hooked my calf. I fell off balance and she came at me with a spin kick.

      The force sent me into the wall, denting the thin plaster. The crunch of drywall folding made me realize what I was doing, and I stopped our impromptu spar.

      “Ah hell, I’m sorry for overreacting.”

      “You should go,” she said, pointing to the door.

      “You’re my best friend, Haruna.”

      “Sorry, Alex.”

      Not bothering to respond, I left. I’d wanted to tell her about developing Sogai and getting to take Wyvern’s exam, but my good news had gone sour in my mouth and my heart sagged.

      Haruna always worked so hard to achieve her goals, and I pushed myself to keep up with her. Dammit!

      I blinked the tears from my eyes and went straight to my room, passing my inebriated father, singing softly to himself at the table. I slammed the door hard enough to rattle the walls and I nearly tripped over the dozens of magazines and manga scattered across the floor. I flung myself down on the bed and buried my head in a pillow.

      I screamed, rage and sadness pouring out of me.

      Two weeks later and I was sitting alone in Itami airport. Father had work and couldn’t see me off. I’d almost worked up the nerve to ask Haruna if she’d go with me, but her words still stung in my heart, so I took a taxi alone.

      My flight didn’t board for another hour, but I was a bundle of nerves. Not just because I’d never flown before, but because of Wyvern’s exam. Even if it’s not Leviathan, Wyvern Academy is still regarded as one of the preeminent schools of combat in the world. I’ll be testing with North America’s elite.

      I was sure of my own combat abilities. My Sifu made sure of that, but the ace up my sleeve was still untested. Even after a week of training, I couldn’t reach Sogai faster than twenty-five minutes.

      I’ll be going up against unknown fighting styles and incredible talent. Can I do this?

      I wrestled with myself until it was time to board the plane. Taking my seat in the center of the cabin next to the wing, I stared aimlessly out the window while passengers filed in.

      After fifteen minutes, the last passenger boarded, and I was alone in my row. My heart lurched as the engines started and the plane began to take off.

      The flight from Osaka to Vancouver was thirteen hours and after the first hour of the plane not exploding over the ocean, I relaxed and finally let the excitement of what lay ahead fill me.

      Wyvern Academy, here I come!
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      One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four, I counted in my head. The iron tablet was a crude device. Crude and to the point. I had no need for anything fancy, and besides, my master had given me this one.

      One, two, three, four. Four strikes, each on a different part of the hand. This was fist toughening, the first exercise I was taught, and one that soothed me in a way I could not describe. It was pain, pure and unadulterated pain, something I was well-versed in.

      It wasn’t purely masochistic.

      Each time I repeated the techniques I grew stronger, less vulnerable to the unyielding strength of iron. It was pain, but pain that I controlled.

      My father hadn’t given me such luxury. Returning home late, blind drunk from some officer’s party, he’d catch me reading a slutty manga, still awake at 0200.

      He’d scream, throw shit around.

      Hot-tempered as I was, I’d have the audacity to scream back.

      Then the beating would begin.

      It was twisted, but a part of my soul looked forward to those times. He would thrash me good, and all the while, I knew he was paying attention to only me.

      For those miserable moments, I was the center of his world.

      One, two, three, four, I pounded out one last time, letting the iron sing out softly with each blow. The back of the fingers, the base of the fist, the back of the hand, and then the brutal flat of the knuckles.

      I punished each area equally, and though it’d been ten years since I’d begun hand toughening, it still made my bones ache.

      It felt familiar. It felt good.

      I took a deep breath and walked over to the refrigerator.

      My apartment was a single room loft stacked atop a bustling market.

      The windows were thrown open, and the sound of haggling in Mandarin and English rose like a soundtrack I’d learned to tune out long ago.

      The city’s pervasive musk permeated my loft, my clothes, and my skin. I was lucky to have found a girl who could ignore the broke-ass stench of it.

      I reeked of steaming noodle shops, car exhaust, piles of lychee and pears bigger than my fist. It had clung to me since I’d moved here after finally earning enough money to move out.

      Chinatown in San Francisco hadn’t changed in fifty years. The only exception being the hovering drones and the bundles of wiring that ran between the buildings like threads of spider’s silk. And the portals, they were new as well.

      Pulling out an apple, I took a bite, feeling the nerves in my fist complain. My left had already quieted down, and was nearly numb. It was an amazing sensation, one that reminded me that though I had little money, and my only family in this world hated me, there were some things I could control.

      I flicked on the radio, hoping to drown out a few of the eager buyers below.

      Poor Benny Zhao, the owner of the market, had worked himself ragged every day of his life. I did too, in my own way, but bowing and scraping to serve the tireless flock that came each day was not a life I wanted for myself.

      I helped him unload and stock the store each morning. From 0400 to 0800, seven days a week, I was his. Other than that, I was my own man.

      Yet, I knew that part of my rent was being paid by simply being here. It helped having an aspiring hero living above your storefront.

      Only once in the three years I’d been renting Benny’s loft had I been called upon.

      Two men had taken it upon themselves to not only make trouble, shoving some old man and his wife aside and mocking them for speaking “crude” Mandarin, but then they’d demanded that Benny pay them for the trouble of having been insulted.

      At the time, I was upside down, hardening my crown and training my body to endure inversion. So when I was startled by the noise and I jogged down the stairs and saw the men, I was already pissed off.

      Head pounding and eyes bloodshot, I’d asked them in my most polite tone, “Gentlemen, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you’d shut your dirty cock holsters for just a minute. My head is really killing me.”

      The leader scoffed, the other thug literally growling. Brandishing two flimsy knives, they attacked as uncoordinated and predictably as possible.

      The sidekick slashed out with his knife, and I relished the opportunity. Rather than dodge, I stepped forward, catching the man’s fist in my hand and pulling our bodies together with combined force. My left elbow connected with a satisfying crack.

      Douchebag A had spent the next few minutes screaming, clutching his dismantled jaw.

      “One more to go,” I’d said casually, and for a moment, the leader appeared to hesitate.

      That wouldn’t do.

      Having the man come to his senses and run away would deprive me of exactly half the fun. So, as any asshole with a penchant for suffering would do, I taunted him. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you can find some other cocksucker to ease the tension after a long day of robbing family-owned businesses. A dirtbag like you must have plenty of admirers.”

      As I’d hoped, the man’s eyes went blank with unthinking rage. Instead of trying to stab me outright, he shot out a probing, low kick.

      Many fighters would back step, avoiding the blow. Others would lift their shin, flexing their foot to block. Yet as a master of Wolf style, I dropped lower into a crouch and swung my leg into the man’s attack.

      My legs had been hardened, and when our attacks collided, his shin snapped like rotten bamboo.

      My right side now faced him, so I lashed out with clawed hands. I tore through the flesh above his sternum and relished in the man’s screaming. Yet the noise had been too much.

      My head throbbed something fierce, so I twisted around and struck him in the forehead with two knuckles.

      He didn’t die. That would have ruined Benny’s week. I just gave him enough to knock his ass out.

      Shortly after, the cops showed up and hauled the men away.

      I was back upstairs eating ramen and watching the sunset when the mess was finally sorted. After that, the petty thugs that once frequented my part of town avoided Zhao’s Market, knowing I was just upstairs waiting for an excuse to break a few bones.

      I tossed the apple core in the waste bin and walked over to the wooden column that held up the roof. I passed the hand mirror that I used when shaving. I wasn’t ugly, but seeing my blocky face, my hard, blue eyes and blonde hair usually just reminded me of my dad.

      We had the same dickhead look that so many people reacted to.

      Some girls wanted to fix me, ease my pain. This had obviously led to too many toxic relationships, and only recently had I figured out how to find the kind of girl who was good for me.

      Men though, reacted to the look in my eyes by either avoiding me entirely or wanting to fight.

      Neither reaction was very comforting.

      And then there were the scars. Each with a memory, and only a few of those pleasant.

      So as usual, I ignored the mirror.

      I was about as pretty as this column of wood, though not as honest.

      It was made of solid cedar, its edges worn down from age and use. Initials and crude pictures mottled its surface, evidence of the decade the loft had remained empty, a place for street kids to sneak into at night and party or mess around with their girlfriends.

      Yet since I’d moved in, I’d oiled it, polished it with care

      Now it served a more honorable purpose.

      Before I started in on my physical training, though, I sat with my back against the wooden beam and closed my eyes.

      My master had forced me to meditate when I was young, and the habit had stuck around. I couldn’t manipulate my ki or anything. All of that was for the ascended. But he’d made a good point.

      If I ever wanted to manipulate my ki after accessing my first rune, it wouldn’t hurt to have already learned the foundation of meditating.

      I let myself go.

      My fears and doubts, my shitty past and all the disappointments, I forced those to go as well.

      It wasn’t easy, but after having practiced for years, I could let my ego melt away, finding a surprisingly calm interior. It was here that I ran to when all else fell to pieces.

      When my mind was clear, I took a deep breath, preparing to open my eyes.

      But something caught my attention.

      Deep within my stomach, I almost sensed a flicker of life, like a spark billowing up from an unseen fire.

      I grabbed at it, fascinated at the thought of accessing my ki without a rune. Such feats had been accomplished before. Why couldn’t it happen to me?

      But, as had happened the few times I’d sensed this before, it faded away and left me feeling empty.

      Sighing, I opened my eyes and stood up.

      It was time for more… painful training.

      Beginning with the flat of my elbow, I struck the pillar, sending vibrations trailing to the rafters, sending plumes of dust floating down. I took a deep breath in, squatted, struck and breathed out. Rinse and repeat.

      I repeated this action twenty times with both elbows before moving onto the elbow point, then forearm last.

      My master had shown me hand toughening first. It was my strongest discipline in the many body hardening techniques. But these were new. I’d only begun working the arms four or five years ago. When I finished, a sheen of sweat covered my brow, and my arms throbbed with resounding pain.

      Worth it.

      Worth it because I’d earned a try out at the Wyvern Academy, the finest school for Ascension in this part of the world. Worth it because maybe I would ascend high enough to graduate and help fight against the endless incursion of demons. Worth it because if I ever met my father again, and if he had the balls to try anything, I’d kill him on the spot.

      Moving back to the pillar, I started my leg routine. Deep squats where I touched my ass all the way to the dusty floorboards and I followed them with quick and accurate strikes. I still couldn’t go all out. My legs were tough, but this was a master’s pillar, the wood stronger than any street thug’s feeble shin.

      The garish song on the radio cut off mid-warbling tune as a news anchor cut in. “Another demon incursion occurred yesterday in the downtown area of East Los Angeles. A single Mindless came though, not only killing the respected citizen possessed in the attack, but the transformed victim managed to kill fifteen innocent bystanders before the monster was brought down,” a woman spoke in the pseudo sophisticated voice of a reporter, sounding both aloof and well-informed at the same time.

      “A Mr. Gabriel Lopez, a seventy-two-year-old retired gym teacher, was confirmed to be the possessed victim. A further list of those who lost their lives during the incursion will be released later today.”

      I crossed to the shitty radio and flicked it off. The thing was ancient, speakers half blown, and the metallic enamel peeled off each time I changed stations.  Yet I kept it. The only good memory of my father. We’d listen to baseball games while he drank beer after beer. If our team was winning, I’d stick around, and sometimes we’d even head out for an ice cream. But if the score was looking bad, I’d slink away and find some cubby in our apartment he wouldn’t think to look.

      I could judge my dad all I wanted, but this stupid radio was good. A good thing in a world full of shit with far too few shovels.

      Shaking my head, I crouched once more, holding the position, fists clenched before me. I had another hour of body hardening before I could even begin practicing my techniques. If I didn’t get a move on, I’d be up late. And that wouldn’t do. The Wyvern Academy was expecting a Mr. James Mallory to show up and wow them with his Western Wolf style.

      Ten more kicks later, the shin of my right leg already lit up like a god-damned streetlight, my phone rattled.

      Only a handful of people in this world had my number, and all of them had fabulous tits. A disciplined master would ignore the distraction, continue to focus on the task ahead and seek mastery.

      But I wasn’t a master, I wasn’t even James Mallory. I was just J.

      Three letters flashed on the screen, prompting me to pick it up and accept the call. “Ava.”

      “Hey. I’m just down the street and I’m about to order. Do you want a Boba?” she asked, her silky voice pulling a deep chord within me like always.

      I sighed, already grinning. “Yes, please. I’m gonna try to finish up, okay. See you in a few?”

      Ava lowered her voice, and she whispered, “Sure thing. Do me a favor though. Don’t shower.”

      She hung up and left me feeling dizzy. I tossed my phone aside and resumed my training with vigor.

      I worked my left side to even out the punishment before switching to foot hardening, striking the beam with the arch of my foot, then the ball, then the top. I got this over quickly. I couldn’t take much yet. The tops of the feet were especially delicate. There was no point in overtraining either. Years were needed to advance body hardening, and I’d foolishly waited to move beyond the iron tablet my master had given me.

      After only five minutes of my first set of taolu, a Wolf-style routine that linked a series of sweeping low kicks with a few hand strikes, Ava knocked.

      I might have snuck over and unfastened the latch. She loved a surprise, and always appreciated a chance to see me train. The girl was sweeter than sugar and never liked to witness the body hardening, so I moved to the heavy bag in the corner and dropped bombs.
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      Pretending I hadn’t heard her enter, I continued to assault a throng of invisible foes. After a few more minutes, she’d finished her drink, rattling the ice at the bottom.

      “You are getting fast, J. I hope I don’t have to go up against you anytime soon.”

      I turned and smiled at Ava. “I dunno, might be fun. Any excuse to get close to you.”

      I glanced down at the tea in her hand. “Red bean?”

      She nodded and offered me the cold drink. I slurped some down, relishing in the cool sweetness. Ava’s eyes ran down my chest and arms, which were slick with sweat.  I usually practiced with only a pair of loose pants. That way, I could save money on laundry.

      “Take a picture?” I asked quietly, my voice cracking from the budding tension in the room.

      Ava had left on a trip two weeks ago, and though I’d had… other visitors, most couldn’t compare.

      “I’d rather have a taste for myself,” she said, shoving me with a playful two-palmed strike.

      The momentum took me towards my mattress, and I allowed it; a devious smirk playing on my lips. It was an old and stained fighting mat, too hard for most spines to feel comfortable on. The fact that Ava didn’t begrudge me for sleeping on such a vile bed, and joined me willingly, was just one more reason I liked her.

      She grinned wickedly, her white teeth flashing out from her brown skin. Ava Alicia Morales had the burnished copper and coffee skin that every white girl in Cancun only dreamed of.  She kicked off her shoes and shimmied out of her tight jeans. Then she pulled off her top, and my heart leapt, as her honey-brown nipples perked under the cool afternoon breeze. She strode toward me with the hunger and confidence of a jaguar, only twice as deadly.

      “J. I hear you’ve been slacking off in your training. It’s time you do a little more body hardening. Or are you too sore already?”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed loud, the sound bursting from my gut. Only Ava seemed capable of bringing me back to the joy I once knew as a child, before my father, before the gangs, before the demons weighed so heavily on my mind.

      “Get your tits over here, girl. Gods you’re sexy. You know, I think you should be careful. You’re liable to get arrested if you keep marching those things around town, unrestrained and glorious. You might blind someone or cause an accident,” I teased, lying back as the woman straddled me.

      The smooth skin of her thighs caressed me, and rather than continue the sparky banter, she pressed her face into mine.

      We kissed like teenagers, mouths crashing together like ocean waves. My hands roamed the smooth perfection of her back, playing with her hair. Her tongue moved, precise and agile in my mouth, tasting me, searching for something I couldn’t fathom. What does she think she’ll find? I’m nothing but rot and regrets inside.

      Yet I didn’t say a word, only kissed her back, giving my all just to keep up. She was a good fighter, capable of getting into Wyvern Academy, but in bed, the girl was a savant.

      I’d been with countless girls. Ever since I was fourteen, I’d done far too much with far too many girls, and after a while, they blended together, coalescing into something shapeless and predictable. But when Ava had come along, she’d shattered me into a thousand pieces.

      I was still trying to scoop them all up.

      Finally, I grew impatient, the torment too much to contain. I rolled on top and tugged her underwear down over her hips. I tossed them into the pile of clothes and shimmied out of my pants as well.

      For a long and delightful moment, we looked at each other, her amber eyes piercing my own. A gull cried outside my window, and the last few customers downstairs debated how much they should pay for a sack of rice.

      I shivered as a breeze swept through the room, darting over and around me.

      Then I fell atop the girl of my dreams, her soft chest pressing into me as I kissed her once more, feeling her legs wrap around my hips to pull me ever closer.
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      The plane ride dragged, my unease only prolonging the experience, making it feel like an eternity. When we touched down safely in Vancouver, I breathed a sigh of relief and disembarked.

      I was starving from the trip. The chicken meal had tasted off, and I only managed to swallow a few bites before I gagged. My cooking skills weren’t professional, but I figured I’d be eating a lot of my meager cooking if that’s what North American food was like.

      From the airport, I bumbled my way to a taxi outside. Once my luggage was stowed away, the cab driver, a middle-aged man with sagging skin and thin beard asked for directions while hawking a large gob of phlegm out the window.

      “Um, just one second, sir,” I said, digging in my pants.

      “Hey, you speak pretty good English, kid.”

      “Thanks, my mother was American,” I said tersely. “I need to go to the Convergence Tower.”

      The beer-stained napkin my father had scrawled the directions on was a little worse for wear after the plane ride, but I still managed to read off the address.

      “Ah, I’m guessing you must be taking the Wyvern Academy entrance exam?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, good luck, our lives are riding on you kids.”

      We didn’t speak the rest of the trip, though he blasted music. A fast beat and mumbled lyrics made it impossible to tell what was going on with the song.

      I was grateful when we reached the destination and he let me out. I grabbed my suitcase and stepped onto the electric tram. The tower stood like a thin finger on the horizon, but it grew as I approached.

      The Convergence Tower was a marvel of architecture. Solid white marble that glowed in the midday sun and stretched to the skyline. It was as tall as the Empire State Building and was filled to the brim with more experimental tech than I dared think about.

      After twenty painstakingly slow minutes on the tram, I reached the island where the tower had been built. Solid white stone loomed over me as I glanced up, trying to spot the top of the building and failing.

      Reaching the sliding glass doors, they parted with a hiss and I was met by a young, mousy woman with thick, curly brown hair and bright-blue eyes.

      “Hello, sir. How may I assist you?”

      “Um, I need to take a portal to the Icarus Institute,” I said, handing her my temporary portal passport.

      “Of course, Alexander,” she said, waving me through a short plastic hallway. Machines whirled as scanners blinked awake and began their jobs. When I stepped out of the scanner a minute later, the woman gave me an ID badge.

      “Okay, Alexander. Take the third elevator on your right, go up to the fifty-fourth floor, and it’s portal three-twelve.”

      “Right,” I said, trying to memorize the directions quickly.

      I took the elevator up and searched the large circular hallway for the right door. A large white arch waiting just inside. An ethereal purple glow surrounded the portal. Sliding my ID badge into the slot next to the portal, it opened, showing me a glimpse of an immaculate walkway.

      Here goes nothing, I thought and stepped through.

      Traversing through the portal was strange. My body was as light as a sheet of rice paper and my head tingled. Flashes and bright spots appeared in my vision as I stepped out toward Wyvern Academy.

      The air caught in my chest as a wall of cold slammed into me. Wind whistled loudly from all directions and tore at my thin t-shirt. What had Father told me? Didn’t he warn me to bundle up?

      I could see why as the altitude made it hard to breathe. I panicked for a solid minute while my lungs figured out how to reorient themselves until a large hand slapped across my back.

      “Hey newbie, you’re overthinking it. Just breathe normally and your lungs will adjust.”

      I listened to the voice and tried to calm down. He was right. In a couple minutes, the air became much easier to handle. I stood up from bending over to thank my savior.

      He was tall, taller than me and heavy with muscle. He looked almost like a bodybuilder, but the muscle was too refined. It was functional, not just something for girls to swoon over. He was around my age, maybe a year or two older, with thick swept-back hair and deeply tanned skin. His crow’s feet bunched around his bright-green eyes.

      “Thanks,” I managed to stumble out.

      “Hey, no problem. It’s one of my duties as student council president. Name’s Tristan O’Neil.”

      “Alexander Nakano. Alex.”

      “Japanese kid, eh?” he asked with a smile. “Don’t get many students from that side of the world. Leviathan snaps up all the good ones.”

      “Yeah, well. I didn’t make the cut,” I spat.

      Tristan laughed, reaching over to clamp his arm over my shoulder. “That anger is good. Walk with me, Alex. I want to show you something.”

      He led me out of the portal archway and down a freshly paved sidewalk. We walked past a row of pruned bushes to a large plexiglass fence that wound its way over the entirety of the perimeter. Tristan let go of my shoulder and peered over the edge. “Look down and tell me what you see, Alex.”

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I peeked over the railing.

      I wish I hadn’t.

      I’d known about Wyvern Academy beforehand, knew roughly how the technology worked and that we were safe, but seeing it up close was another matter entirely.

      Untold miles of the Pacific Ocean stretched out as far as the eye could see. A mile below me was nothing but ocean waves. Thousands of feet above sea level and the only thing keeping us afloat were a few magic rocks. It didn’t exactly inspire confidence.

      I turned green and quickly stopped looking as vertigo set in.

      “Whoa, easy there. Don’t go boneless on me,” Tristan said as I fought to clear my head.

      “Sorry, give me a sec.”

      I pushed through the opening stages of Sogai. It instantly focused my mind and I slipped out of it before I started shutting off my sight.

      “You recovered faster than most, props.”

      “Was there a point to that?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said, smiling. “Leviathan Academy has a saying. Only under intense pressure can diamonds form. And because of that, they sunk their school to the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Right,” I said, waiting for him to tell me something I didn’t know.

      “You’re a funny guy,” he said at seeing my exasperation. “But Wyvern Academy, or the ‘Icarus Institute’, has a saying too. Only in the sky can you open your wings and soar. You can be anything you want, Alex. And I for one, am glad to have you here.”

      Tristan finished his lame speech, glanced at his watch, and cursed.

      “Damn, look at me rambling, and I have to get ready for the entrance exam ceremony. Follow me, Alex, and I’ll show you where you need to go!” he shouted, already racing ahead.

      Great, thanks…

      Tristan brought me to the Ceremonial Greens, a really nice grassy field with a pretentious name. In that field, the applicants had gathered after everyone stepped through the portals. We stood while a heavy metal stage rose out of the ground. On the stage were five people. Tristan stood with three others in the back.

      I assumed them to be the other members of the student council, but the woman at the podium was a mystery.

      She was short and thin, wearing a light-gray suit in the latest fashion. Her warm brunette hair was pulled up into a bun and she had a stern set to her gray eyes. She cleared her throat and began to speak.

      “Greetings and welcome, all!” she said, her voice amplified by the microphone on her lapel. “Welcome to the Icarus Institute. I am the chairwoman and headmistress, Tomi Icarus.

      “A hundred and fifty years ago, this academy, and the ones around the world, were formed to quell the rising invaders to our world. The demon threat is no less severe now than when the incursion began. The demons have not stopped pushing against our plane of existence and have only grown bolder. I’m sure most of you are aware of the rising number of demon attacks. Unfortunately, we believe they are only going to continue. So, it is for this reason that you are gathered here today,” she said, taking a breath to stare at each of us.

      A couple students flinched under her unwavering gaze, but I held my head firm and didn’t blink. This is finally my chance to prove myself. You don’t have half the wilting gaze of my Sifu, Miss Icarus.

      As her eyes swept past me, I took in the students around me. There seemed to be an equal number of boys and girls, and all of them looked like trained fighters. This is going to be fun.

      One of them stood out. He was older than most of the others, thick with muscle, and scars that crisscrossed down his hands. He had spiky brown hair that shot out in all directions and a burning azure gaze that matched Tomi’s point for point. He looks tough. I don’t need to underestimate him.

      Tomi continued her speech. “Normally only seven students are selected for each class, but because of the extenuating circumstances, we are accepting twenty-five students.”

      A torrent of murmurs flared from among the students, each one a whisper about getting sent packing. There are thirty-seven of us, so twelve are getting sent home. Wonder how they’re going to make the distinction?

      “Settle down, students,” Tomi snapped. “The test will be a tournament of sorts, with very simple rules. Defeat your opponent. Lethal force is strictly prohibited, and if you kill or maim your opponent, you are disqualified and will be severely punished. This is a test as much as a competition. And just because you lose, doesn’t necessarily mean you’re out. Everyone understand the rules?”

      I raised my hand. “Miss Icarus, there are an uneven number of students here.”

      Tomi smiled down at me, a shark’s smile. “You are absolutely correct, Mr. Nakano. Congratulations! You’ll be fighting twice.”

      Most of the other students on the field laughed at me. I fought to suppress my burning face and nodded tersely at the headmistress.

      So that’s how it’s going to be? Fine, I can take it.

      Once she was finished speaking, the student council organized us into groups. When done, Tomi spoke again. “Mr. Nakano, since you have two fights, you’re up first and last. Because of the duality of your test, you will be judged more favorably than your opponents. Let’s have a good match.”

      I stepped to the center field while the rest of the students formed a large ring around the outside arena. I hadn’t noticed it, but there was a clear circle indented in the grass. My opponent stepped forward at the same time.

      He was a thin boy, with long gangly arms and the remnant of acne scars fading on his cheeks. His hair was pulled back and his brown eyes glared daggers at me.

      “Great, just my fuckin’ luck I got paired with you. I don’t give a damn what she said, Teacher’s Pet. I’m going to destroy you.”

      I calmly took off my glasses and tossed them out of the field. The boy’s insult didn’t faze me. Good, don’t hold back. Let’s see what you’re made of.

      I bowed low to him, my eyes never leaving his and by the time I stood from my bow, Tomi called out, “Begin!”

      I settled into my Bai Jong stance, and the boy rushed me, closing the distance quickly. He opened with a barrage of jabs and a cross. Testing me.

      He had strength behind his attacks, but they were too heavy-handed, and he overextended himself on his left side.

      There’s his weakness.

      I kept myself light, weaving in and out of his strikes. He surprised me by bringing a roundhouse kick towards my ribs. I grounded my stance and tucked my elbow to my ribs. His kick rattled me but rebounded off the meat of my bicep. As he unchambered his kick, his weight was on his back foot. I quick stepped to the left and threw a straight lead punch to his nose.

      He rocked back, all of his weight now solely on his back foot and I kicked the outside of his thigh. My kick landed and the boy toppled over, falling to the grass.

      Going to ground was something my Sifu abhorred, but if I was going to end this fight, it had to be quick. As he was getting to his knees, I brought my knee into his solar plexus, knocking the wind from him. He doubled over and I wrapped a hand around his throat, closing off his airway.

      Before I’d even clenched my palms together, a whistle sounded and Tomi’s voice filed the stadium.

      “Winner, Alexander Nakano.”

      I released my opponent and held my hand out to help him up; he swatted it away and stormed out of the arena. I shrugged it off and went to find my glasses. I memorized where they’d been, but I couldn’t find them.

      “Alexander, are you looking for these?”

      I looked up to find a girl an inch from my face. She was really pretty, in a bookish sort of way, with thick, curly red hair that broke around her shoulders and green eyes framed by circular glasses. She held my pair in her hands.

      “Ah there they are. Thank you,” I said.

      “Of course. I saw you toss them and didn’t want someone to step on them. I imagine glasses would be hard to replace here. I’m Piper by the way,” she said, extending her hand.

      “Alex,” I replied, taking her hand and shaking it.

      I couldn’t help but notice her body as we shook. She was short and her shorts did little to hide her toned legs. A rather expansive chest challenged her meager sports bra. I looked away after she let go of my hand and turned back to watch the next match.

      “You fought well, that looked like Jeet Kune Do,” Piper said.

      “It was. Most other styles of combat are too restrictive. They never fit me.”

      “Well, I’ll be rooting for you in your next match,” she said as she walked away to join a group of other girls.

      Odd girl, but she was nice.

      I tried to recover from my match, it had been over in a handful of minutes, but fighting winded me like nothing else and I had to make sure I was good to go again.

      I probably have time. I should use Sogai to make sure I win.

      Unfortunately, getting into Sogai took all of my concentration and I wasn’t able to focus on the other matches. I’d wanted to watch Piper fight, but I missed it.

      By the time I’d closed off my senses, everyone else had already fought and it was just me left.

      Static crackled from the stage, and before Tomi could even say anything, I dampened my hearing so it wouldn’t destroy my eardrums.

      “Alexander Nakano. Mason Rows.”

      Even having prepared for it, her voice was an explosion to my hearing, and I fought to keep Sogai.

      Calm yourself, walk to the arena.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I passed through the throng of students and faced my opponent.

      Mason was tall, the air rippling over his head telling me he was over six feet. He popped his neck and clenched his fists.

      Steady breathing, calm heartrate. He’s confident.

      “Too scared to open your eyes, Teacher’s Pet?” Mason shouted.

      I ignored him and focused entirely on Sogai. I’d never used it in a fight before, but I had to test it out, and it would give me the best edge to win the fight.

      “Begin!” Tomi called out.

      Left foot. Right. Left-handed fighter, weight is perfectly distributed. He’s good.

      Mason moved before the words left Tomi’s mouth and came at me strong.

      He swung with his right, but it was a feint since he was left-handed. I stepped into his space, blocking his left hand at the bicep with my forearm. Before he could react to my block, I threw a shovel hook into his stomach.

      He sucked in a breath but didn’t crumple under the hit.

      Trained to take a punch.

      Mason switched to a boxing stance and brought a jab-hook combination to bear. He flicked out the jab and sunk his hips for the hook. The jab was easy to dodge. I slipped it as he loaded his hook and fired it off.

      Leaning away, his hook sailed past my nose and I used the back of my hand to disrupt his center of gravity. Taking the opening I created, I thrust a side kick to his ribs.

      It hit hard, sending him to the ground, the crack of bone audible to my senses. Fractured rib, hairline. Minimal damage.

      The stress fracture to his rib probably didn’t feel too good, but Mason was made to take a punch and he fought down the pain and shot a heel kick to my ankle. I stepped out of reach, allowing him to stand.

      I was too far away to hit him, and I moved closer, but Mason knew what he was doing and as I moved, he shot forward with a snap kick aimed at my groin. I couldn’t block it, so I turned my knee to intercept. His kick glanced off my knee and continued on its path.

      The breath was stolen from me as it hit. The center of my hips exploded with fire and I nearly crumpled. It was pain like I’d never experienced before, and I doubled over.  The downside of Sogai was that I felt things much stronger while it was active, pain included. I just had to find out with a kick to my groin. The pain nearly robbed me of Sogai, but I fought with everything I had to keep going.

      My control was unrefined, and I tried to reorient myself, but Mason didn’t give me the chance. He dropped his hips and brought his leg around in a side kick. Dazed and in pain, I couldn’t focus and simply reacted as his kick shot out.

      I twisted on reflex and aimed a kick at his exposed kneecap.

      Shit! I’ll cripple him!

      I threw my hips to the side, sailing in between his legs and off balance. I broke out of Sogai and my vision came back right as Mason dropped an elbow straight onto my nose, and everything went fuzzy. I fell back as Mason’s weight landed on me, and two more jabs of pain hit my face.

      I blacked out.

      I came to moments later to the soul-crushing sound of defeat.

      “Winner. Mason Rows!”
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      Gods this is taking too long. I wish everyone would just be honest. Less than half of us belong here. The rest need another year of training or else to go back to their hometowns and teach Tai Chi to old ladies for ten bucks a class.

      Such thoughts were indecent and unfaithful to the code of honor my master taught me to abide by.

      Yet most of these kids were rich and spoiled, their training paid for from deep pockets.

      I couldn’t help myself.

      At last, the first match started. Some shaggy, smooth-faced otaku pointed out the disparity in the try-out’s numbers. There was either too few or too many of us. Someone would have to fight twice. I almost laughed when the woman in charge picked him.

      Alexander, huh? Well, he moves well enough. Balanced and sure-footed.

      The man who rose to challenge him was a fool. Brash and bold where he should be cautious. He used his bluster as a shield to defend against insecurity.

      When the bout began, I was impressed with the economy with which the otaku moved.

      Even without his glasses, the kid seemed to know where the attacks would come from. Then in a moment, his opponent was off balance, and Alexander swept the dude’s leg. On your back already, huh? That’s what you get for rushing ahead, I thought, then wanted to tease myself.

      If I didn’t admit that I too liked to move aggressively, I’d end up defeated just as quickly.

      A pleasant surprise followed. The Alexander guy dropped a knee to his opponent’s chest and was just about to attack the windpipe when President hottie stopped the match.

      Tomi Icarus was the kind of sexy you couldn’t turn your back on. Hair held in place with as much severity as her manners, I let my mind drift to her body. She was taut and springy. I’ll bet she’s the best fighter out here, including the trainers and professors standing by. It wasn’t just the way she stood, relaxed and poised at the same time, but her eyes that convinced me. Tomi could defeat a dozen men in the field of battle or in bed. Fuck me if I wouldn’t try my luck with her at either sport.

      I took a deep breath, knowing the day would drag on. My thoughts returned to Ava. She was everywhere inside my head. I would need to keep an eye on that. Can’t fall too hard for a girl who’s better than me in every way.

      The next bout was called, and two more fighters came forward. One was a short girl anyone could overlook, plain in face and stature. She faced a real bruiser too, some thick-shouldered bastard who looked half-hard with the thought of pounding her into the ground. But when he came at her, trying to use his size and weight to full advantage, she did exactly as she should have. Kiting him around the field, she winded him before pulling him off balance. Then with a devastating kick to the solar plexus, brought him down to his knees.

      Moving faster than ever, the girl darted behind him and lifted his head up and to one side. She froze before landing the blow to his throat that would have collapsed his airway.

      “Winner, July Jones!” Tomi called, her face impassive. Yet I could tell she was impressed with the girl’s display of ferocity. If any of us were going to survive a full-blown incursion, we’d need a dab of what July just dropped in the pot.

      I shifted in my seat, mind flitting to what the rest of the school would look like. I had no doubts that I would pass the exam, but whether or not I’d be able to survive the school itself, the students, the staff, the inflated budget making everything shiny or soft, would remain to be seen.

      It was obvious right away that this was a rich man’s world. Stepping through the portal in San Francisco, the grimy walls of the station and the stench of piss and weed all around, only to appear in the sunlit expanse of the Wyvern Academy, made for a strong impression. Up this high, the breeze smelled of the ocean, but even that hint of salt was bleached out and sanitized.

      As Tomi called another round of fighters out, I examined her clothing. The suit looked flexible enough to do a high kick in, yet was tailored to perfection. Her outfit cost more than Benny Zhao made in a month, maybe even a year for all I knew. The woman was flush. Icarus had major contracts with several massive corporations in the US, and even the military itself. The three global academies were all sworn to the same cause, saving mankind’s ass from a demon-torn apocalypse. But everyone knew where their loyalties lay. Icarus was for America, plain and simple.

      Or, bought and paid for, I should say.

      The next fight was entertaining. A tall girl with dark-brown hair and a terrifyingly heavy chest bowed to a boy with dark skin and a shaved head. No instant display of blind aggression, only two equally matched opponents circling one another, darting in here and there to probe for weaknesses.

      The girl was fantastic. Thick-hipped woman with lips so perfect you just hated to see her get punched in the mouth, she practiced an artful Wing Chun style, so thankfully, I didn’t have to witness such an atrocity.

      It was more the way her eyes burned with an unconscious sultry energy rather than her body or face that reminded me of Scarlet. Ava knew about Scarlet, which was something I was proud of. The old version of me would have simply lied to both of them, juggling the relationships separately until the inevitable occurred. Watching women fight was sexy and satisfying. Watching them fight because you’d broken their hearts was not.

      I’d been dating Ava for months already when I met Scarlet at a party. It was a kegger some kid threw cause his parents were stupid enough to trust an entire wing of their skyscraper to him. Inviting over a thousand people through social media meant that the party was lively, half naked, and evolving into the territory of blackouts and property damage before the night was through.

      I was there for a few free drinks and because a friend I’d trained with made me promise to give it a try. It’d only been an hour, and I was already sick of the music, the uppity food, and the abundance of dumbassery. Then I spotted Scarlet, her eyes watching me like a panther. The woman was on the prowl, and I had no intention of making her chase me. I’d pulled out my phone and done the gentlemanly thing. In a quick text I asked and received permission to have a little fun.

      Be careful and wear protection! Ava sent, along with a few choice fruit and vegetable emojis. Gods, Ava is the kind of woman any man dreams of.

      So, I approached, meeting Scarlet near a thumping floor speaker taller than me, and with a glance, we’d said everything that needed to be said.

      In the elevator, we stood close enough that our hands brushed. The tension, the arcing electricity that filled the air when two people are about to move: more potent than any drug.

      I lived for it.

      Sometimes it was in the ring. Facing an opponent who was patient and smart. Each snap of the wrist or twist of a foot on the mat, each a delaying and prolonging of that tension. It was exquisite. Most often, wanting victory more than anything, I’d notice an opening and take it right away.

      Yet with women, there was no risk of losing. Despite what a million douchebags thought, sex wasn’t a competition. And if it was, it was won or lost in that first moment when your eyes locked.

      By the time the elevator dinged dropping down the floors, both of us no doubt wondering how many damn floors this building had, and breathing in the faint smell of each other’s sweat, Scarlet and I had already agreed to fuck.

      The twenty-third floor. That was how long I lasted.

      Then I was pressed against her, kissing her soft mouth, bright-red lipstick smearing as we sparred.

      She pushed me back, stronger than I’d originally thought. I’d smiled up at her then, and asked, “Working on Ascension too, eh?”

      In a blur of movement, Scarlet grabbed my collar and pulled me down, pushing into my neck with her opposing forearms. It was a modified Brazilian Jiu Jitsu move that had the blood in my neck restricted in the blink of an eye. Leaning close enough for me to feel the whisper of her breath on my lips, she said, “I have try-outs at Wyvern Academy soon. I’m gonna be epic.”

      Rather than fight back, I breathed in slowly, flexing my neck and pushing back against her arm. I touched the curved edge of her soft, soft cheek and smiled. “Are you as assertive in bed?”

      The rest of the night she proved she was. Three times in fact, and twice in the morning.

      Ava hadn’t been jealous at all. That was another common pitfall. Ask a girl’s permission and then face her wrath afterward. Instead, she’d called me breathy and excited. “What was it like? Did she taste like me? What color were her nipples?”

      I’d answered each question, quite aware of what Ava was doing with her free hand all the while.

      In fact, the only thing she made me promise was to tell her if and when I had outside fun, and that I would agree to repeat the act in the future with her present.

      A fist connected hard with bone, and brought my attention back to the present. The Scarlet look-alike had just been smashed in the side of the head with a devastating hook. Rather than fall back, she closed the distance and went to ground with an effective throw. Collapsing on the boy’s chest, she gripped his gi in both hands, and fell to the side, using her body weight to roll him over her hip.

      Caught off guard by the attack, the dude ended up flat on his back with a whole lot of lady flesh atop him. Under normal circumstances, it would be a wonderful place to be, but the girl knew what she was about. She sidled into a tight side mount and began working on shifting to top immediately.

      One final surprise ended the bout. The boy feigned an attempt to sprawl away, and when his sexy opponent moved to follow, he threw a knee into the side of her head. He followed her as she slumped back, hand open, fingers clawed and prepared to attack either face or throat when Tomi called the match.

      “Winner, Jacob Ishmael. Well done.”

      In an act of class, Jacob reached down and helped the girl up, even bracing her a moment while she got her bearings. A knee to the temple was never a good way to enhance your sense of balance. Not bad, Jacob Ishmael. You keep that up, and you’ll win more than the bout.

      Tomi Icarus’ velvet voice cut through my musings just as soon as I was wondering whether the girl’s nipples were pink or beige. “Next match, James Mallory and Quinn Westcott.”

      Though I was expecting to be called, and had already fought a hundred official matches and twice as many on the street, my gut still twisted in that familiar reaction to nerves.

      I walked forward onto the field, then turned and bowed at the waist toward Tomi. She was not our sensei, not officially, but the habit was too deeply ingrained for me to disregard her authority.  Her brow twitched in response as I did so. What? Surprised the rabid dog knows how to use a fork and spoon?

      My opponent looked around nervously, then gave Tomi a shallow and rushed bow as well. It was a great way to start any competition. Before the fight had even begun, poor Quinn was off balance.

      He was a white kid with a middle American look. Ruddy cheeks and short-cropped ginger hair were the obvious features that stuck out. Cauliflower scar-tissue curled his ears forward slightly, dense and thick from years of abuse. When he fell into a stance, it told me he was not only familiar and comfortable with going to the ground, but he seemed a run-of-the-mill MMA type.

      Kick boxing and Jiu Jitsu, eh? Not exactly original, but effective. Let’s see how you handle an unorthodox style, I thought, and dropped into a Wolf stance.

      The distant whispers of a few students as they regarded me, turned my gaze. It was a low fighting style, my thighs parallel to the ground, and occasionally, deeper still. Watching someone fight in Wolf brings to mind an ape as they scuttle along the earth. It would almost be comical, if not for the devastating results.

      It was the second style I’d mastered, and though I had my hands in a few others, it was my most accomplished. I didn’t like to talk or even think about my first style, yet knowing it was there, caged like the savage and rabid beast it was, just waiting to be unleashed, comforted me.

      If I used it here and now, no doubt Tomi would thank me for my time and send me packing. She might even send a letter to every other major or minor school around just to be sure I didn’t receive any runes. But they’d all change their opinions if shit went wrong. Nobody minds the Dog when it fights off a pack of lions in the night.

      “Begin!”

      The murmuring chatter of the students, the breeze playing windpipe tricks through the tall columns around the field, and the beating of my own feral heart all slowed, becoming muted.

      Quinn stepped forward, hands held up before him, each step careful and precise. So, the kid has talent. Good. I will make sure not to break him while I have my fun.

      What followed would have been hard to watch or endure if everyone present wasn’t cold-hearted and numb to violence.

      My opponent feigned a jab then shot down to take my front leg. It was a precise and brilliantly executed move, one that showed he’d done the same thousands of times before. Rather than sprawl or dodge aside, I gave him the leg. But when he pulled it up and under his arm, I gripped the back of his neck with my left hand and pounded him twice with my right.

      The first strike was with reinforced thumb, landing directly in the hinge of his jaw.

      It popped, the joint taking substantial damage. Then before he could blink back tears, I slammed the flat of my fist into his temple.

      I could’ve held on, continued the punishing pursuit until he tapped out. Instead, I let him pull away, reeling from the damage. His eyes filled with fear instead of nerves. I’d already shown him something he didn’t know to look for, and a pang of guilt rolled in my chest. Who was this kid’s master? Has he never fought a kung fu artist before?

      He probably expected me to act like we were in an octagon ring, fight him blow for blow like any other meathead. Not likely.

      Quinn shook his head, regaining a sense of equilibrium, and worked his jaw. It was just a taste, but the boy would feel this fight for months, if not years to come.

      As I predicted, he rose somewhat, his weight finding an equal placement on his feet. Okay, so now we all get to see what Thai kickboxing looks like when a half-Irish kid from Iowa gives it a shot. Can’t wait.

      The kick that snapped out and caught the side of my leg was a blur. It was a testament to intense training that he managed to land it and pull it back so quickly. Yet even in that brief moment, I had just enough time to pivot my foot, aiming the blade of my shin into his attack. Quinn winced, bouncing on his feet a bit, and I knew well the pain that radiated from his leg.

      I’m sorry, Quinn. Whoever trained you should have started you on body hardening years ago. You can’t just rely on sparring and matches to do it for you. It’s a separate and vital discipline all on its own.

      All of a sudden, I felt bad for fighting so defensively. This kid wasn’t some thug who I could punish all day. He was pink-eared and already flustered. So rather than wait for another tentative attack, I leapt forward and to the side. I landed a kick with my left leg to his thigh, the blow bruising the bone deeply.

      I closed the distance, grabbed hold of his upheld hands, and sunk my right knee into his ribs. Holding him tight, I fell back, my low center of gravity plucking him off his feet. Quinn sailed over me easily, my spine rolling over the ground.

      Quinn was below me, my knee wedged firmly to his sternum, while I let my hands do the nasty business they loved most.

      I struck his jaw with an upwards palm, hooking under the bone with my thumb and pulling his head up and to the side. The following strikes flashed in my mind. Fist to temple, then throat. If opponent blocks with hand, break wrist then follow with palm to nose strike. End the fight by tearing out his throat. Instead, I pulled back my fist, and peered up to Tomi.

      She was no fool.

      Standing up, clipboard in hand, she cried out, “Winner, James Mallory!”

      I let go of Quinn’s jaw, and stood back to let him recover. I wasn’t a sweetheart, so he would get no help up. I’d only offer a hand to a fallen opponent if they’d fought well or were too broken to rise on their own.

      Quinn was neither.

      A welling up of disappointment made me want to gag. As usual, it was the end of a match that throttled me the most, my nerves not wanting to find stillness again. And without having suffered any physical damage, my body felt somehow deprived.

      Fuck it. I’m in, and now I get to see if this place has anything to teach me, I thought bitterly, finding my seat again.

      Quinn hobbled off the field, face downcast and disappointed. It hadn’t been called, but he knew he had no place here. Regret would have tugged at me if it weren’t for the knowledge that I’d just saved the boy’s life. In a world full of demons and ascending heroes, you’ve got to bring a lot more game than that, buddy. You’ll thank me later.
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      My mind reeled from watching the last bout. There was nothing fair or just in how Alexander Nakano was treated.

      Having to fight two matches while everyone else fought one gave him an immediate disadvantage. Yet thinking I was the only one to see how he’d thrown his final fight, costing him the match, was absurd.

      I stared at Tomi as she congratulated those who were victors in their matches. She went down the list, calling those who would be accepted into Wyvern. Even a few of the losers who’d acquitted themselves well were accepted.

      A flash of relief hit me when Tomi approached Alexander and told him he too would be accepted. Did she wink at him? So, she noticed too.

      Then she stood up on one of the bleachers and called out in her CEO voice, “Thank you all for trying so hard. I know it isn’t easy to get up each day and strive to become an Ascendant. But I promise you this. For all who are being turned away, this does not have to be the end. There are always midyear try-outs as well, so train hard and do not give up!”

      When she finished, a few staff members, dressed in the sleek uniforms of the Icarus Institute, guided the string of failed students away. They walked, heads and spirits low, over the seemingly endless grassy field of the Ceremonial Greens. I’d seen the sign labeling this part of Wyvern Academy and laughed. It was certainly on the nose, and looking around, it was easy to imagine how a half dozen ceremonies could be held at the same time. The wide patch of grass was the size of ten football fields stacked side by side, and then some.

      The cost to water it all must be outrageous!

      Tomi cleared her throat and continued. “And for the victors, know that your road is far from over. You will be expected to apply yourself both in the classroom as well as the dojo. No slackers will succeed at Icarus Institute. Now please, line up to receive your dorm assignments, keys, and charge cards. A single uniform will be supplied to each of you as well, but make sure to be in your rooms tonight between 8 and 10 pm. A staff member will be coming by to take measurements. The rest of your uniforms, tailored to fit perfectly, will be delivered tomorrow evening.”

      I stuck around, waiting for most of the rest to move on. I was in no hurry to meet whatever lackwit I’d be locked up with for the year. It didn’t take long, however, and I was staring at the horizon, the sheer expanse that fell away from the floating island, when someone cleared their throat behind me.

      “James Mallory. I am happy we have a chance to speak one on one. Your display of control today was admirable,” Tomi Icarus said.

      I turned and nodded slightly. “Thank you. That kid I fought against wasn’t much of a challenge, but some of the others looked quite talented. I’m just glad he wasn’t hurt.”

      Her smile was rigid and unyielding. “Quinn was state champion, a promising candidate in all regards. Yet, it’s good you proved his accolades empty. If he’d have put up more of a fight, I would have let him stay and grow stronger. Your style though, is uncommon. Many pursue Crane, Eagle, Tiger, but Wolf? And yours seems modified. Traditionally the Northern Wolf style is all that is taught anymore. What do you call yours?”

      “Western Wolf,” I replied plainly. I didn’t feel like giving this woman more of a show than I already had. What does she expect from me anyway? To fawn over her for being the head of Icarus Inc?

      She laughed, tilting her head to one side. “Western, huh? That is appropriate. My associates did a lot of research on you, James. I know you’re talented, though I do hope you’ll manage to stay out of trouble. I fought hard to convince the board to accept your application. They weren’t happy having such a wild card here.”

      I chewed my lip, waiting for her to finish with her speech. There was no way I would thank this woman for supporting me. In fact, I had little reason to believe her. I was here because I had a terrifying record in tournament matches. A limited supply of strong fighters ensured that anyone with talent would be taken seriously.

      At last, she nodded, letting the act drop at last.

      “Fine. I expected something like this anyhow. Here, your welcome packet. I hope you enjoy the facilities and learn to increase your self-control as well as your strength. There are eyes everywhere at Icarus Institute. Remember that, James.”

      After the threat was delivered, she smiled and departed briskly.

      If I wasn’t so pissed off, I’d have enjoyed watching her walk away. She had a body people would kill for, after all. But instead I struggled to get a grip on the seething rage she’d so casually prodded.

      How dare she treat me like some thug? I should take all of this and throw it back in their faces. Let them find some other ass-clown to fight the demons!

      Yet, we both knew I was here to stay. Only at one of the three major academies could we acquire our runes. Though we wouldn’t even be given the chance at our first until the end of the year.

      I hated it, but begrudgingly understood.

      The runes were immensely powerful, and none of us would become heroes if we killed each other the first time we activated them. We had to attend a class solely on understanding the dangers first.

      I didn’t want to wait. I was strong now, strong for a human. But if I wanted to become powerful enough to stand up to even a Lesser demon, I’d need the runes.

      Finding the line dwindling, I made my way over and picked up the box that presumably held my uniform. Even the cardboard here is expensive, I groaned internally as I examined the shining black and white logo of a curling wyvern.

      I accepted an envelope from a kid who looked half asleep, and walked away to inspect the contents. Inside, I found the slim room key with the number 23B written in gold lettering down the side. I pocketed it along with the sleek, black credit card. A pamphlet featuring sparring gear and athletic wear was the only other thing inside other than a folded piece of paper.

      Written within was a brief welcome message.

      “Congratulations on being accepted to Icarus Institute! Please make sure to check in to your new dorm room well before nightfall and respect your assigned roommate. Here is your monthly allowance of $10,000.00 for use in the shopping district or in our award-winning dining facilities! Also, feel free to select any training gear you might find useful in the brochure. We know how hard it is to be away from those you love, but please, understand that you are welcome here at Icarus Institute. At last, you too can walk the path of ascension!”

      I wanted to puke.

      I crumpled the note and tossed it onto the grass. The money was a nice touch, but the sum was outrageous. I could live off of that for six months if I had to. I’d be damned if I refused it though. They were essentially buying my body. Might as well get top dollar.

      Taking my time, I walked along the entire length of the Ceremonial Greens, marveling at the intricate patterns carved into the vast hedges to either side. Then I turned and headed toward the massive turtle shell in the center of the floating island. The colosseum awaited, the cold heart of Wyvern Academy. It could accommodate a hundred thousand spectators, but most of the year, it remained empty save for the students who used it to hone their skills.

      More appealing were the four major gyms that wrapped around the outside of the colosseum. Each had an element. To the south, closest to where I was, stood the Stone Gym. I made my way toward the edge of the tall building.

      Stopping to stare up, I couldn’t help but marvel at its extreme architecture. The exterior of Stone had been formed to imitate the element it represented. Rough and striated, the wall rose up like a cliff of sheer granite. No windows marred its exterior, just a perfectly cut slab of stone. It slowly curved around, taking up one quarter of the colosseum’s periphery.

      In the center, due south, stood two tall doors like shards of onyx.

      I entered, hoping to get a glimpse at what I might be in for. No classes were running yet, but the second, third, and fourth-year students were still here. Some had to be training.

      Within, I was startled to find a facility more state-of-the-art than anything I’d ever dreamed of. Endless rows of training dummies, sparring mats, and even a vast climbing wall made of real stone filled the gym. A waterfall fell in the far corner, filling the place with white noise. The pervasive scent of lemon and pine met my nose, and I had to laugh.

      Jesus this place is posh. I wonder if any of these kids get stronger. How can you expect to focus your chi and ascend if you’re surrounded by luxury all the time?

      Yet in the far corner, I saw something more appealing to my senses. Honoring the namesake of the gym, a series of stone pillars rose up from the floor. I walked closer and saw a young man training in their midst.

      A vast and spotless counter stretched through the center of the room, behind which bustled a well-groomed staff. Making my way around it, I kept getting glances of the man moving between the stones. Finally, I came around and found a set of stairs that led down to the sunken floor.

      I leaned against the stones and watched as he continued his routine.

      He moved in a low crouch, even lower than my Wolf stance. What is that? Frog? Spider? I really had no idea. Most other animal kung fu artists practiced more elevated styles, standing tall and attacking from on high. This man practically rolled across the floor, landing a leg, foot and fist into the pillars as he moved.

      In a display of both agility and strength, he ended the sequence of forms by smashing into the stone with his shoulder. A few fragments of broken rock fell to the ground as the man stood up. Then he turned and faced me. “What’s the deal, kid? You here to train or just come to gawk?”

      I smiled casually, unable to help asking, “Come on? What style are you using? I’ve never seen it before, and though I rarely tell anyone this, I’m impressed.”

      For a moment, he watched my expression. I doubt many people respect such an odd style. Maybe he’s used to being ridiculed. When he seemed sure I wasn’t screwing with him, a smile spread across his face as well. “Why, thank you. I’m quite fond of it. Toad style. A sub school of Imperial Frog. Most people think it’s a joke, but they change their tune when they end up on their asses in the ring.”

      “You’ve done some serious work with body hardening as well. You must have been training for years,” I added. “I practice Wolf style myself, so when I saw you training, I couldn’t help but swing by. Our stances aren’t quite the same but very similar.”

      “Wolf, huh? Cool. Hey, my name’s Mohammed. Mohammed Almasi, but please, call me Mo.”

      The man held out his hand and I shook it.

      The moment our hands met, he gripped hard. Not enough to force me into some macho challenge of strength, but to assess my own body hardening. Glancing down, he nodded. “You’ve been working quite a while too.”

      “I have, though my shoulders are nowhere near where yours are. My hands though… let’s just say they are my chosen weapons. I’m J. Nice to meet you, Mo.”

      “I’m heading for lunch. Starving in fact. Wanna join me?” he asked.

      The gesture was nice, but it had already been a long day. And I still had one other person to meet. “No thanks. Here let me tag your phone though. I’ll text you sometime. I’d love to spar with you,” I said, holding out my phone. He lifted his and we exchanged numbers by tapping them together. Then I made my farewell and left Mo behind.

      The dorms weren’t too far away. Not on the map at least. But the island was huge, and it took me twenty minutes to find the right building. Each building was oval-shaped, the top of which was domed. All around, reflective glass faced outward.

      I entered one end and found a spiral staircase. I ran up two flights of stairs and walked down the path till I found the third door.

      There it was. 23B.

      Fishing the key from my pocket, I pulled it out and opened the door. A faint thread of music came out when I walked in, my duffle already by the door.

      The entrance was proper fancy, blindingly white walls and a skylight above filled the room with summer light. A row of coat hooks marked one wall, and a low bench stood opposite where a pair of bamboo sandals rested beside a few pairs of neatly arranged shoes.

      Holy shit. I take a detour to see the gym, and whoever I’m bunked with has already unpacked and made themselves comfortable? This can’t be good.

      Walking forward, the path split. To one side, an open door led to a massive bathroom, all white marble and black tile within. On the other was a kitchen with every appliance and fixture you could dream of, all brand new and sparkling. I walked around the corner to the kitchen, and over the counter, found a boy standing in what had to be the living room. His head bobbed up and down to some foreign techno song I could barely hear.

      “Hello,” he said, still turned away from me.

      “Hi, umm, so we’re roommates, huh?”

      At last, the boy faced me. Embarrassment crossed his features as he held a pack of ice to his bruised cheek. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      I walked forward, entering the living room and trying not to gawk at the absurd luxury of it all. A thick carpet ran between elegant furniture, a massive television covering one wall.

      “Alexander. You’re the kid who—”

      “Who got his ass kicked, yes,” he said, a touch of defensiveness in his tone.

      I shook my head slowly, locking eyes with the young man who had won my respect in an instant. “No. You’re the kid who chose to lose a match instead of destroying someone else’s fighting career. I don’t know if I’d have done the same, but I wasn’t the only one to notice what you did today.”

      His head drooped, nodding at the ground. “I appreciate that. I’d do it again, but it doesn’t mean it’s easy to swallow.” Looking up again, he held out his free hand. “Please, call me Alex.”

      “J.”

      We shook briefly, then he gestured to my withdrawn hand. “I didn’t get a chance to actually watch your match, but your movements were precise and devastating, you could’ve done much worse than you did. That poor guy Quinn didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Yeah, he seemed nice though. There’re plenty of jerks in the world, not to mention legions of demons, who all deserve much worse.”

      I glanced at the apartment around me. “So, sweet digs, huh? Though, if I’ll be honest, a bit over the top.”

      Alex laughed, tension leaving his face for the first time. “A little? My bedroom in Japan was half the size of our kitchen. You should see the bathroom. You could bathe a football team in there. Oh, would you like some tea? I can pour you a cup.”

      “That’d be great. And yeah, I had a pretty big place, actually, but it wasn’t what you’d call nice or even very clean. Hell, the walls look sterile!”

      Alex laughed softly, apparently relieved to have been roomed up with someone that didn’t hate him. I was happy as well. At least half the students who tried out would have made for terrible roommates.

      It seemed it was my lucky day.

      Setting down the uniform box and folder, I accepted tea. I blew on it a moment before taking a sip. “Oolong. I love it. Though Pu’er is my favorite.”

      “Ha! How does an American like yourself know so much of Chinese tea?” he asked, genuine curiosity filling his eyes.

      “Spent a long time in Hong Kong and Shanghai. Used to live there with my dad.”

      The moment hung between us, almost turning awkward. There was a lot to catch up on, but the question was, where to begin. I decided the most familiar topic would be our fighting. “By the way, what did you mean you didn’t watch my fight, yet you knew my movements? You did something out there. When you fought, the second time I mean, your eyes were closed. What was that?”

      “Um, it’s nothing,” he stammered, realizing he’d said too much.

      I was curious, but it was clear he was wary of spilling secrets to a stranger. I wasn’t mad, I too knew what it was like keeping a secret buried from those around me.

      I laughed, taking another sip of the tea.  Seems we’re a lot alike. At least I wasn’t paired up with a tool.

      Remembering the care package we’d received, I snatched up the box again and set it down on the counter. “Wanna take a look at our new costumes?”

      He laughed and watched me as I pulled out the fanciest outfit I’d ever been asked to wear.

      A starched pair of blue slacks seemed typical, and I was thankful that the white undershirt was made from a flexible and breathable material. It had a collar and three buttons at the top.

      Mercifully, it had short sleeves.

      The shirt was little more than a up-jumped polo shirt.

      The jacket though, something my mother once might have called a blazer, was admittedly eye-catching.

      Turning it over, I gestured to the same logo I’d seen on the box. A circular wyvern pattern was emblazoned on the back with Icarus Institute written below.

      Alex whistled softly. “The blue and white aren’t too bad, I suppose.”

      “And who doesn’t like dragons.”

      “More of a wyvern, but who cares,” he replied, and I looked up to see a hint of sarcasm in his gaze. Alright, roomie. Maybe we can make this work to our advantage, I thought. There was nothing worse than living with someone who had no sense of humor.

      I set down the cup and looked back to the kitchen. It was so gaudy and shiny I wanted nothing less than to fix myself food there. And yet, my stomach was twisting in a knot, trying to eat itself if nothing else.

      “Hey, I’m sure you got the same, but I have a nice chunk of change on a shiny, black card. What’d ’ya say I buy us both a massive lunch, and then we go explore this ridiculous school?”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Alex smiled, nodding vigorously. His mop of blonde hair shook over his face, and though he was goofy as hell, I found I already liked the guy. “Yeah, J. Yeah, let’s do that.”

      So, I took a piss in a bathroom fit for a movie star and then we left the way I’d come, walking out into the broad expanse of the Wyvern Academy. The day was still young, I was hungry as a wolf, and my new roommate and I were loaded down with digital cash.

      What else could I ask for?
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      “Hey, did you eat my noodles?” J asked, shutting the cabinet harder than necessary.

      I looked up from the manga he’d let me borrow and pointed at the fridge. “I made dinner with them, and there is plenty for you. I’ll pick up some more when I go to the store after class.”

      J rummaged in the refrigerator and pulled out the large container of yakisoba I’d made. He tossed it in the microwave and pressed a random setting, staring at it like it would make it heat faster.

      I chuckled. He’s not a bad guy but getting used to sharing a space with someone other than my dad is a different matter.

      My alarm beeped, letting me know I had to get to class.

      “Well, I’m off,” I said, rising from the bed and pulling on my blazer.

      “You heading to class?”

      “Yeah, I got Planar Theory. You coming?” I asked, noticing his uniform folded neatly on the counter, the white pattern of a wyvern seeming to glare at J.

      “Nah, I got noodles to eat and then training,” he replied as the microwave dinged, and he dumped the steaming glob of noodles and pork onto a plate and dug in. “Hey, this is delicious!”

      “Glad you like it, I’ll give you my notes when I get back,” I said as I opened the door.

      “Sure, sure. Thanks, Alex.”

      I didn’t bother responding. J was a world away already, devouring the yakisoba with gusto. He wasn’t the most elegant eater, but it made me happy that he enjoyed my cooking. I shut the door behind me and left the dorms.

      The campus building was on the other side of the island, and I had to jog around the two-mile track to reach my class. Though, the daily run to class replaced my morning jog, so it wasn’t all bad. I just wish I weren’t so sweaty. Maybe I should start wearing my gym clothes and change into my uniform when I get to class?

      I had five minutes before the bell and I stopped by the men’s bathroom to run some water through my sweaty hair, slicking it back out of my face. It wouldn’t matter when it dried, going right back to its usual chaos, but it would take care of the sweat.

      The bell chimed, and I hurriedly made my way to the classroom and found my seat. The classrooms were starkly contrasted next to the affluent wealth of the dorms. Plain wooden school desks and actual chalkboards, not a smart board in sight. It was old school, way old school.  I stared out of the window for a few minutes, watching the clouds overhead as the school spun ever slowly on its axis.

      The rest of the class slowly trickled in and I paid them little mind. They were more than happy to return the favor.

      Thanks, Tomi! Toss me to the sharks and let them eat their fill. Ever since the entrance exam, when she singled me out, most of the other students developed an instant distaste for me. And the nickname Teacher’s Pet stuck like napalm.

      Though, as one student in particular walked in, I found I paid her more attention than any other.

      Reagan Willis was the pride of our class. A legacy, so I’d been told, but that didn’t matter to me. She was strong and graceful, her fighting style was Capoeira, one I’d previously discounted as nothing more than a ridiculous dance. She blew my prejudice out of the water. Her movements were so fluid and precise that it was hypnotic to behold. I’d watched her train during gym class, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      Reagan was a natural fighter, but she was also one of the prettiest girls I’d ever laid my eyes on. She had silken brown hair that fell to her back, amber skin that radiated in the sun, and molasses eyes that left me feeling like a diabetic.

      She glanced at me and I averted my eyes as she sat down in her seat. She was two seats up in the row next to me and it gave me the perfect angle to watch her to my heart’s content.

      Piper clanked down in the seat directly to my right, dropping her pen case as she took out her notebooks.

      I caught it before it could hit the ground and damage the flimsy plastic. I handed it back to her, as she blushed.

      “Thank you, Alex,” she said, her fingers brushing against mine as she took it from my hand.

      “It’s no trouble,” I said with a smile. “It’s only fair I return the favor since you saved my glasses.”

      “Oh, right. I did, didn’t I?” she asked.

      Piper looked like she wanted to say something else, but before she could, our professor walked in.

      “Alright, class. Turn to page forty-four in your textbooks, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover before your test on Friday, and I won’t tolerate slackers in my classroom,” Professor Reynolds said as she strode through the doors.

      Allison Reynolds was a stern, no-nonsense educator. Standing at only five-three, she was a monster in a very tiny package. Her blonde hair was shot through with gray and her deep blue eyes never missed a thing.

      I turned my gaze back to Reagan.

      I’d already read the chapter on extraplanar gates and had no need to re-read it. So, instead, I focused my attention on Reagan as she tapped her pencil on her textbook, using her slender index finger to read each line. It was enchanting to watch.

      Even with my unheightened senses, I couldn’t miss the whizz of an object flying through the air, and I looked up just in time for a piece of chalk, fired with the precision of a sniper rifle.

      It hit me square in the forehead.

      The chalk cracked into a dozen pieces and sent chalk dust billowing over my textbook. I rubbed my forehead and glared at Professor Reynolds as she stared me down.

      “Mr. Nakano, if I could draw your gaze away from Miss Willis for a moment, I’d like to ask where the hell Mr. Mallory is?”

      My face flushed red and I quickly averted my eyes as the whole class laughed. Reagan looked back, dismissed me, and turned back to face the chalkboard.

      Dammit!

      Heat crept up my neck to my cheeks as I gripped the corners of my desk.

      “I think he’s not feeling well today.”

      “Well this is the third class he’s missed, tell him the next time you see him that if he skips again, I will personally drag him to class. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I’m not his babysitter, and I’m not your messenger. Tell him yourself,” I snapped.

      The collective intake of breath matched the look of shock on Professor Reynolds’ face. She recovered quickly and glared daggers at me.

      “Alright, smartass, answer this question correctly, or you’ve got a week of detention,” she said as she began writing the problem in bold letters on the board.

      The properties of an Extraplanar Gate? Easy.

      Before she could even finish writing, I began. “The properties and characteristics of extraplanar gates vary from type to type, depending on the level of demon using the portal. Though the size and intensity fluctuate between a Lesser and Middling class of Demon, each gate causes a ripple in space-time, which manifests as physical distortions in our world. A haze-like mirage, or sudden shift in the surrounding gravitational field are the most common signs.”

      Professor Reynolds gritted her teeth and nodded sharply. “That is correct.”

      As if our brief engagement never happened, she turned back to the board and began her lesson, going over the very same topic she tried to surprise me with. I mentally reviewed what I read with what she was saying and found no discrepancy.

      Class slowly ticked by, and after a strenuous hour, the bell rang. Everyone quickly shot out of their desks.

      Piper nudged me, leaning over my desk.

      “That was impressive. Professor Reynolds is so strict that I’d be terrified to smart off to her like you did,” she said, her cheeks tinged red.
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      “Are you feeling okay, Piper? You look a little flush. Hope you’re not coming down with the same thing J has,” I said with a wink.

      “Oh, am I red?” she asked, turning even a deeper shade of crimson. “I’ll go to the nurse after my next class.”

      “I thought we had a free period next hour?”

      “Oh, you do, but I’m taking Advanced Universal Energy Manipulations.”

      I blinked. “AP Ki Studies? Isn’t that a second-year class?”

      Piper blushed. “It is, but Mrs. Icarus pressured me to take it. She said I showed potential, but I honestly don’t see what she does. I’m struggling.”

      I stood up from my desk and gathered my belongings. “Well, I’m impressed. I hope you do well.”

      “Thank you, Alex,” she said and checked her watch. “Oh! I have to go, or I’ll be late.”

      With that, she rushed off, throwing me a wave and was out the door, leaving me alone in the classroom with Professor Reynolds.

      As I passed by her on the way out the door, her sharp voice commanded me to stop.

      “Mr. Nakano, you’re a smart kid, I didn’t think you’d be able to answer that, so, well done. But don’t ever snap off at me again.”

      “You fired the first shot,” I said, turning back around to leave. “I’ve already gotten enough grief from the other students over the entrance exam, I don’t need it from the professors as well.”

      “Very well, Mr. Nakano,” she said, with a smile in her voice. “A truce. So long as you keep up your studies, I won’t hassle you too much.”

      I nodded and left the class. Only to nearly run headlong into Reagan.

      “Sorry, Reagan,” I said as I stepped to the side in the hallway.

      The hallways were circular with more marble and black tile. Why the classes themselves were so different to the rest of campus, I could only guess.

      “Walk with me,” she said, making it clear it wasn’t a request. Her voice was rich and smooth.

      Reagan turned and walked down the hall. It was the direction I needed to go anyway, so I literally had no choice but to follow.

      “What do you need?” I asked as I caught up with her.

      “Why were you staring at me in class today?” Reagan asked with no preamble.

      “Oh, no particular reason,” I muttered, my face heating up.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s not the first time I’ve felt your eyes on me, so there must be a reason.”

      Jesus, what’s up with the interrogation? Knowing she probably wouldn’t be satisfied with any vague answer I gave her, I told her a bit of the truth.

      “You’re one of the most graceful fighters I’ve ever seen. I was studying how you move so fluidly.”

      “Oh,” she said, perking up.

      Her whole demeanor shifted, from stern and aloof to soft and kind of adorable. “That makes sense, I actually thought you had romantic feelings for me,” Reagan said, her words blunt like a sledgehammer.

      She wasn’t wrong, I was undeniably drawn to her, but I wasn’t ready to just flat out tell her. Well, if there was ever a time to confess, then now is it. Man up and just ask her out!

      I fumbled with my hands, working up the nerve to tell her as we walked. She eyed me with curiosity a few times while my courage rose.

      “Well, it’s not just your combat style I admire. You’re also quite beautiful.”

      Reagan sighed and smiled at me, but my heart sank as she gave me a pitying look.

      Oh, damn it all.

      “You’re cute, Alex, but you couldn’t keep up with me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I watched your fights, and don’t misconstrue my words, you clearly have talent. But when you fought Mason, you were uncoordinated, and hesitation showed in your movements. No offense, but you would slow me down. Sorry.”

      She left it at that, bidding me fond farewell and walking away as if she hadn’t just crushed my heart with all the gentleness of a bulldozer.

      “Thank you for shopping with us,” the too-peppy cashier told me and handed me back my charge card.

      “Thanks.”

      I stowed the slim black credit card in my wallet and began the mile trek back to the dorms. At least it wasn’t as far a walk as the campus.

      My arms were burning with the strain by the time I walked through the door.

      J was in the far corner by the window, feet suspended in the air in a handstand, but he was only using the tips of his fingers.

      “The hell are you doing?” I asked, setting the groceries on the kitchen counter.

      “Body hardening, it’s kinda my thing,” he said, his voice trembling with strain.

      “Ah, well keep up the good work.”

      Body hardening. Old-world technique not practiced much these days.  It’ll have made his body like iron. Impressive, but it does have its limits.

      I unpacked all of the groceries and wrapped the plastic bags into one and shoved them into the junk drawer.

      “What do you want for dinner?” I asked, picking up the fresh shrimp I’d bought. “You want some shrimp fried rice?”

      “Hell yeah!” J shouted.

      “What are you all excited for,” a new voice asked from the bathroom.

      A girl walked out of our bathroom, naked with only a thin towel to cover herself. Her golden terra-cotta skin shimmered with water droplets that fell from her dripping dark hair. She looked from J to me and blushed slightly, her cheeks darkening.

      “Ah, hello, Alex,” she said smiling, not caring that she was half naked in front of me.

      “Miss Morales.”

      “Ava, please,” she said, turning and grabbing her uniform which was lying by the door. I hadn’t noticed the clothes when I’d come in. I’m slipping.

      “I was just telling J that I’m making shrimp fried rice for dinner, would you like to join us?”

      Her face lit up at the mention of food and she turned back around quickly, her towel opening, giving me a glimpse at her hips and backside. I turned around and busied myself with meal prep.

      “I love shrimp!” she exclaimed. “But unfortunately, I’ve already got dinner plans with my roommates. I just stopped by because they were hogging the hot water. I know it’s not just J’s dorm, but you don’t mind, do you?”

      “Not at all. Make yourself at home,” I said, dicing the shrimp and keeping my eyes glued to the cutting board as Ava got dressed.

      “Thank you,” she said, coming over and placing a kiss on my cheek. “I’m sorry to hear about you and Reagan, Alex.”

      What?

      Before I could respond, she waved bye and slid her eyes hungrily over J. “Gotta run, guys, but a definite rain check on dinner next time, Alex!”

      As soon as she left, J stood up from his practice and came over to me, his face drenched in sweat as he rubbed his fingers, flexing and unflexing them.

      “So, you asked out the most popular girl in our class? The cojones on you,” he said, slapping me on the back. “Mad respect, man.”

      “Thanks, but she shot me down like I was a prized bird.”

      “There’ll be other game, this school has plenty to choose from. Have you seen the second-year hotties? Goddamn.”

      I knew he was trying to cheer me up, but I wasn’t really in the mood to talk, and he picked up on it. When dinner was ready, we ate while J copied my Planar Theory notes and I listened to some music.

      I was missing Japan, and my father.

      When J finished eating, he went out, giving me a good chance to call. It rang a few times before he picked up, breathless.

      “Heya kiddo, how’s your first week?”
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      “Oh, no you don’t!” I grunted through gritted teeth.

      Mo’s forearm ground into the side of my head, the weight of his well-muscled body and strong legs crushing me.

      On my back with a toad on top of me, I struck him three times with my thumb, each targeting a short rib. Mo flinched to the side, shifting his weight enough for me to breathe. I shot my foot out and caught a nearby stone pillar. Using all of my strength, I shoved off, thrusting my hips.

      Mo rose in the air a few precious inches, and I pulled my knee up just in time. When he came down, my kneecap pressed into his solar plexus. I yanked him towards me, crushing his core. The man’s lungs expelled all of his air in a whoosh. I shot a hand up around his throat and pinched off his wind.

      He throttled me with fierce elbow strikes, but I fended them off with my free hand, laughing all the while. “You’re done, Mo. We both know it,” I called out, the thrill of victory coursing through my veins.

      He tapped the side of my shoulder. I let go and we both stood up from our sparring match.

      “Damn, you dog. You’re the nastiest fighter I know,” Mo said, half in anger and half impressed.

      “Thank you. But no, that wasn’t Dog. You wouldn’t like it nearly so much.”

      “I’ll have to take you on your word. Now, as entertaining as that was, I’ve got to get going. Same time tomorrow? Maybe you can finally teach me a few Western Wolf moves, huh?” Mo asked, blood dripping through his teeth as he spoke.

      I folded my arms, refusing to give an inch. “No way. Not until you teach me Toad. We can make a trade out of it if you want. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”

      We clapped hands together and shook, another great training session down. It’d been great being roomed up with Alex, but befriending Mo, one of the few students who studied an animal form of kung fu, was beyond compare.

      I had a lot more to work on before I called it a day though.

      Classes had been killing me lately. Showing up proved to be hard work. Not only did I have to take notes, pay attention and show up for exams, but the girls were everywhere. How is a man to survive so many distractions?

      Spending another half hour in the stone pit, I worked both legs briefly, my feet, and then moved on to my arms and elbows. I could only take ten shoulder strikes before the hardening proved too much though. How Mo had toughened his collar bone so extensively was terrifying to consider. It was one of the weakest parts of the body, and he must have spent years in pain to get where he was today. Yet without it, the body-slamming style of Toad would be out of his grasp entirely.

      Moving to the Water Gym, I had a new theory to test out. Stone, wood, and iron were perfect materials to harden your body with. But what about water? I had to give it a try. Each of the four gyms connected at either end, essentially creating a massive and uninterrupted passageway that wound around the entire colosseum. The design showed great care and intelligence.

      I winked at the girls working behind the counter, causing a fit of blushing and whispers. Don’t worry, girls. I won’t give you any trouble. Just can’t resist causing a stir when I can.

      Scarlet had been wearing me out lately. After we’d heard she’d passed her entrance exam, Ava insisted on the three of us going out for an official date.

      The two girls had hit it off nicely, and after our meal, we made sure to get very well acquainted.

      Poor fucking Alex. The guy looked like he was about to throw up when I came home with both of them. I guess we’re just lucky the rooms are nearly soundproof when closed. That would’ve been too much to ask anyone, no matter how kind...

      I entered the Water Gym and walked between the many pools. A few students dove through a series of submerged tubes, their sleek forms burrowing through the water like dolphins. How in the hell can someone learn to swim so strong? And more importantly, how is that going to be useful when fighting demons?

      The training center was more than swimming pools though. Ice baths lined one wall, and opposite, roiling spas. This would be a great place to recover after grinding away at my bones all day. Hell, this might even make for a nice date. Could bring Ava here and rock the spa for an hour before heading home. But the question that begs answering... how would the staff take to nudity?

      I laughed to myself, and then spotted something that caught my eye. In one corner was a very strange piece of equipment. At first, I didn’t know what to make of it. But after examining the girl strapped inside, I grasped its function.

      She was standing in the middle of a ring of mechanical parts, long cuffs wrapped around her arms and legs. Hoses were attached to these. Every few seconds a burst of water exploded into the cuffs, pelting her with high pressure. She grunted, clenching her teeth. The water streamed out through a grate in the floor below her.

      “That is a wonderful torture device,” I said when she was finished, exiting the machine. “What’s it called and how do I sign up?”

      She laughed, her eyes squinting beautifully as she did so. “I have no clue what it is called. But it is good for strengthening the body. I study Hapkido and have found that though my form is good, I’m behind some of the other students regarding toughness. I asked the staff and they suggested this machine.”

      “I wouldn’t mind giving it a shot. Could you teach me how?” I asked, appreciating the way her swimsuit clung to her body. The girl had a prodigious chest, so bountiful they might even give Scarlet’s a run for their money. She blushed, most likely knowing her nipples pressed through her swimsuit, winking at me in full glory.

      Not wanting to be a complete creep, I focused on the machine and stepped inside. “Seriously, how do I get it started? I have some more body hardening to do before I’m done today. Maybe this can help.”

      The girl pointed, and happily explained, wrapping an arm around her chest. She shivered slightly. Her lips were plush, a shade that found the precise union between pink and purple. Gods she’s sexy. I wonder if Ava would be down with another friend? “There, just put your arms and legs inside. Then you will feel buttons inside that allow you to begin. The circular one on the right starts the machine. The two on the left increase and decrease pressure.”

      I followed her instructions, and soon, the cold machinery wrapped about my limbs. When the water first hit, I gasped.

      It surprised me. The pressure was anything but gentle, and not having trained in such a fashion before, I found it more of a challenge.

      She laughed, catching my eye again and looking up at me coyly. “I’m Haruki by the way. I’ve seen you around, but don’t know your name.”

      “Call me J. I’m— Ah!” I tried as another blast of water struck me. “I’m still pretty new here. First year and all. How long have you been at Wyvern?”

      “I’m a second-year. I don’t have many friends though. Some students don’t like students from Japan very much. The Leviathan school is competitive, so if you’re Japanese, they think either you’re smug or not talented enough to get into Leviathan. That isn’t always the case though.”

      Carefully, I toggled the switch higher, bracing myself for more punishment. The Water Gym might become a more consistent part of my training after all. The torrent ripped at my flesh, burning like it was melting my skin off, peeling it back to the bone. I breathed deeply, channeling my strength and focus carefully, yet even as the jets blasted a path across my arms and legs, I didn’t neglect the girl.

      Flirting was always important.

      “You don’t seem smug at all. In fact, you seem shy, sweet, and just a touch—” I grunted briefly as another round of water hit me. When it abated again, I locked eyes with Haruki and added, “A touch beautiful as well. Still, I’m curious now. Why didn’t you go to Leviathan?”

      I had the satisfaction of watching her blush, eyes dropping to the ground briefly. While I had the chance, I observed her incredible hips, wide curving works of art no painter could emulate. Haruki’s thighs were thick with muscles and smooth, bare but for the swimsuit she was wearing.

      She coughed into her fist before answering. “Family politics. My father has no love for the headmaster of Leviathan. I came here in part because I wanted to see the world, but also to spite some old man I barely know. Rich families have a way of squabbling through their children.”

      Wondering if I was an idiot or just trying to show off, I turned up the water once more. The next time it struck me, I grunted indecorously. She giggled, and when I could breathe again, I said with all honesty, “I think I love and hate this thing. We should name this the Leviathan.”

      When I finished, I stepped out, admiring the red welts raised all over my arms and legs. Another machine stood next to it that worked the torso. So, being as twisted as I was, I offered to be the guinea pig for this one. Haruki cracked up, her teeth bright, when I exaggerated my expressions for her delight.

      Making an ass of myself is not something I will ever enjoy. But for a girl? Shit, I’ll do almost anything to make a cute girl laugh.

      After another ten minutes of broken conversation, I learned what she thought of American politics, her plans for retirement should she survive long enough, and exactly what Hapkido was.

      The fighting modality interested me. I’d never been a fan of the flourish and showy Tae Kwon Do. Some fighters were serious, for sure, but too many worked on brilliant kicks that could easily be countered. In fact, once during a tournament, I was disqualified for breaking a kid’s leg who’d dared to use a spin kick on me. Giving me his back, even for a second, was like an impossible temptation.

      I’d blasted his standing leg, underestimating my strike. When his tibia popped like an overripe fruit, I held up my hands in apology. But it had been too much for the judge, the fighter’s father, and I was not-so-kindly asked to leave.

      But Hapkido included throws and joint locks.

      Haruki had apparently adapted it further, and simplified many of the strikes, making them more efficient and faster. “Sounds devastating,” I admitted. “I’d love to spar sometime. Though, right now I’m pretty starved. Would you lower yourself enough to eat with a first-year?”

      Haruki’s cheeks flushed red once more, and I couldn’t help but wonder what her skin did when touched the right way. Some women showed their arousal in the most breathtaking fashion. “I wouldn’t mind sparring or getting something to eat. I don’t care how long you’ve been here. Besides, aren’t you older than most students your age?”

      “I am. Took a few detours with high school and waited on the entrance exam. So, do you have an answer? We heading to the world’s fanciest cafeteria or what?”

      She chewed her lip, then bounced on her toes a few times. Is that the cutest nervous habit in the world or what?

      “I want to. You’re really cute, J. And I’m surprised you think the same about me. But I thought you were dating someone here already. Or more than one girl, actually. Listen, I don’t mean to sound rude, but what’s your deal with Ava? Is she your girlfriend? Then Scarlet?”

      I smiled placatingly, nodding all the while. I knew this was coming, so why not get it out of the way already? “Ava is my girlfriend. We’re a steady thing, and… well, to be honest, I have very strong feelings for her. But then I met Scarlet, and there was this very intense and very real attraction. So, I asked Ava what she thought. The three of us have been in a more or less open relationship for weeks now.”

      Haruki blinked at me in surprise, her mouth hanging open a bit. Unconsciously, she bit the tip of her finger then looked back to the ground. Wow, let’s see what happens then. She’s turned on, surprised that she’s turned on, and now wondering where her moral standing is. Looks like we will both get to know Haruki better.

      After a few moments, I started to feel bad. In an act of generosity, I threw out an alternative that she might not have known was an option. “Hey, Haruki. You’re very attractive, and I’m sure Scarlet and Ava would feel the same. If you want, we could all hang out some time and see how things feel. But that is a lot to ask from anyone, let alone some poor girl you just met at the gym. So why don’t we go eat a burger or something, I can get to know you a little better, and if all of that sounds really weird, then the worst-case scenario is I have a new friend. It is fine if we’re just friends, okay?”

      She nodded, her head bobbing in tiny nervous jerks as she placed a hand over her mouth. Then everything shifted. Her shivers ceased at last, and she stood up taller. Dropping her arms to her sides, she looked at me with her huge almond eyes. Without smiling, or without any hint of self-consciousness, she told me what she’d decided. “Thank you for that, J. It is nice of you to say so. I’ll go and get changed then I’d love to head out with you. But I don’t just want to be friends.”

      Her sudden boldness and the press of her breasts against her suit hit me in the chest harder than any water-pumping machine could emulate. This girl was a forest fire and it seemed I was going to be lucky enough to be devoured by her flames.

      “Okay, Haruki. My clothes are in the Stone Gym. How about we meet between the two under the archway. Say fifteen minutes? That should be long enough for a quick shower, yeah?”

      She fought another internal battle. Her brown eyes smoldered as she worked on whatever new course of action she’d decided on. I couldn’t fucking wait to hear. Then she walked forward, solemn as a hell-bent succubus. Placing a hand on my chest, Haruki lifted up on her toes and kissed my cheek.

      The embrace was light, but she held it there until I felt her breath warm my face. Pulling back slightly, she said, “Five minutes. If it’s okay with you, I’d rather shower somewhere else. How does that sound? Unless your roommate minds.”

      I laughed, a low and gravelly thing that had I not just been propositioned by a gorgeous woman would come off as creepy.

      I shook my head, making the quick mental note that I’d have to send off a quick text to Ava. She was the queen bee after all. I couldn’t upset the hive.

      “I think he’ll be just fine. Besides, we all have separate rooms, don’t we? I’ll text him and let him know that it might be a good time to take off. That way we’ll have the shower to ourselves.”

      Haruki smiled, mostly with her eyes, and went to pull away. I caught her by the wrist though. “Wha—” she made to ask, but I silenced her with a proper kiss on her mouth.

      Down pillows and wind-blown clouds, I found out, were nothing compared to the softness of Haruki’s lips.
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      Before I’d realized it, a month had flown by.

      I’d settled into a comfortable routine. My mornings were solely dedicated to achieving a faster Sogai. I’d come a long way from my first attempt, but it still took too long to focus my mind.

      Too slow, I thought as I closed off my senses.

      When I achieved Sogai, I spent an hour practicing with it. Sometimes martial arts training, but I reserved most of that for gym class. What I primarily focused on was my concentration and maneuverability.

      Throwing on a pair of dark-tinted glasses so I wouldn’t receive any weird looks, I walked through the school and nearby shopping district. It was open twenty-four-seven and it made good practice.

      My mission today was a bottle of oolong tea in the convenience store close to the dorms. J and I went through tea like nothing I’d ever seen, and it was my turn to buy.

      As I’d found out a week earlier when I tried this experiment, staying in Sogai had its downfalls. I couldn’t distinguish liquids by sound and touch alone, and when I’d tried, I ended up with a bottle of soda instead.

      I’ve got it this time; I’ve memorized the layout.

      I set off on my mission, and when I returned half an hour later and released Sogai, I found a bottle of oolong in my hands.

      Excellent.

      Though the trip to the store was easy, I hadn’t yet memorized the entirety of the school, it was simply too much ground to cover. And after an hour in Sogai, blood began to pool out of my ears and nose, the strain was intense, so I couldn’t risk abusing it.

      I drank my tea while I waited for J to get out of the shower. He’d started going to class regularly, but he had trouble sitting still during lectures. I’d caught him doing hand strengthening exercises instead of paying attention more than once.

      Getting used to living together had been pretty easy. We both got along decently and there hadn’t been any real issues.

      Other than the parade of girls he brings home every other night, it’s been great.

      I didn’t begrudge him his popularity with the ladies, but I did mind it when they kept me up at night. There were some things even noise-canceling headphones couldn’t solve.

      As I drained the last of the tea, J walked out, wrapped in a towel with his chest rippling casually. His scars extended well past his hands and arms, there were a number of little scars across his biceps and shoulders, but he had a ridged, puckered scar just under his rib cage that could have only come from a knife, and a slew of thick dots near his heart. They looked like burn scars but were too uneven and random, so I had no idea what they were.

      “What are those scars on your chest? I can guess at most of the others, but not those.”

      “Cigarette burns,” he said quietly.

      From the look on his face, I’d touched a nerve.

      I quickly apologized.

      His hard face softened, and he flashed me a quick smile. “Don’t be. Might sound weird, but they’re my favorite scars.”

      Something stopped me from asking any more questions. I didn’t think I wanted the answers.

      I tossed the empty bottle of tea into the trash and went to take my own shower. The bathroom was large, which freaked me out when I first stepped inside it, but now I loved it.

      After getting clean, I tossed my uniform on and grabbed my bag. J was already dressed and eating breakfast when I got out of the bathroom.

      “You made breakfast?” I asked, sitting down at the bar top.

      “Yeah, just some omelets, but you are always cooking, so I thought I’d help.”

      They looked good, or at least they didn’t look awful. I clapped my hands together, said my prayer of thanks and dug in.

      The omelet was surprisingly delicious, and it was gone too soon.

      “That was delicious, I just wish it had some rice in it.”

      “Rice in an omelet? That sounds disgusting.”

      “Don’t knock it till you try it. I’ll make some for us soon,” I replied.

      “Sounds good,” he said, getting up from the table. “Well, I’m walking to school with Ava, so I’ll see you later tonight.”

      “Don’t forget about monster movie night. We’ve got Godzilla Vs. Mothra!”

      J smiled wide and nodded, before dashing out the door. I was surprised that J had a few otaku hobbies he was into. That and his pretty decent cooking skills juxtaposed his otherwise bro personality. He was much more complex than I originally gave him credit for.

      While he went to drool over Ava, I went ahead and started walking to class. It was going to be a long day and I already wanted it over with.

      Planar Theory, Cram Ed, and Demonology. Back to back. Just my luck.

      I made my way to school and to the first round of my classes.

      Planar Theory went by pretty fast. Me and Piper teamed up for our eight-thousand-word report on the origins and elements of the Dark Plane. Instead of relaying only the facts we already knew about the demonic place, we spent a week brainstorming and theorizing about the duality of both planes.

      I took the side of devil’s advocate and argued on behalf of the demon’s plane, wondering what it must have been like for the demons to try so desperately to invade our plane. It was a lot of fun, and we scored an eighty-seven.

      “Good job, Piper,” I said after, we finished our presentation.

      She shook her head. “You’re the one who thought up the idea. And you’re the one who worked the hardest on it. I just stuck to the facts, but I really liked your theories. I had a blast.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I said, laughing.

      Piper fidgeted with her hands, a habit of hers when she was nervous. She kept having to force herself to stop while we stood in front of the class and presented our paper.

      “Hey, if you’re not busy after class, I have a break from AP Ki Studies. You wanna grab some lunch?”

      I had class after, but it was just Core Education, or Cram Ed. It shoved all the basic core classes that we didn’t have time to take separately into one. It was a fast-paced mix of math, history, English, and science all rolled into one giant ball of chaos.

      I loathe Cram Ed, and I’ve got a ninety-six already. I can afford to ditch one class.

      I laughed, realizing J’s influence on me. “Yeah, I have Cram Ed, but I’m well above passing, so I can skip one class.”

      “Great,” she said, blushing scarlet. “And since you’re the reason why we did so well, lunch is on me.”

      I held my hands up. “I couldn’t possibly. Besides, with our school cards, I’ve got more money than I know what to do with.”

      “True, but it’s still my way of saying thanks. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      With a chuckle, I relented; besides, she was cute when she was being forceful.

      After our talk, the rest of class zoomed by as everyone got up and presented their papers. Reagan spoke in a concise manner, rattling off facts like machine gun fire. She wasn’t wrong, but it was mechanical, and didn’t match her fluidity and grace. We’d barely spoken since she’d shot me down. She’d smiled at me occasionally and said hey when we passed in the halls.

      It was politeness, but I was glad for it.

      When the bell rang, Piper and I gathered up our things and left together. Piper left the classroom first, but I was held up by Professor Reynolds.

      “Good job on the paper, Mr. Nakano. It was unorthodox and out of the box. I liked the creativity, but next time, spend more time on extrapolating from the facts. That way your theories will have more substance.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Piper leaned against the back wall when I left the class, but before I could run over to her, someone roughly bumped into my shoulder.

      “Watch it, Teacher’s Pet,” Mason called as he shouldered past.

      I knew Mason was tall and well-muscled, but I preferred how Sogai made him look. Reality was a bit different. He was good-looking, but his smug superiority ruined any handsomeness he might’ve had. His brown hair was cut short, styled with gel, and his cerulean eyes held me in contempt.

      I sighed, trying to ignore his behavior as he went to join his group of friends, all of them equally as annoying as he was.

      I tried to brush him off but failed.

      It wasn’t just Mason being an asshole, though he had that going for him in spades. It was a power move, a show of dominance.

      And I was tired of the way they all treated me.

      I slipped the top of my foot around his shin and threw him off balance. Mason crashed face first to the ground but braced himself on his hands. Unfortunately, he didn’t break his pompous face.

      He got off the ground, fury bleeding into his eyes. “Think you’re funny, Pet?” he asked, brushing himself off. “Don’t think I won’t beat your ass again like I did at the exam.”

      I scoffed, dismissing him. “If you think that’s how it actually went down, then you’re not worth my time.”

      Piper was watching our exchange with mild concern, but she smiled when I walked over to her.

      “Don’t ignore me, you son of a bitch!” Mason shouted and charged.

      I didn’t need Piper’s look of concern to know he was attacking. His feet squeaked against the tile floor and the air whooshed as he reared back to swing at me. Even without Sogai active, I’d gotten better at listening to my surroundings. I turned, already in a defensive stance.

      In his rage, Mason only thought of dominance, and he disregarded any technique. He threw a wide haymaker at me, trying to end this with one punch. I stepped in, trapped his arm, and pivoted, using my back to throw him over my shoulder.

      Mason hit the tile hard, cracking his head on the floor.

      I left him there, bleeding, and walked back to Piper.

      “How was the shoulder throw?”

      “It was good, but Mason basically gave you the perfect setup. He should’ve known better.”

      “Thanks again for helping me with my Judo.”

      Piper blushed and nodded. She really was a sweet girl. Despite the extra workload, she still took a couple hours a week to help me practice my rusty Judo.

      “You ready to go?” I asked.

      “Yeah, let’s.”

      Scuffling from behind me drew my attention. Mason stood up, and from the look on his face, our fight wasn’t over yet.

      His friends egged him on, encouraging his aggression as they cajoled him. There would be no reasoning with him. He was furious and out for blood.

      We’d garnered the attention of more than a few students changing classes, and I’d just humiliated him. His pride wouldn’t let him stand down.

      Alright, he set the rules, no holding back, I’ll break his leg this time if I have to.

      I let him set the pace last time, but I knew how he fought. He was an aggressive fighter and that trait was exaggerated as his rage clouded him.

      Mason swung fast and hard, throwing multiple jabs towards my face. I bobbed and weaved under and around them, letting Mason tire out on his first volley. He was unhinged. He threw punches at random, and all I had to do was wait. His exhaustion would slow his movements and give me an opening.

      He overshot a cross heading to my chin, and I caught it in my palm. I took a step back to distribute the force of the blow and brought a straight lead punch to Mason’s nose.

      Blood poured from him like a faucet as the lower half of his face drenched in blood.

      Mason didn’t seem to feel it.

      He rocked me with a swift hook that rung my bell hard.

      My world went sideways, and I fell to the ground. His hook got me good, but I breathed through the pain and got to my knees. Before I could stand, Mason brought a kick into my stomach. I’d kept my muscles taut, but the force of the blow still forced all of the air from my lungs.

      I crashed back to the ground.

      Mason stood over me as I rolled over onto my back. He grinned madly, bloodlust in his eyes as he raised his foot to curb stomp my face.

      I shot my leg out, catching Mason in the side of the shin. He had all his weight on his right leg, and I took it out from under him. Once he was on the ground, I rolled on top and slammed my forearm into his face.

      Cartilage burst as I shattered his nose and knocked him out. Panting, sweat dripped down my nose to mix with the flowing river of red pooling on the tile. I stood up and brushed myself off.

      “Hey, you bastard, that’s my friend!” a guy from Mason’s group shouted.

      He was tall, with a medium build and thin muddy brown hair tied back in a ponytail. The newcomer was wearing the standard Wyvern Academy uniform, but with a light-green band around his arm. The school’s crest was stitched into the fabric.

      A member of the Disciplinary Committee, yet he just stood by and cheered while a fight happened.

      I’d seen him around class; his name was Wallace Reed. From the glare in his muted brown eyes, he was looking for some payback. He’d ignored his job to watch his friend fight, and only once his friend lost, did he feel like stepping in.

      It was clear Wallace was in no mood for talking as he brought his arms up and walked towards me.

      Piper stepped between us, her hands held in before her. “You’re going to attack him after Mason provoked and started the fight? And you call yourself a member of the Disciplinary Committee?”

      “Get out of my way, bitch!” Wallace shouted and attempted to shove past Piper.

      Piper stepped in, grabbing Wallace by the arm and collar of his uniform and hooked his leg. She brought him to the ground in a perfect Ouchi Gari throw. Knee to groin, and arm pinned, Wallace wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Nice throw, Piper,” I said, rubbing my aching stomach.

      She just beamed at me while I sorted through things. What the hell do we do with them?

      It was probably safe to say our lunch plans were cancelled. I was fatigued and the blows to the stomach and face hadn’t exactly whetted my appetite.

      I walked over to Wallace, who was glaring death at me and Piper. “If we let you up, are you going to chill out?”

      Wallace didn’t answer, just bucked against Piper’s hold, but a little pressure to his groin and he calmed down.

      “Well, I guess it was too much to hope for,” I said.

      I kicked Wallace in the temple, knocking him out.

      Piper stood when it was clear that Wallace wasn’t getting back up.

      “That takes care of that, you still want to grab lunch?” I asked.

      Piper beamed at me, brushing her uniform. Her hands ran though her crimson hair and roughly down her chest, moving her large breasts with each nascent swipe. I’d never been one for uniforms, but Piper made the white-trimmed blue blazer look amazing.

      “Absolutely, but you need a quick shower and a change of clothes. The restaurants are near the dorms, so let’s stop and get you changed first.”

      “That sounds like a plan to--”

      “Not so fast, Mr. Nakano,” a voice interrupted.

      I turned to see two new arrivals. Both of them wearing the Disciplinary Committee armband. It was a boy and a girl. The girl was a first-year, like us. She was cute and punkish with short blonde hair styled in a pixie cut. She’d arrived in a different group than our class and I didn’t know her name.

      The other was a second-year. Dark skin, more heavily muscled than any of our class with thick features and a bald head.

      Ah, the ‘real’ Disciplinary Committee. This ought to be good.

      The second-year knelt to check on Mason. He stood up sharply. “Aurora, call for medical and keep Mr. Rows’ head elevated till they arrive.”

      Then, referring to me, he grabbed my arm and demanded, “Come with me, right now.”

      I jerked out of his grasp on reflex. “Why, I didn’t do anything wrong. Mason was the one who started the fight and there are half a dozen witnesses to prove it,” I countered, holding my ground.

      “Regardless, you will both be coming with me,” he said and shoved past me to manhandle Piper.

      Oh, hell no!

      As he gripped his hand around her wrist, I lunged forward and jabbed my knuckles into his forearm, targeting his radial nerve.

      His arm dropped away, and I shoved him.

      “That was a poor decision,” he said, his face darkening.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          

      

    

    







            Rabid: J

          

        

      

    

    
      Mornings were usually a time of stiffness and pain, a cloud of fatigue that I could only wash away with some tea or coffee and a workout. But this morning was different.

      It was divine.

      “Kiss her, J. Kiss her again, and this time with a little more intensity,” Ava said breathlessly.

      She lay back against my pillows, a hand tucked neatly between her legs. Her eyes were sleepy and half-drunk from lust. It had already been a hell of a night, and we were all a touch hungover.

      Who knew that the girls would hit it off so well? It’s like this whole thing was destined to be.

      I did as I was told.

      Taking orders from Ava, especially ones so easy to follow, came naturally.

      Dictating how things went, at least some of the time, seemed to give her a sense of power, and that turned her on.

      I wasn’t about to argue.

      Haruki moaned, her thighs trembling slightly, the morning sun lighting her milk-white skin. She bit a knuckle as I kissed her again, following it up with a playful bite of one of her lips.

      She ran her fingers through my messy hair, and Ava gasped as Haruki fell back, filling one of her hands with a swollen breast.

      “Yes, J. More,” Ava panted.

      Teasing Haruki, I moved away to her inner thigh, caressing the soft skin there before moving back to the center of her arousal.

      Haruki’s body was a golden temple. Where Ava was sleek, Haruki was round and yielding.

      She had more curves than even Scarlet, though the girls had yet to meet. Her breasts were heavy, nut-brown nipples firming up as her skin flushed with goosebumps.

      I’d only known Haruki for a night and a day, sexually at least, and yet I knew this was it.

      She was close.

      “Too soon. Make her wait,” Ava said in a low voice. I felt like my pants were near to ripping open from my own arousal, but I had the same thought. Sometimes pleasure could be torture.

      And that was the best kind.

      Again, I moved away, this time roaming up over her mound and kissing her belly. I spread a hand over her and found her breast, giving it the gentlest squeeze.

      Taking a nipple, I twisted, and Haruki moaned again.

      I let my other hand explore.

      She was soaking wet and glorious as I slipped two fingers into her.

      Locking eyes on Ava, at last she nodded, her own climax nearing. I moved back and kissed Haruki, my fingers still dancing within her.

      It was such a subtle art compared to what everyone described.

      My hand appeared to be almost completely still, my mouth pressed against her sex. Yet my tongue flicked back and forth in minuscule circuits, my fingers beckoning her patiently.

      After a few more delicious minutes, she broke.

      A wave of pleasure stole down her body, her thighs shaking slightly. Haruki opened her mouth and gasped out a wordless, breathy sigh.

      I let her buck for a few tasty moments, and then I was on top of her.

      I’ve been very fucking patient. So patient and attentive too. Now it’s my turn, I thought, pushing into Haruki.

      She grunted again, and Ava leaned forward, her eyes intent on my hips as they worked.

      Her mouth hung open, slack, and her chest rose and fell at a faster rate. The rising flush in her neck and cheeks told me she was close as well.

      Haruki sucked one of my thumbs as I ground into her tight and eager sex. I pulled away and gently slapped the side of her thigh.

      Without being told, she turned around and presented herself for me.

      By every god, old and new, these are hips, I thought, gripping the girl and plunging myself deeper than ever.

      I increased my tempo, knowing Ava would want me to finish close to when she did. I palmed some of Haruki’s generous ass and lifted, using it to pull myself deeper.

      She let her arms and chest fall to the bed and she moaned softly with each stroke.

      Ava’s eyes were almost closed when she suddenly stretched out her legs and slid down onto the mattress. I watched her pelvis rock to and fro as her body held onto its hard-earned orgasm.

      Watching her body writhe in ecstasy, I let myself go as well.

      A train wreck exploded in my core, and I grunted, trying not to announce to all the world I was finishing. Soundproof walls were one thing, but every bit of tech had its limits.

      I spilled every drop of lust I held, then collapsed over Haruki’s back.

      Time stretched in that sleepy languor that drives humans to this indecorous and humbling act, time and time again.

      Then Ava cursed, sitting up. “I’m late, guys! My first class is starting in four minutes!”

      “So, ditching is healthy,” I said, yawning.

      But she wasn’t having it. After a shuffle of uniforms and backpacks, we were running down the steps out of the dorms and headed for campus.

      Ava peeled off first, her class was closer, and ours didn’t start for another fifteen minutes. Given the diverse curriculum, the school scheduling was far from exact.

      I walked with Haruki down the central hall that connected all of Wyvern Academy’s classrooms, spending a few minutes with her before class interrupted again.

      I’d have to pretend my mind wasn’t melting from boredom, but I didn’t have to rush off to do so.

      I still couldn’t believe how well things had gone. And that might just be the understatement of the year, I thought. Who knew that Ava had such a thing for Japanese girls? Is there anything sexier than watching your girlfriend get hot and bothered over a new crush? I certainly don’t think so.

      “I don’t like Planar Theory either, but J, you must remember that when the time comes, it will be up to us to stand up to the next incursion. Knowing all we can about the planes of existence makes sense. Even if it puts you to sleep,” Haruki said, her chastisement coming as soft and sweet as everything else she did.

      I shrugged. She had a point. “I know. And I’ve been putting in the work. But it’s so weird going from street fights and tournament matches to slow and methodical study. At least the Cram Ed class is fast paced. If high school had been more like that, I’d have gotten better grades.”

      She shook her head, the long black tresses shimmering as she did so. “You’re crazy, J. Cram Ed is the hardest class for me. I’m a brilliant student, yet only if I’m given plenty of time to complete everything.”

      Opening my mouth to explain what I meant, a commotion ahead drew my attention. It sounded like a fight.

      “Come on, let’s see what’s up,” I said, giving Haruki a nudge.

      We ran forward and looked around the corner of the hallway only to see my new roommate in the middle of a fistfight. Mason, the jerk who’d beaten him in the second round of qualifications, was sending a barrage of punches at him.

      Dude fights like an undisciplined ape. He has no idea how much better Alex is.

      Sure enough, Alex blasted the guy’s nose apart with a clean strike. I thought that might be the end of it, but Mason was in a fury. Using pure aggression to power his technique, he caught Alex with a hard hook. Part of me wanted to step in, but it wouldn’t have been right. A kick to the gut made me walk forward though. If this turned into a ‘let’s beat down Alex’ game, I wasn’t going to let it happen.

      But Alex shot out a foot and tripped Mason, bringing the man down hard. Then he was on top, his elbow blasting away the rest of his opponent’s resistance. Not bad, man. A hell of a way to end it, I thought, leaning back against the wall.

      Haruki gave me a questioning look. She knew we were roommates but was most likely confused why I was just standing and watching.

      I whispered to her, wanting her to know my intentions. “You don’t step into another man’s fight. It’s their honor to win or lose. Alex would never forgive me.”

      The show seemed to be over, but before Alex could walk away with Piper, Wallace called out from behind him. Wallace was an old friend, or acquaintance, from high school. His dad and mine were close once, but that was a long time ago, and I hadn’t seen him in years.

      Before I even had a chance to think about shouting out, Piper of all people, stepped in, performing a flawless throw. In two seconds, she’d pinned the bastard down, her knee firmly couched in his man bits. That’s got to hurt. Deserved it for trying to get a sucker punch off like that.

      After asking the dude to chill the hell out, Alex kicked him across the face, savagely putting him to sleep. Atta boy, roomie!

      Then two more people walked up. One looked to be a bit out of our league. He was tall with ebony skin and a shiny bald head, wearing the green and white uniform of a second-year.

      “Hey, you know that guy?” I asked Haruki, whispering in her ear.

      “Donovan Baylis. He’s been on the Disciplinary Committee for a long time now. Your friend is in trouble. You going to stop it?”

      I shook my head. Alex was still on his feet. “Not yet. I think Alex still has something to prove. I’ll step in if he gets in trouble. Don’t worry.”

      Then the bald bastard with the ego made a mistake. Instead of remaining in control of the situation, he got grabby with Piper. I knew it. Nearly everyone in our class knew it, but Alex didn’t. Piper was into him, and from the way he got defensive, he liked her too. He just wouldn’t admit it.

      Instead of acting out of his usual place of discipline, he snapped out a jab at the second-year’s arm.

      “That was a poor decision,” the jerk said in a growl.

      Alex just stood his ground. “Took the words right out of my mouth.”

      The guy kicked at Alex, aiming for his shin. I expected Alex to give ground, but he shot off a kick of his own, catching the blow in the arc of his foot. Twice more, kicks were exchanged, Alex blocking each of them deftly. His skill was impressive.

      Getting frustrated, Donovan leapt forward, punching at Alex’s face. But again, my little roommate proved himself hard to defeat.

      He ducked under the guy’s fist and sent three snapping jabs to his ribs and armpit. His right arm hung limp, the nerves no doubt ragged at having been so thoroughly trashed.

      The second-year grunted and took a step back. Surprise marred his handsome features, and I wanted to laugh. If it came down to it, I wasn’t sure Alex could finish the guy, but he’d sure thwarted his plans at immediate destruction.

      Then the girl who was with him, a punk rock hipster chick with bleached blonde hair, got caught up in watching the fight along with a gathering crowd of other students. She launched a high kick of her own. It sank into Alex’s waist. Rather than block or try to dodge it, Alex pinned the girl’s foot in place. In a blinding display of technique, he slammed his foot into the back of her standing leg.

      Immediately, she began to fall, as she did so, Alex swept his leg up into a second kick, this one connecting with the side of her head.

      Boneless, she fell to the ground.

      Holy shit! My roomie is a badass! That was hard enough to knock her out instantly, I mused, allowing myself to thoroughly get swept up in watching the fight.

      Alex fell into a crouch, hands relaxed and before him. “Let’s just call it a day. I didn’t start any of this,” he said to Donovan, who was staring in disbelief at his fallen friends.

      The situation didn’t de-escalate though. Instead, the dude flexed his hands, and the branded rune on the back of his forearm flared to life in eldritch blue. Shit. This is gonna get bad quick. Alex has no chance if this dude uses his Ascension power on him. Even if it’s only a single rune, the power difference is exponential!

      A shimmer of power spread around the man’s body, and his eyes glowed a pale blue. A few students standing around gasped. Haruki whispered, to herself as much as anyone, “No! The runes are never to be used outside of training or…”

      “Or outside fighting a fucking demon,” I finished and stood up from my place against the wall. This was no longer a fair fight, and I had no intention of watching one of my only friends be broken down for firewood.

      Instinctively, I fell into the low crouch of Wolf stance, but the second-year didn’t even notice. His eyes were on Alex. He charged, his hands coming up in a blur.

      Alex stopped and closed his eyes. He was doing the same thing he’d done during the entrance exam, his strange technique.  He blocked the first three attacks, his arms shooting out as if of their own accord. Yet even the blocks took a toll.

      Each time the boy hit, skin peeled off of Alex’s body, deep and unforgiving bruises forming almost instantly. It didn’t matter how he fought, he would lose.

      What good can I do? I thought to myself, the fight moving at a snail’s pace before my sped-up mind. I can go down fighting beside my friend. Good enough for me.

      One of the attacks penetrated Alex’s guard, the boy’s extended fingers sinking into the flesh of his bicep. I knew there was only one thing that would make a difference here. I needed to unleash that part of me so long buried.

      All around people were watching, so there would be no hiding it. Yet, if the tables were turned, wouldn’t Alex do all he could to save my ass?

      I knew the answer without having to think.

      Donovan swung his leg out, a perfect extension of his hip; the blow landed on the side of Alex’s thigh, impacting like a baseball bat. Alex cried out, his bone close to shattering from such an attack. He fell to his knee, the leg completely losing strength.

      I sunk even further, my body adapting to the first form I learned, the one I survived on for so many years, the one that scared me.

      Running in a low crouch, I threw myself at the kid.

      But his kicks were too fast. In the same motion, he pivoted back and shot his foot toward Alex’s vulnerable neck. Alex lifted his already-injured right arm, and the leg connected hard, the nerve too rattled to allow the arm to function after.

      It dropped to his side.

      The boy stepped forward, a left hook already coming out of the barrel, aimed to kill or permanently wound. Donovan was ready to rob Alex’s future.

      I was just in time.

      With the hardened fingers of a psychopath, I nicked the side of his leg, digging into the stringy tendon just behind the knee. I followed with a twisting punch to the liver, my fist sinking into his gut too deep to ignore.

      Donovan stumbled away from my attack, staring back at me in confusion. His eyes clearly asked who the fuck is this and why do I already feel broken? He had no idea what was coming next.

      I leapt forward, my front foot stomping down on the top of his foot. The clean and tidy snick of a bone breaking was music to my ears.

      He held up his arms to block whatever else I had planned for him, but those were vulnerable too. With my left hand, I snapped out, targeting the muscle of his forearm connecting with his bicep. I tore it free with my hands, made into the jaws of a rabid hound.

      Then as he clutched at his wounded arm, I pounced.

      I jumped, and my feet found purchase on his thighs, my right elbow smashing his sternum dead center.

      The boy toppled to the ground with me on top, already in a mount. I saw the ripples of cultivated power building in his limbs, the rune working to fuel his next attack. With or without the notable wounds, he was still going to fight me, and perhaps win. Yet there were injuries that could break even an Ascendant.

      I didn’t feel like going for his groin, though it was certainly an option.

      Instead I curled downward, gripping the jacket of his uniform, green to mark him as a second year, and bashing my head into his nose.

      His face collapsed as I broke through the soft tissue and cartilage, blood pouring down his chest.

      He grunted in pain and jammed a wicked punch to my ribs. It was harder than almost anything I’d ever felt before, enhanced as it was by the runic power.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      I’m not done yet, you shit. Everyone will remember you after this. They’ll always notice you by your award-winning smile.

      Even as my ribs shook from continued abuse, one popping loudly as it broke under another punch, I reached his face with the canine of my thumb. I tore open his cheek, ripping a bloody chunk from Donovan’s face.

      His screams were everything.

      The rune collapsed, his will folding like a deck of feeble cards.

      I sat back, as blood seeped from his ruined face, the pink-white of teeth gnashed together, exposed where they shouldn’t be.

      Students all around gasped, screamed or outright fled.

      That’s right, you spoiled fucking brats.

      Run.

      Run from the man who’s lost everything and learned how to take it back in a single moment.

      Run from the sight of too much blood.

      Run from the Dog.

      It wasn’t the group of officials, and several fourth-year students with runes activated, nor even Alex’s horrified expression that gave me pause. It was when I noticed Haruki’s eyes, the disgust and fear written out plain and easy to read, that it hit me.

      In the years since having the good fortune of finding a master who’d take me, and since learning the Wolf style, I hadn’t used the barbarism of Canton Dog. And though I’d saved Alex from worse than this asshole just got, the second-year whose eyes had just flickered up into his skull as he passed out from shock, I still felt that same primal emotion flood over me I’d grown so used to over the years.

      I ducked my head, watching the blood seep from Donovan’s face, covering the kid with the same sticky shame that swallowed me whole.

      For they’d seen me, the real me, the one I’d been hiding for years.
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      My entire being started and ended with pain; it throbbed in cadence with my heart. I laid my head down on the table and groaned softly.

      “Dude, you look like shit,” J said with a laugh.

      “Shut up.”

      He was right, though neither of us had room to talk. Half of my body was a welling bruise and the other half was bleeding from a dozen small cuts and nicks. J couldn’t stand right due to more than one broken rib, and had torn and bloody knuckles. Skin was flayed from his fingers and he wore another man’s blood like a macabre patina, evidence of a partially unhinged mind.

      My uniform was streaked with blood and was in tatters.

      Definitely ruined this uniform. Damn, it fit me the best.

      He laughed too loud and took a swig of his drink, a sickly-sweet soda that I smelled from across the table. Ugh, root beer. Tastes like a menthol patch. How can you drink that?

      “Get some food in you, you’ll feel better, I promise,” J said, knocking back his drink.

      I winced as I sat up off the table and leaned back in my chair. We were in one of the many food courts in the shopping district. The circular nature of the vendors and stalls made me feel like I was in a food prison, and we were sitting smack dab in the middle of the cell. Wooden tables and benches held numerous students talking, eating and laughing all too loudly, and it made me want to do nothing more than go home and sleep like the dead.

      “Why did I let you drag me here again?” I asked.

      “Because we’re some goddamn badasses, and we deserve to celebrate like champions.”

      “Speak for yourself. I got my ass handed to me,” I said taking a sip of my drink.

      The food court didn’t serve any real tea, but I broke down and tried the sweet tea served alongside the other soft drinks. I recoiled in disgust as nothing but sugar water hit my tongue.

      J laughed, reaching over to clap me on the shoulder.

      “Ow.”

      “Oops, sorry, he said. “But like hell you got your ass handed to you. You fought two people at once, not to mention kicking Mason’s bitch ass before that. You’re straight gangster, man.”

      I pointed to my black eye. “Still had to have you step in and save me. Not very heroic of me. And I call myself an Ascendant.”

      “Quit beating yourself up and have some pizza. It’s delicious.”

      I looked down at my two slices of chicken pizza. “There’s blood on it.”

      “Hey, iron’s good for the body.”

      That retort got a chuckle out of me, and even if it hurt to laugh, it felt good. “Hey, thanks for bailing me out of that mess. I mean it.”

      “Don’t sweat it. You think I was going to let anyone bloody up my roommate? Only I get to do that.”

      I took a sip of tea, an unsweetened black tea I found at another vendor, and crunched on the pellet ice clumped together on the bottom of my glass.

      “Yeah, after that display, I’m much less confident about taking you in a fight. That was savage, man, what was that?”

      J got quiet for a minute while he ate. I saw a flicker of emotions pass behind his eyes before he stood up. He smiled, stiff and uncompromising. “Hey, I’m still starving, you want some more pizza, hold the blood?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      He walked away without answering my question, which only added to my curiosity. His wolf style is savage enough, but that was on an entirely different level. I’ve never seen such brutality inflicted on another person. Must be some secret style.

      This new style of his, combined with his already-impressive body hardening, put J in a whole new category. If we fought for real, I didn’t think I could beat him, not without Sogai at least.

      He came back and the earlier aloofness had vanished. His two plates were piled high with mounds of cheesy, doughy heaven. The pain had settled enough that I finally felt hunger take hold. He set down my plate, and I dug in.

      After a few slices between us, J set down his half-eaten crust. “The style I used is called Canton Dog. It’s something I swore I’d never use again, but I couldn’t have finished the cock nozzle without it.”

      I was familiar with the eight imperial styles, but there were many hidden sub styles and techniques guarded by a few top masters. It made sense that dog style was one of those. Its efficacy could not be denied.

      “It was effective, whatever it was, now you’re right, let’s stop moping and celebrate. I’m sure we’re going to be in a heap of trouble tomorrow, so why not enjoy the moment.”

      We dropped the obviously uncomfortable topic of his fighting style, and he smiled. “Alright, I showed you mine, now how’s about you finally tell me about your little secret?”

      I blinked, automatically getting defensive before I realized the amount of trust it must have taken J to open up. J trusted me. It was past time to tell him.

      “The technique is called Sogai. It means inhibition. I shut down my unneeded senses to empower my hearing and sense of touch. It allows me to interpret, to predict my opponent’s moves before they make them.”

      J looked a little stunned. “You serious? Where’d you learn that?”

      “My Sifu practiced a form he called Shitsumei, or blindness, where he closed off his sight to bolster his other four senses. I took it a step further.”

      J laughed, inhaling his slice of pizza, before pointing his gnawed crust at me. “Badass, man, badass.”

      After we finished sharing our secrets, we talked about less important things. Literally any other topic but the coming storm looming overhead.  We talked a bit about our hometowns. I told J what it was like living in Osaka while he told me about traveling all over the world. For someone as young as he was, he’d lived an extraordinary life.

      Though, as the scars across his body will attest, extraordinary isn’t always a good thing.

      I loved my parents, was grateful to them for everything. Even after my mother passed, Father still did his best to raise me on his own. J hadn’t had that, but he was also much further along on his path of Ascension than I was. So, even as brutal and rough as it was, his past wasn’t wasted.

      As we talked, the benches next to us began to fill and naturally, the bruised and bleeding students laughing their heads off became the center of focus.

      Word had likely spread around school about the fight and so I wasn’t surprised when a group of girls came and sat beside us. They were first-years like us, one of the other classes, but I hadn’t really seen them around before.

      “You’re J and Alex, right?” a pretty brunette asked, leaning over towards us.

      “That’s us,” J said, puffing his chest slightly at the girls.

      I couldn’t blame him. They were all gorgeous. The one who’d spoken was the ringleader. The other girls gravitated towards her, even their trays of food tilted in her direction so they could see her better.

      They even make their uniforms look more expensive. Blue and white like all the other first years, but their blazers and skirts looked perfectly ironed. Rich girls who likely got in through hefty bribes. Something about all of them rubbed me the wrong way, but I kept my mouth shut. They seemed friendly enough, and they were gorgeous.

      She held her hand out to J, smirking and undressing him with her eyes. “My name’s Anastasia, but everyone calls me Ana.”

      “J, I go by J,” he said eloquently, not bothering to disguise his glance down at her cleavage when she bent over.

      Jesus, J. They’re nice, but if you’re going to ogle, you gotta be smooth about it. Years of being a mixed-blood as well as an otaku had trained me well in the subtle art of sneaking peeks at girls’ boobs. It was an art form, one the lumbering meathead hadn’t mastered.

      But the girl didn’t care, she watched his eyes as they flicked up and down, and smirked. Oh right, he’s popular. Otaku rules don’t apply to popular guys.

      “And you’re Alex?” one of the other girls said.

      She was cute, bordering on hot. Her long white hair gave her an exotic look, but a light scar on her chin detracted from her beauty. It turned it into something attainable rather than high up on a pedestal. She held her hand out to me and slight callouses brushed against my own when we shook.

      Not just a pretty face, but a fighter too. Though she was still dressed as elegantly as the others, my opinion of her went up a tad.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “I’m Snow. I saw your fight against Mason. It was impressive.”

      “Oh, cool…” I drifted off, not sure what to say next.

      “You guys mind if we sit with you?” Ana asked, already scooting her table closer to ours.

      “Not at all, the more the better!”

      The girls scooted over to us and began talking, mostly to J, who was the center of attention since he’d single handedly taken down a second-year student and was the “Hero” for stepping in and saving me.

      While the way they told the story wasn’t how it went down at all, I didn’t speak up, giving J the nod, when he shot me a look as they got to the part about him protecting me.

      Let him have the glory. He’s clearly having a blast.

      Snow leaned over and whispered in my ear. “That’s not exactly how I saw it go,” she said, her breath heavy and sweet as it drifted past my nose.

      “Sure it was, besides, it doesn’t really matter to me.”

      Snow laughed, grabbing my forearm lightly. Her fingers were warm and soft on my skin. “Cute, strong, and modest. I think that makes you a unicorn.”

      “I doubt that,” I said, trying to hold onto a thread of modesty. “Especially here. We’re surrounded by nothing but strong people, all vying for the same thing. Ascension.”

      The girl didn’t seem to be listening to any of my excuses. She pressed on in a different direction. “That may be true, but some do it better than others. Hey, what’s say you and me go and grab a drink. My treat.”

      Snow was cute, and obviously flirting with me. It was something I didn’t have much experience with, but I didn’t hate it.

      I had plans to meet Piper for dinner since our lunch plans had been ruined, but I had several hours till we were going to hang out.

      One drink won’t hurt anything.

      “Sure.”

      “Excellent,” she said, beaming.

      Snow pulled me out of the chair, I went to say bye to the others, but J had them engrossed in a slightly exaggerated, but still accurate retelling of the story. And the girls were eating it up. He slid me a wink as I rose from my seat and quickly pulled an object from his wallet and flicked it to me with practiced aim.

      I snagged it before anyone could see it and glanced down at the condom in my palm. Really?

      J just gave me a thumbs up and a smirk before turning back to his gaggle of girls.

      Snow wound her arm through mine and pushed herself against me. I hadn’t noticed since her uniform had hidden it well, but she was definitely in the more than a handful category.

      My face reddened as she pressed her chest to me and led me out of the shopping district and towards the dorms.

      “I thought we were going to get a drink?” I asked.

      “We are, my room has the best bar at Wyvern.”

      Oh, okay.

      Something nagged at me. I wasn’t this lucky. I’d been an outcast my whole life. A mixed-blood otaku virgin, and even being in America where my looks didn’t make me stand out, I still didn’t have game.

      I was a fighter, that’s where my talent lay, but in a school where everyone was a gifted fighter, I wasn’t exceptional. So, why is Snow all over me? It doesn’t make sense, we just met.

      As Snow led me through the hallways and towards her room, I tried to temper my budding excitement with skepticism, but Snow was really pretty and she smelled lovely. She let go of my arm to unlock her room. Inside it was a mirror of my own dorm, but with about fifty metric tons of clothing scattered chaotically.

      There was even a cliché bra draped over a lamp.

      “Sorry about the mess. My roommates have too many clothes and even our washing machines can’t keep up.”

      “Oh it’s fine.”

      “My room is the far left, make yourself at home.”

      I did and walked to her bedroom and sank back on her bed. It was less cluttered than the other room, but I still placed my hand on a pair of satin panties and blushed crimson.

      Snow came in a minute later with two plastic cups, both filled with ice and amber. “Here, this is yours.”

      I took it and just held it for a minute as Snow sipped hers and sat it on the nightstand beside the bed.

      “C’mon, bottoms up, cutie. Drink,” she said, straddling me abruptly.

      She pressed her hips to my groin, her boobs coming close to my face.

      She’d taken off her uniform and now only wore a thin tank top. Her nipples pressed tight against the gray fabric.

      I brought the cup to my lips, but this entire situation still didn’t sit right with me. The overpowering medicinal scent of booze wafted from the cup, but there was a sweet undertone to the drink, and as I glanced closer, I noticed a minuscule clump of white powder sticking to one of the ice cubes.

      Some kind of drug, alright, that’s more like it. Of course, she doesn’t actually like me.

      “Hey, Snow,” I said, trailing a hand up her arm, playing along.

      “Hmm?” she asked, shuddering under my touch, arching her back and pushing her chest forward.

      I ran my hand over her collarbone, pushing slightly to get her to expose her neck.

      “Next time you try to drug somebody,” I said, quickly slamming the side of my hand into her neck.

      Eight pounds of pressure to the vagus nerve and she dropped instantly. Out like a light.

      “Do a better job of it.”
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      “What do you mean she tried to drug you?” Piper asked, pausing mid sip of her drink.

      “Exactly what it sounds like. She lured me back to her room and tried to drug me,” I said, taking a bite of pasta.

      I felt a little underdressed. I’d worn my casual clothes to grab a bite with Piper, but she’d dressed up in a gorgeous black dress with a neckline that hinted at the immodest. It gave me a glimpse of her upper chest as it plunged, straining the fabric. Piper looked gorgeous, and I looked like a degen from upcountry.

      We’d come to a rather fancy restaurant on the upper side of the shopping center, an Italian place called Terra & Mare. It was far fancier than I was expecting, and I wished I’d thought ahead. Piper flashed a dazzling cute smile, and the Maître d’ had been putty in her hands. The restaurant wasn’t busy tonight, so we’d gotten the best booth in the house and a complimentary bottle of wine.

      Wine wasn’t my thing, but Piper gave me a look and asked to share a glass together, so I’d relented. One glass turned into a few, and here I was, spilling my guts.

      Piper frowned at me and harrumphed. “And what were the two of you doing in her room?”

      “Nothing. Little miss benzodiazepines tried to roofie me before anything could happen.”

      “You don’t think she was trying to poison you?”

      I scoffed, taking another bite. I’d ordered the chicken parmesan, while Piper had the fettuccini Alfredo. We’d tasted each other’s dishes and both were delicious. Still, I preferred the tangy marinara to Alfredo.

      “I don’t see any reason for her to try and kill me. We’d just met, and I haven’t done anything in my life that warrants an assassination. I think it was probably just some elaborate prank some students cooked up. I’m not exactly popular around our class.”

      “But who?”

      “No clue, but I plan on finding out.”

      After our discussion I changed the topic and perked up, simply trying to enjoy the evening with Piper. We hadn’t spent much time together, well any time where we weren’t training or working on homework, so it was a blast to get to just hang out and talk.

      We actually shared a lot of hobbies, besides martial arts and hero training. Piper liked retro video games and had sampled some classic anime.

      “Those are my recommendations,” I said, rattling off a list of my top five favorite manga and anime. “I’ve got all the files and even some reproductions of the originals you can borrow if you want.”

      “That sounds like fun.” She took a peek at her watch. “The night’s still young; you want to watch some anime together after dinner?”

      Something I hadn’t considered hit me out of left field. Does Piper like me? No. No way. Piper wasn’t a bombshell like some of the girls here, but she was still a knockout, and a damn good fighter as well. She was smart, smarter than me, and taking advanced classes. I knew for a fact that she had a few guys who were interested in her. I’d seen them walking together after her AP Ki Studies class. No way she’d pick me. We’re just friends.

      Regardless of if she did or didn’t, she was a friend and I actually enjoyed spending time with her.

      “Yeah sure. We can watch them back at the dorm. I’ve got them all on a drive plugged into our TV,” I said, excited she was down.

      We finished our meal, and even shared a raspberry cheesecake for dessert. I was stuffed and a little tipsy by the time we left the restaurant. We finished half of a second bottle, and I’d had more than a few glasses.

      Piper clung to me as we walked back to the dorms. It had gotten kind of chilly and neither of us had thought to bring a jacket, so she pressed against me, shielding herself from the wind.

      I opened the door to the dorm and motioned Piper inside. The lights were on and J’s shoes were by the door, along with a pair of girl’s shoes I didn’t recognize. Though our rooms were basically soundproof, faint noises drifted from J’s room and told the both of us what he was getting up to.

      Piper blushed a furious shade of crimson when she heard, and I stifled a laugh.

      “Unfortunately, you get used to it.”

      “This happens often?”

      “Only on days that end in Y.”

      Piper laughed, and I put on some music to drown out J’s nighttime proclivities. I didn’t know Piper’s taste, so I went with some Elijah Nang, one of my favorites and it was mostly instrumental.

      “Would you like tea?”

      “I’d love some.”

      I put on a pot of black tea. It was a new favorite of mine since it was the most prevalent tea in America. I poured two cups and went over and set them by the couch in our living room.

      I let Piper pick which anime she wanted to watch, and she chose Dragon & Tiger, an old high school romance anime, and we settled in.

      We watched episode after episode until my eyelids got heavy.

      I awoke several hours later when the sunlight peeked through the windows and swept over my face. I had a bit of a headache and a dry mouth. When I moved to sit up, I couldn’t move.

      Looking down, I found Piper lying on top of me, her head resting on my chest. She was still wearing her dress and was sound asleep. A blanket had been thrown over us at some point in the night. It was one from my room, but I hadn’t gotten it last night.

      Did Piper grab it?

      I slid out from under her and let her sleep. I went to the bathroom and washed up, taking time to brush my teeth and then I went to the kitchen to make breakfast for her. I was really good at Japanese breakfast, but I didn’t know if she would like that or not. I went with eggs, bacon, and pancakes.

      J wasn’t much help in other areas, but he could make nearly any breakfast food imaginable and he’d been teaching me. I pulled out all the stops and made a heaping stack of pancakes and enough eggs and bacon to feed an army.

      Either the smell of breakfast or the ding of the coffee maker woke her, but Piper groaned softly and propped up on her arms. A thin line of drool fell from the corner of her mouth that I quickly ignored. Besides, the way she was lying on the couch gave me an unobstructed view of most of her chest as gravity pulled them down tight against her dress.

      “Good morning,” I called out.

      “Good morning,” she replied as a reflex, but then glanced at her surroundings and then to me. Her eyes went from me to down at herself and then back to me. Her face reddened.

      “What happened last night?”

      “I fell asleep after episode eight, I don’t know when you fell asleep,” I said.

      “Sometime around there, I think.”

      “Would you like breakfast?” I asked.

      “I’d love some, but I should really get out of this dress before I wrinkle it any more than I already have.”

      I pointed to my room. “Top drawer has t-shirts and shorts. I think they’ll fit you just fine if you want.”

      She nodded and went to my room to change, shutting the door behind her. I focused on getting the food ready and coffee poured. I left her pancakes and coffee alone since I didn’t know how she took them. I kept my coffee black as well and added butter and a little syrup to my pancakes.

      I hadn’t had pancakes before coming to Wyvern, but they were one of my new favorite things.

      Piper came out a few minutes later looking adorable. She’d chosen one of my plain white shirts and a pair of athletic shorts. She looked really cute with them and her bedhead.

      “Thanks,” she said, blushing and sitting next to me on the bar top.

      We ate mostly in slightly awkward silence.

      I hadn’t planned on falling asleep next to Piper, but it wasn’t like it was a bad thing. Last night had been one of the best nights I’d had since coming here.

      After, I washed the dishes while Piper gathered her clothes and headed for the door. “I’ve got class in an hour and I need to get ready,” she said before hesitating a second and leaning on her tip toes to kiss me on the cheek. “I had a lot of fun. We should do it again sometime.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” I said, a little stunned.

      With that Piper left and I stood staring at the door like an idiot.

      “You know that girl likes you, right?” J asked from behind me.

      I waved him off. “What could she possibly see in me?”

      J’s face darkened and he walked over and slugged me in the shoulder. “The same thing I do, dumbass. You’re actually a pretty good guy. If you’d get out of your head for half a second, you’d realize that others see it too.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “So hey, what happened with that Snow chick? I thought you were going to make a snowsicle. Then I walk Ava out this morning and you and otaku girl are shacked up on the couch. Don’t tell me you double dipped, you player?”

      “You’re not going to believe what happened.”

      After I told J what happened with Snow, he looked a little concerned, but he had the same thought I did. We both chalked it up to a prank and left it at that. I went to take a shower and get ready for my class.

      I had Demonology first thing, and I was hoping it was quick so I could get a little more sleep.

      I walked to class in a fog. Finding my class by instinct, I sat down at my desk and laid my head down, only to be rudely interrupted a few minutes later by someone shaking me.

      “What,” I asked, looking up into the face of a kid I’d seen around but hadn’t actually talked to before.

      He was around my age, with thick, russet hair that curled around his ears.

      “You’re Alex, right? Word around school is that you and another freshman took on the Disciplinary Committee yesterday.”

      “Something like that. Is that all?”

      “Yeah, man, I just wanted to say that’s pretty badass. And… I wanted to apologize. You’ve had a rough time of it here, and I never stood up for you. I’m sorry.”

      It seemed he was just buttering up to me because I was the flavor of the day. But still, he might have been sincere. I didn’t want to be an asshole and reject his offer of friendship out of hand.

      “Thanks,” I said simply. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Wyatt. Wyatt Rhodes.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      Wyatt left and went back to his seat and as I glanced around, I found quite a few people looking at me or glancing my way at least.

      Guess I’ve got my fifteen minutes of fame today. I’d rather they just go back to ignoring me.

      Class started a few minutes later.

      Michal Sinclair was one of my favorite teachers. He was stern when he had to be, but most of the time he was laid back and surprisingly witty. He had more muscle than most of the other teachers and a tapered fade. He was handsome, and a lot of the girls had crushes on him.

      “Alright class, today we are covering the Lesser class of demons. Can anyone tell me the most common demon in the Lesser class?”

      I raised my hand, but so did Reagan.

      She was faster.

      Professor Sinclair pointed to her casually. “Yes, Miss Willis.”

      Reagan answered with a tight smile. “That would be the Mindless, Demonic spirits who possess and turn humans into mindless abominations that hunger for human flesh.”

      “That is correct, and what is the most common name for the Mindless?” Professor Sinclair asked immediately after.

      “Wendigo, sir.”

      “That’s not true,” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

      Professor Sinclair chuckled as Reagan shot me a withering look.  “Please, Mr. Nakano. Enlighten the class.”

      “Wendigo is the most prevalent term for the Mindless in much of the Western world. In Japan, however, the Mindless are called Jikininki, in Russia, Leshy. Many cultures have their own word for the Mindless.”

      “You’re just arguing semantics, whatever they’re called, they’re still the same creature,” Reagan said.

      “What about Cambions?” I retorted.

      Reagan scoffed. “They’re a myth.”

      “No, they’re just exceedingly rare. And the government doesn’t like to talk about them,” I finished, enjoying the mental sparring a little too much.

      “Mr. Nakano is correct,” Professor Sinclair said, standing up from his desk to walk over to the chalkboard. “Cambions, or half-demons, are quite real. We don’t like talking about them because they’re still mostly human.

      “A Cambion is born when a Mindless tries and fails to take over a human host. Any number of contributing factors are at play as to why the possession doesn’t take hold, but the end result is a red-skinned, horned human with the strength and speed of a demon, but without the urge to, you know, rip our faces off,” he said with a chuckle. “Well done, Mr. Nakano. Well done.”

      Reagan sat back down with a burning face and didn’t look up for the rest of the class. Time passed rather quickly after that, but rather than feel proud that I’d had the answer when Reagan didn’t, I was upset.

      I’d one up’d her in front of everyone, and even after she’d turned me down, I still liked her.

      When class ended, I rushed over to apologize as she was getting out of her seat.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you before.”

      She smiled darkly at me. “You sure about that? After all, I shot you down hard, it must have been nice to get a chance at some payback.”

      “Do you really think I’m that kind of person?”

      That stopped her for a second. Reagan actually looked at me, fully stared at me for what was probably the first time.

      “No,” she said finally. “You don’t strike me as a jerk.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I really didn’t mean to speak, I just blurted out a response and ran with it.”

      Reagan laughed and gathered up her belongings. “Now that, I can believe. But don’t think I’ll let you beat me like that again,” she said, a fiery smirk across her lips.

      “We’ll see.”

      Reagan left, giving me a parting wave. And even if we’d never date, I walked out of class thinking we might just be friends.

      As I left the classroom, a voice startled me. “Mr. Nakano, come with me.”

      I’d never seen him before. I marked him as third-year by the glaring crimson of his uniform. A Disciplinary Committee armband circled around one of his arms. He was a tall man with thick black dreads, and his coal skin gave off the most intense aura I’d ever felt.

      Just by standing next to him, I felt uneasy.

      So that’s what the power level two runes can give. He’s on a whole other level.

      He gave me no other option but to follow him, and he led me through the school to the third-floor elevators. I’d never been to this part of the school.

      Only the first floor was accessible to first-years.

      We stepped out and took a sharp right. The first door we came to, he stopped, opened it and motioned me inside.

      A room that would have been at home on the penthouse floor of a five-star hotel or a fortune five hundred CEO’s office stood before me. Plush elegant emerald-green carpet embroidered with the school crest and leather furniture that cost more than my father made in a year sat neatly arranged in the center of the room.

      On the far back wall was a desk that was made of real mahogany. It was extremely expensive and massive to boot, but the man sitting in a swivel chair behind it put the desk’s size to shame.

      He was easily the broadest man I’d ever seen, stacked with more muscle than should be humanly possible and still be able to move functionally. His brown hair was neatly combed, his face clean-shaven.

      Dark eyes stared intently into mine for what felt like an eternity before he blinked.

      “Mr. Nakano,” he said, his voice like stone beating against stone. “I have recently been made aware of the altercation that took place yesterday afternoon. My name is Kenneth Hawke, and I’m head of the Disciplinary Committee. Please, have a seat.”

      As I sat down in the plush leather chair in front of the desk, the door opened again, and a familiar voice filled the room.

      “Alright, I’m going, you pushy bastard,” J said as he was shoved into the room followed by a pretty blonde girl wearing the DC armband. “Hey, Alex,” J said with a smirk. “They rounded you up too, huh? This ought to be fun.”
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      Kenneth Hawke was an appliance-sized man. He could’ve killed Alex and I without breaking a sweat, or even standing for that matter. Though I’d already begun to resent him, respect inevitably oozed out of me. He just had that kind of effect.

      Still, I didn’t have to be happy about the present circumstances.

      “So, you claim you didn’t start any of this, Alex? If you’re telling the truth, seems you’ve been targeted quite a bit. This sort of bullying happens at any school, but when it happens here, it can be especially dangerous.”

      “Yeah, I swear. I’ve just been trying to train hard and study. I didn’t want to fight anyone. Not outside of practice at least,” Alex said. His arms were crossed, but he held Kenneth’s heavy gaze.

      I sighed, already sick of the entire charade.

      Hawke faced me and held up an enormous hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mallory. Am I offending you?”

      “No, just listen to him,” I burst out. “Alex didn’t do anything wrong, yet you’re treating him like he did! Have you even questioned Mason and the others yet? Or are you just fucking with us?”

      Kenneth laughed, his chest muscles a riot of power. “You don’t play around, do you?”

      “Sorry, but no, I don’t. I understand if I’m in trouble, although, I wouldn’t have done anything if it hadn’t gone down like that. The kid activated a rune. He was going to put Alex in a wheelchair or the goddamn morgue.”

      Rather than laugh again or snap back, Kenneth just stared at me. The weight of his gaze finally put the lid back on my rage. Gods he could kill us both without moving, I thought, the nerves in my guts almost forcing me to laugh.

      When he spoke again, his voice was calm and reasonable. “Donovan will be dealt with accordingly. He has not been suspended or expelled, however, as we feel what you… did to him was punishment enough. No matter how powerful you become here, all fighters can be dangerous, especially when provoked.”

      Alex cleared his throat and asked, “If you don’t believe us, there are a dozen witnesses to back us up, and if you do, then I don’t understand why we’re here?”

      “I do believe you.” The words were heavy with finality. Yet still he stared, searching or waiting for something. What the hell do you want, man? Gods, it was what I did that brought us here. Just out with it.

      Sure enough, Kenneth swiveled his head back to me. “I spoke long and hard with Tomi. We were warned by certain individuals that should you be allowed to enter the school grounds, you might pose a threat. Canton Dog is not a modality many respect, though anyone in their right minds fear it. Why did you choose to go there, James?”

      Shame wrapped itself through the net of anger I’d assembled. It pulled strength from my limbs, and suddenly, I couldn’t speak. Maybe I am just a dog, some feral freak that hurts people. It did feel good, didn’t it?

      “Sir, all due respect, J saved my life,” Alex offered. And just in time too. The back of my eyes burned, and my hands began to shake. Fuck, man. Pull it together!

      “Is that so?” Kenneth asked in a professional tone.

      “The second-year, Donovan, was a prick. He was nothing but a thug and tried to use force against us. He put his hands on my friend, and wasn’t listening to reason. I struck him, and fought off both him and his assistant. When he activated his rune, there was nothing I could do, and he brought me down in seconds. J stepped in a half-second before Donovan would’ve killed or crippled me. So, regardless of his methods, J either saved my life or my career as a fighter.”

      By the time his speech was over, I’d gathered my thoughts again. I looked up to Hawke watching me. “I’m not proud of how I defeated him. But I don’t regret helping my friend. My Wolf stance is strong, but Dog is effective even when fighting someone vastly stronger than yourself. It’s what you should use when fighting for your life, sir.”

      Then he smiled, a warm and genuine smile. “That is precisely what I told Tomi. She’ll be angry with you for a while, but I agree what you did was in self-defense. And who knows, maybe it taught the other students a few lessons as well.”

      He stood up, all sense of formality gone in a flash. The man placed his hands on his desk and slid two folders forward, Disciplinary Committee cuffs on top. “These, gentlemen, are for you. Welcome to the DC. I’m sure you won’t immediately be welcomed by your new compatriots, but then again, I don’t really care. Now, if you’ll excuse yourselves, I have another few miscreants to deal with before I can go home.”

      I stood up, anger flaring once more. “Wait! You can’t mean?—”

      “I do, Mr. Mallory. You two eliminated three of the DC members, and now we have a shortage. As part of your punishment, as well as for the good of Icarus Institute, you’re our newest members.”

      Pointing a finger and making to argue, I was cut short as the man growled. His mere presence was like an anvil pressing down on my chest. “And be thankful for it. Now before I have to get nasty, make like a scared freshman and get the hell out of my office!”

      We didn’t need any further encouragement.

      Out in the hall, I faced my friend, still trying to get ahold of my emotions.

      We were both still recovering from injuries caused in the fight, and my ribs ached as I tried to get my breathing under control.

      Damn, that guy really reminds me of my father. Not as drunk, and certainly a lot more reasonable, but the sheer force of will and display of raw power!

      “You okay, man?” Alex asked, a hint of worry in his voice.

      I shook out my hands, shaking my head. “Yeah, I’m… No, not exactly. Fuck! This really sucks.”

      Looking down at the cuff, I opened the folder next and read the first line of the letter held within. “It is with great honor and privilege that we, the Disciplinary Committee of Icarus Institute, bestow upon you the title and responsibility of—”

      I slapped it shut, furious all over again. “What horse shit! We have to heal up and start training. Midterms will be here before we know it. And now, what? Extra duties?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’ll be fun,” Alex tried, but I turned and stomped away.

      Before I turned the corner to head down the hall, I stopped. Without looking behind me, I called out. “No, Alex. It won’t be fun. Not everything in life is a game!”

      I knew I was being unfair as soon as I stomped away. Alex was right, and I’d just offended him. He hadn’t wanted any of this.

      But the fact remained, I wasn’t excited to be a part of some bullshit, uptight, policing force, and I had no immediate way of getting out of it.

      Maybe it was the fact that I was already wearing a school uniform or the addition of the cuff making it feel more tangible somehow.

      But it bugged the hell out of me.

      My dad had done his best to ruin every aspect of my childhood. That project started when my mother disappeared. He’d always been abusive, but when I was six, he took it a step further than normal, banging her up good.

      The weirdest part to me still is how he thought she’d always stick around. I don’t know how other kids in my situation felt, but I was proud of her when she finally took off.

      Pissed she’d left me behind, sure, but proud.

      I blasted open a door, leading out into a courtyard. Fresh air was certainly needed right now. My mind continued to pour over the fight, the uniforms, and this bullshit school. Why am I getting so pissed off?

      Maybe it was that as soon as my mom was gone, I’d been sent to boarding school. At first, I was excited to wear the uniform they gave me. I even had the vague notion that I’d be like my father, which then, sounded like a good thing.

      But after my mom had gone, I became the target of my father’s frustration. It was usually just screaming and ridicule, but as I grew, he started in with pinching, slaps and then full-on beatings.

      When I bloodied my uniform, the consequences of getting punched by a full-grown man I suppose, he’d blamed that on me too.

      Who needs a damn uniform anyway? I thought, tempted to tear my shirt off. Instead, I found myself at a storefront, and before I realized what I was after, my feet were headed inside.

      A bottle of Demon’s Blood whiskey, just a pint, and a tallboy to help run it back - I set the two on the counter beside a bag of flaming hot chips and paid with the school’s funds.

      I’d found a rooftop to climb a couple weeks back. It was on the East side, with a view of the sprawling forests below.

      The ocean was great but gave me no sense of comfort. The seemingly endless tumult of green though, did.

      “Just like old times,” I grumbled to myself, snapping open the beer. It was big and cold and cheap as hell. Taking a swig, my stomach twisted, wanting to refuse the thick malty drink.

      It’s only gonna get worse, buddy, I told him. I tossed back a mouthful of whiskey, and then lay on the roof, ignoring the riot of pebbles pressing into me. This was comfortable enough.

      Hell, I could sleep here if I had to.

      The afternoon passed, my mind replaying some of my least favorite scenes in my head.

      Sure, the cigar sessions and the cutting made the list. The worst of that kind being the times my dad’s huge hand splayed over my mouth and held it. He’d watch my building panic. He’d relished it.

      But what kept coming back now was that silent brooding. He’d just stare at me, disappointment and expectation like two sharp-ass swords in his hands.

      Kenneth Hawke was too similar.

      And now he’s my boss? None of this makes sense.

      The sun was falling by the time I had tossed my bottle out to the horizon. The descending metal skirt of the school caught it, the cascading bits of glass making a lovely song.

      I weaved through the buildings, heading back to my dorm room. Only a few people were around, most either tucked into restaurants or back inside their rooms.

      A buzz in my pocket made me pull out my phone. Another text from Ava, concern firmly etched in her simple words.

      

      “Where are you? You okay? Pls Answer!”

      

      For a moment, I thought it might be smart to calm down, spend a few hours in meditation, answer Ava.

      She was a sweet girl and had given so much to me.

      But I was a wreck of emotions, and my mind surged with old and stagnant rage.

      Besides, I didn’t owe her a damn thing. She’d take off too; they all did. Every girl wanted to play around, fall in love with who they thought I might become. Then they saw me for what I was. And that’s the last I see of them.

      I won’t blame her either. She’s better than me. She deserves better.

      A surge of vomit tried to force its way up my throat. The two vile liquids fighting with all their strength not to be digested. I bent over and let some go, poisoning an innocent plant out in front of the dorms.

      “Oh, gods. That’s—” a girl said before turning away and taking off.

      “The animal! The freak!” I growled, cutting off the girl mid sentence.

      She scuttled away clutching her bag.

      My laugh chased after her like a hound. Laughing like this was sick. I knew it. But it was better than breaking down in public.

      I’m shit. Poor girl was just unlucky enough to see it.

      I made it back to my apartment soon after, clenching my teeth to bite back the shame that threatened to overwhelm me.

      Inside, the TV was on, spilling colors across the wall of the living room. Another demon attack was being reported.

      This time three Mindless had shown up in a residential neighborhood and had spent six hours playing jump rope with some kid’s entrails after tearing apart their parents.

      It took a team of Ascendants to take them down.

      Sighing, I pushed the grizzly images from my mind.

      I opened the fridge and found some leftover rice.

      Finding a pair of chopsticks in a drawer, I began to shovel it into my mouth cold.

      “I made you dinner. You sure you don’t want that instead?” Alex asked.

      We locked eyes, and I could see he felt bad about everything.

      For a second, I almost relented, but then anger shot up from my gut again, blinding me of all else.

      “I don’t want anything you’ve made, Alex! I don’t want to talk about Sogai, or hear about Japan, or listen to you spout off about that stupid not-girlfriend of yours. Just leave me—”

      “Don’t get pissed at me, J. I’m on your side. And don’t talk about Piper that way.”

      I glared at him.

      The booze swam in my veins, and I saw my father’s face challenging me. How dare he? Doesn’t he see who I am and what I’m capable of?

      “I’ll talk how I want. This is my place too. Don’t forget that.”

      “I haven’t. Look, you’re mad. If you want, I can take off, and you can stay here by yourself tonight. Or maybe you can ask Ava to come over?”

      His kindness burned, as if his sensible mind were accusing me, reminding me of my short-comings.

      I screamed, tossing the half-empty box of rice on the counter, the grains scattering. “I don’t need any of that. Just shut the fuck up! It’s your fault, Alex. You brought this on us!”

      “I didn’t want this either,” he tried, and I could see the last of his restraint wearing thin.

      Heedless, I bulled on. “Didn’t you though? I saw the look on your face. You want to be on the goon squad. This is a win for you.”

      He nodded, chewing his lip thoughtfully. “You’re right. It sounds like a good opportunity. But not at the expense of losing a friend.”

      I wanted to take his offer. I wanted to calm down and finally let go. I took a breath and steadied myself, but then a hot flash of impending tears burned my eyes.

      No! Not that! Anything but that!

      Every switch in my body reversed again, and I let myself go.

      “You’re weak, Alex! You don’t belong here, not at this school and certainly not teamed up with me. I could mop the floor with you!”

      He smiled, his elegant face showing just a hint of anger. Good. Wake up, Alex. Show me what lies beneath already! I wanted to scream, but watched him.

      Alex sighed, shaking his head. “You seem intent on proving that point. And normally I might agree, but not like this, J. You’re drunk, and in this state, you couldn’t even take Mason, let alone me.”

      I laughed, my own voice coming out vitriolic and terrible. It sounded like my father’s laugh. “Bullshit! Let’s do it, roomie. And don’t worry, I won’t use Dog on you. You couldn’t survive that. Besides, I just want to wipe that smug look off your face.”

      Curling my hands up, I neglected even Wolf stance. I’d brawl this little shit, break him without any form or discipline. Then he’d understand who was really in charge here.

      Alex stood there, his arms slack at his sides, a look of plain disappointment on his face. I waited a minute, intent on letting him take the lead in this, but that look!

      Screaming in frustration, I threw a sloppy but powerful uppercut into his chest. The blow slammed into him, his glasses flying off into the air. He smashed into the countertop behind him. Yet he braced himself, and rather than slump to the ground, he remained standing.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hunched over, and gritting his teeth, Alex had taken my direct hit!

      I was impressed.

      Lowering my hands, I opened my mouth to apologize and maybe even explain what it was that truly irked me about all of this.

      But then he moved, all grace and efficiency.

      He struck me in the solar plexus with two extended fingers, and before I could stop him, twice more on each side of my neck.

      Everything went black.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The sizzle and pop of bacon woke me, and when I yawned, I tasted bile and cheap booze on my breath. Holy shit, what did I do? I wondered.

      Blinking up at a blinding light, I saw Alex standing before me, an apron tied around his waist.

      I coughed a few times, my body aching everywhere. “Welcome back to the world of the living, J,” Alex said, stirring the pan once more.

      I pulled myself to my feet, groaning shamelessly. My memory was crumby, but man had I been pissed off. Then I remembered it, yelling at Alex and telling him all the hateful things I didn’t believe were true.

      And then hitting him.

      Guilt gnawed at my guts and I choked out a weak plea. “Alex, I’m—”

      But he turned and cut me off, pushing a plate into my chest, its hard edge smarting where he’d struck me the night before. “You’re sorry. I know. But please remember, J. I took a lot of shit from everyone else in this goddamn school. I refuse to take it from you. You won’t take your anger out on me again, understand?” he asked, but didn’t wait for an answer.  “Now, eat your breakfast and I’ll see you later.”

      He removed his apron, a gleam of satisfaction shining in his eye.

      Alex left, picking up a mug of coffee and shouldering his pack. He didn’t turn around to say goodbye again, just left me gaping as he walked away.

      “Thank you,” I said feebly, too soft to be heard by the man who was already jogging down the steps outside.
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      I’d been actually excited when asked to join the Disciplinary Committee, J had been right about that. But after a month of it, I was getting kind of bored.

      As first-years, J and I partnered up for most of the patrols through the first floor, but the school was so large that we had to split up to cover it all. It meant that we had to take care of any disturbances alone and without immediate backup.

      Not that anything had happened in the entire month. Not a single thing.

      I walked through the circular hallways, on the lookout for anything suspicious, but nothing besides a couple students going at it in the boy’s restroom. I told the dudes to take it to their rooms and walked away. Technically I was supposed to bust them and write them up, but I wasn’t going to hassle them over something like that. Besides, I really didn’t want to walk in and see two guys hanging brain.

      It was far less exciting being on the Committee than I first thought.

      I finished up my patrol and went to class. Class today was Runology and Planar Theory. I’d also scheduled some time in the Air Gym and was excited to keep testing the limits of Sogai.

      My studies had actually been pretty fun this past month. Whatever paradigm shift fighting the Disciplinary Committee had caused, continued to work, and it seemed like the nickname Teacher’s Pet had well and truly died.

      Hell, even Mason wasn’t being as much of an asshole anymore. He was still a dick, but he’d left me alone since our fight.

      It turned out that Snow was Mason’s girlfriend, and I still didn’t know her motivations for trying to drug me, but I could at least hazard a guess. She probably wanted to get back at me for sending Mason to the medical ward.

      When the final bell rang, I got up out of my seat only to find two people waiting for me.

      “I liked your report on the nature of Runes and the inversion effect,” Reagan said, leaning against an empty desk.

      “Thank you. Yours was excellent too. I’d never considered what would happen if you etched a demonic rune into the skin of an Ascendant. It’s a fascinating theory.”

      Reagan smiled. “Well, a new friend taught me to think outside the box.”

      “Glad I could help,” I said with a laugh.

      “Whatcha need, Wyatt?” I asked, turning to look at the second guest.

      “I was wondering if you wanted to go grab some lunch?”

      “Oh, that sounds good, I’m getting hungry myself,” Reagan said. “You mind if I come too?”

      “I’d love to, guys,” I said, already feeling their disappointment. “But I’ve booked time in the Air Gym and I’ve got plans to eat with Piper after. Hey why don’t you guys join us?”

      Wyatt shook his head and snorted. “I don’t want to intrude if you guys have a date planned.”

      I got out of my seat and slung my satchel over my shoulder. “It’s not a date… I don’t think. It’ll be fine, why don’t you guys meet us at the food court in an hour?”

      “Sounds good,” they both said, almost in unison, and waved as they departed.

      I made my way through the rows of desks and headed to the gyms. I’d only been in the Air Gym once or twice for gym class, for specialized training. But we mostly stuck to the Stone Gym.

      The Air Gym was probably my favorite. While it wasn’t built in any way to help my actual martial arts skills, nearly every machine in there could help me better Sogai.

      From the outside, the Air Gym was level and even with every other gym, but unlike the others, the Air Gym sunk down fifty feet as you walked in, leaving most of the space free for the numerous machines present.

      The closest machine was what caught my eye when we had been in here training our zero-gravity balance. It looked like a giant chessboard with two raised stairs on either end. When activated, the colored tiles would rise, suspended in the air by intense air pressure. Each tile was individually controlled by a single jet of pressure and it covered the entire board, so it could rearrange itself into any number of pathways or you could ride a single tile all the way to the end.

      It was originally designed for balance and coordination. Having two students spar while the board shifted, but my goal for today would be to set it on random and try and make it to the end with Sogai active. Since I wouldn’t be able to see, I wouldn’t be able to tell where the tiles appeared and would have to pinpoint them with Sogai.

      There was a safety switch that would lower me back to the ground if I fell, so it was a decent way to train.

      I stepped up to the closest platform and set the controls to slow and random. I’d increase it as my training demanded, but this was my first time, so I wanted to be careful. As the machine whirred to life, I began my stretches and shifted to Sogai.

      I’d progressed pretty well with my training. Whatever fluke had happened when I fought Donovan was gone. I entered Sogai at will, but it was probably because my life was on the line. but I’d still improved. I could enter Sogai in under two minutes on average and while I limbered up with my stretches. It’d taken me a month straight of practicing to be able to move while I entered Sogai, but the effort had been well worth it.

      Though I didn’t know how I would fare trying to enter Sogai while running or fighting. I could do it now because of how slow each stretch was.

      Once I entered Sogai, I stopped and listened.

      The overwhelming rush of the air pressure pounded my senses to dust. I gritted my teeth and fought to maintain control while my hearing was assaulted to such a degree. After a minute, the sound became a little more bearable and I was able to detect subtle changes in tone as the air swirled all around me.

      The air reacts differently when hitting a solid object. It’s dull, but unmistakable. There was a slight thud as air broke around one of the tiles. It was easy to identify where the tile was solely based on following the noise as the tile circled the board.

      One, two, three, four, five. Then it repeats. As the tile slid toward me, I stepped forward.

      My foot sunk into open air and I was terrified for a millisecond before I connected with the floating tile. It dipped as my weight bore down on it, but the machine counteracted instantly by adding more pressure.

      Suddenly I was floating blind atop a chessboard.

      And then it got worse.

      As soon as I stepped onto the tile, more of them arose from the ground and they all started floating in directions I couldn’t predict.

      The only constant one is the one I’m on, the others are moving unpredictably. This is going to be harder than I thought.

      Each one had a tonal difference in between them. They were all the same material, but the undersides were rough and uneven, causing the air to break on them in subtly different ways. Picking up on the differences let me isolate them and it gave me a rough overview of the board. Six new tiles had joined me in the air, but only one passed close by me on any kind of frequent basis. It was hard to follow, but every minute or so a single tile would float a single tile length apart from my location.

      It’s moving fast enough that if I jump when I hear it pass, I’ll miss. I have to follow it and time it just right.

      The tile made its rounds, never moving to the same spot in a row and then it curved, heading back my way. One, two, now!

      I jumped, praying I was right.

      My foot connected with tile, but I’d jumped too far and my left foot hit empty air.

      Shit!

      I balanced, just managing to stay aloft. Success! I threw my hands in the air for my victory.

      Alright, now just five more times.

      It took another fifteen minutes to analyze and predict each tile’s path, timing it just right so I could cross, but I did it, landing safely on the other side and hitting the shutoff button. I’d spent half an hour on that one test. And I wanted to run it once more before I called it quits.

      Ah, man. That took more time than I thought it would.

      I’d wanted to also test another machine in the gym. It was a long tube that used air pressure to fire small rubber balls at you. They ranged from light taps to the equivalent of getting hit by a shotgun loaded with beanbag rounds, and I thought it would be a great way to test Sogai, but I still had one more round to do and then I had to get ready for lunch.

      I pressed the button to start up the machine and turned the dial up a notch.

      Let’s do this!

      ***

      Ouch. That hurt.

      I rubbed my aching temple and wiped my sweaty face. I’d done really well on the last run until the end when I’d gotten cocky and mis-stepped, sailing into open air and whacking my head on the side of the tile in the process.

      Guess I know not to get overconfident again.

      I climbed down from the stressboard, its new affectionate nickname, and went to towel off. I had fifteen minutes before I was supposed to meet everyone for lunch and I still needed a shower.

      Gym showers and then head straight there. I just washed my uniform last night, so it’s good to go.

      Heading to the locker rooms, I quickly washed, threw on my uniform, and booked it to the food court.

      Piper was there when I arrived. And I felt like an asshole.

      “Hey, hope you haven’t been waiting long,” I said as I pulled out a chair and sat down.

      “No, I just got here a minute ago myself. I haven’t even ordered a drink yet.”

      “Well, then let’s go grab one while we wait.”

      “Wait?” she asked, looking at me with confusion. “What are we waiting on?”

      “Wyatt and Reagan wanted to grab some food after class and I told them it’d be cool if they joined us,” I replied, then watched as Piper’s smile faltered a bit.

      “Ah, hell,” I said, rubbing the back of my head and grinning sheepishly. “This was totally a date and I just gate crashed it didn’t I?”

      Piper laughed, giving me a genuine smile. It lit up her face and made her green eyes sparkle like an old glass bottle in the sun. She really was gorgeous when she smiled. In truth, she was pretty all of the time, but when her face lit up in delight or happiness, it was how her face was meant to look.

      “I don’t mind them tagging along, but it means you owe me a make-up date, just the two of us.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      I went and got us drinks while Piper saved our seat. Iced tea for me and a coke for her. By the time I’d gotten back to the table, Wyatt and Reagan had joined us.

      “Hey, guys. Stall thirteen has a deal on drinks, buy one get one half off, so save some money and go together.”

      “Nice try,” Reagan chortled. “I see what you’re doing, but Wyatt couldn’t keep up with me.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” he said laughing. “I’ve seen you move. I’m good with all my limbs attached to my sockets.”

      “You know, Rea. You said the same thing about me, and who won our last sparring match?”

      She clamped up quickly after that, and I tried very hard not to laugh at how cute her face was when she was trying not to blush.

      “So, are all of you ready for the midterms?” she asked, changing the subject.

      That’s right, they’re coming up pretty quickly. I need to study more.

      “I think I’ve got the tests in the bag, but it never hurts to be prepared. You guys want to form a study group together, make sure we all pass?”

      “Yeah, that sounds like fun,” Piper said, flashing me a grin.

      “I’m fine with that, but the tests aren’t the only thing that we have to worry about,” Reagan said.

      “Right, the physical challenges,” Wyatt said.

      Each midterm was different from the last. The school switched it up so no one could prepare beforehand. There were dozens of previous trials, from an obstacle course, pugil stick competition, free for all, capture the flag and even a round robin tournament. I had no idea what the event would be this year and trying to plan for it would only end up wasting my time.

      “Whatever it is, our best bet is to focus on our own physicality. Let’s push our boundaries and do our best.”

      “I agree with Alex,” Piper said. “There’s no point preparing for all eventualities when it will only hinder us.”

      We were already pushing ourselves with our normal course work and training, but we all agreed to meet up every morning at five to train and study before the coming exam. It would cut back on our free time by an order of magnitude, but there was no other choice. If we failed the midterm, it could put our residency in jeopardy. If we failed to make the cut, we’d be tossed out of Wyvern without hesitation. Those who couldn’t hack it weren’t fit to be heroes.

      We all went and got food and ate with gusto. I’d worked up a massive appetite as using Sogai burned calories like running a marathon and we all piled our plates high.

      One great thing about Wyvern Academy was that the food was delicious, incredibly cheap, and plentiful.

      The four of us talked more about our classes and upcoming tests, but soon everyone had to go, and it was just me sitting at the table. I didn’t have anything else to do today, so I decided to go train a bit more.

      I had a long way to go before I was where I needed to be.
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      Things had been calm for a while now. My ribs were healed, and so were Alex’s injuries. It was nice being able to return to full force in the gym, and I’d taken my explorations further.

      The Fire Gym was a madhouse of torture. It was mostly off limits to first-year students, but much could be seen from observation decks. I spent hours staring at third and fourth-year students who were brave and powerful enough to navigate the courses there.

      Boiling water and gouts of flame were but some of the painful experiences one had to endure to survive it. Without the power of runes, it simply wasn’t possible. Yet I did use the sauna club often.

      The sauna club had two sections, dry and wet. One had zero humidity, and the other was constantly dripping wet.

      It wasn’t just a place to sit in a towel and think about life either. It was a fully stocked gym, although low tech and old-fashioned as to survive the conditions. No machinery could last there long.

      Heavy weights, bags, bars, and the works were available, and because it offered the same degree of training as any of the other gyms, but forced the body to adapt to extreme conditions, I made it a new haunt for me. It was especially useful during the first few days of recovering from the fights.

      Part of my brain still couldn’t wrap itself around how easily Alex had dropped me. And though we’d moved on, forgiven each other, and were closer than ever, I still felt like shit.

      How much like my dad had I become? One thing was certain. I was staying away from hard alcohol for a while, at least when I was in a foul mood. The way I’d treated him, and ignored Ava, those weren’t the kinds of behavior I wanted to be known for.

      I walked through the school hallway, aware as always of the looks I received. Same as before, really, but now more acute. Before they all felt what I was capable of. Now they knew.

      Still, some of the girls, when their friends weren’t looking at least, wanted me more than ever.

      I pushed open the door to my next class and caught the eye of a third-year girl, too old and powerful to notice me. Yet she had. She gave me a quick and almost imperceptible wink before I disappeared into the room.

      Good luck, girl. This psycho has three girlfriends. I think that is quite enough for now.

      I took my seat, giving a slight nod to Scarlet, who turned around in her desk and smiled at me. This was the only class I had with her, and it was an important one.

      Boring, yes, but important.

      Scarlet stood up and sauntered over and leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Any plans for our time away from all this? I’m going home. Not so much fun, but I’ll get to do plenty of nothing. I’ve always been good at nothing.”

      “No idea. Was thinking of going somewhere cool with Alex though. Kind of like a roommate adventure.”

      She sat on the edge of my desk and quirked an eyebrow. “Nowhere special with Ava? I’m certain she’ll be jealous!”

      I admired the curve of her powerful thighs but kept the conversation going. “Not likely. She is going on a damn cruise.”

      “Well, maybe after the midterms we can all go somewhere together. Like camping or pitch in for a beach house!”

      I leaned back in my seat and looked up at the gorgeous girl who was already imagining some distant event. She really was a good girl.

      The door to the classroom swung open again, and real life came crashing back in. I nodded to the teacher, and Scarlet sighed. Then she walked ever so slowly back to her desk.

      I watched every second of it.

      The teacher, Professor Hato Inari, spoke in her usual monotone. She had the face and demeanor that told of many years doing the same thing. If anyone was literally bored to death here, it would be her.

      “Today class, we will begin again with the five fundamental truths of Energy Manipulation. The first of which you will need to not only understand but master before receiving your first rune. It is of course, the classic and undeniable, ‘Energy is never destroyed or lost, merely transformed.’ Can anyone give me an example?”

      A few murmurs passed amongst the desks, and a student in the corner raised their hand. “The old-fashioned automobile is a good example. A source of fuel is ignited, which causes a massive release of energy. Much of that energy pushes a piston that drives a motor. Some would argue that energy is lost in such a system, but that only makes sense if you ignore the heat produced, and the byproducts as well.”

      “Pollution can be seen as energy, yes. Not exactly a desirable outcome, but honest. Good,” Professor Inari said, pacing with her arms folded behind her back.

      She lifted one hand up, her finger seeming to point at some particular truth nobody else could imagine. “But how does this apply to martial arts? Anyone else?”

      A few more examples were given, but they all fell short of Inari’s expectations. She paused a moment, then her eyes landed on me.

      I shook my head automatically, but a thought came to mind.

      Raising two fingers above my head, I took a deep breath and summoned the courage to speak. Class performances had never been my strong suit.

      “My old master might have taught me something that applies. He said that the physical force in which you strike your opponent is only a portion of how you can wound them. A true master can harness their Ki and amplify that attack.”

      A snigger threw me off a moment, and I hung my head. Suddenly, the collar of my shirt seemed tight, my blazer too hot to be wearing indoors.

      “Go on, James. And if anyone interrupts again, I shall demonstrate how exactly his master was correct.”

      When I looked up, she gave me a half smile. I can do this. No reason to fear a classroom more than training pits or unhinged opponents.

      “If I punch the wall, not only will it not give an inch, but my hand would most likely break as well. The energy of the punch would dissipate in all directions. It would be an unfocused strike. But that is because I have yet to master my Ki. If my old master were to do the same, and I’ve seen him do so, he would channel his Ki through the punch, organizing and focusing the impact to greater effect. He was one of a kind. He didn’t have a rune at all, but managed to focus his ki through years and years of meditation. It was crazy to see.”

      I smiled, imagining the old man doing just that, chunks of cement scattering all across the room. I certainly would have gotten a response.

      Finishing, I added simply. “Anyway, his hand wouldn’t break, but the wall would. None of the energy would be lost.”

      “Very good. And so, we must understand the first principle of Energy Manipulation if we are to master our Ki.” Pausing for good effect, she added, “Or would you all rather just skip the rune of power?

      Knowing she had us focused now, she asked, “Why do we fight with our hands and fists, instead of guns and swords? Why is the application of Ki so incredibly crucial to Ascension?”

      A fresh-faced kid with lanky hair, and wiry muscle shot his hand up in the front row.

      “Yes, Reese?”

      “Because Demons can’t be wounded or killed by mortal weapons. Only the energy of our universe, Ki, can cause them harm.”

      “Very good, Reese,” she said. “Now, can anyone tell me why we bestow runes on our would-be Ascendants?”

      I raised my hand again, more confident this time.

      “James.” She nodded.

      “To allow more efficient usage of our Ki. People have been trying to harness their Ki for centuries, but with a rune, it becomes easier, and it allows the wielder to draw energy from outside their body, something that is impossible without a rune.”

      Professor Inari smiled wide at me. “Very good, James.”

      The rest of class passed smoothly. I was spared any further rounds of speaking publicly, but to my surprise, I recovered quicker than before.

      My studies were becoming, if not pleasant, then dependable and something I could take pride in.

      Scarlet gave me an exaggerated wink when the teacher’s back was turned. I blushed a bit despite myself, then focused on the lesson at hand.

      Professor Inari spent a few minutes drawing a fairly detailed version of the meridian system developed by late twenty-second century scientist and martial artist Dr. Kumi Bonsu.

      Dr. Bonsu took Traditional Chinese Medicine’s meridian system, and with the help of modern technology, improved it by adding fourteen new points where Ki flowed, as well as shifting the positions of many others.

      Pointing at the vast sun-like aura radiating outward from the figure’s core, she began a long-winded lecture.

      Ten pages of once-valuable paper were smeared and marred by my frantic notes when she finished. Dear lord, I need to ask Alex how the hell he is so organized. There must be a way to taking notes other than desperately scrambling all the time.

      I made a promise to myself I’d ask him later, and when class was at last dismissed, I ran up and tapped Scarlet on the shoulder.

      “Hey, babe. Wow, what you said today. You’re usually so quiet, but, J, that was profound!” she said, and for the second time in an hour, I blushed. Compliments, especially about something I felt so insecure about, had that effect on me.

      I tried to shrug it off though, and moved onto a more familiar topic. “Haruki is coming by this afternoon. She really wants to meet you. Do you have time?”

      It was Scarlet’s turn to turn scarlet.

      “Sure, that… um, that sounds nice actually. I’m headed to train for a while and then I have a sparring match. I should be free after that. I’ll text you!”

      I watched her leave, unaware someone else had their eyes on me. “She was right though. Your master sounds like quite an exceptional artist,” Professor Inari said, and I flinched.

      “Hey! Sorry, you surprised me there. And… thank you. Your class is pretty great,” I admitted. “It’s one of the only classes I’ve ever enjoyed.”

      Inari smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “I’m just lucky Scarlet is here to help keep your attention. See you next time. Make sure to practice your meditations, it’ll only make it easier when you get your first rune if you can at least sense your Ki.”

      I waved goodbye and left the class, intent on finding a lonely place in the Stone Gym to practice with Ki. At this stage, the first-year students were basically imagining what we would be capable of in the future.

      Taking a deep sigh to release the tension of having flexed my brain muscle for far too long, I strode down the hall, oblivious of the kids around me.

      Suddenly, a bulky figure emerged from around a corner, slamming me into a row of lockers.

      I absorbed the hit, flexing my hands into claws and preparing to find a throat or a pair of eyes to throttle. Mo’s ridiculous smile grinned down at me, his body shaking with suppressed laughter.

      “I’m sorry, man, I thought it would be funny. Damn, please, put down those fangs, bro,” he pleaded, remorse apparent in his eyes.

      My body was in the deep stance of Dog again, and a few people around me were scuttling away in all directions. Damn it! I need to stop going to that stance every time I’m against the wall! I chastised myself.

      I stood and shook out my hands and arms, looking around me self-consciously. “Not cool, Mo. Next time I’ll pluck out one of your eyes. Teach you not to sneak up on paranoid bastards like me.”

      He laughed at my sorry attempt at a joke. The guy was a good enough friend to know I was shaken.

      The best thing he could do to help out was turn and start walking. “Let’s go, man. Where were you headed to anyhow?”

      “Stone Gym. Gonna meditate and then hit some body hardening.”

      “Cool, I was gonna ask you if you wanted to meet up later. I found us a new friend.” The way he smiled and flashed his eyebrows made me think he meant a girl.

      “I don’t share girls, man,” I teased back, still curious what he meant.

      “No, ew. No, not at all like that. I found a second-year student who studies an animal form of kung fu. Thought you’d want to meet her.”

      I grinned ruefully. “So, it is a girl. I have three. You can have her.” Knowing he wanted a straight answer, I added, “I’d love to though. What does she practice anyhow?”

      Mo stopped in his tracks, waiting for me to do the same. Solemn as hell, he told me. “Imperial Leopard.”

      He left me there, promising to bring the girl to our midday sparring session. My mind spun with excitement. Will she consider teaching me what she knows? What do I have to offer in return? No way she’d want to learn Canton or Western Wolf.

      My doubts might have been unsubstantiated though, so I shook them away. One way or another, I was going to get this woman to teach me.

      It was just that Leopard had a fierce and peerless reputation when it came to combat tactics and guerrilla fighting, both of which were necessary when fighting something as over-powered as a demon. But it was just that my own master had been a practitioner of Leopard.

      He’d found me when I was half-broken after a street brawl and hauled me back to his tiny dojo.

      As I healed, I watched him use the Leopard techniques, switching to Wolf fluidly. The styles complemented one another. Leopard was evasive, darting, and used deception as much as terrifying force.

      Wolf could be relied upon when such tactics failed.

      I left the building and walked across the short field of grass that led to the gyms. It was going to be hard for me to concentrate today, but I was determined.

      Not only was my heart still thrumming from Mo’s stupid ambush, but it felt as if my body were fighting to recall some suppressed memory.

      On top of that, I kept recalling those early days with my master now, how he worked endlessly to teach me all he could of Leopard and Wolf. And look how well that turned out? I thought bitterly. Give someone like me a beautiful modality, and I find a way to twist it into something terrible.

      Thankfully, the Stone Gym wasn’t busy. I changed into a training gi and found a place to throw down my bag. Old habits dictated I kept my gear on me at all times.

      There was a corner I had fallen in love with. Cold slabs of granite rose up all around, and I could press my body between three pillars of it. It sapped heat and energy from my body, but it was undeniably grounding.

      Closing my eyes, I fought to imagine the boiling core of energy within me.

      Just a few inches above the belly button, the largest center of Ki roiled away. It powered the body, fed directly by the metabolism. Regardless of what I could imagine, it existed. We’d all seen the imaging charts displaying all of the swirling gyres of power.

      But to see it in your mind’s eye. To imagine it as it was and then to harness that Ki, manipulate it, took mastery.

      Time slipped away in an endless battle of futility. Not only was I having trouble sitting still, but my mind kept flashing to early moments with my master, and that shadowy reminder that was older, somehow concealed.

      That second impression returned again and again.

      What the hell did Mo do to me? I cursed, grinding my teeth in frustration. I can’t train if I’m all over the place like this.

      At last I stood, bouncing on my feet for a minute to get the blood flow moving once more. If I couldn’t get much progress done on this, then I’d need to move on to body hardening.

      As it was, today would be a short session. Only thirty minutes remained until I was due to meet Mo and this new practitioner in our usual haunt. I couldn’t help but wonder what she was like. Most likely a badass.

      Many students didn’t make it to second year right away. Though the terms first-year, second-year, and so on, were used by everyone at Wyvern School, it often took longer than a year to achieve the next rank.

      I picked up my bag and began walking toward a row of Wing Chun dummies, knowing I could use casual strikes to get some training done quickly there. It would also leave me less bruised up than working with stone.

      My bag buzzed with an incoming text. Probably Ava. I could always check it later. Setting it down, I fell into a Wolf stance and started to work the dummy to good effect. Yet after only a few minutes, another buzz rattled my bag.

      No way I would let her freak out again. I still felt bad for my last lapse. It’d been years since I’d lost it like that, and though I knew the drinking and weird showdown with Kenneth Hawke had triggered it, I still owed it to Ava to respond faster.

      So, I sighed and rifled through my bag. Finding my phone, I activated the screen and saw the two texts that had come in.

      My blood ran cold in my veins as I stared at the sender’s name, reading the messages over and over again.

      

      From: CSM Mallory

      “I heard you got accepted to Wyvern Academy. It’s about time.”

      

      From: CSM Mallory

      “Midterms coming up. I’ll be there.”

      

      And suddenly the shadowy memories Mo had stirred up returned in clarity. What else could it have been, anyhow? Who else used to jump me when I came back from school, slamming me against the wall and starting in on his favorite pastime?

      I dropped my phone and stared down at shaking hands. Not only had my father found my phone number again, but he was coming to see me.
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      Ah, hell. If I’m late, she’s going to murder me! That singular thought repeated inside my head as I raced out of the dorm and outside. I hadn’t meant to sleep in, but the past few weeks had been playing hell with my sleep schedule.

      We’d been meeting up every morning, rain or shine, or regardless if I’d gotten adequate sleep the night before. Our early morning study sessions had been grueling and intense. And a hell of a lot of fun too.

      Rea took charge of the group and ran a tight ship, but her knowledge base rivaled my own, and even surpassed it in some areas. There’d been a quick debate on who should lead the group. Piper on my side and Wyatt on Rea’s, but I stepped in and said Rea should lead it.

      By the time I got to the garden, the sun began to peek over the distant horizon. Yep. I’m late.

      I made it to our meetup spot, panting and breathless from the run. By the time I got my breathing under control, everyone was looking at me with strange half grins on their faces.

      “Morning, sleepy,” Wyatt called out.

      “Yes, good morning. You’re late.”

      I smiled and shrugged. “Sorry, boss. Alarm didn’t wake me. Won’t happen again.”

      “See that it doesn’t,” Rea said sternly, but she had a flicker of a grin on her lips and her honey eyes smiled at me.

      Piper rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and gave me a bright smile. “Good morning, Alex.”

      “Morning,” I said, smiling back at her.

      “Yes, yes. Good morning everyone, let’s pick up where we left off yesterday, since we’re behind.”

      I’m never going to live that down.

      I sat down next to Piper and pulled out my notes. Yesterday morning we’d been going over Planar Disruptions and prevention. A whole lot of theory with very little fact.

      “I just don’t see how it’s possible to predict a gate forming before it actually forms,” Wyatt said, holding his hands.

      I went to open my mouth, but so did Reagan. She nodded and gave me the go ahead.

      “Well, its simpler than you think, think of our plane of reality as a placid pool of water, and a demon gate, a pebble. Throw the pebble into the water and ripples expand, correct? There is a singular moment where the pebble touches the water but doesn’t break through. Where a single ripple forms and blips into our reality.

      “That blip, before the gate ever rips a hole through space-time, is quantifiable and measurable. We can track and respond to the blip before the demons ever cross over.”

      Wyatt raised a hand. And I gave him the floor.

      “But demon attacks surprise us all the time. A lot of people die in the so-called random demon attacks, if we can track them, why can’t we be there to stop them?”

      I was going to respond, but Rea took over.

      “Because it isn’t as simple as Alex put it. His analogy works well, but it doesn’t get into the subtle nuance of Planar Detection. Just because we can measure and track blips, doesn’t mean we can be there to stop them. Sometimes it’s only a second or two warning before a demon gate will open. It helps us speed up recovery time, but that’s about it.”

      “There are several prevalent theories going around right now that show some promise. We may be able to predict when the gates will appear in the future, but even a hundred and seventy-two years after the first incursion, we still don’t have any clue as to what the Dark Plane is like or how its reality works. We’re missing critical information that could lead to advances in our prevention technology,” I finished up.

      Piper was busy scribbling away in her notebook. Planar Theory was a weak subject for her. It dealt with a lot of theoretical what ifs, and it was a difficult concept to grasp at first. We continued our lesson for another hour, going back and forth on the Planes and trying to get ready for the exam.

      It was a lot to take in at once and I think all of our heads were spinning by the end of it.

      “Alright everyone, that wraps it up for the day. Keep in mind Alex’s ripple analogy, it’s a good reference for the test.”

      Yay, now I get to go take another hour of Planar Theory. My life rocks.

      I was packing up myself when Piper tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to her. “What’s up?”

      “So, I was thinking, you, mister, still owe me a date, and I don’t have classes this afternoon.”

      “Yeah? That sounds like fun, what do you want to do?”

      “How about a picnic in the Garden?”

      Well that sounds like fun, and very romantic. I hadn’t fully explored the Garden, beyond my secret spot. It was a beautiful place, probably the most picturesque view atop Wyvern Academy, but it was also where couples went on dates.

      “That sounds lovely, you want me to surprise you with the food?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, beaming.

      With plans to meet up later today, I really didn’t want to go to Planar Theory. I’d much rather skip and plan for the date. It won’t be anything but a recap of what we’ve already learned, and with the study group, I’m sitting at a ninety-eight. One class won’t make any difference.

      Alright, shopping it is.

      Piper loved food, and she loved trying new foods. She was actually a very good cook and we’d stayed up late more than once, cooking until midnight or later. Piper hadn’t spent the night since the first time, but she was still over at our place all the time. Even Ava and J’s other women liked her.

      What a problem it must be to juggle three women. I can barely handle one.

      After I decided what to make, I went to the grocery store to pick up the ingredients. I didn’t have any of my bento boxes, but Tupperware worked just as well.

      Rice, steak, broccoli, and miso. I can’t forget to pick up my spices. I’m running low on garlic and ginger. I gathered up my items, paid the too-helpful cashier and went back home to prep and cook.

      I hadn’t made an actual bento since coming here and I was excited. It’s strange that rice was a staple of my diet before leaving Japan, and I haven’t had any in at least a week.

      American food was delicious, more so than I’d expected, but I missed Japanese cuisine somedays.

      Back in the dorm, I put the steak in a bowl with my homemade teriyaki marinade and cooked the rice.

      I’d sautéd the broccoli with the steak, and the miso soup was store bought. It wasn’t what I’d originally intended, but I had to make do.

      I cleaned the apartment while I waited for the steak to marinate enough. It should have been left overnight, but I didn’t have much choice.

      An hour passed in silence while I busied myself and then got started cooking. It wasn’t hard to cook steak and Piper liked her steak medium like me, so it was a snap to cook.

      The door to J’s room opened, and Ava walked out wearing nothing but skimpy lingerie that was somewhat see-through and left little to the imagination.

      “Good morning, Alex. I wondered what smelled good. Steak, delicious. You better tell Piper to snap you up before someone steals you away from her.”

      “I’ll…I’ll do that, I’ve got plenty, would you like some,” I stammered, staring straight ahead and doing my damndest not to peek.

      “Sex and your cooking this early in the morning, I should stay over more often,” she said, walking over to snag a piece of meat from the cutting board.

      “Oh’m’gawd,” she said, chewing. “It’s amazing.”

      “Glad you like it,” I said, sliding the rest of the steak toward her with my knife. “I’ve already got what I need for lunch, so you and J are welcome to the leftovers.”

      “Marry me,” Ava joked, sliding around the bar top to sit down and make a bowl of steak and rice.

      “Hey, don’t you go stealing my woman with your fancy cooking skills, Casanova,” J said, chuckling as he came out of his room with nothing but a pair of loose shorts on.

      “She’d eat me alive, no thank you,” I said, gathering up everything I needed for our date.

      Ava and J ate the remnants of my cooking while I cleaned up and went and got changed.

      While they kissed and got dressed, I finished packing up our lunches, throwing the piping-hot miso soup into a thermos and setting it all in my bag.

      Ava came up as I was zipping it up, fully clothed, thankfully, and leaned over, smiling at me. “What do you and Piper say to a double date with me and J? We can all go somewhere really nice soon.”

      “That sounds like fun, as long as you both wear clothes.”

      “No promises,” she said, leaning down to kiss my cheek and ruffle my hair.

      “Stop that, I’m not a puppy dog.”

      “I don’t know about that, and besides, why wouldn’t you want to be a puppy. They’re cute, loyal, and so much fun to mess with,” Ava said, laughing as she left.

      I really wish she’d find a different hobby.

      Ava had taken it upon herself to fluster me at every opportunity. But she wasn’t being mean about it. And it was her way of telling me that she liked me. Not like she liked J…or Scarlet…or Haruki, but that she wanted us to be friends.

      I sighed as she left and headed out myself while J finished the leftover scraps of steak I hadn’t used and started on his body hardening.

      Grabbing a blanket and a small shoulder cooler of drinks, I went to head to my spot. Piper didn’t get out of class for another few minutes and I wanted to have everything ready by the time she arrived.

      The Garden was beautiful. If nothing else, it was beautiful.

      Lush green grass that stretched the length of two football fields and held at least one of every pretty nonpoisonous plant known to man. Automated thermostats, sprinklers, and food dispensers made sure that every plant thrived year-round. The flowers formed a natural wall around the Garden and more than one maze. Dozens of trees dotted around provided shade and the lack of a ceiling gave the best view of the stars at night.

      It was certainly gorgeous.

      And crowded.

      The Garden was the defacto date spot at Wyvern. So, lovers came and went like flies. All the best spots were taken, but I had a secret that I’d only shared with a few people.

      I’d found it entirely by accident one day and it became my secret spot ever since. I’d been practicing calisthenics, performing pull ups on the trees and getting used to the rough bark on my palms, when a gust of wind blew a hat from a student’s head. The hat landed in the largest tree in the center of the Garden and I’d been at the tree, so I’d volunteered to get it for her.

      Upon climbing the tree, I’d discovered a hidden secret.

      In the center of the tree, completely camouflaged from the outside, was a tree house. I’d only noticed it because a plank of wood in the corner of my eye was a shade darker than the tree branches. Unless you knew it was there, you’d never be able to find it.

      It had been abandoned for a couple of years and was a little worse for wear, but a couple weeks sneaking in and out, and I’d returned it to its former glory. There was just enough room for two people to sit and lie comfortably and I knew this was built as a secret rendezvous for lovers.

      I’d turned it into a hideout.

      Piper knew about it, but I hadn’t shown her yet, and I’d told Wyatt and Rea. I thought about telling J, but I knew he’d use it as his own personal love nest and I’d never get the stains out.

      I laid out the blanket and got the food ready. I told her to meet me under the tree when she got off, and I didn’t know if she knew my plan, but I was excited. It was really easy to get to, but its main advantage was that no one knew about it, and I’d hoped to keep it that way. A few leaves and brush made it almost invisible and I wasn’t worried about anyone accidentally discovering it.

      Piper arrived about ten minutes later and sat down on the large roots of the tree. She looked around for a second, and failing to spot me, opened her pack and pulled out a book.

      This is going to be fun.

      I maneuvered down the branches as quietly as I could and perched atop the lowest branch, just above her head. I smiled, and inverted myself, hooking my feet on the branch to suspended myself just above her.

      I reached down, hoping to scare her, just a little bit.

      “Good afternoon, Alex.”

      “Shit,” I cursed, startled by her voice. “How’d you know?"

      “I felt your Ki. You haven’t learned how to disguise it. And you have a lot of it. It makes you easy to sense.”

      “How does that work exactly? We’ve discussed Ki and Runes in Ki Studies, but it’s nowhere near as in-depth as your advanced classes, I’m sure.”

      “It’s all rather mundane actually. For the first two months all we did was meditate, focus on feeling the natural flow of energy inside our bodies.”

      I admired the curve of her lips as she continued. “Once we could feel it, we moved onto to controlling it, which was more meditation and training, but that part is actually a ton of fun. It’s so surreal to feel the warmth inside your chest as it ebbs and flows through your veins.”

      Piper held up her hand, grinning sweetly. “And I’m gifted apparently. Watch this.”

      For a second, nothing happened, then slowly, ever so slowly, a faint blue glow sparked through the tips of her fingers, turning her fingertips almost translucent before it faded, returning her finger to their pale perfection once more.

      “Well, color me impressed,” I said, bending down to wrap my arms around her.

      She leaned back, pressing into my neck. It was intoxicating being so close to her. The scent of her shampoo drew me in, and the slight sheen of sweat beading on the nape of her neck danced in the breeze, light refracting to shimmer rainbows across her flesh.

      “Want to come see Fort Alex?”

      “Fort Alex? It’s always fun when your childish side comes out to play. You’re so serious sometimes.”

      I shrugged, brushing my hands down her arms to grab her waist and help her up. “I never got to have one as a kid, there weren’t places like this where you could build tree houses. And once I decided to become a hero, there wasn’t time for childish things anymore.”

      I helped her up the first branch, making sure no one saw us, and guided her to the entrance. Piper smiled wide as I shut the small wooden door behind us.

      I let Piper look around the cramped space while I got the food ready.

      “A.N, are those your initials?” she asked, running her hands over the wood ceiling.

      I nodded. “I don’t know who the others are, but this place has been here for a while, several years at least. So, I assume it’s whoever built it and their lover.”

      “Lover? Well it’s a perfect place for it. I hope you don’t have any nefarious intentions, Alexander Nakano,” she said, wagging a finger at me with a sly grin on her face.

      I feigned indignation. “On my honor, I would never-” I tried to keep a straight face but lost it and we both ended up cackling on the floor.

      When we picked ourselves up, I pulled out our lunches and we ate side by side, her fingers finding the littlest of excuses to brush against my own.

      It was lovely.

      After we’d finished our meal, we packed up and carefully climbed down from the tree. As I helped her down, her face lit up and she smiled at me. “I almost forgot!” Piper said, nearly shouting. “I brought dessert.”

      Piper reached into her bag and pulled out a small container that was cold to the touch. “We were talking about Japanese desserts the other day and I wanted to try and make mochi balls.”

      She opened the box and inside were three mochi balls. She took out one and held it out to me. “Close your eyes and say ahh.”

      Grumbling a bit, I shut them. Piper giggled at me and I said ahh. Something cold touched my lips, but as I went to bite, Piper pulled her hand back and I bit down on empty air.

      Her snickering only intensified as I growled at her, trying hard not to smile. “Not funny.”

      “It was a little funny.”

      I shot my hand forward and snagged the small mochi ball out of her hand, careful not to crush it, and plopped it into my mouth, licking my fingers.

      “Hey, this is delicious!”

      Piper just grumbled at me and frowned. “You weren’t supposed to just take it from me.”

      “Well, here,” I said and picked one up at the same time as I started entering Sogai. “Now it’s your turn. Try and take it from me.”

      I’d gotten faster at using Sogai. I still couldn’t enter it instantly, but it only took half a minute now. And by the time Piper decided to play along, I’d achieved Sogai.

      Accelerated heart rate, not nervous, excited. Wind rippled by her right hand. Move now.

      Piper grabbed for it, but her movements were painfully slow, and it was entirely too easy to play keep away as she danced forward and kept reaching for the melting mochi ball in my hands. But she couldn’t react fast enough to hope to grab it from me.

      After a minute, the heat from my hand started breaking the ball apart and a dollop of freezing ice dripped down my arm. I slowed, wiping it and licking my finger. I couldn’t taste the flavor, but the cold radiated from my mouth as I grinned at Piper, who was getting flustered.

      Her breathing had increased, and she was unbalanced on her feet. She tried once more to go for the ball, but she wasn’t fast this time, she was slow. She didn’t reach for the ball, instead she stepped closer to me and I suddenly felt something warm and soft press to my lips.

      Piper breathed into me as she kissed me, and it was so surprising that it broke me out of Sogai. I opened my eyes to see hers closed. She was nearly pressed up against me as she kissed me, running her hands to my arm and my collar.

      Piper pulled away, her lips lingering on my own as she opened hers.

      “That was unexpected,” I said, a little breathless.

      “Yes it was, but I have another surprise for you.”

      “Oh?”

      Before I could react, Piper tensed as her right leg wrapped around my left and I hit the ground hard. The air rushed out of my lungs as Piper straddled me, grinning wickedly. She leaned over, to my mocha-stained hand, still holding the gooey ball, and took the ball with her mouth, brushing her tongue over my fingers.

      “You’re right, that was delicious,” she said with her mouth full of ice cream.

      I was about to respond when Piper bent over me and kissed me again, spilling cold ice cream into my mouth along with her tongue.

      She tasted of vanilla, sweet and rich, as I sat up and pulled her closer to me, letting her warmth melt the ice on my lips.
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      I’m sure Tomi and her board of stiff-collared minions didn’t want to send their students off to every corner of the world, but it was necessary.

      After all, even Ascendant Heroes needed vacations.

      We’d chosen Argos almost at random. By bringing up a list of the world’s oldest cities, Alex and I’d narrowed it down. Finding a vacation spot with a bit of culture and antiquity, but also some fun sights.

      Yet what tipped our hand wasn’t only that Argos was over five thousand years old, nor that it had some very fun ruins to explore. Rather, it was the thriving underworld of fighters that traveled to Argos.

      It had become an unofficial recruiting ground for Golem Academy, the Ascendant Heroes school of Egypt. There were dozens like it, scattered across Europe and Africa, but Argos was said to be especially wild.

      The influx of fighters, trainers, and tourists who watched the bouts also meant there was a rocking night life to consider.

      Alex had fought that tooth and nail, insisting that culture would be much more memorable. But again, Argos was the perfect compromise. He could have his stupid ruins, I could have underground brawls and titty bars.

      So, we packed lightly and took a portal to New York, then London, then Athens, then Tripoli.

      Portal hopping left you weary and struck with a gnarly headache, but it soon faded.

      It was the crowded bus trip from Tripoli to Argos that took the longest, and though it was only a few hours, stopping every few minutes to take on new passengers or drop some off, I was anxious.

      What better to do than practice Leopard form hand strikes, toughening and strengthening? That’s what I figured at least.

      Alex insisted I was scaring some of the locals who kept eyeing me while I worked. Maybe he was right, but it didn’t stop me from continuing.

      Elena Fitzgerald, Fitz for short, had turned my life upside down. Usually when I felt this way about a girl, it was because I was sleeping with her, or her friend, or roommate. That wasn’t the case at all.

      Fitz was five-foot-tall and a hundred and ten pounds of rock-solid muscle. Her ebony skin was smooth and flawless, her nose and lips cute and perky. Even her teeth were straight. She was pretty and delicate-looking in all ways.

      When she dropped into Leopard stance, however, the illusion shattered.

      Leopard was a style with many subclasses. She, being a tiny thimble-sized girl, had learned the one that focused on speed and stealth the most. So, though she lacked the power to tear out a throat or break a bone with a single punch, as some Leopard practitioners could do, she was a terror on two feet.

      At first, Fitz refused me as a student. She said I was too big and clumsy, that I couldn’t possibly learn her techniques appropriately.

      But when I offered Wolf, she considered. Still, I’d anticipated a no until Mo leaned in and whispered something in her ear.

      Her face had transformed instantly, the haughty pride falling away like a mud mask caught in the rain.

      In a respectable whisper, she asked, “You know Canton Dog?”

      I sighed, shaking my head. There was no way I wanted to teach anyone how to fight like that. But she convinced me with an incredibly astute observation. “I learned Leopard because I am tiny, I’m a woman, and everyone here is stronger than me. I trained to be sneakier, faster, smarter and deadlier. If you teach me Canton, not only will I never use it on another student, but you’ll have armed a woman with the appropriate tools to fend off any creep the world over. There’s nothing wrong with destroying someone who is intent on doing the same to you.”

      I relented, and as the weeks went by, I actually found a returned love for the forms. It was a chance to work through some of my nastier memories, and she learned fast. Almost as fast as I learned Leopard.

      My master had been right all along. Had I stuck with Leopard and Wolf, I’d have become nearly indestructible. Canton was a distraction, though one that helped me survive.

      Instead of feeling bitter for lost time, I relished the return of the familiar forms and techniques my master had employed so gracefully. Fitz’s personal style moved beyond what I’d learned. She was lightning fast, always pushing me to my limits. But as we trained together, day after day, I found my own movements becoming sharper and quicker.

      More important than speed, however, was I rediscovered the value of lying. Wolf and Dog were so direct, so honest, in a sense, that I’d forgotten the feints and false fronts of Leopard.

      Whoever was stupid or unlucky enough to be pitted against me in the future would have a lot harder time winning.

      “We’re here. Now keep your claw-hands to yourself for a while. Hell, why don’t you use your pockets. That’s what they’re there for,” Alex said as he stood up and started off the bus.

      I followed, grumbling a bit but smiling, nonetheless.

      The city had that motley appeal of ancient mud and stone standing beside sleek steel and composite structures. It was the exact hinge between the old and new world.

      We ditched our stuff at the hotel and headed out. The sun was already falling, and I wanted, more than anything, to catch a good fight.

      “We are going to watch a fight, yeah?” Alex asked for the tenth time.

      I held up my hands in solemn promise. “Of course. I give you my word. I won’t punch anyone.”

      “Or kick, or headbutt, or eye gouge?”

      We both laughed and continued on until we reached the main stretch of shopping and restaurants winding through the city.

      Food came first, of course, and since we would be drinking, it was important to choose well. My stomach told me to try everything, but we settled on simple gyros. The lamb was spiced perfectly, and the bread would help soak up the booze. I was ready.

      Asking around, a man pointed the way to the underground district.

      On the way, we passed a milling crowd, a camera crew posting up outside news van. Yellow police tape was fluttering in the breeze, sealing off the inside of a devastated storefront. Broken glass was scattered across the asphalt, and a brief glimpse inside gave me a clue as to what had happened.

      Blood marked the walls in arcane symbols, the frenzied scrawling of a demon.

      More and more had been coming through from their dimension, and some had decided to leave behind indecipherable messages. What they meant or if there was a function besides being creepy as hell, nobody knew for certain.

      Alex and I exchanged a look and pressed on into the city. We would both be facing the menaces soon enough. No reason for us to waste our vacation worrying about it now.

      In a few minutes of weaving through gawking tourists and peddlers, we found it.

      “Like a New York City subway entrance,” I announced, laughing at the irony.

      “Never been,” Alex admitted. “And from what everyone says, not really on my to do list.”

      “You’re from Japan, dude. The cities there aren’t much different. Aren’t you used to them?”

      He trotted down the steps beside me. “That’s exactly my point, and no, I never got used to dense city life. Feels suffocating. Living at Wyvern is like a dream.”

      “Yeah, it isn’t so bad, huh,” I admitted. My mood was awfully damn chirpy, and the prospect of cold beer drove me onwards. Sure enough, as the tunnel opened up into a wide chamber, I found what I’d been seeking. Not one bar, but a half dozen all lining one wall.

      It was early, but already well over a hundred people milled about. The bars were independently run, it seemed, each with its own aesthetics.

      I didn’t care for any of that, so I tugged Alex’s arm, and we headed for the first one.

      Pulling up a stool, I waved at the bartender. “Two beers please. Volkan Black.”

      I threw down a crisp bill, and the girl serving swept it up with a grin. Her skin was amber honey, her face round and everything I was hoping to see in a Greek girl.

      “You know local beers? What’s your problem, J?” Alex complained, though when I glanced over, he too noted the woman’s beauty.

      “Of course. Always do a little research before traveling. I thought an otaku like you would know that. And hey, better watch out or I’ll tell Piper.”

      He blushed, and when the beer came, took a sip. Responding with a bit of sass, he announced, “I’ll have you know I did plenty of research. Argos is the sight of the famous Battle of Champions, or previously known as the Battle of 300 Champions. Rather than risk the lives of their entire armies, both sides, Sparta and Argos, chose three hundred of their best to duke it out. Epic, right?”

      “Yeah, it is, history nerd. Who won?”

      Alex sighed, a grin stealing across his face. “Not so simple. The battle was supposed to be to complete destruction. Two of the Argos soldiers survived and took off to announce victory, but they forgot an injured Spartan who claimed victory as well. Eventually, full war was waged, and the Spartans took the victory.”

      The beer had a citrus bite and was cold enough to give you a headache. It was heaven. “I guess that’s what you get when you try to make a game of war.”

      Alex only nodded, enjoying his own drink. Then he brought up something that was hard to hear, let alone talk about. “Hey man, I’m sorry to bring this up, but what are you going to do about your father? He’s still coming I assume?”

      He’d been right. I didn’t want to talk about it. When I told him as much, he reminded me we were thousands of miles away and surrounded by people with shoddy English or none at all.

      So, I slammed the rest of my beer and ordered another. “Okay, you have a point. Honestly, I’m not sure. But I won’t be giving him a hug or listening to anything he has to say. I’ve been on my own since I was twelve and officially emancipated at seventeen. He has nothing on me.”

      “It might sound lame, but just know that if you need me, I’ll stand with you. He might have been a tough guy once upon a time, but you could crush him now. Yet that doesn’t mean it’ll be easy to face him.”

      A small tremor ran through my hand, but I clenched it into a fist. He was right. It wouldn’t be easy.

      I turned on my stool to face him and lifted up my second drink, tapping it to the side of his. “I appreciate the offer. Who knows? Maybe I’ll take you up on it. For now, though, since we’re digging into awkward conversations with such zeal, what are your plans with Piper?”

      He shrugged, his brow creasing. “I’m working on it.”

      I couldn’t hold back the laugh that came up from my belly. I loved the guy, but a snail could get laid faster than him. “No, buddy. Don’t work on it. Do it! Better yet, do her. She wants to!”

      Alex’s face turned a deep pink, and yet he smiled. The Greek bartender had caught a few words as well and smiled at me.

      “You think I don’t know that?” He sighed, rubbing at the mushy label of his beer. “It’s not that simple. I’m not in any rush, J. And I don’t want to screw things up.”

      “So, you’re playing the long game. I can respect that, man. I just don’t want you thinking it isn’t possible. Piper is crazy for you, Alex. Just keep that in mind, okay? Might take off some of the pressure you put on yourself.”

      Alex finally had the guts to look at me again, and he breathed deeply. “Fine, we can pick up this conversation back at Wyvern. I think we can both avoid any further personal talks until then, yeah? So, where are these fights you kept talking about?”

      We drank for another couple of hours, the beer making everything delightfully fuzzy. I learned more of his childhood and he mine, though we shared only the good moments.

      This was a vacation, a time to get away from the constant strain and pain of trying to ascend.

      My drinking buddy couldn’t take very much, small and inexperienced as he was. But he knew his limits, which was more important anyhow.

      After four beers he quit, shifting to the local sparkling water and refusing to push himself.

      I relented, always one to appreciate the casual peer pressure of drinking, but never one to take it seriously.

      Nothing was less fun than puking.

      I had six and ordered a seventh as we finally got to our feet and headed behind a line of spectators who’d gathered to watch a fight.

      The place was apparently an abandoned train station, a crude attempt at underground transportation that was foiled when the demon tech portals started up around 2060. Some mass transit survived, but others died out. Planes and busses still crossed the countries, but portals were the defacto mode of transportation post-incursion.

      There were tunnels and rooms throughout the place in a vast network. It made for a perfect way to host multiple and separate events.

      Not caring who we saw, and not knowing a thing about the local crop of fighters, Alex and I just chose the first event.

      We paid for our tickets and shuffled in, taking seats on a busted and rusty set of bleachers. In the center of the room was a simple dojo mat. It was padded, but as the announcer walked out, his feet barely dented the material.

      The man spoke in Greek first, then switched to a broken English. His arms gestured excitedly as he pumped up the crowd. “Tonight, is Blood Night, much fighting like nothing you have seen before. Prepare to be excited, and to find fear of death. Three matches for this event. First is two strong champions to strive for belt. Second is brawl. Two on two, and no holds. The last is a surprise that will leave you for having nightmares! Let us go!”

      Not messing around at all, two fighters entered side tunnels and met in the center of the mat. The first was a man that looked like he could be my uncle. A busted nose and scars across his face made him look terrifying. He had a rounded, muscular gut that gleamed in the hazy lighting.

      The second contestant was a tall woman with broad shoulders. She was much younger, and though not particularly beautiful, had a grace about her that made me pay attention.

      “Five bucks on the girl,” I said, jabbing Alex with an elbow.

      He sipped his water and shook his head. “No way. She wins in under two minutes or you can have my hat.”

      I cracked up, the beer feeding my sense of joy. “You don’t have a hat.”

      “And I never bet. Now shut up. It’s starting.”

      The match was called, and the fight began.

      The dude stepped forward, all confidence and swagger. He was an old-fashioned boxer that probably wasn’t shy with his knees. Yet he was already slowing in his years.

      Still, when he shot a fist out toward the girl, I knew if he connected once, it would be over.

      He struck again, but the girl was quick on her feet. She waited for a third attack, then ducked under his arm and snapped a hook off under his ribs.

      The man didn’t even grunt.

      I exchanged a look with my partner, and I knew he was worried as well. I didn’t come to another country to watch some old man beat the shit out of a girl Ava’s age.

      But no, I had to have more faith in her abilities.

      The fight continued and she nipped away at his stamina. Still, it didn’t seem like she could hurt him substantially.

      At last, she made a mistake. After buying an obvious feint, the man lifted his knee up and slammed her in the stomach. I thought it might be over then and there, but she landed on her feet again.

      With more confidence, the guy redoubled his attacks, even throwing in occasional low kicks.

      That was when it went bad for him.

      Shifting gears in a surprising way, the girl took complete control of the fight. Each attack was countered with a blistering strike, and every now and again, she stepped into her own attack.

      Soon he was on the retreat, the many blows stacking up and making his body harder to control. “She was just being cautious,” I said in a whisper. Alex nodded beside me, leaning in and observing the fight like a scholar.

      “Yeah, and she still hasn’t gone all out,” he said. His tone was so casual and confident, I questioned, as I had a hundred times, if he knew more of fighting than I did.

      The man snapped after a while, letting his rage take over. Growling, he started throwing heavier punches and kicks at the girl.

      She dodged five of the big attacks in a row, then after side-stepping a haymaker, jumped up and kicked him in the side of the neck.

      The lack of oxygen from all of his exertions and excess weight, combined with the precise attack, proved too much.

      He crumbled to the floor like a too-big sack of wheat.

      Our chosen champion lifted a tired fist to the crowd. She looked depressed, disappointed even. “Gods, we have to get her name. She’s incredible,” I said. Catching Alex’s look, I added, “Not like that, asshole. I mean… what if we paid for her portal pass and brought her back for a special try out at Wyvern. She could make it for sure.”

      Alex gave me a side-long glance. I saw doubt playing in his eyes, but also conviction. This is why I like the dude. He’s all heart inside. Our discussion was interrupted as the announcer came out once more, dismissing the victory and ushering in two men with a stretcher.

      They removed the unconscious man, and the night progressed as if he’d never been there.

      “The next fight is brawl you won’t forget. Two teams fighting together many years. Let us cheer for them now!”

      I just loved the way the announcer spoke. Like some old-fashioned gangster grandpa. He was cool and casual, yet I just knew he’d cut someone’s face if they fucked with him.

      Despite the unique opportunity of watching a team match, the following fight was something of a disappointment.

      One team had two fighters who looked squeezed from the same mold. They even moved similarly.

      Yet opposing them were a tiny man and the biggest woman I’d ever seen. I held every joke that came to mind, trying to respect them as practitioners of martial arts.

      And when the battle began, they earned my respect further. Rather than fighting independently, the two seemed to anticipate one another’s actions, and in less than a minute, had dismantled the opposite team.

      The crowd was confused, unsure whether or not it was a good victory. I helped them out by standing and cheering, then downing the last of my beer.

      I should have thought to bring two. I mentally kicked myself, then headed out in a hurry to get another. Alex looked offended, but nobody else minded.

      The same bartender was there as before, and I ordered two more drinks, gave her a sultry wink, then tipped her big.

      As I reentered the match, already having drained one of the frosty brews, everything had changed.

      Alex had been right. I shouldn’t have left.

      In the center of the ring stood two men. It wasn’t their rippling muscles, or the interesting way they stood, each showing diverse fighting styles I wasn’t familiar with. It was the runes blaring on the arms that caught my attention.

      No wonder it was a surprise. A real rune fight is so rare, and in most countries illegal. I couldn’t believe my luck and was only sad I’d missed even a few seconds of it.

      Each attack was harder to follow than normal. The fighters moved with abnormal strength and speed, their movements blurring through the air.

      The runes of power pulsed blue occasionally as they drew on the power of this world, sucking it into the fighter’s body to be used at will. It was a terrifying thing to watch, and no matter how many videos I’d streamed, it didn’t compare to the real thing.

      Even the second-year who’d attacked Alex had only used his rune for a few seconds. Being caught up in the moment myself, I hadn’t appreciated how devastatingly powerful it was.

      Kicks and punches were traded with high intensity, and somehow bones weren’t shattered. The runes also bolstered the body in a way that made it stronger and more durable. Without such support, both of these men would already be dead.

      The crowd watched in horrified silence as the fight progressed. It was disturbing to witness and yet engrossing.

      I held my beer, the heat seeping from my palm, and studied the way they moved. Yet despite my experience, having seen thousands of fights in my short life, I couldn’t tell who might win.

      The end came like a train wreck.

      With so much power flowing like flooded rivers, one of the fighter’s bodies gave way.

      A hard kick to the ribs collapsed the side of his chest, and the shattering of bone echoed through the chamber. Gasps passed through the crowd, and I stared in shock as the man convulsed, holding his stomach, dying.

      Medics came out, trying desperately to try heal the man, using the best tech available. But the kick had crushed his ribs, collapsed his lungs, and pulverized his heart.

      I found Alex’s eyes in the seething crowd, and we stared at each other. Holy shit, I thought. Come to Greece, enjoy the sights, and watch a man die.

      It was with a bitter taste in our mouths that we left the arena, done with watching martial art fights as a sport.
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      After the initial shock of seeing a nearly instantaneous death, the crowd of around a hundred half-drunk tourists erupted in cheer.

      The announcer made a circuit of the ring, smiling all the while.

      Two men, again, removed the broken man on a stretcher, and I noticed the many dark stains it held, proof of those who’d fallen before.

      How many valuable fighters have died here? I thought. There’s no way this is a rare occasion. Nobody batted an eye!

      I was outraged, my arms shaking. The man who’d fallen was skilled, disciplined, and fought beautifully. He was twice the fighter I was, and although much of that power came from his rune, it didn’t take away from his value.

      As soon as an opening presented itself, I met Alex. The beer had soured in my gut, and though alcohol still moved in my system like a lazy snake, I was sober of mind.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said, my disgust evident in my voice.

      Alex half-smiled, and I could see he was relieved that I too felt the display had been perverse. “Yeah, I won’t argue with that. Still can’t believe they’re hosting rune fights.”

      Shaking my head, I found a trash bin to toss my beer away and headed out. Alex followed me and we wove through the building crowds.

      Someone behind us shouted in a fantastical voice. “Come now! Big fights! Better than all the others. Come see three fight three, see the Monster fight two armed fighters! Come before too late!”

      I was tempted to head back and deck the announcer in his charming, old-man face. But it was useless. I couldn’t change this place with my outrage, only get us arrested.

      The bartender girl was gone, but I barely noticed. I’d thought of throwing her another bill and some advice, for her to find a new job, but that too would be futile.

      Instead, I jogged up the steps and felt the cool rush of the night air fall around me.

      It was cold and heavy with dew. Walking blindly, I found an empty alley and leaned a hand against a lamppost.

      My head was spinning. I’d seen people die before. It wasn’t something anyone with a conscience could forget. But to see it done in sport, and to be praised after? Too much.

      A hand pressed into my back, and I sighed.

      “Not what you wanted to see, huh?” Alex said sympathetically.

      “No, not at all. I mean, that guy could be working toward ascension right now! Or… or just living somewhere as an underpaid trainer. Who cares? But to be struck down in front of a happy crowd,” I finished, and turned to spit on the ground.

      “I agree. A total waste. What do you say we head back to our hostel,” Alex suggested, and I nodded.

      He pulled out his phone and found a route for us. It was only a fifteen-minute walk, and I found it a relief.

      We strode through the streets in silence. After leaving the lively nightlife district, a few clubs zinging out revived disco songs or warbling karaoke, the calm streets of neighborhoods unfolded.

      It was as we were nearing the hostel when I saw her.

      Walking alone, perhaps fifty feet ahead of us, was the female fighter who’d brought down the husky brute so efficiently.

      Suddenly, I was filled with implacable inspiration. Without thinking, I ran ahead. “Hey, you! I’m sorry, but please wait!”

      For a moment, I feared she wouldn’t respond, but then she stopped and turned on her heel. Then, oddly, she just stood there and waited.

      As I approached, Alex running up beside me, I got my second surprise of the night. Her eyes were white and foggy, the eyes of the blind.

      “What do you want?” she asked in a thick Greek accent.

      I stumbled for a second, not sure what to say. How did she fight so well blind? I thought, then remembered my companion’s style of fighting.

      Shaking my head, I pressed forward. “Listen, we saw you fight tonight. We’re both students at Wyvern Academy. I’m just curious. Why are you here? You could easily make it at Wyvern, or Golem for that matter. It’s obviously closer.”

      “I fight for money. I fight to live. Portals cost a lot of money to use. It would take me a year of wages to earn the money to travel to Golem. And then, for what? To risk getting told they don’t accept the blind?”

      Her reasoning was solid, and predictable. The portals cost money, and ones that skipped international lines were only affordable for those who lived in more prosperous cities and countries.

      My response was inelegant though, and I felt the moment slipping away. “Oh, that’s… that isn’t fair at all,” I finished lamely.

      She laughed and pivoted to leave.

      Alex gave me a look, and I knew I’d been a fool about this. But talking was not my wheelhouse.

      Screw it, man! Just spit it out!

      “Hey, so, this is weird. We’re just strangers, but I do have documents that prove I’m from Wyvern. I’ll pay for your portal fees if you come to Wyvern to try out. It’s the wrong time, but if they see you fight!”

      The girl stood frozen before us.  A tremble ran down into her right hand. It was a huge risk for her.

      Knowing I had only one more chance, I told her plainly. “Look, I know this sounds crazy. I grew up on the streets, so I know what free money sounds like. A bullshit trap. But now I have more money at my disposal than ever before. I’ll pay your portal fees to Wyvern, and even if they reject you, I’ll pay for your return trip. Hell, we can even buy a round-trip pass. And you don’t have to decide tonight. We’re heading to the ruins tomorrow then leaving the following day.”

      I looked to Alex for approval, and he nodded slightly. Knowing he didn’t think I was insane bolstered my confidence.

      I added one final suggestion before giving up. “Meet us at the Happy Traveler Hostel the morning after tomorrow. We will wait for you until 0800 before taking off. Up to you. And if not, cool. Sorry for bothering you,” I finished, my hands sweaty and my pulse racing.

      After a few moments, the girl sighed and continued on her way. Her steps were even and slow, but given she was walking through a city blind, and without the aid of a stick, it was impressive.

      I shrugged, and Alex and I went on our way.

      The hostel was grubby but cheerful, and we found our bunks suitable. Only a few others were sharing the room with us, and neither Alex nor I felt like talking.

      In less than an hour, I’d passed out, exhaustion gladly taking hold.

      As often happens with traveling, jet lag took hold the next day. We woke up fuzzy, our bodies surprised by the early arrival of the sun.

      Coffee helped though, and then we spent the day exploring the local ruins and museums.  I would’ve been lying if I’d claimed the experience wasn’t a little boring, but I took the opportunity to continue working my Leopard hand forms.

      The other tourists on our trip treated me like I had the plague, but that wasn’t new.

      Poor Alex though kept blushing, especially when I even took a few practice kicks. Eventually I stopped. It wouldn’t do to alienate the only ally I had in this country.

      Mercifully, we retired early and enjoyed some local music and some good food.

      No surprise, I couldn’t sleep well that night, and found a nice pillar made of marble to work my forms and body hardening for a few hours. I was shaking with the strain of it, covered in sweat, when I finally called it quits.

      As I was heading back to the hostel, a voice called out from a shadowed corner nearby. “You show promise yourself. I see why Wyvern accepted you.”

      It was the girl from the fight.

      “Thank you. Scared the spit out of me,” I said, letting my guard down as she stepped out into the moonlight.

      “Are all Americans so jumpy?”

      “Ha! Yea, probably. So… what are you doing here?”

      She came closer, walking slowly. The moonlight reflected off of the orderly braid, her face was hard from years of training.

      “Did you mean what you said? Your offer? Or was that just hot air?”

      I stared her in the eyes, the milky orbs staring back in defiance. “I meant it. We leave in the morning. You in?”

      A slow smile spread across her face, and even through the scar tissue and jaded facade, she was beautiful.

      “I’m Thalia, and I’m in.”

      The next day, three of us returned to Wyvern.

      It was a strange journey, but after the bus ride, we began to talk, taking half an hour before each portal jump to avoid the worst of the sickness.

      Alex found he had much to discuss with Thalia, who’d fought blind all her life. His Sogai had taken the sensory deprivation further, but she’d been at it a lifetime.

      It was easy to tell how much he respected her, and she responded to it. They were quickly becoming friends by the time we made it back to school.

      The first place we headed was to see Kenneth Hawke. He wasn’t technically the appropriate figure, but he was our friend.

      Having served on the Disciplinary Committee for weeks now, and done a fair enough job, he’d warmed up further. More importantly, his imposing size and demeanor no longer disturbed me.

      “You want to do what?” he asked a second time, incredulous.

      “I wanted to ask if Tomi might allow Thalia here to try out. Yes, she’s super late, but you need to see her fight,” I explained patiently, hoping he could find some bit of compassion in his heart.

      “And so, you just brought her back here, to my office of all places?”

      Alex took over, knowing how to nudge the man more effectively. “Yes, we came to you because you have more sense than some of the faculty, and because we trust you.”

      He sighed heavily. After a minute, he asked, “You can fight? I mean, are you good enough to fit in with these two?”

      Thalia stood bravely and answered in a flat tone. “I’ve only seen J training. He is advanced in many ways, but I do feel I am his equal.”

      “No offense, dear, but how did you see him do anything?” Mr. Hawke asked, pointing out the obvious.

      “I see with sound and touch. Alex knows much of this. I can see your desk is more than a little messy and that you might need to hit the gym more often. Your stomach is not as strong as it used to be.”

      Kenneth laughed hard enough to split a stone. “Okay, so you’ve done your fair share of training. Do you think you’ll be able to face a demon in the future?”

      Thalia responded immediately, “I have fought 153 underground fights and won 149 of them. I haven’t lost in four years. I could beat most of your first-year students, I have no doubt. If they can face a demon someday, so can I.”

      He shook his huge head. “Alright, we’ll see then. Why don’t you guys leave this to me. Thalia, take a seat over near my desk if you don’t mind. Knowing your senses, I doubt you’ll have trouble. You two should go and read one of the bulletin boards. The midterms have been announced.”

      My jaw dropped, and I turned to see Alex mirroring my dumbfounded expression.

      We sprinted as fast as we could, sliding around corners and nearly knocking a few of our classmates over in the process.

      At last we found the nearest bulletin board, a digital display that projected the latest news into the air in ultra-definition. Sure enough, there it was.

      In large blocky letters, the announcement described what we would be facing in our first round of tests.

      

      MIDTERM EXAMS WILL BEGIN IN TWO DAYS.

      

      ROUND ONE TAKES PLACE IN THE STONE GYM. IT WILL CONSIST OF A DYNAMIC AND SHIFTING OBSTACLE COURSE. EACH ROUND WILL PIT THREE COMPETITORS TOGETHER AS THEY SIMULTANEOUSLY ATTEMPT THE COURSE.

      

      SHOULD YOU SUCCEED, ROUND TWO WILL TAKE PLACE IN THE ARENA. A TOURNAMENT WILL BE HELD  FOR PROFICIENCY IN COMBAT ARMS. EACH PARTICIPANT WILL ENTER TWO BOUTS, THE CUMULATIVE SCORE OF THOSE FIGHTS WILL DECIDE THE TOURNAMENT’S VICTOR.

      

      ALL GYMS CLOSED UNTIL THE MIDTERM BEGINS. ALSO, DUE TO THE RISING NUMBER OF DEMON ATTACKS IN THE CITY, ALL STUDENTS ARE BANNED FROM TRAVELING UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.  REST UP. MENTALLY PREPARE. AND GOOD LUCK, STUDENTS.

      

      TOMI ICARUS. CHAIRWOMAN, HEADMISTRESS.

      OCTOBER 3RD, 172 PI.

      

      Alex slapped me on the shoulder, and I smiled at him. It was a terrifying prospect, for those who failed would not be able to proceed to the finals. Each semester had to be passed individually in order to ascend to the next year.

      Yet, despite all of that pressure, I knew Alex was as excited as I was.

      So, we did what everyone else was doing. We headed back to our rooms, and contrary to what we’d been advised, we trained like savages in the dorms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            The Pack Turns: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      Just as we got to the fork in the hallways, J stopped me, grabbing me lightly on the arm. Phone in hand.

      “Hey, you mind doing me a favor?”

      “Course not.”

      “Thalia is having a bit of a difficult time adjusting, so I’m going to go with Ava and show her around campus. You mind walking the halls for me?”

      “Sure. Go on. I’ll see you back at the dorm,” I said.

      “Thanks, I’ll get you back,” J said as he took off.

      Great, Piper’s gonna kill me for being late. Maybe if I hurry, I’ll only be a little late.

      I picked up my pace, walking the halls quickly. It wasn’t like anything major was going to happen. We’d been doing this for a few months now, and nothing much happened more than kids ditching class or a few bullying incidents, things I could easily handle on my own. I finished my walk of the east hall and was about to head north when something was shoved against the wall.

      I rounded the corner to see a strange sight. Three students were crowded around another student in a textbook case of bullying. All had their backs to me and were ganging up on the kid, so I couldn’t tell who was involved, but one of them wore a second-year uniform while the rest were first-years.

      “I’m not going to tell you shit,” a soft voice said from the middle of the crowd. A voice I recognized.

      Before I could get there, one of the first-years punched Wyatt in the stomach, causing him to double over. It gave me the only excuse I needed. I walked over, grabbed the student who’d punched Wyatt and kicked his leg out from under him, sending him crashing to the ground. A swift knuckle strike to his temple took him out of the fight. He sprawled unconscious and I stepped over his body.

      “Alex!” Wyatt shouted, clutching his stomach.

      “Ah, just who I was looking for, thanks for saving me the trouble,” the second-year said.

      I didn’t know what he wanted with me at first, but giving him a second look, I knew who he was.

      The second-year had puckered scars over his dark arms, but the worst one was his cheek; it was thick and shiny, the holes visible where the doctors had tried to stitch his cheek back together. It turned half his face into a permanent smirk.

      “You’re the student who nearly killed me, Donovan,” I said, glaring at him. “The one J beat to a pulp.”

      He snarled at me, clenching his fists. “I knew exactly what I was doing, I wouldn’t have killed you, but that mangy dog stepped in and ruined me. Both of you took everything from me!”

      I held my ground, putting myself in between Wyatt and Donovan. This wasn’t going to end well. He wanted blood. My blood.

      “I’m surprised they let you return, you should be grateful.”

      “Grateful!? I lost my place in the DC, I lost my respect from my peers, I lost half my fucking face, and you think I should be grateful!”

      His anger kept building and building, it was going to end up a fight, and Wyatt couldn’t handle the guy. He’d be killed or disabled, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Wyatt, go get help, quick!”

      “I can’t leave you, not when it’s two on one!”

      I sighed and darted forward and slammed the side of my palm to the other student’s throat. He doubled over, gasping and wheezing. I grabbed the back of his head and brought my knee to his nose, shattering it.

      He fell to the tile, trying to scream and only managing to gurgle as he clutched at his bloody face.

      “Now it’s only one on one.”

      Wyatt and Donovan both just stared at how fast I’d taken him down. Wyatt looked back to me and with a nod, ran off while I held Donovan’s attention. I can’t beat him, I couldn’t even with Sogai, but until he activates his rune, I’ve got a chance.

      I knew a fight was going to happen, but it seemed Donovan had yet to realize that as he wasn’t in his stance, he was standing arms down, or waving them around, but he’d yet to get aggressive.

      “So, Donovan, what’s your move here? What’s the plan?”

      “The plan, you little twerp, is that I’m going to do to you what was done to me, and then I’m going to find the flea-bitten mongrel and do the same thing to him!”

      Donovan’s runes flared to life, bringing ethereal light rippling down his arms.

      Alright, here we go!

      I closed my eyes and entered Sogai. I’d finally managed to enter it at will and as soon as I figured out how, I get into a fight that will either kill me or ruin me. Yeah, that’s about my luck.

      Rapid heartrate, too fast, blood is loud in his veins. Breathing is ragged and labored, he’s on something. Waves of energy, nearly imperceptible to normal senses flowed off him in bursts. His Ki is leaking out fast. He wasn’t using any techniques to store his Ki inside his body, instead he was letting it pour out of him like a burst dam.

      Donovan had a good bit of Ki, and with his rune, he could gather more from outside his body, but at the rate it was spilling from him, he’d exhaust himself before he could do anything. Donovan had yet to attack, he was still standing there like he was conflicted, just burning through his Ki.

      He had all the openings in the world, but he didn’t seem to be in full control of himself and if I attacked, he could react poorly, and with how unstable he was, he’d snap my bones like twigs.

      I stepped back, and the air whooshed as Donovan snapped his head toward me.

      “Kill you! Kill you! Kill you!”

      He swung wildly, but he wasn’t anywhere near me. His punches hit nothing but air.

      Definitely unhinged, but he’s fighting it, whatever he took is influencing his rage and he’s trying to fight it.

      “Donovan, calm down. We can work something out,” I said, my voice soft compared to his raged screams.

      It’d been only a minute since he’d powered up his runes, but the rate he’d been burning his Ki, he blew his store of Ki and the dam burst. Pressure built inside him and expanded, knocking me to the ground as his Ki well drained in a single instant. His flood of Ki became a trickle as he exhausted his energy. His runes flickered, shooting out one last gust of Ki before they fizzled out and vanished from my senses.

      I don’t sense any Ki; he’s gone back to normal.

      I opened my eyes, and stood up, already countering the backlash to my senses and stared down at an exhausted Donovan. He knelt, panting. He’d blown his Ki channels and his arms were red and inflamed. Sweat poured down his face and neck.

      “This isn’t over, bastard. I’ll get you!” he shouted, standing up.

      Whatever had been influencing his Ki was gone, and Donovan was back to the way he was before he used his rune.

      “I don’t need my rune to kick your ass, freshman!”

      “You sure about that?” a voice called out from behind us.

      We both turned to see Wyatt along with two newcomers to the party. Wyatt bent over, gasping and out of breath, but the two new arrivals were cocksure and composed.

      Donovan smiled a sick smile, gesturing to them. “Mason, let’s take this bastard down, he can’t take both of us.”

      Mason smiled at Donovan and pulled away from Snow’s arm. He walked over and my heart sank.

      Donovan blew out his Ki, and it seems whatever was in his system is out, but he’s still second year and a better fighter than me. I can’t take him and Mason together. This is bad.

      Wyatt paled and ran over to me. “What the hell, Mason? I brought you here to help.”

      “I know,” he said, getting in between us as he grabbed Donovan by the arms and drove his knee into his groin.

      Donovan’s superiority crushed under the pain Mason’s knee brought. He fell to his knees, clutching his broken family jewels. Before he could stand back up, Mason rocked his fist across Donovan’s jaw, sending him to the ground.

      “Get out of here before the three of us beat your ass, you disgrace!”

      Donovan looked up in shock, holding his dislocated jaw, blood dripping from his nose. He looked like he wanted to argue but Mason raised his fist and Donovan took off like a bat out of hell, running down the halls and out of sight.

      I sagged against the wall as my adrenaline wore down. Jesus, I thought I was a goner there. But why the hell did Mason help me? Mason, of all people.

      Wyatt was a little freaked out, but he’d stood by me when it was clear we were about to get our asses handed to us, and my respect for him grew. I walked over and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Thanks for sticking by me.”

      He looked up and smiled wide at me. “What are friends for? But man, I thought we were going to get our asses beat there,” he said, sighing with relief.

      “You and me both.”

      Mason was just standing there, a bit awkward, like he wanted to say something, and despite our animosity in the past. I had to thank him for stepping in.

      “Thanks, Mason. I’m grateful for the help, but I thought we hated each other?”

      “Yeah, well, I was a prick. Sorry for giving you a hard time,” he said, rubbing the back of his head.

      “Mason, why the hell are you apologizing to the kid who sent you to the med ward?” Snow asked, marching over to us.

      “Because I deserved it. Anyway. I’m sorry, Alex.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said and turned to Snow. “It’s nice to see you again, almost didn’t recognize you without the roofies.”

      Snow blanched, her smug look paled to the color of her hair as she glanced between me and Mason.

      “The hell you talking about?” Mason asked.

      “Your girlfriend lured me to her room and tried to drug me after our fight.”

      “You did what!?”

      Oh, so that was a solo move. I’d been blaming Mason. Snow backed up as she stammered over herself trying to explain.

      “Don’t listen to him, baby, he’s lying.”

      Mason glanced back at me, and then back at her. “No, he isn’t, but you are.”

      I didn’t much care either way. It was in the past and I had more important things to deal with than relationship drama.

      “Well, you two seem to have a lot to talk about. See you around, Mason,” I said and walked off without waiting for a response. “C’mon, Wyatt.”

      Wyatt ran and caught up with me and we were silent until we got outside. It was a beautiful day out. Not a cloud in the bright-blue sky.

      It’s too pretty for me to have almost died. If Donovan had attacked instead of whatever the hell that was, I’d be dead right now. He wasn’t in control of himself if that Ki leakage was any indication.

      The first thing we learned in Ki studies was that stopping excess Ki leakage is the most important part of maintaining your Ki. If Donovan had been in his right mind, he wouldn’t have let his Ki deplete like that.

      The runes allowed the bearer to draw in excess Ki from the energy particles in the air, but Donovan hadn’t even been trying to balance his Ki. What the hell was going on with him?

      “Hey, where are we going?”

      “To celebrate, we could have died today, and we didn’t, so that deserves a drink.”

      “But I don’t drink.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t either before coming here, but it’ll be fine, trust me,”

      I glanced at my watch and groaned. Oh, hell. Piper is so going to be upset that I missed our date, but she’ll understand when I tell her.

      We got to one of the numerous cafés and bars on the island. It served a mix of alcohol and coffee, to save space. It was a literal definition of a coffee bar. Wyatt saved us a seat on the patio while I went and got our drinks.

      I wasn’t a beer expert by any means, but living with J meant I’d gotten a crash course on what was good and what wasn’t, and I figured a light beer would be a good choice. I chose a hibiscus sour, a tart beer that tasted more like fruit juice than beer.

      “Here, I think you might like this,” I said as I handed him his bottle.

      He took a tentative sip, recoiled a bit, and then took another. “Hey, this isn’t bad.”

      We sat and drank, and somehow, the beer tasted better after a brush with death. A stocky Middle Eastern second year walked past our table, grumbling.

      I’d seen him around before, his name was Mohammed and he was friends with J. He looked pissed and I wondered why.

      “Hey, Mo,” I called, and he turned. “I’m J’s roommate and I’ve seen you with him a bunch. I’m Alex.”

      “Nice to meet you,” he said warily. “What can I do for you?”

      “You seem upset, what’s going on?”

      “The damn Stone Gym is closed for the next couple days, it’s pissing a lot of people off.”

      I shrugged. “They’re prepping for the midterms, what do you expect? You want a beer?”

      Mo sighed, glanced down at our drinks and nodded. “Sure, thanks.”

      I went to get him a drink, something stout, with a high ABV. I got a coffee stout, thick and chilled to calm Mo’s temper. He took it with an appreciative smile and chugged a third of it.

      “Ah, that’s the stuff. So, speaking of midterms, are you two ready for them?”

      “I’ve got the tests down, but the physical challenge is still up in the air.”

      “Yeah, I’m in the same boat. We’ve been studying like crazy, but I can only guess at the practical portion,” Wyatt said, taking a drink.

      Mo finished his drink while we talked; his second-year classes sounded much more brutal than what we had to deal with, and I didn’t envy his course load. Once he knocked back the rest of the drink, he thanked me, patted me on the shoulder and left, heading towards the Water Gym.

      “Interesting guy,” Wyatt commented.

      “Yeah, I can see why J likes him, they’re both alike.”

      “Thanks for the drink,” Wyatt said, standing up. “I’ve got class shortly so I’m going to take off.”

      He left, and I paid the bill. I’d overshot my date with Piper by an hour, and I knew she’d be fuming.

      Let’s get this over with. I thought, pulling out my phone and dialing.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “I thought you’d be more upset with me?” I asked, confused by Piper’s mood.

      “Oh, I am,” Piper said, a playful smirk across her lips. “But after what happened, I understand, and I’m proud of you for stepping in and helping Wyatt.”

      She leaned closer to me and her lips trailed over my earlobe as her hot breath brushed desire over my skin. I couldn’t stop the moan that slipped past my lips as she flicked her tongue over my ear before kissing her way to my lips.

      Her mouth welcomed me, and I pulled her closer as we both shifted on the couch. I threw a glance at the door, but J had said he wouldn’t be home tonight.

      Really? Get out of your head and enjoy the moment!  This─

      Whatever thought had been going through my thick skull snapped as Piper straddled me, the folds of her pretty red dress bunched around her thighs as her eyes smoldered.

      Piper grinned at me knowingly, sensing my inevitable response, and ground her hips against me.

      Piper kissed my jaw before her mouth found my neck.

      My hands moved on their own, and before I knew it, they were exploring her chest.

      I moved over her expansive bust and squeezed as her breasts filled my palms completely.

      Piper let out a moan.

      Emboldened by her delight, I risked going further, and slipped the straps of her dress off her shoulders.

      Her dress slipped down, revealing the heavy curves of her bust, giving me a glimpse of the soft pink of nipples.

      She smiled lasciviously and placed a finger on her dress’s neckline.

      “Is this what you want?” she asked.

      With a chuckle, she pushed down her dress down to her waist, baring herself, letting me drink in her perfection.

      Piper grabbed my hands and  guided them to her bare flesh.  She tensed as my palms moved over her nipples.

      Shivers ran across her arms and she pushed me back with a long kiss.

      A few moments or a lifetime later, she pulled back and stood up. With a push from her hands and a sway of her hips, her dress fell to floor.

      Piper stood before me in only a pair of black silk panties  that clung to her pale hips.

      Never in my life had I seen such beauty.

      She sunk to her knees on the plush carpet and crawled toward me and up through my spread legs. Her soft chest pressed down on my hips as her hands went to the button on my pants.

      With a twist of her fingers, she had them undone.

      I sat up for an instant as she pulled my pants down, exposing me.

      Her eyes lit up and she bit her lip.

      Piper leaned forward, her breasts brushing against me.

      “Now, lean back and let me show you how proud of you I am.”

      She shifted, and the hot embrace of her mouth made me gasp.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back.

      All thoughts fled from my mind as the girl of my dreams teased me with her mouth and tongue and eager hands.
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      Most anyone who mattered at Wyvern Academy clustered around the observation deck that had been assembled above the obstacle course. Valuable, to see those striving and failing amongst you. At least that’s what Tomi said as the midterms began.

      We’d started the day with back-to-back written exams, and now, everyone had gathered for the obstacle portion of the test. The arena event would follow two days later. This was to allow some degree of recovery from the course, though, if a serious injury was acquired, it would by no means be healed.

      The second, third and even fourth-year students stood around as well, all looking superior yet curious, nonetheless. They huddled together, their colored uniforms making their ranks distinct. The stark onyx of the four-year students made me envious. Soon, I’ll be there too.

      Tomi sat beside Kenneth Hawke and the other faculty and instructors in the center of the observation seating.

      I stared up at them as they looked down like vultures. I’m sure that’s what they intended too, the sick bastards.

      But realistically, I didn’t really care. I was happy that I’d been selected to enter the course in the first round. Better to get it over with and then join the vultures after.

      Professor Inari had been selected to moderate the obstacles, though her job was limited. She was here only to explain the rules and then let us go.

      “Again, this is a competition. Each student is responsible only for themselves. However, you have an option. The point system is clear as day. If you make it through the course, you are awarded 100 points. If your whole team makes it through the course, everyone is awarded an additional 50 points. If you are the only one to make it through the course, you get an additional 75 points. There are also bonus points offered if an undisclosed objective is achieved. No further information on that will be given,” she explained, pointing to the rules displayed above the entrance.

      “There’s a five-minute time limit. For every second you go past that time, you lose a point. After 100 seconds, you fail. Any questions?”

      A student at the back raised his hand and asked, “Is fighting allowed? I mean, seems like if you win alone, you get the most points.”

      Professor Inari nodded. “Good question. There are no rules other than the ones I’ve explained.”

      Nobody else had any questions, and all were too nervous to crack a joke. So, she clapped her hands and called up the first round.

      I stood next to Mo and a first-year named Steven. Steven was a wildcard, and I’d only ever seen him in passing. He practiced an aggressive style of Muay Thai though, so I knew how to approach him should we be matched up in the arena.

      We waited a moment, then a buzzer sounded. The doors to the course opened up, and we jogged through, wary of what we’d find.

      We entered a room surrounded by opaque glass, a single cylinder crossed the center, and below, a pit filled with foam spikes. It was a straightforward obstacle, and I called out to Mo. “Hey, man. I’m guessing that thing spins. Wanna hold it in place while we cross? Might make it easier.”

      Steven answered before Mo could. “Great idea. I’ll go first, then I can hold it while the next person goes.”

      I shrugged, knowing we’d find out sooner or later if this guy could be trusted. Mo held the leather corners of the cylinder as Steven darted across. It might have been possible without teamwork, but the thing was so easy to move that any misstep would send you tumbling.

      Once across, I nodded to Mo, and told him to head over next. Steven gripped the cylinder and called out that he was ready.

      Not really knowing the guy very well, I held my end as well.

      Mo was halfway across when Steven jerked hard, tugging the beam out of my hands. Mo wobbled a moment, then tumbled into the pit.

      When I looked up, I saw Steven was smiling. “You fucking dick! Why’d you do that?”

      “Extra points, man! I hear the winner of the midterms gets a juicy reward. Now, hope you don’t fall as well. Would be terrible if it was all over for both of you.”

      The man continued to grip the cylinder, intent on ruining my crossing as well.

      “I don’t care how you do it, bro, but kick his fucking ass,” Mo said, scrambling to the edge of the foam pit where a side door led out of the course.

      I thought of sprinting as fast as I could, but I wasn’t the one practicing with Sogai all the time. I would be toast if I tried. I looked around the rest of the room for anything to help.

      The gap itself was twelve feet across. Some students might be able to make the leap under normal circumstances, but a thick pad covered both sides. It would reduce the power of a jump significantly.

      Yet the walls though. They gave me an idea.

      I faced Steven again, flipped him off, then sprinted to the side of the room. Coming back at an angle, I ran up the polymer wall, spanning the gap, and crashing down on the other side.

      A gasp came from the observation deck, and Steven scrambled.

      “Better run, you little bitch! J’s after you now!” Mo shouted from below.

      I recovered in time as Steven took off through the gap leading to the next room.

      My thigh was deeply bruised from the fall, but it wasn’t disabling. Standing back up, I shook off the injury and continued after him.

      This room had a pit as well, and dozens of stone pillars stood up from the floor, providing points to jump from. To make matters more confusing, sheets of opaque glass slid from side to side, blocking the way forward.

      I studied the obstacle for a few moments, and noticed that the pillars themselves dropped, allowing new ones to lift and take their place after. Holy shit. They really went all out for this one, I thought as I found the pattern in the pillars before me.

      Without waiting a second longer, I jumped to the first platform. Thankfully, it didn’t wobble at all. They were firmly in place, but on timers. So as another rose before me, I jumped.

      I made four more leaps before the first of the opaque walls slid before me, causing me to halt.

      I studied the room while I could. It was perhaps a hundred feet long and thirty wide, though I could rarely see the end of it, obstructed as it was by the shifting walls. And to make matters worse, I hadn’t seen Steven since entering.

      The pillar below me wobbled slightly, a tell that let me know it was about to descend. So, I had to jump to a side one before facing ahead once more. The wall shifted to the left again, and I moved forward.

      I jumped to a pillar on the other side of the first sliding wall, and a fist darted toward my jaw.

      I was lucky enough to see it coming in time to turn my head down. Steven’s knuckles bounced off the top of my skull, and he grunted in pain. If his fist wasn’t broken, it was certainly bruised.

      I dropped into Wolf as he stood on a platform at the base of the moving wall. He’d been waiting to ambush me.

      It looked to me like there was room for two, so I used a Leopard form, a high kick that was impractical in many ways, but forced an enemy back. My arms flew up to either side and I kicked to the front, aiming at his chest. Predictably, Steven backpedaled, giving me the room I needed to land.

      I was sick of this kid and didn’t want to waste more time sparring. So, when I saw him throw his leg around for a low kick, I snapped my foot out into his gut. It was a lightning-quick attack, and though it caused little damage, it threw off his balance.

      Steven teetered on the edge of the platform, arms flailing a moment.

      Before he could recover, I shuffled forward, curling my hands into a Leopard strike, and slammed my extended knuckles into his throat.

      In the most satisfying way, Steven gagged and then coughed, falling into the pit below. His eyes were all outrage. I winked at him and ignored the cheers from the observation deck.

      I wouldn’t be the first to finish the rest of the course. Steven had ruined our chances at that, but I would finish all right.

      So I faced the next set of pillars and bounded across them.

      Sure enough, I finished in just over five minutes. Someone smaller and more agile, or, I thought angrily, someone with the benefit of teammates, could have easily gone faster.

      I didn’t care though. I’d finished. The rest would be handled in the arena. I only worried that poor Steven might get stuck with me or Mo. God help him if he did.

      I watched the other contestants going through and was most impressed by Alex. He might not be as bone-deep tough as some of the other students, but his skills were undeniable.

      When it was over, Ava came up to me and told me the best news I’d had all day. “You need to come to my place. I have a big surprise for you.”

      By the time I got to Ava’s dorm room, my bruised leg was growing stiff. I limped up the steps and knocked on the door.

      Ava opened it up shortly after and waved me in. Her too-wide grin told me something was up. The thick cloud of incense and dim lighting gave me plenty of hints as to the nature of her surprise.

      “Pretty cool we all made it through the obstacle course today, huh?” she asked, avoiding the fact that she was wearing a slip short enough for me to get occasional peeks at the bottom of her buns.

      “Yeah. My leg is killing me though. Have any ice?”

      She pushed me against the kitchen counter, her body warm and undeniably soft. There was fire in her mouth and I enjoyed the burn.

      When she slipped her hand to my pants and unsnapped the top button, I pushed her away. “Whoa, isn’t your roommate here?”

      Ava smiled and shook her head slowly. Rather than push down my jeans, her hand slipped in and stoked the embers to my own fire.   I wanted nothing more than to burst into flames, but then I realized what was throwing me off.

      “Then who’s in the shower?” I asked, a smile of my own forming.

      “Shut up, J. I just figured you could take a hot shower instead of ice. It’ll help a lot. Trust me.”

      My pants hit the ground, and she tugged my shirt up over my head.

      There was no way I was about to argue. I just followed like a half-drunk puppy as she led me into the bathroom. Thick clouds of steam roiled out, along with a few giggles.

      Inside was a sight worth dying for. Scarlet and Haruki were in the shower stall, eyes fixed on me, waiting patiently.

      “You gonna limp inside, or do we have to haul your ass in here?” Scarlet asked, her lips red and slick with lipstick. They nearly matched her vibrant hair and her swollen nipples.

      “Oh, girls. Believe me when I say I’m all yours,” I said, holding up my hands in happy surrender.

      Once under the scorching flow of the shower, I had the distinct and utterly unique experience of being washed by six diligent hands. On a few occasions, Ava and I had asked one of the girls over for a playful night in the sack. But until now, all four of us had never been together.

      It was starting off at a good pace.

      When my body, including my nooks and crannies, was as clean as it could be, Ava pulled me to her and kissed me.

      Haruki moaned in her throat, as Scarlet kissed her.

      My fingers wove through Ava’s wet locks and the steam roiled around us, embracing the four of us equally.

      A gentle tap on my shoulder told me someone else required my attention. Ava gave me a playful shove, and I moved to Haruki eagerly. Her wide hips splayed below her belly, rounded yet carved from training. She was a woman of curves, and I let my hands glide over her body, appreciating every bit of her.

      She was an angel and a temptress, and when she kissed me, I explored her mouth with mine.

      Time dissolved and we lost ourselves in the first act of love, kissing and touching one another gently until every nerve ending in every gorgeous body was thrumming with excitement.

      Suddenly, I laughed aloud.

      “What? I don’t see anything funny here,” Ava pointed out, a little offended.

      “No, no it isn’t that. I’ve just now realized that my leg doesn’t hurt at all. You guys cured me!”

      They giggled, enjoying my subtle epiphany. Then Ava turned off the water.

      When I looked to her, the woman’s eyes were ablaze with a fierce desire. I knew what it meant when she was like this. Things were about to get serious.

      She slid a hand up Haruki’s belly and between her generous breasts. Gripping her neck in her cute, brown hand, Ava whispered. “Go to the bedroom. Don’t dry off. I’m going to fuck you first.”

      Haruki blushed, her eyes widening a moment, but she nodded.

      Those two are the perfect sub and dom combination, I mused, sharing a look of amusement with Scarlet. She smiled, watching Ava’s tight ass leave the shower in pursuit of Haruki.

      “And I, am going to have you, J,” Scarlet said, gripping me by the hand and pulling me along.

      I laughed, running after Scarlet and enjoying our naked romp through Ava’s dorm. Had anyone seen us, they would have shit themselves on the spot. I was infinitely grateful we weren’t back at my place. Poor Alex would have died of embarrassment.

      Piper though, she might not. Homeboy doesn’t know it, but he has an adventurous and sexy nerd on his hands, I thought, remembering more than a few times when Piper had given Ava an appraising gaze. Oh yeah, I think he might have some experiences like this in the future himself if he plays his cards right.

      Scarlet drew me to her. I closed my eyes and let go, knowing it would be a long night. Then she shoved me, hard, and I fell back on the bed.

      Glancing to the side, I saw Ava was tasting Haruki’s desire, her tongue sliding between her delicate sex with passion. Two of her fingers explored within, and Haruki lay back, eyes closed, twisting one of her nipples between her fingers. The other teased Ava’s hair.

      When Scarlet climbed on top of me, she didn’t need to spend any time coaxing me to life. I was already hard as stone, the knot of my sex almost painfully rigid within me.

      Still, she didn’t rush.

      Scarlet overshot her target and traced her mound up my belly. Unlike Ava, who regularly waxed everywhere, Scarlet allowed the fuzz over her sex to grow in naturally. The soft locks brushed my skin, and I marveled at the color.

      Bright-orange flames when lit in sunlight, she was indeed a girl whose curtains matched the carpet. Though, to say as much aloud would be a terrific way to earn a swift punch.

      Scarlet’s breasts hung heavy over me, and she brought one close enough that I opened my mouth and took in her nipple. She breathed, enjoying the caress before retreating again.

      Pushing down, Scarlet pressed my manhood down, and glided her slick excitement over my shaft.

      In painfully slow reverie, the woman continued to do so until we were both soaking wet. Occasionally, I stole a look at Haruki, now gripping a pillow, her chest rising faster now and a team of goosebumps marching up her midriff.

      But Scarlet drew me back at last as she lifted up and then plunged down.

      The girl, as sexy as a sphinx in heat, took every inch of me and I groaned in pleasure.

      Then, with the deep and undeniable rhythm of nature itself, she began to rock front to back, coaxing me along.

      I gripped Scarlet’s epic hips and encouraged her to move faster, but she shook her head. “No, lover boy. Be patient. This part is for me.”

      “Anything for a goddess,” I teased back, enjoying the banter as much as the sex.

      Beside us, Haruki came, her soft crooning moans sending waves of excitement through my core. Is there anything more beautiful and more tantalizing than a woman coming? I wondered, and decided the answer was no.

      Scarlet pulled away from my body and lay beside me. For the hundredth time, I was grateful that Wyvern Academy supplied each room with king-sized beds. Who knew what their intention was? The results though, were undeniable.

      When she opened her legs and stared at me intensely, I knew what she needed.

      I crawled forward on hands and knees then plopped down on my belly. Cheeks brushing her thighs, I kissed her sex.

      Scarlet enjoyed receiving, but she was an impatient and excitable lover. I closed my eyes, breathing in her musk, and making every moment count. She wouldn’t sit still for long.

      Then Ava’s hands pulled at my hip. I rolled half on my side and lifted my thigh up and she didn’t hesitate. On her knees, Ava devoured me, running her teeth gently over my manhood and making me gasp.

      I focused on Scarlet, kissing her intently and carefully, her swollen node hot against my tongue. Yet after another minute of Ava kissing me, another mouth fell over my sex.

      The difference in temperature, texture, and technique were enough to shatter my focus. Haruki’s mouth wasn’t any more delightful, just infinitely different.

      I moaned, and then Scarlet laughed aloud. “You’re hopeless. It seems I’ve gotten all there is of that.”

      I made to argue, but she got up again, and I fell to my back as the girls hovered above my middle, their hands caressing me, their mouths teasing me to great heights.

      After a few minutes of this torture, I sat up. “Girls! Let’s go easy. I’m only human after all.”

      It was my way of telling them to slow the fuck down, and they got the cue.

      Scarlet stared at Haruki and made more than a few promises with her eyes. She moved over to her and pressed her to the sheets.

      With a loving slap, Scarlet reddened Haruki’s thigh before dipping a knee between her legs. She fell on the shorter woman with a fevered intensity.

      I looked to Ava, my queen, and time seemed to slow once more. This was a blast, a whole lot of fun, but if I were being honest with myself, my first and true love would always be Ava.

      We kissed gently, and I pulled her into my lap. She wrapped her arms around me, and we stayed like that for three lifetimes.

      When she pulled away, I knew it was time that she got a little play herself.

      I touched her between the legs. She was tense and coiled with energy. I thrummed her wetness with my fingers, encouraging her to move with me, her hips lithe and graceful.

      Ava was a magical kind of girl. She was capable of several types of orgasm. With my fingers inside her, I pulled out one of her quicker, more ‘belly-centered’ orgasms, as she liked to call them.

      And as she opened her mouth, tilting her head back to moan, I kissed her neck.

      Then behind me, I heard another sound, and nearly laughed. Poor Haruki was about to go again. I couldn’t have that, not yet.

      “Ava, I think you need to take care of Scarlet. I am going to have a little Haruki if that’s okay.”

      She only nodded and moved to the tall redhead, who was already turning to meet her. Ava fell between her legs and eagerly gave all of her attention to Scarlet.

      Haruki spotted me, her mouth hanging open slack, her eyes glazed over.

      I pointed, growling, “Move there. And give me that ass.”

      After being with her a dozen times, I was finally getting the hang of being more commanding. She absolutely loved it, and hearing the sound in my voice, she groaned slightly.

      Turning around, she lifted her round ass in the air, spreading herself for me and looking back with tormented eyes.

      I didn’t waste any time.

      Crawling forward, I found that perfect niche behind a woman, where her legs part and her sex waits quivering. Lifting my manhood up, I pressed against her wetness, pulling back until the tip of myself slid up.

      Then I pushed forward, her womanhood opening for me eagerly.

      She was more than warmed up, so I bucked into her, sinking in till her soft ass cheeks pressed to my thighs.

      Haruki moaned, encouraging me on. Gripping her wide hips, I drove myself into her again and again. The walls of her sex tightened, and I too reached the rigid pain of nearing ecstasy.

      Gripping a thick ass cheek in one hand, I reached around her hip and held the front of her thigh.

      My motions slowed, but the depth and intensity of each gesture increased until she broke.

      “Oh!” she cried, before burying her face into a pillow. Her back went stiff as the climax took her. Reaching between her legs, she caressed my hanging bits and the combined sensation of her throbbing sex and her delicate hand pushed me over the edge.

      I fell willingly and grateful. I breathed in the pleasure, moaning between each intake. The ecstasy rose from my groin into my belly and lungs, filling the air around me.

      A moment later, and I was lying on the bed beside Haruki. I wrapped an arm around her and she sidled closer. Breathing in the lilac and sage of her hair, I watched as Scarlet broke last of all.

      She was not quick to finish, but in a way, she outperformed us all. The walls were thick, but after hearing her auditory announcement of her completion, I knew more than a few students had heard her.

      We lay in a sweaty mess of limbs for what seemed like a numb and pleasant eternity.

      Then the doorbell rang. We all ignored it a moment till it fired off once more. Ava’s eyes widened, and she jumped up. “Shit, pizza!”

      She ran away naked, and I laughed with Scarlet and Haruki.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We strained to listen to the exchange as Ava answered the door, took the pizza and paid, naked as the day she was born.

      Returning with two boxes of Wyvern’s finest pies, she grinned. “That poor man. I am not sure he’ll be able to walk down the steps without falling.”

      “You’re evil,” I laughed. “Someday you’re going to open up your own nudist colony, I just know it.”

      “And you’ll all be invited,” she answered. “But shut up and eat, everyone, and don’t be shy. This night has only just begun.”
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      We’d done all we could to prepare, and the day of the midterms was upon us. Before we could take the physical test, we all had to pass our course tests. The first day of testing was nothing but endless silence broken only by the scribble of pencils and the turning of pages.

      Classroom after classroom, hour after hour, until my brain began leaking out of my ears and all I wanted to do was scream. I loved learning and knowledge, loved putting my mind to a problem just as much as I loved putting my fists to one. But after eight solid hours of the most torturous tests I’d ever tackled, I was done.

      “Holy hell,” I muttered to myself as I finished up the last test, my hand cramping from holding the pencil so tight. I was surprised I hadn’t snapped it in half.

      Most of the other students were still firing away at their desks, some handling the pressure better than others. For a school dominated by combat and fighting, the mental portion was what really caused the most trauma. We still had twenty minutes until the end of the test, and then began the physical challenge.

      We were all mentally drained, and then to ask us to tackle an intense physical test back to back was draconian at the highest level, but I understood Tomi’s reasoning. We were training to be heroes, to slay demons. If we couldn’t handle the mental and physical stress of a few tests, then we weren’t fit to be called Ascendants.

      I had some time to kill, so I slipped seamlessly into Sogai as I closed my eyes. The stench of a classroom packed with nervous students faded as I closed my unneeded senses. I pushed my hearing to its limits, lowering the sense of touch. It wouldn’t do me as much good while I was sitting down. The air rustled and writhed as the wind blew in from the open window, swirling and breaking around the busy students.

      I focused on Wyatt, three seats above me. He was having trouble with Planar Theory.

      Pencil drumming too hard, sweat beading and running down forehead, heart rate faster than normal. He’s stuck on a question. The pencil stopped drumming and moved over the page, pressing down too hard. Up, down, and around, leaving graphite letters in its wake.

      Oh, Wyatt. That’s wrong, we went over that. Twice. Ectoplasm is the fine powder residue left from the opening of a demon gate, it’s not a viscous liquid. You weren’t paying attention.

      Wyatt missed one question, but as he progressed, he was getting more right than wrong and I thought he had a good chance of passing, so I was glad our weeks of study boot camp weren’t for nothing.

      Reagan was doing phenomenally. Her heartbeat was calm and steady, her movements sure and confident. She was going to ace this test no problem.

      Piper and J were trying their best, and both were doing decently, but this wasn’t their best subject.

      As the time droned on, everyone finished their tests and the bell rang, signaling the end of the written part of the midterms. More than one sigh of relief filled the class and I got out of my chair to congratulate my friends.

      “Rea, I knew you had it in the bag. Wyatt, you obviously didn’t pay enough attention during our lessons and you missed quite a few easy answers.”

      Both of them looked at me strangely, confusion abound on their faces.

      “But, how do you know that? I wasn’t sitting anywhere near you,” Wyatt asked, scratching his head.

      I’d neglected to tell them about Sogai, and in my relief I’d blurted out too much. Shit.

      “Ugh, your body positioning. It was plain as day to me by reading your body language.”

      They both shrugged and seemed to buy it. I trusted both of them and would tell them about it soon. Piper too.

      With Thalia around, my Sogai won’t be nearly as impressive. Even if it’s a more advanced form of what she can do, she’s better than me at using her version. But I can’t complain, she’s had twenty years to practice.

      Once the tests were over, everyone filed into the Gym to begin the obstacle course. I liked my team. It was me, Rea, and Wyatt. Piper was on a team with Mason and Wallace. I thought Wallace would hold a grudge against her, but Mason assured me that he would watch out for her and I believed him.

      J was on a team with Mo and a first-year named Steven. I didn’t know the new kid beyond his skill as a fighter, but Mo and J were more than a match for him if he had less than honorable intentions.

      It’s a free-for-all that’s designed to make people work together, but a few will only be out for themselves.

      I had a hunch the secret objective was tied to working as a team, and it was my good fortune to be paired with my best friends.

      J and his team went first. The observation module lowered to showcase the modified Stone Gym. The first room was a simple cylinder over a pit, the pit was meant to look like spikes, but it was filled with foam.

      I was right, it’s a test of cooperation.

      Mo held the cylinder while Steven ran across. And I knew then that they’d made a mistake. Steven took hold of the cylinder, but he boasted a wicked gleam in his eye and yanked it hard as Mo crossed, sending him into the pit.

      With Steven controlling the bridge, J was out of luck. The whispering of the crowd all told how J was toast. I had faith in my roommate. He was damn sure not getting taken out by a douchebag like Steven.

      J backed up, scanning the room and smiled. He took off at a dead sprint and leapt, hitting the wall and using his momentum to run across it and leap to the other side. He hit the ground hard, and I knew he’d bruised himself, but I also knew it was worth it to hear the gasp of the crowd and watch the color drain from Steven’s face. He took off through the doors as J shook off his fall, but J was nipping at his heels and burst through the second room a moment later.

      This room was a much bigger challenge. The floor had sunk in about twenty feet and had been filled with even more foam spikes. A couple dozen stone pillars rose from the shifting floor to form an uneven walkway as sheets of glass slid in between, creating a nefarious platform to jump from.

      The pillars shifted and moved at random, making it even harder, but J only had to study the pillars for an instant before he jumped, gliding over four of the pillars like a jumping spider, crouched on all fours and powering through with ease.

      He faltered a bit when the glass cut off his path and the pillar dropped, forcing him to leap to the side and continue over the bridge. He passed by another glass wall, only for Steven to ambush him with a sucker punch. He’d hidden himself well and J never saw it coming, but his instincts took over and the cross glanced off the top of his thick skull.

      Steven shook his hand in pain and gave J the opening he needed for a high kick that was too imbalanced but landed square across Steven’s chest, knocking the air from him and sending him backpedaling. J jumped to the platform and flowed into a snap kick aimed at Steven’s gut. It landed with brutal fashion and sent him careening to the ledge, a hairs breadth from toppling to the foam below him. J didn’t waste any time, striking out quickly with a leopard punch to Steven’s throat, sending him tumbling down, out of the fight. And the course.

      J didn’t waste any time and bounded to the finish line. He completed the course in just over five minutes, and I knew if Steven hadn’t screwed things up for him, he’d have done it in four.

      I settled back in my seat. And waited for the next round. The obstacle course was never the same twice, but each time it involved obstacles that leaned heavily on teamwork. Piper and her team were fifth up, and predictably, Wallace pulled a Steven and tried to knock Piper off the pillars as she leapt across, but my girl was smart and caught Wallace’s sneak punch with a cuff, sending his punch upward and allowing her to sink down and take Wallace’s leg. He fell to the floor and with a shove of her foot, Wallace crashed to the foam.

      Atta girl!

      I hollered my lungs out when she kicked the prick off the pillar. I was glad she’d taken some of my JKD lessons and put them into practice; some of the moves really complemented her Judo nicely.

      After Piper, the Gym reset, and it was our team’s turn.

      Alright, we can do this.

      We walked down to our positions and got ready. It didn’t need to be said that we would work together. The buzzer rang, the doors opened, and we were off.

      The gym had changed and an obstacle much like J’s awaited us, but this time there was no cylinder, there was just a long pit filled with foam and a tight rope across the center line. it was too long to try the wall run J had done and the only way across was to balance.

      “Alright, let me go first,” Rea said, rolling her shoulders.

      She walked over to the ledge and crouched, bringing her hands down and doing a handstand. Her loose shirt bunched around her chest, giving both Wyatt and me a glimpse at her sports bra but I was much more focused on her elegant form as she stepped across the rope. It was a challenge as well as a test for her, and even though I knew she had less balance with her hands, I knew why she was pushing herself. She crept along the rope like a trapeze artist and didn’t so much as wobble as she crossed, lowering to her feet languidly.

      I didn’t have time to cheer or praise her skill; I had a rope to walk. Closing my eyes, I stepped to the rope. It was taut, no slack at all, which was perfect for me.

      Placing one foot over the next, I walked across the rope, knowing exactly where to place my feet to ensure I maintained my balance. I crossed the rope faster than Rea, but with much less style. I opened my eyes to see her smiling at me, fist raised for me to bump.

      “Good job.”

      “You were amazing, Rea,” I said, brushing my knuckles against hers.

      She blushed slightly at the praise and turned as we watched Wyatt cross.

      Wyatt had decent balance, but it was apparent that he was struggling as he reached the halfway point. He wobbled and with each step further he only lost more of his composure. He sped up and lost all of his balance.

      Shit!

      I pushed off the ledge and wrapped around the rope with my legs as Wyatt jumped forward, trying to make the jump. I knew he wasn’t going to make it and thrust out my hand.

      “Grab on!”

      He took my hand as he fell off the rope and I held on with all my might as my shoulder strained like it was about to pull out of its socket. Wyatt clambered up my arm and grabbed the rope, clinging to it like a sloth. We scuttled across it and to the ledge where Rea helped us up.

      “Thanks, guys,” Wyatt wheezed as we pulled him up.

      “Thanks later, we’ve got to move,” I said, pushing past them to the next room.

      I wasn’t going to say our team drew the short end of the stick, but it sure felt like it as I took in our next challenge.

      The Stone Gym had sunk deep into the floor, and again it was filled with an ocean of foam spikes and pillars. But what was different was that the pillars weren’t straight across like they had been; they rose in a corkscrew to the top of the Gym where a platform awaited with a buzzer.

      The pillars shifted, lowering, raising, and moving side to side seemingly at random. I closed my eyes once more and fought hard to discern a pattern. We had only a few minutes remaining before the timer ran out and we started losing points, but we had a few seconds for me to work out a strategy.

      Wyatt and Rea’s heart-rates soared as they took in the challenge, their skin inflamed from the nerves, sending gusts of heated wind toward me with each breath. After ten seconds, I was decently sure, after twenty, I knew I had the pattern.

      I turned to my teammates. “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Implicitly.”

      “Then follow me in exactly three seconds,” I said, tensing.

      The first pillar lowered to us, giving us our opening. I ran and jumped to the first pillar, already preparing for the second jump as both of them followed behind me. The second pillar was tricky, moving side to side, but I’d timed it perfectly. I jumped and without hesitation, jumped again. I bounded across four low pillars with Rea and Wyatt close at hand. I had to time the jumps to make it so we all had a chance to land on them. It was timed down to the millisecond and if one of us stumbled, it would throw everything off.

      We all made it across the low pillars, but from here we had to scale about thirty feet of moving pillars and if we mistimed it, we’d go sailing into open air. The first jump was easy, we climbed up the pillars as I readied the second jump; this was a false jump, as it gave a clear opening, but lurched to the side swiftly, liable to knock off anyone who fell for the trap.

      I waited for it to jolt and bounded up it, crawling on all fours very reminiscent of J’s Wolf style. It gave the greatest maneuverability and I’d seen him practicing enough that I could emulate it to a passable degree.

      The three of us made it to the top, and that was where it got hard.

      Instead of straight up the pillars corkscrewed and jutted from the sides of the wall, shifting and hissing like a hydraulic press. They shot out, blocking our path like the glass had for J. I only had to listen for the hydraulics to engage, that told me when they were about to shoot out.

      I ran forward, vaulted over the first pillar and stopped cold as the pillar in front of me burrowed out and blocked my path. Rea was nimble as she moved like a tracer, flowing like water over the stone. Wyatt wasn’t nearly as graceful, but he kept pace, and for that I was proud of him.

      We ran, jumped and slid under the remaining pillars on our way to the top of the final platform. The three of us put our hands on top of the others and slammed the buzzer down.

      We’d completed the trial in four minutes and thirty-six seconds.
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      After our win, I didn’t bother sticking around to watch the rest of the teams; everyone I’d wanted to watch had already gone. Wyatt and Rea wanted to go get a celebratory drink and I told them I’d be along after I met up with Piper.

      She’d done well and I’d wanted to congratulate her.

      I called her and we met up just outside the gyms. She was still wearing her athletic clothes, with her hair tied back out of her face. She looked radiant under the moonlight and too adorable.

      “Hey!” I called to her as I approached.

      “Hey yourself,” she said, coming over to me and pulling me down for a quick kiss.

      Her lips were soft as always, but a little chapped from the wind. It didn’t bother me one bit though. When we pulled apart a few seconds later, I couldn’t help the smile that broke free of my mouth.

      “You were amazing during your obstacle.”

      She blushed and grinned. “Thank you, I can’t believe Wallace tried to pull that crap.”

      “I can, but you handled him like a pro. I laughed when you sent his ass flying over the edge.”

      The wind picked up, blowing a gust our way, and causing Piper to let out a squeak of surprise.

      “Hey, Wyatt and Rea wanted to go grab a drink, would you like to join us?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t, your team should celebrate, just the three of you,” Piper said, shaking her head.

      “What are you talking about, you’re part of the team. Just because you weren’t with us during the trial, doesn’t negate that.”

      She nodded and we headed to one of the pricier cafes on the island. It wasn’t my normal cup of tea, but Rea loved it and she offered to buy the drinks so who was I to complain?

      Both Rea and Wyatt were seated at one of the tables on the pavilion, sipping on their drinks while they waited for us. Rea noticed us first and waved us over.

      “I ordered you an iced tea and Piper a coke,” she said, pushing a glass my way.

      We all raised our glasses and toasted our victory.

      “Cheers!”

      I don’t know if it was the fancy café, the fading adrenaline rush, or having Piper’s hand in mine when I drank, but it was the best tea I’d ever had.

      We all sat back down, the moment of basking in our glory already whisked away by the wind. We weren’t done just yet.

      “We’ve got two days till the start of the opening fights. And if I had to hazard a guess, our second fight’s going to be against a second-year. This isn’t going to be easy, guys.”

      “Reminds me of opening day. All of us teamed against each other, fighting for dominance,” Wyatt said.

      “True, but I’ll make each of you this promise, if we happen to fight in the ring, I won’t hold back and will fight you with everything I have,” Rea proclaimed suddenly.

      That’s kind of a given, Rea, we’re all friends, but we’re still all rivals as well.

      “Agreed, to do anything less would be a dishonor to you as friends.”

      We all talked a bit longer about the upcoming fight, but it was getting late and it’d been a hellishly long day. Before an hour had passed, we all bid each other goodnight and headed off for some much-needed sleep.

      ***

      The fights started early in the morning two days later, and we all filed out of our dorms, sleep stuck in our eyes as we made our way to the arena.

      The arena was located inside the Gyms, where each gym ran in a circle around the perimeter, and inside the center stood the arena. It was as elegant as every other part of Wyvern, a hundred thousand seats curled around the grassy center, where a fighting arena had risen from below the ground. The entire place was packed full to bursting with people, far more people than lived and worked at Wyvern Academy.

      “Hell, look at all the people,” Wyatt remarked as we entered the waiting room. “I wonder who I’m getting paired with?”

      “No clue, but apparently the first fight will be against a first-year, so I’m not too worried.”

      “Easy for you to say, you’re a badass.”

      I laughed, which devolved into a chuckle as we went and sat down next to Piper and Rea. “Not hardly.”

      We all woke up and stretched as we waited for the fights to begin. And before long, the first match began.

      “Patrick Cormac and Alejandro Perez,” Tomi called out from her overseers’ box in the stands; she rose from her seat next to the DC Captain. Kenneth held a bored expression, but that was hardly anything new.

      Two students I’d seen around walked to the arena. We’d never spoken, and I wasn’t familiar with their fighting styles.

      Patrick was a red haired, wiry kid. While Alejandro was tall and thick with muscle. Patrick settled into Aikido, and Alejandro flowed into Imperial Crane. Both were dangerous in their own way, but my money was on Crane style. It relied on fast, aggressive moves, while Aikido used their opponents against themselves. It was a reactionary martial art and it was ill suited for such an evasive opponent.

      Tomi called the match, and Alejandro gracefully crossed the distance in seconds. Immediately, he began an unrelenting barrage of strikes. His hands clenched into beaks as he struck Patrick’s weak points.

      He tried to counter, grabbing Alejandro’s arm and flowing into Kaishi Waza and trying to pin him with the first technique, Ikkyo. He didn’t have time for a proper set up, and Alejandro jabbed a beak into his radial nerve, breaking free.

      Alejandro struck a few more times across Patrick’s chest and neck and before a minute passed, Patrick fell to the ground, locked up in pain. Alejandro brought his hands to Patrick’s neck. The clear victor.

      The match went to Alejandro.

      After he walked off the field and Patrick was revived, the next match began. And another and another.

      Fighter after fighter showcased talent and skill and before I knew it, it was my turn.

      “Alexander Nakano and Reagan Willis.”

      Oh, excellent. I sighed. Just great. We’d sparred plenty of times, and she was a dangerous fighter. Her moves were so graceful that I always got caught up in watching them; that was the only time I ever lost to her. When my eyes followed her, and I let my guard down.

      I didn’t want to open with Sogai. It was my ace, but her movements would be only too easy to intercept and I didn’t want to do that to her. She deserved to fight me without me using my cheat. I just hoped I’d give her a good fight and we could both still pass after our match.

      With a glance between us, we nodded and made our way out onto the field. We stepped up and faced each other with a bow. I had nothing but respect for Rea, and I would give this fight everything I had, she deserved nothing less.

      “Begin!”

      Reagan sunk her hips and swayed, sashaying toward me, flowing her arms side to side in a hypnotic fashion. Reagan was beautiful as she danced, precise, agile movements that drew me in. I knew not to get sucked in, but the way her dark hair flowed, and her honey eyes sparkled, rolled me under.

      As soon as my gaze flicked to her trailing hair, she struck.

      Her fist slammed across my jaw and she followed it by sinking to her hands and kicking me in the chest. I stumbled back and fought for balance. Rea flowed toward me once more, throwing a side kick. I dodged, but as she kicked, she dropped once more to her hands and twisted her hips, her leg whipping toward my ribs.

      Before her kick landed, I caught her ankle, absorbing the impact by stepping back. I swept her leg, sending her to the mat. She popped back up into Ginga, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet as she shifted back into her flow.

      I came at her, and she stepped forward. She fell back on her arm and kicked her leg upward, catching me on the chin as she cartwheeled backwards. My jaw snapped shut, rattling through my skull as whiplash snapped my head back. She dropped to a crouch and brought the heel of her foot to the side of my head in a scorpion kick.

      Blood flowed from my nose, staining my teeth as I grinned defiantly.

      Reagan was relentless in her attacks and gave me no chance for retaliation. She knew any opening would ruin her, so she offered none. She didn’t give an inch, and I loved her for that.

      Even though the match had been nothing but point after point in her favor, I refused to enter Sogai. She was fighting with her entire soul. And I would respect that.

      When she rose out of her scorpion kick, I shot my foot into her stomach. She stepped around in a cartwheel. Reagan settled to her feet and aimed a hook to my wounded face. I took her hook on my outside forearm, angling it upward and followed it with a cross aimed at her heart.

      My cross slammed dead center in her chest and she buckled, leaning forward as the air was expelled from her lungs. I brought my leg in an arc, a perfect crescent kick. I struck her chin, snapping her head to the side and taking her off balance.

      Before she could recover, I used the momentum of the crescent kick as I landed to throw my hips into a spin kick. It landed just below her chest. Ribs cracked and she tumbled back to the mat.

      The match was over.

      But I knew she wouldn’t just lie down and accept it. I shuffled over and knelt on top of her, careful of her ribs. My fist raised to her nose.

      “Yield!”

      She was beaten, she knew it too. But she had the widest smile across her lips as her eyes stared into mine. She reached up, squeezed my hand, and nodded.

      “I yield.”

      I backed up immediately and helped her up. She took my hand and winced in pain.

      “Here, lean on me,” I said, holding my arm out.

      She took it and leaned against me; her ample chest pressed into my side as her sweet breath tickled my ear.

      “You gave one hell of a fight, thank you.”

      “Right back at you. Those were some kicks.”

      We hobbled out of the arena as Tomi’s voice echoed around the stadium.

      “Winner, Alexander Nakano!”

      I didn’t care about the victory. All I cared about was my best friend in my arms and Piper’s smiling face peeking up from the stands.

      ***

      I helped Rea to the onsite doctors to bandage her ribs and went to watch the rest of the fights beside Piper. She leaned over as I sat down and kissed my cheek and neck.

      “You did really well. I’m proud of you.”

      I smiled and took her hand. And we watched the rest of the fights. Students came and went like a well-choreographed blur. Each match held talent and promise, but I didn’t know many of the other students. Mason fought against a large black kid. Jefferson something. He fought with Silat, but he couldn’t handle the brutality Mason brought with his Muay Thai. Jefferson was tough, but Mason had him on the mat with a broken nose in under two minutes.

      The other matches passed by until Piper was up.

      “Piper Lewis and Colleen Woods.”

      She stood up and I wished her luck as she headed for the arena.

      Her opponent was a short girl with cute features and long brown hair tied back in braids. Colleen held a dark gleam in her seafoam eyes. She watched Piper like a hawk, and when the match began, she stood still.

      Piper came in low and cautious, advancing towards Colleen, who was an enigma. When she got close to her, the girl struck.

      Faster than I’d have thought, Colleen jammed her two fingers in the center of Piper’s chest, before simultaneously striking her liver and wrist. She hit three times in a second before backing away.

      Nerve Striking? She’s fast.

      A single strike could cause paralysis, but if they accumulated, they could lead to death. This style of combat was referred to as Dim Mak, a long-thought-mythical style of fighting that gained prevalence during the rise of demons. It was frowned upon by most schools because of its ease of lethality, but it was versatile, effective, and brutal if applied correctly.

      Colleen was an expert and her movements lithe. Every time Piper got close; she was struck. Not every hit landed, as hitting the correct nerves was a guessing game more than an exact science. But each strike certainly hurt like hell.

      However, my girl wasn’t taking it lying down. She analyzed Colleen’s movements and minimized the damage she could do by guarding her most vital points. Piper inched closer, just waiting for the opportune moment to attack. Colleen struck one last time, but it was off center and glanced off her breast. Piper stepped in and pulled her off balance. Before she could react, Piper brought the girl to her hip and spun, taking her leg in the process and throwing her over her hip.

      Colleen hit the ground and Piper slammed the side of her palm into her neck, striking a nerve of her own. Her head lolled to the side and she was out.

      “Yes!” I yelled and leapt to my feet.

      A few students looked at me funny, but I didn’t care. Piper had weathered the storm and came out victorious.

      “Winner, Piper Lewis!”

      She’d won.

      I wasn’t the only one who cheered; plenty of Piper’s friends got up and clapped. Cheers rang out from our lips as Piper smiled and walked off the stage. I ran down the steps, ready to meet her when she got back.

      She walked through the doors, smiled at me and slumped over, unconscious.

      I caught her before she hit the ground and placed my hand on her heart, entering Sogai.

      Heart rate low, steady. Unconscious, no other injuries. Her flow of Ki has stopped. Piper’s Ki channels had been hit, blocking them. That had knocked her out. She was fine otherwise.

      Colleen knew what she was doing; she just didn’t work fast enough.

      Piper would wake up in a few minutes when her Ki channels opened enough to allow her Ki to flow once more. I stayed with her until then and when she opened her eyes, I smiled wide at her.

      “Damn, guess she got me after all.”

      “You got her too though.”

      I pulled her to her feet and got her a bottle of water as we made our way back to our seats. She sipped on it while getting her bearings back. Getting your Ki shut down was a disorienting experience. But by the time the next match was over, she was fine. Piper leaned over on me and wound her hand through mine.

      We were fine until the next match was called.

      “Wyatt Rhodes and James Mallory.”
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      The arena was packed. Apparently, Icarus Institute wasn’t above selling tickets to the midterms, a way of drawing in public and financial support.

      I had a hard time not hating them for it. I mean, does the military have to put up with this shit? I think not.

      But there was nothing to do about it. So instead, I focused on stretching my muscles, warming my body up for some intense combat.

      Nobody knew who would be fighting who. Yet one thing was plain, the first fight would be against a first-year, a second-year stepping in for the next one. I was confident in my abilities, but dueling a second-year would be a challenge for sure.

      They were not allowed to use their runes, however, for that wouldn’t make it anywhere near fair.

      The first few bouts were nothing special to look at, but when Alex entered the arena, I paid more attention. He seemed sharper than usual, like he was really in the zone.

      It sucked that Alex had to fight his friend, the golden-skinned Amazonian beauty with the giant tits, but I could tell from his stance that he planned to give it his all. His eyes were open, though. Which meant that he wasn’t using Sogai.

      I respected him even more for that.

      Fight her fair and square, roomie. Give it your all.

      Reagan came out like a hypnotic dream, thrusting her hips and arms side to side in a dance. Capoeira was a ridiculous fighting style, so I’d thought, but I couldn’t take my eyes from her. And it wasn’t even because she was smokin’ hot. She got close and jammed a solid punch to Alex’s face, whipping his head back.

      She took first blood and kept going, landing kick and after kick, and it looked like Alex wasn’t fighting back, but he was still sure-footed and none of the blows came close to knockouts.

      He blocked a hook from her and landed a solid punch to the chest, taking the wind from her. He followed it up with a swift crescent kick and then a mother fucking spin kick.

      A spin kick, a spin kick! Fucking really, Alex? I nearly lost all respect for my roomie by using such a superfluous and showy move, even if it did send the chick to her ass.

      Then it was over, and Alex helped her stand and exit the arena, the match going to him.

      My phone buzzed, and I took it out. I’d received a text from Thalia. After the obstacle course, we’d met up and found out how her try-out had gone. Apparently, Tomi had thrown a fit, but Kenneth pulled some string he had on her, and she called in a second-year to stand in for the match.

      She’d fought well enough, but Tomi still wouldn’t decide. That, it seemed, had finally changed.

      

      From: Thalia

      “J, good news! I made it into Wyvern! So, I’ll be put on a fast track for extra academic studies but got a pass on the midterms. If I can catch up on schoolwork, then they will let me continue with you guys and not restart the semester!”

      

      That was great to hear. I sent her a congratulatory text back and looked up to see Scarlet walk into the arena to face some sad-looking skinny boy who looked about to vomit.

      I was willing to bet that Scarlet’s incredible beauty had as much to do with his reaction as the crowd around him and the stakes.

      She waved innocently, then bowed. He barely had time to block her first kick.

      With legs like she had, Scarlet’s kicks were devastating. To the kid’s credit, he blocked much of her initial assault, and even returned a few counter punches, yet after less than two minutes of the exchange, she found an opening.

      After feigning a low kick, she sank a forward kick into his sternum.

      Tumbling back, he tried to get up, but Scarlet sprinted forward and delivered a match-ending punch to the mouth.

      Medics had to revive him with smelling salts and help him hobble away.

      Scarlet took a dramatic bow and then bounced on her feet a few times. She always loved attention, and the boom of the crowd was too much for her to resist. I had trouble respecting a showoff, but Scarlet was just too cute to ignore.

      Just like the obstacle course, the arena matches were scored. A perfect fight was given a score of two hundred points. 15 bonus points were awarded for a match that ended in under fifteen seconds, and another 15 for fighters who managed to win without allowing their opponent to land a single hit. The time it took to defeat an opponent, use of form, and how much damage one received during the fight all added up. It was of course quite possible for both fighters to finish the match with very high scores.

      One of the first fights had been evenly matched and the fighters left with scores of 145 and 161. They were both happy for it gave them a solid chance at passing. If they performed even moderately well in their second bout, they would succeed.

      A total of 350 points was required to pass. Mo was waiting along with the rest of us, grinding his teeth. The dick who’d thrown him in the pit, good old Steven, was the reason he’d failed the course.

      In-fighting had caused most of the obstacle course failures, but it didn’t often occur so early on. He had a score of zero for the first event, which meant if he didn’t perform well in both of his arena fights, he would be held back.

      One of the professors called out the next match, and I grinned when I heard who was up next.

      “Mohammed Almasi and Steven Firth!”

      A few of the students waiting in the warmup section laughed, knowing the irony of the pairing, but I wasn’t entirely convinced it was coincidental.

      Tomi was a sneaky woman, always scheming for an angle. I would put good money down that she made the call.

      She was sitting beside the other judges on a raised platform that hovered fifty feet above the arena floor. Her face was stoic, not giving anything away, but I caught Kenneth giving her a sidelong glance. He suspects the same.

      There was no time to wonder any longer, for the match had begun.

      Steven, eyes wild with projected anger, came out of the gate swinging. He threw a series of low kicks that could crack a sapling in half.

      But Mo was in the full splendor of Toad style. He rolled away deftly, avoiding the hits entirely, and when Steven paused for a second, Mo rebounded toward him.

      He leapt up from his boulder shape posture, sinking both knees into Steven’s stomach. Steven blocked the attack, of course, but the force knocked him off his feet.

      Mo fell atop his opponent, and in a display of sheer rage and precision, rung the boy’s head with a half dozen elbow strikes.

      The Muay Thai fighter was tough, so he managed to stay conscious. But when Mo pushed aside his elbows for a moment, using his own forearms to pry apart Steven’s guard, he curled down and cracked his forehead into the jerk’s face.

      The boy didn’t cry out in pain. He just went limp, blood pouring out onto the ground.

      Everyone went wild, and Mo stood up to receive a score of 223. Thank God! He had a good chance of passing. Now if his second match goes well, he’s in the clear.

      Mo ran down the steps and gave me a high five. His smile looked macabre as Steven’s blood dripped down off his nose. “Not bad, huh? Now do you see how I’ve been holding back on you, J?”

      “I know, I know. The wrath of the Toad is something to fear,” I acknowledged, and we both smiled in relief.

      The next match was called, two names hanging in the air. It was go time.

      “Wyatt Rhodes and James Mallory!”

      I cursed when I remembered where I’d heard the name. Wyatt was one of Alex’s friends, but more importantly, a Krav Maga fighter. The brutal and efficient style was an unfortunately good counter to Wolf. The low, sweeping moves I favored were less effective against a fighter with such little flourish.

      It was going to be a bloodbath.

      Wyatt met me in the center of the ring and I bowed to him. “Good luck. I know you’re a good guy from what Alex has said about you,” he said, bowing back.

      “Same to you, man. Let’s give these assholes a good show.”

      He smiled grimly, and I found I already liked the guy. No reason to shirk the inevitable. We were about to beat the shit out of each other, and we both knew it. Might as well respect each other while it happens.

      The fight began and I fell into Wolf stance. My intuition told me Leopard would be a better counter, but it was still so new to me. Fitz had claimed I was the quickest study she’d ever seen, but I reminded her I’d practiced it before. It was simply buried in years of neglect and guilt.

      Knowing how adept a Krav Maga expert can be at counter attacks, I chose to approach the fight cautiously.

      Not inclined to do the same, Wyatt came forward. When he was within a few feet, he feigned a right roundhouse then jumped forward, a low, snapping kick connecting to my outer thigh.

      The blow stung, connecting to the vulnerable flank of my thigh. Damn, this kid is fast. I didn’t even have time to half-block that.

      Using his momentum, Wyatt fell forward, smashing into me with his upper body. He locked onto me with hands of iron. We held each other in a tight grapple for a moment.

      He lifted up a knee to sink into my solar plexus, but I twisted my body and brought up my own knee to counter it. We both let fly with a few more hooks and uppercuts, raining fists into each other’s bodies.

      Yet it was obvious that Wyatt was as tough as I was, or nearly so. It would take more than a boxing match to decide this.

      I felt him tense for some unknown move. The kid was strong, but I was stronger. Still, I knew making it a competition of power would be futile. So, when he attempted to bull me over, no doubt seeking a take down and relying on the strength of his kick to weaken my stance, I twisted and threw him over my hip instead.

      I fell atop him, chest to chest. Then I sunk a fist into his short ribs at the same time he landed a knee in my stomach. Air escaped my mouth in a sharp hiss, but my core had been prepared for such an attack.

      Wyatt likewise took my attack in stride, so I moved my other hand over his throat to tear it. He did the same.

      We gripped each other by the throats like feral dogs until I reached into his armpit and struck the axillary nerve with my thumb. He grunted, and his grip around my neck loosened, but the bastard paid me in turn by hacking down at my wrist and breaking free of my neck hold.

      In a flurry, Wyatt kicked off the ground and flipped me, and suddenly, he was in side mount, his chest against mine still.

      My hand tingled from where he’d struck it free, and I was sure his own arm was feeling a similar sensation. Nothing like good old-fashioned nerve damage to start the day. Better than coffee.

      I tried to maneuver out from underneath Wyatt, but he was in his comfort zone. A few lightning-fast punches to the side of my head and ribs stunned me a moment. I punched back but kept a hand near my face for defense.

      Wyatt gripped my hand and twisted it, using my thumb to open up and straighten my arm. He was going for an arm bar, and if he succeeded, I’d be done.

      I kneed him in the ribs briefly, then reached to find his face with my free hand. If I can just get a hold of his jaw.

      But then Wyatt, still holding my arm, locked by my thumb, throwing an uppercut to my face. No longer protected, my nose cracked like a walnut.

      Wyatt turned his body, hoping to get a full top mount, so I twisted onto my side, landing another devastating knee in his ribs.

      It was enough to push him away.

      I rolled away, then sprung up on my feet. I turned to face Wyatt, already standing himself, and we surveyed one another with renewed respect. I could see he was feeling the pain of my attacks, but I was the one with blood pouring from my nose. I shook it off, blinking away a few stray tears from my eyes.

      Getting hit in the nose, or anywhere near, was painful as all hell. But it made your eyes turn into faucets, which presented an even greater danger.

      He is an incredible fighter, but not unbeatable. Yet Wolf stance is not the right move here. I can’t keep playing to his strengths!

      Frustrated with myself for not listening to the first murmurings of intuition, I adopted a taller stance, a cat-like boxing position where my feet moved beneath me, light and quick.

      Wyatt’s face registered a moment of surprise, but he buried it in a disciplined return to his form.

      My hands became paws, my knuckles extended with the tips of my fingers curled underneath, thumbs tucked in tight.

      This time, Wyatt came at me with a punch. Just as Fitz had taught me, and as I’d seen my master do a hundred times, I slapped the punch aside with my left forearm. As his attack fell before me, I snagged his wrist with my right hand and pulled it down and toward me.

      Then I darted my hand out and struck the side of his neck with my knuckled paw.

      He gagged, briefly, but stepped back and retreated.

      Anger flashed in his eyes, and he came at me again, this time with a jab he pulled back just in time to send out a right straight.

      I stepped forward, letting the punch move past my face, and snapped out with a knuckled fist to his collarbone. He pulled back, holding the wounded area, but the bone hadn’t broken.

      If I’d have crushed the bone in my hand, with Wolf, that would have been enough to end it. Maybe I can use more than one form together, I thought, wishing I’d have practiced with multiple forms beforehand.

      As I thought, Wyatt fell into a patient front to back rock. He’d now wait for me.

      I didn’t give him time to think but rolled forward and swept my leg into his, using the same kick that Mo so gracefully employed in his Toad stance.

      Wyatt tumbled to the ground, but spun, sending a kick out at me in turn.

      Leaping over his attack, I struck twice with Leopard paw fists, the knuckles of each hand finding different points on his body. The first connected to his sternum, and the other to the side of his jaw.

      He managed to trap one of my arms and tried to pull me in closer where his style would again dominate. I aimed my feet at his chest and shoved off in a two-legged Toad kick meant to gain distance rather than to harm your opponent.

      I flew up and back, but Wyatt cried out, one of his ribs cracking from the impact of the kick. Lying on the ground as he was, the Toad kick had delivered far more force than I’d anticipated.

      He rolled away and returned to his feet. Yet when he held his fists up, Tomi Icarus shouted from above. “Winner, James Mallory!”

      I let my Leopard stance drop, then bowed deeply to him, blood still pattering to the ground.

      He did the same, and as we rose, a smile broke across his features. “Damn, J. That was incredible. Thank you.”

      I laughed, confident I’d just made a new friend. The man fought too much like me. “I’d offer to spar more often, but I’m not exactly fond of broken noses. Well fought, man. I know you hadn’t given up. I’m sure they just didn’t want us breaking each other too much. I hear the faculty are squeamish around blood and broken bones.”

      Wyatt hobbled toward me, one arm wrapped around his busted rib. With the other, he held out a hand. We shook and heard the scores announced for all to hear.

      “Final score: James Mallory 200, Wyatt Rhodes 198!”

      We walked out of the ring together, a sense of camaraderie already forming between us. There’s nothing like kicking someone’s ass and having them return the favor to really break the ice, I thought.

      Wyatt was told he was done with the tournament. His rib was too dangerous to risk a second-round fight. But as he’d completed the obstacle course, and gotten a high score with the fight, he’d passed his exam. I congratulated him, then went to find Alex.

      I just had to ask him what he thought of my mixed form fight. I was sure he’d been impressed.
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      J and Wyatt gave it their all, and both of them left the ring with a few new bruises. I was conflicted, since both participants were my friends, but I could take solace in the fact that both of them had held nothing back.

      When Wyatt came back to the stands a few minutes later, he was down, but proud that he’d fought his hardest.

      “You fought like a beast,” I said, clapping him on the back.

      “Thanks, guys.”

      The rest of the fights went on for another hour or so and we all watched Ava demolish her opponent, and after the match, that was it for the first-year matches.

      After our round of fights, we broke for a two-hour lunch.

      Some of the fighters who’d fought would be unable to fight their next matches and were out of the midterms. And even though it was just a couple of cracked ribs, Reagan would be unable to fight her second match.

      

      When she told me, it was like she’d sucker punched me. I’d wanted to win our fight, but not take her out of the competition entirely. Her family had even portaled in to see her and I’d ruined that for her.

      Reagan, of course, didn’t blame me at all. And if she could’ve, she’d have punched me for feeling sorry for hurting her. Instead she flicked me.

      “Ow,” I said, rubbing my forehead.

      “Don’t you go feeling sorry for yourself. We gave that fight our all, that’s all that I could’ve asked for, besides, we both scored high enough on the fight and our obstacle course to pass, so don’t worry so much,” she said, smiling.

      Her radiant golden skin was only accented by her blistering white teeth as she beamed at me.

      “Now, since you thoroughly trounced me in that match, how about you treat me to lunch?”

      “Sure, Piper went to go find her family and so did Wyatt, so it’ll just be us.”

      “That’s fine, we don’t get to hang out, just the two of us often. Hey, help me up, Mr. Rib Cracker.”

      I laughed and held my hand out to her; she stumbled to her feet and leaned heavily on me again. We walked out of the gyms and toward the cafés.

      “Yeah, I think Piper gets a little jealous when just the two of us hang out. Since she knows I had a crush on you.”

      “Had, or have,” Rea asked, chuckling and winking at me.

      “No comment.”

      That got a rise from her and she laughed, her breasts pressed into me with every movement of her chest. It was distracting to say the least.

      Yeah, no way I’m answering that, Piper would probably murder me, besides, I’m not J, I can’t handle multiple women. Even ones as pretty as them.

      Rea glanced over at my blushing cheeks and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “It’s too bad, really. I could’ve had you all to myself, but I didn’t see you then, not like I do now.”

      I didn’t say anything and tried to hide my burning face.

      Rea likes me!? What the hell?

      Despite that fact, she was my friend, and I was with Piper, who was a handful all on her own. I didn’t want to do anything to mess up either relationship. So, I said nothing more as we reached her favorite café. It was expensive, but it wasn’t like I wasn’t nearly rolling in money at this point. My school charge card had five figures on it now.

      Since it was my treat, and money wasn’t an issue, I ordered a coffee and iced tea, along with the biggest steak they served, while Rea ordered a gin and tonic and a steak and balsamic salad.

      My coffee arrived first, and I drank it down while Rea sipped on her drink. I needed the caffeine boost for my fight later this afternoon.

      When our food arrived, we talked, and laughed, but I tried to stay away from anything revolving around our earlier conversation. I didn’t know how to respond to her, and I think she understood that, so she didn’t pry.

      While it was a bit of an ego boost, I was with Piper, and she was one of the most important people in my life. But, so was Rea.

      I sighed in contentment and relaxed a bit.

      “Where are your parents, Rea?”

      She looked up, a bit of dressing stuck on the corner of her lip; it was cute, and I grinned while pointing it out. She blushed scarlet and hastily dabbed at her mouth with a napkin.

      “They’re saying hello to a few old friends who work here, we have plans for dinner later tonight, before they portal back to Santa Monica.”

      “Sunshine and warm beaches, must be nice.”

      “I love it, but surely Japan has plenty of beaches, given it’s an island.”

      “Yeah, there were a few near Osaka, but I hardly ever went. I had too much training to do, and I only ever swam to improve my endurance.”

      Rea took a bite of her salad, nabbing a large chunk of steak and held it out to me, wagging it for me to take a bite. I was full, but the glint that sparked in her eye, made me lean over and take a bite. It was delicious.

      “Sounds like you didn’t have much of a childhood,” she said.

      “No, I did. When I was little, my parents did everything with me, but after my mom died, I decided to become a hero. There wasn’t room for much fun and games after that.”

      Rea’s face became crestfallen, and I realized I’d never told her about my mother.

      “I’m sorry, Alex. Was it a demon attack?”

      I shook my head, taking a sip of tea. “No, nothing so dramatic, it was cancer. But she always taught me to do the right thing, and I think being a hero would make her proud.”

      “I think so too, it’s why we’re here after all, to become heroes.”

      “I’ll toast to that.”

      We finished our drinks while we talked, and after, we paid, left, and I went to get a quick shower and prepare for my upcoming fight. It wasn’t going to be an easy one, I knew that for a fact.

      “Good luck, Alex. I’ll be rooting for you,” Rea said, with a wave.

      Alright, let’s do this.

      ***

      Holy shit, I’m screwed, I thought, watching a second-year slam his fist against a first-year’s jaw. The crack was audible from the stands, and the unlucky kid’s jaw hung limp at an unnatural angle. The kid fell back, crashing to the mat.

      He was out.

      The medics had to wheel him out on a stretcher, and this was just the first round. There were many to go, and if they mirrored anything like the first, it was going to be bloody.

      But before the student could even be fully carted off the field, the second match contestants were called.

      “James Mallory and Haruki Ono!”

      Oh damn, that’s brutal.

      Having J beat the hell out of one of his girlfriends was an asshole move of the highest order, and I had no doubt that Tomi had planned it that way. Random selection my ass. She was still sitting by Kenneth in the stands, but as I glanced over at her, I thought I could detect a flicker of a grin on her lips.

      Yeah. That’s more like it. Little Miss Chairwoman playing games with her students.

      J and Haruki walked out to the mat, bowed and as soon as Tomi shouted begin, the match was on.

      J lowered to his Wolf style and proceeded carefully, but Haruki exploded forward and met J head on. She fired off a low kick to his neck, one of his weak points. She’d know them better than most. But rather than block or dodge, he gave her his neck. Her kick landed with the force of a sledgehammer, and J winced in pain, biting his lip hard enough to bleed, leaving a bloody streak down his chin.

      He took the blow, wrapping his hand around her thigh and digging into her flesh with his fingers. If she moved, she’d leave without a good chunk of flesh. Even before Haruki could make the decision, J struck. He rapped his knuckles hard against her right kneecap, buckling it.

      Haruki fell back, but rather than fight it, she moved with the momentum, using it to wrap J’s hand in an armbar. His fingers ripped streaks down her thigh, but she’d pinned him.

      That’s Hapkido, and she’s good. J’s in trouble.

      Haruki ignored the bleeding leg and pressed deeper into the armbar. Body hardening or not, J was probably in a lot of pain trying to escape. He reached over, grabbed the arm holding his, and jerked it toward him while throwing his shoulder towards Haruki. J slipped free of her lock and brought a hardened thumb to her chest, taking the breath from her.

      J scooted back and got back in his Wolf stance. He’d wounded her, but the match was far from over. Haruki launched a spear hand strike to J’s throat, but he bobbed to the left and threw an uppercut to her chin. It glanced off but knocked her head back and let J use a clawed strike to her diaphragm. He could’ve ripped into her, but he didn’t; he held back and only pushed her away.

      Haruki recovered and probed J’s defense with a series of feints and low kicks. His defense was nearly impregnable, but when he went on the offensive and threw a knuckled jab to her chin, she caught it with both hands and twisted, pulling J off balance. She kicked upward, slamming the ball of her foot into his chest, before retracting her leg and push kicked his ribs.

      J went to the mat, but his ribs held under her onslaught. He growled in pain but shook it off and rushed her. They traded a few more blows but neither did much damage. Haruki couldn’t get through J’s hardened skin, and J couldn’t pin Haruki down long enough to do much damage. The match went on for four minutes, but at that point it was clear it would only end in a stalemate.

      “Match tied!” Tomi called out after the four-minute mark.

      Both J and Haruki stopped fighting instantly and all the tension drained out of them. Haruki’s leg was bleeding heavily, and even though J looked horrified that he’d done it, I knew just from looking at it that it was a bleeder, but it hadn’t actually damaged her at all.

      J helped her off the field while the arena was hosed and wiped down. As the next match began, my nerves were soaring through the roof. The second-years were no joke, and most of them had just as much, if not more combat experience than me and I was rightfully nervous.

      Students came and went, bloody bouts that sent more than one student to the med ward. Sometimes the second-years lost, but most of the times, the first-years lost or stalemated. I watched the matches in a clinical fashion until my heart skyrocketed.

      “Alexander Nakano and Donovan Baylis.”

      Fuck me. Not him.

      Donovan shot me a look across the stands and grinned wide. I looked over to Tomi and saw her eyeing me out of the corner of her eye. Ah, nothing but your little guinea pig to poke and prod. Alright, so that’s how it’s going to be. Fine. I’m game.

      From the moment I arrived, Tomi had it out for me, and I didn’t know why, but I sure as hell was going to find out.

      After I took out the trash.

      With a pounding heart, I made my way down the steps and to the arena.

      Donovan was different than the last time we’d crossed paths, he wasn’t under any influences that I could tell, but his eyes screamed murder and I knew this wasn’t going to be a simple fight. Roaring crowd or not, he aimed to see me dead or crippled.

      I didn’t bother bowing; I didn’t respect my opponent. I just waited for the match to begin.

      Tomi called it and I slipped into Sogai.

      The screams of the crowd were blistering, but all I focused on was the opponent in front of me. His heartbeat was elevated, and his movements heavy with anger. It would make him unpredictable, and hopefully sloppy.

      I settled into my on-guard stance and waited for him to come at me.

      He did, with fury and thunder, charging me.

      Right, left. Right-handed. Heavy steps, intense breathing. He’s furious.

      Donovan opened with a left hook, but his hips sunk low, his bones creaked in their sockets. He was feinting to an uppercut.

      I stepped back and threw a low side kick to his thigh. He’d loaded his hips and couldn’t react in time to stop it. His hook whizzed past my chin and I slammed my foot deep into his thigh.

      Donovan crashed back onto his ass, a whisper of surprise slipping from his lips.

      I wasn’t going to give him an inch and shuffled forward, bringing my leg up in for an axe kick. He was still on the ground and wasn’t agile enough to move out of the way. My foot crashed down towards his chest and Donovan threw his arms up to defend himself. My foot connected with his left forearm and snapped it.

      Donovan screamed as his ulna shattered under my heel.

      The fight was over; he couldn’t continue.

      I backed away from him and opened my eyes, turning to look at Tomi, waiting for her to stand and declare me the winner. However, she just stared me down and gave me a deep smile, shaking her head.

      Heavy footsteps pounded behind me and I turned, ducking as Donovan hit me with a roundhouse kick that obliterated my world. I fell to the mat hard, smacking my head and spitting out a mouthful of blood.

      Ah shit, bruised ribs, maybe broken. He got me good.

      My head rang with the beginnings of a concussion as I climbed to my feet before he could tag me again. It hurt, but backlash be damned, I had to enter Sogai again.

      I shut my eyes and fought down the pain. Entering and leaving Sogai was such a drain that doing it twice hit my nervous system with all kinds of painful feedback. The pain sent a cold sweat shivering through me, but I gritted my teeth and bore it.

      Donovan was on me as I stood. He punched wildly, but his left hand was broken, and he couldn’t muster enough power to do much damage. I shot a jab to his broken arm and he screamed, clutching at it.

      “Yield!” I shouted, trying to get him to back down.

      “Go fuck yourself!”

      Dammit. He’s so hopped up on adrenaline, I bet he barely feels his broken arm. This isn’t going to end pretty.

      He threw a jab, I slipped under it and kicked his leg out from under him. I followed him down and slammed my fist into his jaw. Donovan’s face jerked to the side, but his eyes never left mine. He shook off the punch and hit me in the chest with his broken hand, blood splattering from the bone protruding from his split skin.

      I rolled with the punch, sliding off Donovan and rising to my feet. I backed away, trying to come up with a new plan of attack. Donovan was unhinged, and he was going to tear himself to pieces to beat me.

      “Alright, you little shit, I’m going to grind your bones to dust!” Donovan shouted.

      Something changed in Donovan. A rising tide burrowed from his chest, speeding up his heart and sending waves of heat cascading from his body.

      He’s not, oh shit, he is. What the hell!?

      Donovan activated his rune, and his Ki channels expanded across his body, flooding him with nascent power.

      I couldn’t see him, but I didn’t need to, to know that his arms lit up with blue ethereal light.

      This is against the rules, Tomi should be calling the fight right now.

      But there was nothing but silence; even the crowd had gone silent at Donovan activating his rune. This was entering new ground and it looked like I had to fight an awakened Ascendant.

      The last time this had gone down, Donovan had nearly killed me. This time he was even more unhinged.

      His speed and power had increased, and he casually took his broken arm and forced it back in place without even sweating it. He tore a strip from his shirt and staunched the bleeding. It no longer dripped heavy to the mat, but instead soaked into the fibers of the cotton shirt.

      Great, he’s gone off the deep end. Heart rate is beating out of control and I can’t even get any other readings off him. His Ki is pouring out of him.

      With his rune, he could draw in Ki from his surroundings and replenish what he was losing but he was soaking in too much without expelling it. He was charging up for something big.

      Heat flowed from his chest toward his hand and coalesced, writhing from his clenched fingers. It built and kept building as he stalked toward me.

      “Time to die, asshole!”

      He swung wide at me, wind splitting around his fist as it accelerated toward my head. As he swung, the air around me bubbled and hissed as his burning fist missed my cheek by a fraction of an inch. I ducked just in time and his punch blew past as he unleashed his Ki. An explosion of pressure lifted me off my feet as the ground underneath me cracked and split. Metal and concrete blasted in all directions and I hit the ground hard.

      I shakily picked myself off the ground and tried to think.

      He just blasted his Ki out, it’ll take time for him to gather enough to try that again, I better hurry, I doubt I’ll get that lucky again.

      Residual Ki drifted toward me invisibly and broke against my skin. The recoil from the punch stunned Donovan enough that it let me get in close and I grounded my stance and punched him as hard as I could across the jaw. Donovan hit the ground next to the crater he’d made and struggled to his feet.

      I kicked him in the face, but he was resilient, and the rune made him insanely durable. He shrugged off the strikes I’d dealt him.

      C’mon! Think!

      I focused my entire being on Sogai, pushing it to its absolute limits, trying to feel for any weakness or advantage I could.

      My ears bled as the world outside my skull drove picks of ice into my brain and every gust of wind sliced across my skin like a knife, but I kept pushing, reaching down to sense everything around me.

      I focused on Donovan, on every facet of his body, but there was nothing there. He’d used his Ki and there wasn’t any more emanating from him. He gave me nothing, but there was a familiar heat inside me. It tugged at me. Called to me.

      There was a flickering flame in the center of my chest, and I pulled at the thread.

      An ocean followed.

      Burning flame filled my veins and breathed new life into my bones. Heat rippled down my arm and I focused my entire being on my fist.

      Donovan was right in front of me and I swung.

      Fist met bone and the world went white.
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      Sogai shattered as my punch landed, and I lost every single one of my senses. For a single spilt second and an eternity, I couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t even breathe.

      When I came back to myself, I opened my eyes to an incredible sight.

      My fist glowed a ghostly blue; veins and my bones were visible from the fading light, as it fell away, pain met me, and it was then that I noticed the blood and broken bones.

      I’d damn near shattered my hand; bones peeked out from my torn knuckles.

      Donovan was lying on the mat in front of me, inside a crater. His scarred head was twisted at an unnatural angle and half his jaw was nothing but pulp. His eyes rolled back inside his head and I knew he wasn’t getting back up.

      Maybe ever again.

      Dear god, what have I done?
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      Every dumbass in the crowd was going wild. This was a standard, run-of-the-mill midterm. Nobody was supposed to be activating runes. And nobody had expected to see some slim-hipped otaku go ape-shit, slipping into some new and unheard of form, and breaking his opponent like a bundle of sticks.

      I gaped along with the rest, staring at my roommate, little Alex. His glowing fist was pulp, but he didn’t seem to have noticed yet.

      Donovan lay demolished at his feet.

      Medics rushed out on the field, doing what they could to save the young man’s wavering life. I couldn’t see anything as a crowd had begun to form, edging closer to the arena floor.

      Then Tomi and Kenneth were there, clearing everyone away. In a few minutes, all of the students were lined up and out of the way.

      Donovan left on a stretcher, either in shock or unconscious. The students whispered feverishly, and I felt bad for Alex who’d had his hand bundled in a pack of ice. Piper was standing with him, and though she appeared to be speaking with him, he just stared ahead blankly.

      What a fucked-up day, I thought. That asshole should have been kicked out of school the last time he activated his rune against another student. This whole thing went way too far.

      Tomi whispered in Professor Inari’s ear, her face betraying just a hint of unease. The woman was a professional, that was certain.

      Professor Inari stepped up behind a small podium that had been carted out to the center of the pit.

      Tapping the microphone a few times, she announced, “Calm down, everyone! Please, calm down. We understand that the ending to the challenge was more dramatic than usual, but we do need to announce the winners.”

      That seemed to do the trick. A hush spread over those still in attendance, and Inari smiled, nodding gratefully.

      “It’s been a long and trying midterm, one of the hardest in years. As you know, the scores from the obstacle course have been added to both of the fights. We kept the scores from the second fight a secret to add just a little bit of drama to our final announcement.”

      She paused a moment and waved one of the faculty over, a droopy-looking old man who scuttled out bearing a large trophy. Two other students followed, each with a smaller trophy in their hands. The declining sun glinted off the metallic awards, and I wanted to roll my eyes.

      Who needs a fucking medal anyway? Just announce the winners and let’s get out of here.

      My own fights had both been far from easy wins. Though my first fight score was high, my obstacle course wasn’t. I didn’t expect anything, and at this point, wanted nothing more than to help my busted roommate home, or perhaps to the hospital.

      “The third-place winner is our very own Scarlet Anders. Her performance in the arena was remarkable, and she handled the obstacle course admirably!” Professor Inari said, her face peeled back in a grim smile.

      It was plain the woman wasn’t enjoying a thing. And who would be? Announcing fake awards to spoiled students? God, please just let this end!

      Still, being a good boyfriend, I clapped along with the rest and enjoyed the sassy saunter and mega-watt grin Scarlet flashed at the crowd.

      “The next award, for second place in the midterm competitions, goes to James Mallory!” Applause burst around me, and someone shoved my back, prodding me forward.

      I walked out to receive the award on numb legs. It seemed so odd. I’d passed my in-class tests, which had been a surprise of their own, and now I was being awarded for excellence? It was too much.

      Taking the trophy from Professor Inari, I bowed to her and swiveled on my feet.

      Against my wishes, my face lit up in a terrible blush as I heard the crowd call my name. I smiled and waved, then slipped into the throng of students once more, taking shelter among them.

      Alex looked at me and gave me a slight nod.

      If he was happy, then so was I. Looking to the shining gold figure of a seraphic-winged dragon, I figured it would at least be something shiny to put on a shelf at home.

      “Our final winner, taking first place in the competition, is none other than Piper Lewis!”

      I glanced to see the girl who’d won, hand still holding Alex’s. Her face was a mask of confusion and she whispered something to Alex. He shook his head, and she shrugged.

      Then she jogged out to receive the award and bowed to the crowd.

      More stuff was said by a few more speakers. Tomi gave a closing speech as well, telling the few of us who’d failed not to give up hope and for the rest to continue to strive into the future.

      Then it was over.

      The crowd broke and formed clumps, family members or fans coming down from the stands to speak with the contestants.

      I walked to see Alex. His dad hadn’t been able to make it, so I figured we could speak with each other for a few minutes before heading back to our dorm.

      “Some punch,” I said, hoping to break through the awkwardness.

      “Understatement of the year. I… I still can’t believe what happened,” he said, staring down at his bandaged fist.

      “What did happen? Do you know?”

      He shook his head but answered a moment later. “Man, I think I activated my Ki,” he said, eyes wide in shock.

      “Holy shit…” I muttered. The idea he’d done such a thing was dumbfounding. It was theoretically possible for someone to use their Ki without a rune, but nearly impossible in reality. Most people simply didn’t have access to enough raw Ki.

      I was impressed. This dude was progressing at an incredible rate. I was just worried he’d end up hurting himself permanently by making such dramatic and unconventional leaps in growth.

      Not wanting to let him see my concern, I just grinned and said, “Well, it was amazing. I don’t think Donovan will be bothering anyone anytime soon. Good thing he didn’t die.”

      Alex gulped and remained silent.

      “Shit, I’m really sorry. I’m no good at this. You did well though. And he’ll be fine. Things like this happen in a school of martial arts. It’s inevitable, Alex. It’s not your fault.”

      My words sounded hollow even to my own ears. I sighed and tried to urge the conversation elsewhere. “Me, Piper, and Scarlet, eh? Pretty cool trophy if I don’t say so myself.”

      Piper took the bait, and added, “I was surprised when Scarlet was called. She had a high score, but I estimated that Alex should have scored the highest. When they called me instead, I… I don’t know, it’s like they just didn’t count him. I think Alex was disqualified.”

      “Perhaps, but he still got the most attention,” I added.

      “I’d certainly say so,” a booming voice called from over my shoulder. I didn’t have to turn to know it was Kenneth Hawke.

      Alex tried to deepen his smile. “Hey, Mr. Hawke. What the hell kind of game is Tomi playing?” he asked, unbridled rage roiling from his chest.

      He laughed, not his usual stone-splitting one, but gentle and compassionate. “Not a clue, Alex. Not a goddammed clue. But I do know the board won’t be happy to hear what she allowed today. Also, Donovan has officially been expelled from the academy.”

      “Good,” I said. “Not that he should have been allowed to participate here at all.”

      “I agree, James. I also wanted to congratulate you. You made a fine showing in all events, and I expect you’ll continue to impress us all.”

      He held out his hand to both of us and we shook one at a time. Then he added, “Just had to mention I was proud of both of my DC cadets before heading out. There’s going to be a hellish meeting, I’m sure of it. Talk soon, boys.”

      He turned and left us to ourselves once more.

      Piper sighed. “I suppose it would have been too much to ask that Tomi be fired, huh? If this were any other school, she’d be tossed out for endangering a student’s life.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” I replied. “That could have ended a lot worse.”

      “I doubt they’ll be tossing Icarus from Icarus Institute though. Not while the wyvern still breathes,” Alex finished, and we all laughed, the tension breaking somewhat.

      That’s the roommate I know. He’ll be fine. He only needs to realize he’s the same kind guy he has always been.

      Then the follow-up joke I’d had on my lips fell away. A figure was approaching, tall and grim, Tomi at his side.

      The woman spoke for him, as if some kind of proper introduction were called for. “I was so pleased when I heard your father, a Command Sergeant Major, was attending the competition! James, I just had to make sure you two met up. It’s a busy crowd after all.”

      I squinted at the woman, then looked to my father. He was just as ugly and mean as he always had been, yet the man I’d feared for so many years seemed diminished now, smaller and so much less a threat.

      “Hello, son,” he said, his eyes glowering. His face was gaunt, thinner than usual. The drink had finally gotten to him. And though he was no doubt tough enough to take any number of average Joes, I knew for the first time in my life I could break him down for firewood without breaking a sweat.

      He knew it too.

      “Why are you here? Technically, there’s still a restraining order against you. Thirty meters,” I said, venom coming easily to my lips.

      His jaw flexed, and Tomi looked down to her clipboard. She cleared her throat and announced, “I’ll leave you two alone then. I have business to attend to. Congratulations, James. You fought brilliantly today.”

      She left us standing there, facing one another like some outdated Western flick. He was wearing khakis and a tucked-in polo shirt. Somehow, he looked in uniform even when not wearing one. It made me sick.

      “Look, I just thought we could talk. Maybe grab a drink and catch up. It’s been years, son—”

      “Don’t call me that,” I interrupted. “I’m not your fucking son. You gave that up a long time ago, and you know it. And there’s no way I’m drinking anything with you. I’ve watched you drink plenty.”

      His face soured, and his eyes squinted in anger. But he sighed again, clenching his fist to maintain control. “I’m sorry, J. I really am.” He rubbed his hands a bit and continued, seeming at a loss for words.  “Your fights were pretty damn good. And a trophy? Knew you had it in you. And I only drink club soda these days. My damn liver’s gone, and I just wanted to talk a bit.”

      “It isn’t going to happen. Just leave. I don’t need an apology. I just need space. So, go already.”

      That was the extent of his patience.

      “You ungrateful shit! I gave you everything, dammit. And still you act like a fucking—”

      “Shut up, Dad! You don’t get to talk to me like that anymore!” I’d shouted, taking a step closer.

      A few of the people around us stopped talking, glancing at us nervously, and Alex moved closer, as if preparing to step in.

      He wasn’t the only one to react.

      My father’s hand flashed out, smacking me in the mouth with a loud crack.

      But before he could withdraw it, I snagged his hand, my thumb pressing into his palm, and pulling him toward me.

      I seized his jawbone in my left hand using a Canton Dog grip. I stared at him as he considered whether or not to kick me or try to counter the move.

      “Never again, old man. Never again. And no, you can’t counter this unless you’re willing to part with your jaw,” I said, then pulled him closer, twisting his arm down and away from me to ensure he remained on the best of behavior.

      When our eyes were only two feet apart, I whispered to him. “I could tear your face off right now if I wanted to. But I’m gonna let you go in a few seconds, and you’re going to leave. Don’t show up again, Dad. If you do, I’ll fucking kill you.”

      Then I shoved him and walked away.

      My heart was pounding in my ears, and students parted to let me by as I all but ran away.

      I made it out of the arena, out of the nearest gym, and to a tree-lined walkway till my stomach gave out. I puked in a bush, the world spinning around me.

      A hand touched my lower back. “J, he’s gone. You’re okay now,” Ava said.

      I stood up and she wrapped her arms around my waist to hug me.

      With bleary eyes, I looked over to see Alex holding Piper’s hand, and Scarlet and Haruki behind them.

      This is my family, I realized. Not that old man. With them at my side, he’ll never hurt me again.

      I forced a smile at the group, and Ava looked up at me, her amber eyes shining in the afternoon sunlight. “Let’s get you home, J. I really want to kiss you, but you’ve got to brush your teeth first.”

      The group laughed at Ava’s jest, and I sighed, letting go of all I couldn’t control in the moment.

      No, I couldn’t ensure that my father would never show up again.

      I couldn’t know if Alex or the girls would ascend, or that anyone would stay safe. There were simply too many factors.

      I could control myself though, and in this moment, I felt like having dinner with the closest group of friends I’d ever had.

      We made our way back together, and as we neared the dorms, I asked the group, “Pizza night?”

      My request was answered by several exasperated sighs, and Alex reminding me that we’d already had it three times that week.
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      If you made it this far, it means you’re a total weeb like us. Please, leave a review if you enjoyed the show.
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      If you want to shoot the shit, follow me at my Atlas Kane Facebook.

      To get alerts about new releases, make sure to follow my Amazon Author Page or Newsletter.
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