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            An Apple a Day: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One of the greatest gifts of martial arts is that they ultimately guide us to new levels of spirituality.

        ─Joseph Cardillo

      

      

      

      “It’s definitely broken.”

      Ah hell.

      I winced as I tried to flex my mangled fingers, and they barely responded. A dull throbbing ache settled into my wrist but shifted to a stabbing burn when I tried to move my hand. A light whack tapped me on the head.

      “Don’t move it, you’ll only do more damage. Keep it still.”

      “Sorry, doc.” I grinned sheepishly.

      But I couldn’t help it, it was the only thing I could do. I’d been stuck in this chair, the once-cold plastic-esque vinyl long since acclimated to my body heat, but still I shivered. It wasn’t just the temperature in the room; the room itself gave me pause.

      I’d never liked doctors’ offices, and this one was the worst I’d ever seen. The too-white walls and stainless-steel instruments gave me chills. The room was clinically clean, the sharp scent of antiseptic burned fresh in my nose. I hated it, and I hated even more that I absolutely had to be here.

      The memory was still fresh. It’d only been a couple hours since my match with Donovan. And like an idiot, I let J talk me into going to get pizza with everyone and didn’t immediately go and get my hand looked at. I suffered through the pain while we ate and when everyone departed, I beelined it to the doctor.

      Sharpton was an asshole. Blunt and surgical in his demeanor. His shock of wiry gray hair writhed in all directions and his dull blue eyes had a seen-it-all glint to them. His spotless white lab coat was filled with an array of tools and instruments. They nearly bulged out of his pockets as he dug out a pencil and tapped on the lit-up scan of my x-ray.

      “Shattered might be more apt. You’ve got a boxer’s fracture in the fourth and fifth metacarpal bones, and a hairline fracture in your wrist.

      “But all things considered, it could be worse, but not by much.”

      I stared down at my bandaged hand, at the ever so slight red stain seeping through. I don’t want to think about how much worse it could be. This is perfectly painful enough. I sighed and brushed a stray lock of my golden hair to the side. My heart sunk. I was done for. I won’t be able to stay with these injuries.

      “So, what’s the verdict, doc?” I stammered out.

      “Normally, you’d need surgery, a few titanium pins and screws in your hands, and you’d be medically discharged from the academy. But you’re in luck, and Tomi agreed to allow one of our healers to work on you.”

      I scratched at my chin, at the beginnings of stubble there. What? Don’t give me hope. “What do you mean? Healers?”

      Doctor Sharpton nodded. “Normally first-years aren’t given access or even the knowledge of them for security reasons, but given the circumstances, Tomi deigned to allow you to make use of their services. You should be grateful to her.”

      I scoffed and scowled at the doctor. “Grateful? It’s her fault I’m here in the first place!”

      “Be as that may, you get to have your hand healed.” He quickly scribbled something on a piece of paper and tore it off. “Take this to the Valerian Building and give it to the receptionist, she’ll show you where to go.”

      I snatched it from his hand and tried to read what it said, but I could only make out a few words from his illegible chicken scratch.

      Sharpton walked to the door and it slid open. “Okay, now get out. I have more dumbass kids to deal with today.”

      “And miss basking in your wonderful personality?” I asked as I walked past him.

      He snorted and reached over to a glass jar with colorful wrapped lollipops. “What did you expect? A sucker and a kiss on the cheek? Get used to it, kid. I get paid very well to fix your injuries when you all inevitably get hurt. Doesn’t mean I like dealing with wannabe heroes all day.”

      “Shove it up your ass.”

      He laughed and unwrapped it. “Good. Wasn’t going to give you one of my suckers anyway,” he said, plopping it into his mouth. “Do you know how expensive it is to get this brand from the surface? Not cheap.”

      I left Sharpton as he chuckled to himself and shut the door as soon as I stepped into the hallway.

      Like the office, the hallways of this building were just as unwelcoming. Too-white tile and bright florescent bulbs hummed loud overhead.

      The Valerian Building is on the west side of the school, right?

      Despite having been here for months now, the school was so large I hadn’t fully explored it yet. I left the clinic and started walking. Despite the bright sun overhead, the wind that tore at my blue blazer chilled me to my core. Need to switch to my winter uniform soon.

      I walked along the concrete pathways, checking the signs that pointed me in the right direction every so often when I thought I’d taken a wrong turn and within half an hour, I was at the Valerian Building.

      It was a small, one-story brick building that actually resembled a brick for how symmetrical and rectangular it was. Darkened glass windows hid the inside from me, and I quickly went inside.

      A jubilant young girl sat behind a semicircular white desk with a row of monitors in front of her. She looked up when I approached and the smile that lit up her face was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “This is the Valerian Building, correct?”

      “That’s right,” she said, her voice peppy. “How may I help you, Mr. Nakano?”

      “You know who I am?” I asked.

      “Of course. The RFID implant sewn into your lapel was scanned at the door. It has all your information on it. Now, how may I help you?”

      I handed over the paper Doctor Sharpton gave me in silence while I fingered the collar of my blazer. I don’t feel anything there. Why would there be RFID chips in our clothes. Ease of access, or something more nefarious, like tracking?

      The woman scanned over the document in a second and nodded, handing it back. She leaned over and peered at my hand. “Gotcha. Well, you’ve been cleared for level four. Just take the elevator to my left and push the four. I wouldn’t recommend trying any of the other buttons. If you’re not authorized, you’ll be given a nasty shock and detained. It would really screw up your weekend. Trust me.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but she just beamed at me and pointed at the elevators.

      “Right, thank you.”

      “Of course, Mr. Nakano.”

      When I got in the elevator and the doors closed, I stared at the long line of buttons going from one to forty-two. Jesus, I knew the school was big, but forty-two floors down is nuts.

      I hit the four and the elevator began its descent. Less than ten seconds later the doors opened again, letting me out into an unreal hallway.

      Smooth and polished concrete slabs lined the walls and stretched, breaking only for sharp silver doors with code locks on each one. I walked past each one, but they were all windowless. The enclosed hallway gave me a severe bout of claustrophobia. I resisted the urge to turn back around as I came to an open room at the end of the hall. More of the same concrete surrounded me, but the room was filled with people bustling about, typing on computers or fiddling with handheld devices as lights blinked from a hundred different machines. Large screens hung overhead, detailing a map of the world and loads of information I couldn’t make out from this distance.

      “Can I help you?” a man said, coming up to me.

      He was tall, well built with swept-back brown hair and bright-green eyes. I recognized him. He was the student council president. Tristan O’Neil.

      He paused when I looked up. His brow furrowed. “Alistair? No, Alexander. That’s right. I think we met when you first arrived.”

      “That’s right, you helped me orient myself when I stepped out of the portal. Thanks again by the way. It helped. Really.”

      Tristan smiled wide. “Glad to hear it, so what are you doing down here? This building is off limits to first-years.” He opened his mouth and looked down at my hand. Something clicked and a light bulb went off. “Ah, right. You’re the kid who smashed Donovan to pieces. Can I see the paper in your hand?”

      I gave it to him, and he barely glanced at it before stuffing it into his pocket. “Figured that’s why you were here, follow me.”

      He led me back down the hallway and to a room near the elevator. He blocked the keypad with his body and input the code. The door slid open with a click and we went inside.

      It was nearly an identical copy of Doctor Sharpton’s clinic but with concrete walls instead of white plaster. Tristan had me sit in a replica of the vinyl chair and a wave of cold sunk into my back.

      “I can’t condone that level of violence against another student, but off the record. Donovan was a nightmare to deal with. So, thanks for taking him off my plate.”

      I laughed but it was cold, dark. “I think I probably stopped him from eating off a plate ever again.”

      He waved me off. “Nah. Medics fixed him right up, couldn’t do anything about the ugly scar on his face though.”

      Tristan unwrapped my bandages and whistled. “You sure did a number on your hand. Did the doctor give you any pain medication, this must hurt like a bitch.”

      “He tried, but I didn’t take them.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Pain is going to be part of my life for the rest of it. I should start getting used to it.”

      He laughed hard, letting go of my hand. “That’s the spirit. You’re going to make one hell of an Ascendant one day, Alex. But for now, let’s see if I can’t ease your troubled mind.”

      He carefully took my hand in both of his and sat down in a chair across from me. He closed his eyes and for a moment nothing happened. But slowly, ethereal blue light flowed through his veins, lighting up his arms as it traveled to his hands, which began pulsating.

      A heavy weight settled into my hand and began to burn. It was like when I touched my hand to the stove when I was a little kid and the heat stuck to my hand and wouldn’t let go. The fire burned through my hand and wrist and I tried to keep from screaming.

      Tristan kept his hand on mine for over ten minutes, and the pain didn’t fade by a single degree the entire time, but I kept my mouth shut and tried to recall what Piper had taught me about meditation. Closing my mind took longer because I had to fight through the pain in order to find my serenity, but once I found it, the pain became a distant memory. I focused not on the pain, but the warmth that came from Tristan’s hands as he poured his Ki into me.

      It swirled around my hand and wrist, going no further, coalescing and condensing around my injuries. The fire of Tristan’s Ki was familiar in structure, but wholly different than what Donavan released. It was softer, gentler despite the pain it caused me.

      I focused on his Ki as I searched for my own meager supply of Ki. I’d blown through nearly all of it when I fought in the midterms, but it’d been long enough that it’d started filling up. It burned no less hot in my chest than Tristan’s did in my hand, but the heat didn’t burn me, it was a pleasant warmth. It invigorated me as I drew it closer.

      With my mind so focused on my own Ki, and nothing else to do to pass the time while Tristan worked, I wanted to take the time to explore my core. It was only the second time I’d ever felt my Ki before, and the first when I wasn’t in a fight.

      Piper said that meditation was key when focusing on the flow of energy, but my energy is all but spent. Dwindling or not, it was still there, flowing through me. I focused on my heart, where the core of my Ki resided and let it envelop my mind. Piper mentioned control. Controlling the flow of Ki. I imagined taking ahold of it in my mind and nothing happened.

      It seemed it didn’t work like that.

      Let’s try a different type of visualization. I thought about it as water, flowing through my veins and I tried to control the flow of that water. To my surprise, there was a tug in my chest and some of the warmth bled out. I kept it up and focused on that little bit of warmth flowing to my hand. My Ki came willingly and what little I had rushed to meet Tristan’s as it whirled in my hand.

      Our Ki mixed, but I could still tell where his began and mine ended. They were separate but whole.

      “What are you doing?” Tristan asked, but his voice was miles away and his words barely registered.

      I was so focused on channeling my Ki that I couldn’t think about anything else. I wonder if I can add my Ki to his, or vice versa? It seemed possible with how they mixed. I thought about pulling a little bit of his Ki further into my body.

      A roaring fire filled my body as a rush of overwhelming energy surged into my core. My nerves screamed at me as they overloaded themselves and the entire room went dark for a split second. Someone screamed, and only when it stopped did I realize that it was me.

      Then the flow of energy snapped like it’d been cut, and the pain slowed to a halt as my vision returned and my head pounded with a fierce headache.

      When I came back to myself I was on the floor in a ball, and Tristan stood over me, hands on his knees as sweat ran down him in rivers. His fine brown hair was soaked and fell in his face. As he got command of his breathing, he stood and brushed his hair back, giving a glimpse of his eyes as he scowled in fury.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” he shouted, throwing his hands in the air. “What the hell was that? Who taught you how to steal Ki?”

      “I’m sorry what?” I shook my head, which was a bad idea as my headache worsened, pounding my skull to dust. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Tristan’s face darkened and he leaned over and grabbed me by my blazer and hauled me into the air. He held me aloft with one hand and with his grip on my collar, he cut off my airflow.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit. Ki stealing isn’t taught until your third year and is forbidden to teach to the other years. So, tell me which one of the students broke the rules and told you?”

      I scrambled as I clutched at his arm, grabbing a handful of the sleeve of his black blazer. Tristan was furious, but still he didn’t have the right to treat me so. I brought my knees up and kicked him as hard as I could in the chest.

      Tristan absorbed the force of the kick like it was nothing, but I did manage to free myself from his grasp and I pushed off from him. I flew backward and absorbed the impact with my hands as I splayed them out and rolled with the momentum. I landed on my feet and immediately came into my on-guard stance.

      Holy shit. What the hell’s going on. I quickly held my hands up, and only when my hand came in front of my face did I realize that it no longer hurt. The pain of my broken bones was gone.

      “Tristan. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Honest.”

      He stopped and dropped his rage. He squinted and stared intently at me, searching my eyes for the truth.

      After what must’ve been an eternity, he relaxed, and gave me a small smile. He stood and fixed his rumpled uniform.

      “My apologies for that. I do believe you’re telling me the truth, but just to confirm. You’re telling me that no one has taught you how to manipulate your Ki?”

      I gulped. Piper had been teaching me a little, but it was just the very basics, nothing about ‘Ki stealing’ or whatever he was talking about.

      He caught my hesitation. “Tell me, who?”

      I shook my head. “I was only taught meditation and sensing the flow of Ki. I have no idea what you’re talking about in regard to Ki stealing.”

      “Still, I need the name.”

      “No.”

      “I could have you expelled.”

      “Then do it, but I won’t tell you.”

      Tristan stared long and hard at me before sighing. He sat back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Alex. You’re loyal, I’ll give you that. But you swear that no one taught you Ki stealing?”

      “First I’ve ever heard of it.”

      “Honest too, that’s what I was afraid of. So, you’re telling me that you just figured out how to do it on your own?”

      I shrugged and leaned against the vinyl chair. “I guess.”

      “Holy hell. Bael is going to have his hands full with you.”

      “Who?”

      “Ah, never mind. You’ll find out soon enough.” Tristan stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “No hard feelings, but in the future do not attempt Ki stealing until you’re properly trained. It can be lethal to those who don’t know how to stop it.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t tell you, it’s against the rules, but it’s dangerous, powerful, and you’re not ready for it.”

      He looked down at my hand and grinned. “But you can obviously see the results. Your hand isn’t a hundred percent healed, best give it a week or so before you go too heavy, but the boost my Ki gave you sped up the recovery time tenfold.”

      Tristan warned me again about the dangers of Ki stealing and led me back to the elevator. As I pushed the button to head back to the reception area, he offered me his hand, which I shook.

      “Congratulations on passing the midterms by the way. I hope you enjoy your vacation.” His eyes grew dark. “There won’t be much more time for you kids to enjoy your youth. Best to make the most of it while you can.”

      The door closed before I could ask what he meant, and I rode it up and walked aimlessly back outside as the too-chipper young woman wished me a wonderful day.

      My head was reeling from our brief conversation and I had far more questions than answers. I guess I really shouldn’t be messing around with my Ki when I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Tristan said it could’ve been lethal.

      I’ve nearly killed two people today because of my Ki. It’s not a toy or a game. That’s the first thing the teachers drilled into our heads in Ki studies. I’m a fool.

      I walked back to the dorm with my head down, my mood soured.

      By the time I got back to my room, I was feeling a little better. The walk had been brisk, and I thought about asking J if he wanted to game with me for a bit. I knew it would cheer me up.

      As I unlocked the door, I hung my blazer up and called out to J. There was no response and the door to his room was open.

      Guess he’s out with the girls.

      With nothing else to do, I cleaned our already-pristine apartment until everything sparkled. I even vacuumed the black carpet and when I was done I went into my room and flung myself down on the bed.

      Enjoy my vacation, huh? I was excited about our trip to the beach in a few days. Can’t get here fast enough. The events of the day had me drained and I quickly fell asleep.
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      Waking up to Ava’s hands and mouth had never been an issue in the past. It was perfect. But the sound of a busy house filled with people laughing casually put me on edge.

      I’d slept in.

      Some enjoy the luxury of extra sleep. And though I could drop down into a five-minute nap with the precision and skill of a soldier, I did not like the feeling of waking later than my body was accustomed.

      I sat up, my pulse pounding in my neck. I had no idea where my clothes were and neither Ava nor Scarlet were around. Only the bright swatches of their colorful swimsuits remained slung over the back of a chair.

      Coming to this beach house had seemed a great idea. And it had been a ton of fun so far.

      I had no clue Reagan was this loaded.

      The first day had been all about getting settled in. We’d shown up late at night, and nobody could find the light switches. Once Reagan got the code to work on the house AI though, everything was smooth sailing.

      And damn, was this a house.

      Even the room I found myself in was luxurious. A king-sized bed, polished wooden furniture, and tall ceiling made everything seem grand and inviting. And this is the guest room.

      The second day of our trip had been sacrificed to Dionysus. We’d gotten day drunk, and that inevitably led into a second party at night. I couldn’t be sure, but I was pretty certain everyone had passed out by 8pm.

      Yesterday was the most fun so far. Not only had we found some tide pools locally to spend the day messing around in, the girls had made a surprise for Alex and I when we returned.

      We’d been told to sit outside on the patio chairs while we sipped beers and chatted idly. Then Ava and Piper had announced they were ready.

      When Alex and I had stepped back inside, the lighting was dramatic and music pumped from hidden speakers.

      Though it didn’t play to either of our strengths, Alex and I had danced with everyone a half dozen times before they finally allowed us to quit.

      Then the after party had begun.

      Scarlet and Ava had me up and active until well after midnight, and my memory was more than a little fuzzy.

      Though Reagan had been sleeping upstairs in the master bedroom, I thought I remembered hearing a few muffled sounds coming from Alex and Piper’s room.

      It was great that Alex had finally made his move, but I didn’t know if they’d gone all the way yet. Considering how he blushed when I asked him about it, I’d given up long ago.

      He would open up and tell me when he was ready.

      I rested my head against the wall and stared up at the ceiling.

      I was grumpy and disoriented, and though everyone was kind, this trip was starting to wear on me.

      Something about sharing a house with so many people bugged me though. Are we gonna start calling each other tribe or fam soon? Shoot me now before it gets any worse.

      I took a deep breath, pushing down the anxiety that thrummed in my chest and neck. This is normal, man. You just slept too long, I told myself, trying to calm down.

      With my eyes closed, I focused on the Ki cycling breathing technique I’d found online. I was still technically not allowed to learn more of manipulating my Ki, and after seeing what had happened with Alex, I could understand why.

      But we were on a hard path, one that had no second chances.

      I needed to get ahead if possible. Or, if I were honest with myself, I had to catch up to Alex.

      I breathed, imagining the circle of fire in my gut. The technique was simple. Imagine the circuit of Ki within yourself and focus on pushing it along in a clockwise direction.

      As I breathed in and out, my body began to relax, the tension in my muscles slowly fading.

      For as long as I could remember, I’d had this strange, panicked response to unaccountable sleep. Part of me thought it had to do with how deep I’d been sleeping, like my body had let its guard down, and upon waking, was terrified.

      Just focus, J. Keep focusing on the damned circuit.

      After a time, my imagined version of the Ki flowing within me solidified. I saw it like a cord of brilliant fire, twisting around slowly.

      I pushed at it, urging it to cycle faster.

      Nothing really happened, but the technique had mentioned it could take years for a noticeable difference to occur.

      I didn’t have years, not even close. I had to get something moving soon or I’d be left behind, left alone again. And this time, I wouldn’t have any fancy academy to run away to.

      This was my last shot.

      The circuit burned away, and I pictured my focus as a tiny paddle. I’d brush the stream of Ki with the paddle, trying to push it along its course.

      My skin suddenly grew warm and sweat broke out on my neck. Then, a minuscule amount of the fiery cord seemed to lurch ahead.

      A bang echoed through the room, and I opened my eyes to see Ava crashing through the door.

      Instantly, all the anxiety and tension I’d just released absorbed into my body again.

      I stood staring at Ava who hadn’t yet noticed what she’d done to me. Instead, her hands were up in a fighting stance, and a grinning Scarlet was coming in after her.

      “Try that again and I’ll put you down, Scarlet,” Ava said.

      Scarlet laughed, all confidence in her eyes. “Not so sure about that. You’re just lucky we’re friends.”

      Ava dropped her hands and turned to me with an offended look. “Did you hear that, J? She said I’m only her friend. And to think, I went down on you last night. Really hurts, Scarlet.”

      The girls laughed, then fell onto the edge of the bed, turning to face me.

      When Ava saw my expression, she sobered. “What is it? Sorry, we were just having some fun. Did we wake you?”

      “No,” I admitted. “More like I was trying to calm down a little and you scared the shit out of me. It’s fine though, really.”

      Scarlet reached out a hand and squeezed my big toe. “You sure? Look a little like you want to kill somebody.”

      I sighed and rubbed my face.

      She was right. I certainly felt that way. I also wanted to vomit. No way that would help anyone.

      “Breakfast. Can we just do breakfast?”

      Scarlet stood up and turned to leave. “I’ll pop some toast down for you. Alex made a ton of eggs and pancakes. Dude loves to cook!”

      “Just don’t forget who taught him to make pancakes.” I laughed, but it was false.

      Ava gave Scarlet a more than friendly smack on the behind, but then turned back to me.

      In a quiet voice, she asked again. “Hey. What is it, J? You can tell me you know?”

      “I can’t though. Sorry. It just isn’t how I operate,” I responded automatically, giving her the same treatment as I’d done so many times before.

      “You can. You just have to decide to trust me.”

      For a moment, I sensed her struggling. We’d been here before, and the issue was coming up more and more.

      I’d opened up about some of the general stuff. My dad was a nightmare. Haven’t seen my mom in years. I have a chip on my fucking shoulder that everyone can see.

      She wanted more though.

      Then she let it go as gracefully and patiently as always. “Okay, sweetie. Put on some clothes and come out of this cave. It’s almost noon. See you soon?”

      I grunted and hopped out of bed. I found a new pair of swim trunks and a tank top and pulled them on.

      Then I headed out to see the fam.

      I emerged to find the rest of the crew nursing drinks or sitting before long-dispatched plates of food. Piper and Reagan were sitting on either side of Alex, and the man himself was staring right at me.

      He nodded politely, seeming to sense my mood. “Feeling up for a game of volleyball soon? Me and the girls were talking about how it would be fun. We have two natural teams of three. What do you say?”

      “And pass up a chance to beat you? I’m in,” I said, trying to rouse a smile onto my face.

      Reagan giggled. “With hair like that, I don’t doubt you.”

      I ran my hand over my epic bed head and laughed. “Oh this? I have to pay someone a lot of money to keep up this look. Now, what did I hear about a ton of eggs?”

      Everyone was kind enough to chat about everything and nothing at all while I shoveled food down my throat. I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I knew the meal would settle my stomach.

      Sure enough, after I’d finished a second helping, and Ava had brought me a cup of coffee, I was feeling right as rain.

      A half hour later, we all tumbled out the huge patio door at the back of the house.

      The house was quite literally on the beach. My mind was still grappling with the concept. Reagan’s parents had so much damn money that they could afford a house for funsies.

      In Reagan’s words, they owned “an East Coast house and a West Coast house for business.” The beach house, though, was just to “have somewhere to relax.”

      The fact that the house was built on sand, and was in many ways in constant danger of a serious storm of foundation issues didn’t seem to matter.

      No, J, now is not the time to think about money. Just let it go, I reminded myself and jogged to catch up.

      Two men in the company of four women, Alex and I were lucky indeed.

      I strode beside him and the girls ran ahead, every soft portion of their bodies shimmying slightly as they jogged over the sand.

      I opened my mouth but before I could say anything, Alex did it for me. “I know, J. I know.”

      “Makes me want to be a poet. I mean, how can so much sexy exist in one place?” I asked, trying to look as serious as possible.

      Alex cracked up and shook his head. “There is no answer to that question. We just have to be happy we’re here.”

      The volleyball courts were a half mile down the beach, but we walked all the way to the shore first before turning that way. Strolling in the firmer sand made for a more pleasant walk.

      Piper and Ava were talking about Ki, or rather, the teacher who taught the class, and Reagan and Scarlet jogged ahead to pick up shells.

      Piper had a white bikini on, and for the sake of friendship, I was determined not to admire her figure. Not directly at least.

      But the woman was built to last.

      She wasn’t tall enough to hide even a single one of her curves. Alex was a lucky man.

      Ava had a yellow suit on, the bright color vibrant against her gorgeous brown skin. I’d teased her a few too many times already about it. The moment her skin got some real sun, she’d begun to turn a deeper shade of gorgeous.

      When I saw it was a sensitive subject, I’d let it drop.

      Scarlet and Reagan were equally gorgeous as well, though in different ways.

      With her tall frame and wide face, Scarlet had a runway look if not for her wide hips and huge breasts.

      Reagan reminded me of a magazine beauty. Her features were so delicate and precise they seemed air-brushed. Her damn hair was the color of spun honey! And here I thought I wasn’t a poet.

      Laughing to myself, I shook the distractions away and focused on my friend. “So, man, stoked to get back to training? I know we’re supposed to want to relax and do nothing all day, but it is kinda making me crazy.”

      “Yeah, I understand. Ever since the midterms, I’ve wanted nothing more than to control the rush inside me. Being out of control is a new experience for me, and I don’t like it.”

      I patted him on the back. “You’ll be fine, Alex. You learned how to turn your senses on and off like fucking buttons on a control panel. You’ll figure this out too.”

      At last, we made it to the courts, and the teams were split up.

      To make things a bit interesting, the girls decided to switch sides. Piper and Reagan were on my team and Alex was teamed up with Ava and Scarlet.

      I wasn’t particularly talented at volleyball, but I could play most sports without embarrassing myself.

      Alex, though poised and graceful, was having a hard time this morning, and the first game went to us in a manner of minutes.

      “Come on, Alex. Don’t tell me that was your best,” I teased. “What’s the saying? Oh yeah. Why don’t you put a little back into it?”

      He laughed good-naturedly and served the next round.

      I fell to my knees and popped the ball up. Piper set it up for Reagan, and Reagan sent it flying over the net.

      Scarlet jumped up and spiked the ball though, and the first point went to their team.

      I gave Scarlet a wink who was looking quite proud of herself, and got ready for the next serve.

      When it came, Piper popped it up perfectly and I jumped up and slammed it. The ball flew down at an angle and Alex just missed it.

      Ava helped him up, and though I could see he was beginning to grow a bit frustrated, I threw a comment out anyway.

      “Going back to that song, Alex. You need to know it doesn’t really mean back. It means you need to put your ass into it.”

      Reagan slapped my arm, shaking her head.

      Ava too had noticed that I might have gone a little too far. Alex and I were roommates though. We knew a lot about ourselves. And though Alex was indeed getting angry, his feelings weren’t hurt.

      As if proving a point, he took the ball and prepared for another serve.

      I walked back and crouched down, getting ready.

      Alex stared at me for a moment, holding the ball in his hand. Then he served again.

      The serve came at me low and easy. All I had to do was pop it up and over the net. I didn’t even have to move.

      Then Alex moved like a storm.

      He dashed past Ava and Scarlet and leapt into the air.

      A streak of pale blue lit up his arm and flashed out as he struck the ball.

      The volleyball burst on contact, the sound loud enough to draw the attention of other beachgoers. Then the ball fell limp and defeated in front of me.

      Everyone was quiet, staring up at Alex who stood fuming, a hint of Ki still enveloping his hand.

      Absently, he rubbed on his knuckles. He’d mentioned how his hand had been healed, but it wasn’t perfect yet. Such a powerful blow might have caused some damage.

      I could see it in his eyes. He felt bad about his actions, and he might even have been considering an apology.

      But I couldn’t hold it back any longer.

      I doubled over and laughed, staring at the hopeless ball. It had been blasted apart by my friend’s reckless use of power. Though a few people were already staring at us, I couldn’t stop laughing.

      The girls joined in soon enough, and the tension finally melted away. Alex even tried to apologize, walking up to the net and calling my name.

      “Leave him alone,” Ava said, her smile broad. “I think he’s a little broken.”

      I tried to catch my breath, and I almost lost it again when I met eyes with Scarlet. Her face was crimson, and her stomach was tight with laughter as well.

      Finally, I managed a few words before losing it all once more. “Now that, Alex, is putting your ass into it.”
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      Piper’s hand on my chest was incredibly distracting as I tried to focus on my flow of Ki. I kept my eyes closed and focused solely on the heat that flooded through my veins. It circled around my heart like water sucked down a drain, but then resurfaced and spread to every inch of my body. I focused entirely on this moment as Piper removed her hand and went around to the others.

      After my incident with Tristan, I had been reluctant to start working with my Ki again, but under Piper’s careful watch, I didn’t think I could get into much trouble.

      And then I went and popped the damn volleyball. Like an asshole.

      I shook my head and pushed my thoughts down. While focusing on my Ki was much easier now, I still didn’t want to get overconfident and start messing around with it unsupervised.

      This impromptu lesson is because of me; I need to concentrate. Piper told me just to focus on feeling for it, she didn’t say anything about playing around with it. Though that was partially my fault. I hadn’t told her about what had happened with Tristan. I hadn’t told anyone.

      Though if this keeps going like it has for the past couple days, we’ll be here for at least an hour. It was a little boring just sitting here since I could already feel and manipulate my Ki. Maybe I can get away with a little exploration.

      I shied away from anything close to Ki stealing, but since it had happened, I had really been wanting to try and replicate whatever had happened with Donovan and the midterm fight. Using my water analogy, I opened the floodgates and let the majority of my Ki flow into my hand like I had before, but since there was no other Ki present, this time I focused on keeping my Ki contained inside my fist and to not let any leak out.

      We hadn’t gone over Ki leakage and how to prevent it in our little group study sessions, but I knew the basics from Ki studies, so I just had to take what I knew and try and fail until I figured it out.

      At first it was incredibly difficult. Despite my best efforts to condense it and keep it in the center of my palm, my Ki had a mind of its own and spread to my fingertips and slowly leaked out with every breath I took. It was just a few drops, but it was more than I was willing to lose.

      My first attempt was just to visualize holding my Ki in a cage in my palm, but cages have holes and the Ki just slipped out and I was back where I started. I tried to think about various containers, but each one had its own flaws and I kept failing, losing more and more Ki each second.

      After what felt like ten minutes of this, I realized that my current method of visualizing wouldn’t cut it and I switched to a different method.

      What if instead of keeping it contained, it’s more like a water hose and the Ki flows along a single route to the only exit available, my fingertips? What if I pinch or close off the hose?

      It was worth thinking about.

      But that will have to be something I try later, I let too much of it escape and I need to rest.

      I stopped trying to force my Ki to bend to my will and let it return to my body and I heaved a sigh as warmth spread over me. Depriving my body of Ki is kind of unpleasant, I need to work on regulating it when I practice next.

      With nothing else to work on at the moment, I didn’t feel like sitting around for the others focused on their meditations. I opened my eyes and nearly stumbled back.

      Everyone was staring at me.

      I jolted back and my legs were numb from sitting in one position for so long, so I only managed to get tangled under my own feet and fall back, nearly slamming my head on the rich hardwood floor.

      When I worked out how to stand, I did, and glared at everyone.

      “What the hell, guys?”

      “What the hell us? What the hell you?” J said, his forehead creasing.

      I stared blankly at them, not sure what they were getting at. I pointed at them. “Shouldn’t you all still be meditating?”

      Scarlet threw her hands up and harumphed. “Dude, we finished like twenty minutes ago. You’ve been sitting there for nearly an hour and a half.”

      Shit really? “Okay, but what’s with the third degree?”

      “Do you not see your hand?” Piper asked.

      I looked down at the fading ethereal glow of Ki as it flowed back through my body. Oh, that would do it, alright.

      “Ah,” I so eloquently said as my hand returned to normal.

      Piper dropped to her knees and got right in my face; our noses were an inch apart. She has a small freckle on the side of her nose, it’s cute. She took my chin in her hands.

      “Since when have you been able to control your Ki?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck and glanced away from her. “Since the last day of the midterms, I guess. I sorta figured out how after I punched Donovan.”

      Not to mention grabbing all that Ki from Tristan.

      She harrumphed and frowned, pouting. Piper stood and went to sit on the couch while I got up. She folded her arms over her chest and crossed her legs.

      “Well, Alex, I guess you don’t have to attend our Ki studies sessions any longer.”

      “What why?”

      “Because I can’t teach you anything!” Piper threw her hands up. “All I’m trying to do is help prepare us all for when we get our runes, but you can already control the Ki inside you. Alex, you shouldn’t be able to do that without a rune.”

      I opened my mouth, but Reagan spoke first. “That’s not exactly true. All those old stories about men and women who became Ascendants before we discovered the runes.”

      Piper waved her off. “Those are just stories, no one actually believes them.”

      A pit rose as my stomach lurched. I gritted my teeth as the familiar grief stirred in my heart.

      “I do,” I said. “My mother used to tell me those stories every night before I went to bed. I loved them, they made me feel so safe, and they’re what made me want to become a hero in the first place.”

      Piper’s face softened as she stood from the couch. “Alex─”

      “I’m gonna go get some air.”

      I walked past everyone out of the living room and pushed the sliding glass door aside as I stepped out onto the beach. The morning air was crisp, but the heat had already begun to rise and I knew the cool morning air couldn’t withstand the sun.

      My shoes hit the wooden deck and I quickly rolled up my pants legs before I stepped to the sand. The grains were already warming up as I walked to the edge of the water and sat down.

      The ocean was breathtaking, as the soft blue waves broke and crashed against the shore. I sat down and just stared at them for a moment.

      I wasn’t angry at Piper in the slightest. I was angry at myself.

      I’m sorry, Mom, it’s been a while since I’ve thought about you. I guess I was having fun and let the time slip past. I miss you. And I miss Dad.

      Haven’t talked to him in a couple weeks either. I should probably call him.

      Despite the early morning in California, it’d be almost midnight in Osaka. He might be awake.

      I risked it and dialed. It rang for a second or two before my dad’s scratchy voice filled my ear.

      “You okay, Alex? It’s late.”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Sorry if I woke you up.”

      “Not at all, I just got home actually. Work has been brutal lately. What’s up, kiddo?”

      “Just wanted to hear your voice. I’ll let you get some sleep.”

      “Okay. You sure that’s all?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Alright, son. But call me soon, feels like we haven’t talked in ages.”

      I hung up and put my phone away, already feeling better. I should probably get back inside. Just as I was about to get up, sand crunched as footsteps came my way. I didn’t even have to look to know who it was.

      J sat down next to me and bumped my shoulder with his.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Just needed a minute to myself.” I chuckled. “Though I’m surprised to see you and not Piper here. I figured she would run after me.”

      “She wanted to, but I stepped in, told her I would handle it.”

      I kicked at a clump of sand and sighed. “Not that I don’t appreciate it, but why?”

      “Because, you’re my best fucking friend, and I sorta know what you’re feeling.” J thumbed back to the beach house. “Everyone in there are all amazing people, but they’re naïve in some ways. They haven’t gone through what you and I have. You know what my home life was like. Both of my parents are alive, but I haven’t seen or spoken to my mom in years, so I know what you’re feeling.”

      “I appreciate it, but I’m not upset, honest. I just realized I’ve been having so much fun with everyone that I haven’t even thought about my family in a while, and I felt guilty at that.”

      J clapped me on the shoulder and stood. “Well that’s an easy fix. Should go and see your dad soon. I’ll go with you, we can nerd out, maybe go visit one of those maid cafes I’ve heard so much about.”

      I laughed and it felt good. All the tension in me evaporated and I smiled at the big idiot.

      “Yeah, that sounds like a blast.”

      He held his hand out and I took it as he hauled me up.

      “You should take your own advice and go see your mom.”

      “Yeah…maybe I will.”

      The two of us walked back to the house where everyone waited for us. Piper immediately came over and I smiled down at her as she pulled me into a quick kiss.

      “Everything is going to be alright,” I said as we broke apart. “Now who wants pancakes? I’m starving!”

      Everyone quickly voiced their agreement and I smiled as I glanced at J.

      “You heard them, to the kitchen, Pancake Master.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He smiled back. “But don’t think for a second you’re not going to help.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of our vacation blurred into days spent simply enjoying each other’s company and having as much fun as we possibly could before we had to go back to Wyvern and face reality once more. That was the beauty of vacations, you could just forget for a while, but one could never keep the real world at bay for long.

      Though by the time our last day came around, I was a little tired of the beach. I’d had one of the best times of my life with everyone, but as the final day arrived, I wanted nothing more than to have a blast and then head back to school. I missed my own bed.

      Too much of a homebody, I guess.

      Once we’d eaten, we all relaxed at the beach. Piper sat beside me as I tried to tan at least a little while Scarlet, Ava, Reagan, and J played volleyball.

      “It’s a shame we have to leave tomorrow,” Piper said as she stared up at the sky.

      Piper had bought a number of bathing suits for the trip, but I hadn’t seen this one on her yet, and it was probably my favorite.

      She wore a thin, black two-piece that left just enough to the imagination, but the dark material accented her brilliant red hair. And as she turned over and leaned back on her hands, the light of the sun struck her face and her pale skin glowed.

      Piper closed her eyes and I let myself drink her in. Her bust strained against the side of her bikini and her nipples rose ever so slightly at the peak of her chest, taunting my eyes.
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      I let my gaze fall down her slender and toned stomach and lingered over the seductive V of her hips and down her shapely legs.

      “I like that look on your face,” Piper said, smirking at me.

      I chuckled. “You caught me.”

      She crooked a finger at me and sat up. With a smile she reached over and tossed me something. I caught it without looking and glanced down at the bottle of sunscreen in my hand.

      “Why don’t you help me out since I can’t reach my back.”

      Her eyes glinted mischievously and pulled me in. I was more than happy to oblige her. She lay on her back and quickly undid the top of her swimsuit. The black string danced over her flesh as it fell to the side. I moved on top of her and placed my coated hands gently on her lower back.

      Piper tensed as my cold hands touched her skin, but she relaxed as they traveled up and over her shoulder blades. I took my time, making sure I didn’t miss a single spot. Piper didn’t complain, as my touch grew deeper. Her breathing increased and she let out a little squeak of a moan as I gave her a light massage.

      After a few minutes, she sighed in delight and tilted her head to look at me, a smirk half formed on her pink lips. “You missed a spot.”

      I squinted. “Where?”

      She took my hands and guided them under her arms to the side of her chest as my fingers were enveloped in softness.

      “Right here.”

      Piper leaned up, letting my hands glide over her skin as her breasts filled my palms. Her back arched and pressed her ass into my hips.

      “Piper!”

      “No one’s watching, they’re too busy trying to fend off J’s spikes to notice.”

      I glanced up, and she was correct. The others were completely oblivious, too focused on their game to even pay attention to us.

      “You’re right, but still. Isn’t this a bit too public?”

      “I mean it is a private beach, but I wasn’t suggesting we strip naked right here.” She laughed. “As fun as that might be. I was only teasing you.

      “I like the sweet and caring side of you, Alex, but you could be a little more assertive when it comes to me.”

      She was right. But I knew that. J, hell everyone, was right that I was playing this too slow. I couldn’t lie that I was nervous as hell. I cared so much for Piper, but I was terrified that I’d ruin things. I’d let my nervousness turn to cowardice, and the few times that Piper and I had remotely gotten sexual, she’d taken the lead.

      Maybe it’s time to come out of my shell a bit. I’ve let the ostracization of the past cling to me for far too long now. I’m not in Japan anymore, I’m not the same person anymore.

      I steeled myself, quieted my hammering heart, and smiled as I leaned over her, her red hair brushing across my lips as I reached her ear.

      “Assertive?” I removed one hand from her breast and ran my fingers down her sternum and over the smooth muscles of her abs. My fingers brushed the tight fabric of her bikini bottom as I slid under them.

      A coarse, almost wiry patch of hair prickled my fingertips as I edged closer to her crevice. A slick warmth met me, and Piper shuddered.

      “I can be assertive,” I said as my fingers slid into her.

      She shivered and let slip a breathy moan. Before I could continue, she shot up and took me by the hand, not caring about retying her bikini top.

      Sand stuck to her obliques and the sides of her bust as she stood, but she was still the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

      Piper held out her hand to me. I stood and took it.

      “C’mon,” I said as I led her back to the house.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, a smirk in her voice.

      “To finish what we started.”
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        * * *

      

      It hadn’t been quick. It had been slow, passionate. We’d both taken our time and only hours later as we lay tangled together under the bedsheets did we feel the need to speak.

      Piper lay curled onto my chest, her breathing languid as her emerald eyes stared back at me.

      “I really like assertive you.” She flashed me a smile and leaned up to kiss me.

      “I think I like assertive me too.”

      The light streaming through the window beside the bed had slowly dimmed from a bright white to a low orange and now the skyline dripped purple.

      As we both lay there, I was content to stay in bed all night, holding Piper, but a rumbling gurgle echoed through the quiet room and we both laughed.

      “Someone’s hungry.”

      “Well, we both got a good workout in today.”

      Piper chuckled as she stood up. “The cardio was fantastic, but I’m starving too, let’s go see if the others want pizza.”

      “Well, I know what J’s response will be.”

      She giggled as she padded to the dresser and threw on one of my shirts and a pair of my underwear. She tossed a pair to me as well with a smirk.

      We both changed and headed out to the living room, but no one was inside. I was about to ask where everyone was, but a subtle thump sounded from the beach and a few seconds after an explosion of light lit up the fading sky.

      “Fireworks. Let’s go and join them,” Piper said, pulling me along.

      As we reached the others, everyone turned and smiled at us.

      “Bout time you two lovebirds joined us,” J said, tossing me an artillery shell.

      “My bad.”

      J laughed, but Reagan crossed her arms under her chest. “I hope you know you’re washing the sheets before we leave.”

      I held up my hands and promised her that the house would be pristine before we all left. She relented and turned back to the beach. I walked over to the mortar stand and dropped the lit shell in.

      Everyone took a step back as the shell launched and blue sparks cascaded high above us.

      Piper’s hand found mine as she stood next to me and we watched as the light faded and J loaded another one.

      Scarlet and Ava chased each other around with lit sparklers and pretended to sword fight as more shells shot into the air.

      As three exploded at once, Piper gasped. The rainbow lights lit up her face and reflected in her gorgeous eyes.

      I leaned close to her and pressed my lips to her ear. “I love you.”

      She blushed and drew me in for a kiss. When we pulled away, she kissed me quickly once more and smiled. “I love you too.”
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      My hand throbbed and sweat ran down my forehead. It had already been a grueling day and I could see no sign of the pace letting up.

      When I’d first arrived at Wyvern Academy, I’d brought the whole jaded student vibe with me.

      Now, I worked like a fucking beast just trying to keep up with the rest of the nerds around me. At last, the bell rang, and our professor’s lecture was cut short.

      Demonology had immediately struck me as a waste of time. But after a couple weeks of struggling through the material, I could see how a fundamental knowledge of how the whole demon debacle had begun was useful.

      I shook out my hand and looked up to see Professor Isthmus staring patiently at us until the last student had stopped their premature packing up.

      “I’ll ask you all again, just one more time, to please wait until you’ve been excused before packing up. Next time, I will take great pleasure in sending you to speak with Kenneth Hawke.”

      I grinned. Nobody else in here had any desire to have a chat with the big man. I still had to talk with him regularly. Being part of the IDC came with its perks though.

      When everyone was silent again, Professor Isthmus let us go in proper fashion. “Remember your essays are due next Monday. I don’t want any lazy free writes showing up on my desk. If it appears you’ve turned in a mere first draft, I will refuse to grade it. Have a good day!”

      I laughed, enjoying the usual complete lack of transition. Isthmus would threaten to flay you alive and then send you off on your way with a smile.

      Packing up last of all, I threw my pack over my shoulder.

      “Your studies have improved, James. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      Dumbfounded, I turned to face the woman. “Really? You think I’m doing okay?”

      Professor Isthmus smiled at me and removed her glasses. While cleaning them on her blouse, she answered. “I doubt you’ll be winning a Nobel Prize for Literature, but yes, James, I do. Keep it up.”

      I stumbled out of the classroom expecting the world to come crashing down on my head.

      I made my way toward the gym, ignoring my surroundings. No way. J the student. J the scholar!

      A strange mix of self-deprecatory humor and pride filled me, and I chose to latch onto the second one.

      I had been trying, giving it my all in fact. Getting recognized for something I’d done in a classroom though, that was something special.

      At last I made it to the Stone gym.

      Fitz and Mo were already there.

      Fitz was covered in a sheen of sweat and her abs rippled as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Damn, what did I miss? You two spar?” I asked.

      Mo shook his head and held a hand out for Fitz to explain.

      I gave the girl a few moments to catch her breath. “I’ve been trying to adapt Leopard into something new. Tried to incorporate a Crane technique into my own, but I don’t think I’m built for it. Crane is for tall people like you, J.”

      “Mixing forms… sounds interesting. But yeah, Crane isn’t for either of us. I’d sooner switch to Tiger. Go straight for the bloody kill.”

      Mo chuffed, moving into the center of the pad. “Tiger is overrated. In fact, the only animal style kung fu worth a damn is Toad. I think you all know that.”

      Fitz scoffed and looked ready to challenge him on the spot. But I conceded part of his point. “Tiger can be effective as hell, but I agree. It is a bit puffed up. What else could you mix with Leopard though? Boar would be crazy, though not really similar enough.”

      We threw out a few more names, even getting into specific subclasses.

      Then it dawned on me. “Hold on, guys. This might be worth thinking about. So, Leopard is about quick first strikes and deadly follow-ups. It is about evasion, stealth. It is also primarily a high stance style. Wolf, however, is low and favors a more direct path. Now, I’m not sure if it’ll work but combining those two sounds interesting.”

      I watched as Fitz scrunched up her face, considering my idea. “Would be hard to go between fighting high and low. I’m down to give it a shot though.”

      Mo shook his head. “What if you two combined the styles into a group effort. One of you could fight in Leopard, the other Wolf. The high and low styles would complement one another. Imagine trying to defend yourself against that?”

      I dropped my bag, suddenly feeling enthusiastic. There were few things in this world more exciting than learning new styles of fighting.

      “Okay, let’s start with Leopard,” I suggested to Fitz. “And we can fight against our lovely friend Mo here. Then, when his amazing Toad stance proves too difficult to defeat, I’ll drop into Wolf. What do you say?”

      She smiled, her white teeth looking a little too much like fangs.

      Mo sensed her enthusiasm as well, and predictably, tried to back out. I promised him a twelve-pack as reward, and we fell into a familiar rhythm.

      Looking nervous, Mo held up his hand and sunk into his deep Toad posture.

      I shot a look at Fitz who was already bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Let’s kick his ass,” she said at last, moving toward our friend with confidence.

      “No, let’s not kick anyone’s ass,” Mo replied, rolling away from the high kicks Fitz had sent at his head.

      The match was uneven, of course, but Toad excelled at keeping foes at a distance when needed.

      He rolled away before reversing his direction and sending a kick at Fitz’s back leg.

      I moved in for a low kick of my own, and he was forced to break off his attack.

      We repeated the first tentative maneuvers of the sparring match until Fitz and I found a rhythm. Attacking as one, I launched three sweeping kicks in a row. Fitz jumped in the air, striking downwards with a series of knuckle punches.

      The results were terrifically disastrous.

      Unable to evade both attacks, Mo held up his arms to block Fitz, but was knocked flat when one of my kicks caught him behind the legs.

      Flat on his back, Fitz landed astride him, her fists poised to strike. The tiny woman smiled in his face and held out a hand. “Again?”

      An hour later, and poor Mo was covered in bruises. He was a good sport about it though, and we all made plans to meet up again and try to work out a more efficient way of combining the two styles into a single fight.

      I made it back to the apartment just as the sun was setting.

      A breeze dragged leaves across the ground before me and made me bundle up even tighter in my training jacket.

      Winter had arrived a little sooner than for those who lived down on the ground. Being a few thousand feet up in the air made the season come sooner and more pronounced than it normally would have been.

      Alex was stretching in the living room when I came in. “Hey! I did something crazy. I ordered in!” he called out, his head tucked between his legs in a forward fold.

      “No way! No six-course meal to cook?”

      “I learned something valuable from a friend of mine. Laziness is a viable method of self-preservation!”

      I laughed, remembering how I’d slurred those exact words on our beach trip. “Sounds like a genius!” I hollered as I dove into the bathroom for a quick shower.

      I emerged fresh and half-starved.

      Alex had indeed ordered in, and we spent fifteen minutes destroying lasagna, bread sticks, and a couple sausage calzones.

      I groaned, swallowing the last salty bite. “Gods above, that was good. I swear, if I had to choose one food item to survive on, a freaking calzone wouldn’t be a bad choice. They’re even travel ready!”

      “Mmm,” Alex tried, a bit of sauce at the corner of his mouth. He swallowed and wiped his face before trying again. “Yeah, I agree. Though sushi is just too diverse. If the chosen food item was a category of food, I’d go with sushi. There are hundreds if not thousands of options.”

      I shook my head. “Nope, that isn’t an item. Would you choose your favorite roll or a calzone?”

      He scratched his head and offered an alternative. “How about both together. Unagi calzone does sound amazing.”

      “Eel in a calzone. Hell, why not?”

      We cleaned up and made our way into the living room. Since coming back to school, we’d both been so busy that this was our first legit roommate night together.

      No girls, no distractions, we had made plans to watch two films.

      “We have to watch mine first,” I demanded. “Not because I think it’s better, but because it requires a lot of attention. Don’t worry, you’re going to love it.”

      Alex conceded the matter easily enough, and I thumbed the remote until “Once Upon a Time in China” was playing on our TV.

      The movie was as epic as it always was, and Alex seemed thoroughly convinced of its awesomeness. I threw him the remote. “Your turn, man. I’m honestly pretty excited to see how this one goes.”

      Alex lifted an eyebrow. “I’ll have you know that Princess Mononoke is an unshakable classic. You down for the real challenge?”

      “Maybe. What challenge?”

      “We watch the whole film in Japanese. No subtitles. Just enjoy it for what it is. I guarantee, when we finish, you’ll have understood everything.”

      I raised my hands to protest. “Alex, I don’t speak any Japanese. Like none. I don’t know if that is gonna work.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t wait. Tea?”

      Alex nodded, and I left to boil some water while he messed with the television.

      The apartment was silent, and I closed my eyes, listening to the water percolate as it began to boil.

      “That last night, J. At the beach house,” Alex said, his voice quiet, almost shy.

      My eyes shot open and I spun to stare at my roommate. “No! You mean?”

      “Yeah, man! We did. And my god, Piper is a dream!”

      I laughed and slapped my hand on the counter. “That’s my roomie! Excellent work, my friend. Now I can relax.”

      “Why’s that?” he asked, his face soft with happiness.

      “Because now I don’t need to worry about Piper taking off on you. She’s a good girl. Can’t let her go if you can help it, Alex. I’m pretty sure she is fundamentally a better person than either of us.”

      He looked up at the ceiling, thinking about my words, then shot back, “Ava too. She’s a gem, J. You can’t screw that up either.”

      “Amen to that.”

      I poured two cups of lychee tea and brought them over. He spent a few minutes getting me pumped up and prepared for the film.

      “There’s a few things you should know,” he began. “First off, there are many sides happening here, different factions that are more or less opposed with one another. Yet ultimately, there is only a single antagonist.”

      I sipped my tea and gestured for him to continue. “Okay, got it. Anything else?”

      “The deeper story focuses mostly on an attribute that all mankind often shares. I…” Alex faltered, rubbing his hands together. “No, better not. Just enjoy yourself and we can have a full wrap-up discussion when we’re done. Cool?”

      “Fine by me,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket.

      I’d put the phone on silent before starting our movie night, and sure enough, Ava had already sent a few texts.

      

      “Hey hey!!! Hope you two lovebirds are having a good night. Scarlet and I are having a blast! We bought three new outfits each. It’s basically a runway show over here… miss you… sexy times tomorrow?”

      

      I sent her a quick reply, knowing she’d want some sense of connection.

      

      “You got it. Just the two of us? Or maybe room for Haruki or Scarlet? Up to you. Miss you too. Movies are epic. Turning phone off now!!!!!!!”

      

      I sent the text and powered off my phone.

      When I looked up, Alex was chatting with Piper briefly, but he soon finished as well.

      “Let’s do this,” Alex said and held up the remote.

      Before he could start the film, a knock came from our front door.

      We both exchanged surprised looks. Our girls weren’t expected, and few other friends would come by so late.

      It wasn’t just that though. The knock had that formal rhythm and force that only cops or parents usually know how to employ.

      I sighed and stood up. “I’ll get it.”

      Alex shifted on the couch and watched me head over and open the door.

      There, standing before me in pristine clothes and perfectly manicured hair, was Tomi Icarus.

      Her mouth pulled tight into a strained grin. “Good evening, Mr. Mallory. I don’t mean to interrupt your night. I was wondering if Alex is in.”

      I stepped back and called to Alex. “It’s for you, buddy. Seems like you’re famous now.”

      Alex stood up and brushed at his shirt. Looking uncomfortable to be caught in his pajamas and barefoot, he nonetheless walked over and greeted the woman. “What do you need? Do you want to—“

      The woman cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Not at all. I make it a practice to never step inside a student’s residence. Makes for fewer lawsuits. No, I’m here about a separate matter. I’m afraid I have to ask you to come with me.”

      He nodded. “Okay, just let me change and grab my─”

      Tomi shook her head and held up a hand. “I’m afraid you misunderstood me. Come with me immediately, and bring nothing with you, leave your phone, wallet, everything.”

      What the hell is going on? I scratched my head, the movie long forgotten.

      Alex quickly emptied his pockets and walked over to the door. As he reached the door, Tomi’s face softened for an instant.

      “You won’t be returning for quite some time, if you have anything you wish to relay, I suggest you tell Mr. Mallory, and quickly.”

      Alex turned back and walked over to me. I threw my hands up.

      “Dude, what the hell?”

      “Beats me. Will you tell Piper─”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Yeah, I’ll let her know.”

      I paused, unsure of what to do, but I knew I didn’t want Alex to walk out that door without him knowing that he was my best friend.

      I pulled him into a quick hug. “You watch your ass out there, man.”

      He smiled, but it quickly faded. “Yeah, I will.”

      Compassion welled up in me, and I wanted to defend Alex, to ask why he had to leave. He’d just begun to settle into a routine. He and Piper were closer than ever, and hell, it almost seemed like Reagan was thinking of jumping in.

      And now, what? He had to leave?

      The wind blew into our apartment, cold and uninviting. Slowly, Alex walked to the door and looked at me.

      I nodded to him. “It’s gonna be fine, man. Don’t worry about it.”

      “See you, J.”

      He closed the door behind him, and I felt the full weight of his absence settle down on me all at once.

      “Good luck,” I whispered, whether to myself or as some sort of prayer, I didn’t know.

      Despite having spent so much time alone in recent years, I found I didn’t like it quite as much as I’d once thought.
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      Getting all but abducted in the middle of the night had admittedly not been on the list of things I thought could happen to me once I started attending Wyvern. Getting beaten, getting broken. Going home in shame that I failed to make the cut.

      Those had been the things I had been worried about.

      Having the director of the institute kidnap me to god knows where was a curveball of epic proportions.

      “Where are we going?” I asked for the fourth time.

      Tomi, per her usual aloofness, kept her mouth shut, but shot me a knowing look with her eyes. I can never figure her out. Each time I think I’ve done it, she surprises me. But one doesn’t get to the level of power she has by being predictable.

      She was a very intimidating woman. Though she looked to be in her early thirties, she carried herself with a grace that came after more years than she could have possibly lived.

      Though I was always intimidated by her, I couldn’t fail to notice her lean beauty. Tomi was undoubtably beautiful, but much in the way a rose is beautiful. Beautiful, refined features that disguised the thorns hiding along the stem.

      Her brilliant mahogany hair was tied back in a no-nonsense bun, and her piercing gray eyes stared right through me as we walked. Where we were going, I had no clue, but from her vague words, I knew I wouldn’t be returning for some time.

      She made me leave my phone, and I can’t even say goodbye to Piper in person. J promised me he would let the others know and he promised to tell Piper that I loved her. It’ll have to be good enough, but this is all too cloak and dagger for my tastes.

      I don’t like this one bit.

      Tomi escorted me from the dorms, past the Ceremonial Greens and to the portals. As we got to them, the rows of white portal bays shimmered and hummed with power. The purple gateways faded in and out like a mirage and sat waiting for us.

      “Okay!” I shouted and stepped away from the rows of portals. “I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me what’s going on.”

      She shook her head. “You can either take the portal with me, or I can expel you here and now, so I suggest you do as I say.”

      The same fear that rose in me when I first arrived, when I lost to Mason and thought I’d be going back home strummed through me, but I quickly shut it down.

      I was different now; I wasn’t the same scared kid I’d been when I arrived only six months ago.

      “I don’t think you will. Your student council president threatened me much in the same way but let me tell you what I think.” I paused to take a breath and met her eyes.

      “You’ve taken an unhealthy interest in me since I got here, and I mean unhealthy for me. You nearly got me killed with that stunt with Donovan, and now, when it’s nearly the middle of the night, you personally come and escort me to who knows where?”

      “I really don’t think you want me to call your bluff, Tomi. Because maybe I’ll never have a chance at Leviathan, but I think Golem would accept me just fine.”

      She smiled at me, but it was anything but kind. She had a shark’s smile. “Well, well. Looks like someone is beginning to develop a spine.”

      “No, I’m just finally beginning to see my true worth. Now answer my question, or I’ll call your bluff.”

      Tomi clicked her teeth in annoyance, tapping a long, slender finger against her lip as she weighed her options. Her eyes flashed with anger and she huffed.

      “Fine, I was going to explain when we got there anyway. You’ll be undergoing special training. I was considering enrolling you after what happened with Donovan, but when Tristan confronted me after he healed your hand, I knew it had to be done. If you don’t master your Ki, and quickly, I’m afraid you’ll end up hurting yourself before we get to see your full potential.”

      “So, I’m going to be training to harness my Ki?”

      “Exactly.”

      I still didn’t like the shadiness of it all, but learning to use my Ki was essential, rather than optional. It had to happen, and after what I’d done to Donovan, I’d rather it be sooner.

      “Okay. I’m in.”

      “Good, because I would hate to have to waste such a valuable resource. But make no mistake, valuable or not, I will not tolerate a challenge to my authority, do you understand?”

      “Long as you play it straight with me, I don’t think we’ll have an issue.”

      She smirked before nodding. Tomi turned away from me and walked over to the very last portal bay. A key reader and number pad was on the side, different from the others along the row. The others didn’t require an access card. In a flash, she punched a long string of numbers in the pad and slid a keycard she produced from the folds of her coat.

      She held her hand out for me to go ahead of her. With my heart in my shoes and trepidation thrumming though my veins, I stepped into the swirling mass of energy.

      No matter how many times I used them, I don’t think I would ever get used to the tingling sensation that traveled across my skin along with a heavy bout of vertigo as space-time bent to our whims and dumped me out of the portal.

      I stepped out onto a worn stone pathway and immediately shivered. Though we couldn’t have been higher than Wyvern, wherever I was at didn’t have the same level of technology that banished most of the chill in the air. The temperature sucked the air from my body like I’d been punched, and I fought to regulate my breathing as I glanced around.

      Lush green mountains rose as giants all around me, and a blanket of fog rolled in from on high to seep down the trees and creep over the landscape. The gray storm clouds that filled the sky held rain back by a whisper and I prayed it would keep holding back; I didn’t want to get pneumonia.

      The path I was on ended at the portal and I turned my gaze to the other end and followed the chipped and mossy stone steps as they led up a long staircase to a massive stone temple.

      I’ve never seen a temple quite like its design before. It was clearly a temple or some form of monastery, but it forsook the styles I’d come to recognize as a holy site. There were little decorations or any form of ostentatious display in the architecture. It was plain, unadorned.

      But it needed none, I knew at once that it was a place of spiritual enlightenment.

      The energy around the place is what I’m feeling. There’s great power here. Wherever here is. I think we’re in China. It certainly isn’t Japan.

      As I took in the sights, the portal behind me rippled and Tomi stepped out. Though she wore only a light coat under her Wyvern Academy suit, she didn’t so much as shiver as she walked over to me.

      “How are you not freezing?”

      “Thermal regulators built into my coat. Though getting them to mesh with the Kevlar weave was a bit of a challenge for R&D.”

      I scoffed, incredulous. I kept forgetting the amount of money Tomi wielded at her command.

      It boggled the mind.

      “So, what are we waiting for?” I asked, seeing as we were both just standing at the portal entrance.

      Tomi pointed up at the closed temple gate in the distance, the wood aged, but obviously well maintained. “We’re waiting for permission. I let them know we were coming, but still, I’d rather not have us both torn apart because we couldn’t be patient for ten minutes.”

      “Speak for yourself, I’m freezing my ass off here.”

      She chuckled. “Get used to it, you’re going to be cold for the next few months.”

      What? I whirled on her. “Months! Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Not at all. That’s being generous. It may take you up to six months. How quickly you return depends on how quickly you master your Ki.”

      I swore again, anger rising in my chest as I gritted my teeth and fought to not lash out at her. “What about my classes?”

      “Haven’t you realized yet that sitting in a classroom isn’t going to help you? I take great pride in Wyvern’s academics, but that isn’t the be all end all. You and several of your classmates have exceeded my expectations by an order of magnitude. As such you are mostly wasting your time in class. They won’t help you much when it comes time to face demons.

      “You’d better learn, and learn fast, Alex, because I don’t have time to coddle you anymore. Get tough, because it only gets worse from here.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” a rough, graveled voice said from just behind me.

      My adrenaline kicked into overdrive and a single thought flashed through my head.

      I didn’t hear him approach!

      I turned and stepped back as I caught sight of who was behind me. I gasped and settled into my on-guard stance.

      The monster was tall, well over six feet, at least four inches taller than myself. Long white hair trailed in an intricate braid across his craggy face and down his back, but I couldn’t take my eyes off his well-muscled skin the color of fresh cherry blossoms.

      The soft pink flesh was inhuman, and coupled with the thin black horns at his forehead that curved ever so slightly toward the base of his skull, told me what I was staring at.

      “A Cambion!”

      It was instinct. I lashed out with a straight lead punch. As my fist sailed toward him, his bright-yellow eyes narrowed into slits, like the eyes of a snake as he moved. The Cambion was graceful as he slipped around my punch like water and with a push on the nape of my neck, I went sprawling.

      I hit the ground and came up out of a roll. The Cambion stood in the same spot as before, but this time he wore a light smirk across his thin lips.

      “That was rude, but I understand the response. Not awful for a human, but your reflexes could use some work.”

      I was just about to engage him again, but he stood next to Tomi and they both were relaxed, neither of them prepared for battle.

      “What’s going on?”

      Tomi flashed another predatory smile and motioned to the Cambion. “This is Bael, he’ll be your master for the foreseeable future.” She held out her hand, clutched in her fingers was a long manila envelope. “Your payment, Lord Bael.”

      He took the package and shook her hand. “Of course, Mrs. Icarus. Always happy to do business with your lovely institution.”

      She turned and walked back to the portal. With only the barest glance back, she nodded to me. “Have fun, Alex. And good luck. You’ll need it.”

      Then she vanished and I was left freezing my ass off in a remote temple in China with a Cambion without a clue.

      Yeah, that’s about right.

      As I let my adrenaline fade, I stared up at the Cambion, Bael. “So…” I let the silence stretch as we took each other’s measure.

      Beal was on another level than even the strongest rune holder at Wyvern; the fourth-years had nothing on the sheer overwhelming presence he exuded.

      It was palpable in the air.

      He took in my worth, and though he smiled, next to his power, I knew without a shred of doubt that I was measured, my worth judged, and I was found wanting.

      Bael grunted and scratched his chin. “A bit scrawny for a human, but your movements are assured. That’s more than I can say for most humans I’ve met.

      “But enough idle chatting, follow me.”

      He turned on his heel and started walking at a brisk pace to the temple.

      I had to jog to catch up. The stone steps were worn with age but were strong and without cracks unlike the pathway that led to the portal.

      I took them two at a time as I raced after Bael.

      I caught up to him after a couple hundred steps, but we weren’t even a quarter the way up the many steps. By the time we climbed the eight hundred and thirty-two steps, my legs were trembling with the strain.

      When we reached the top, I doubled over, and took in heaving breaths as I quieted my beating heart. As I looked up, he frowned. He wasn’t even winded though he’d taken the steps faster than I had.

      “Weak endurance, that won’t do at all. You’re going to find life very difficult for the next few months. I do hope you survive.”

      “Wait.” I caught my breath and stood. “Survive?”

      He nodded. “I’ve told my students to not willfully endanger your life, but they won’t hold back otherwise. You could very easily lose your life here.”

      “Do you still wish to proceed?”

      I stopped and stared at him as I considered his question.

      It wasn’t something I could just shrug off and pretend to be fine with. I valued my life and didn’t want to die.

      But I’d already been put in positions where I had to risk my life. Donovan would have killed me if I hadn’t stopped him. I’d nearly died and nearly killed, and neither had deterred me from my path.

      I knew where my future lay.

      “Absolutely.”

      Something akin to pride graced Bael’s lips as he inclined his head. “Very well, then come and meet your fellow students. Though do refrain from greeting them as you did me. Most don’t have my restraint.”

      He pushed open the heavy wooden door and we stepped inside.

      The temple, or monastery, was quaint inside, a contrast to the imposing stone on the outside. Well-maintained wooden floorboards greeted me along with a sweet floral scent that swept around me as the doors shut behind me.

      Immediately warmth filled my limbs and I stopped shivering. It was warm, but still nowhere near what I would call comfortable. My breath still fogged in front of my face and the cold air lingered on the back of my tongue.

      Bael led me down a long hallway, past a large stone room on my left that was filled with open space and an altar at the very end with a statue of a Cambion.

      A prayer room.

      To my right was a spiral set of stone steps that ascended and descended into other parts of the monastery.

      We passed many more rooms, small bedrooms, training rooms and even a greenhouse that led outside to a garden and plot of land where many vegetables grew.

      We wound deeper into the monastery until we reached a walled-off courtyard. Stone on all sides of me, but there was no roof and the gray clouds still hung overhead, just waiting to rain.

      Four others were kneeling in the courtyard, their eyes closed. There were two men and two women, and I guessed them all to be around my age, but it was just a guess.

      I simply couldn’t tell.

      All of the students were Cambions.

      I was the only human.

      Each of them wore the same style of dress. Loose cotton harem pants with a simple cotton shirt and black cotton jacket lined with gray fur.

      Bael approached them and clapped once. A single sound, but each of them opened their eyes instantly and stood in less than two seconds.

      Jesus Christ!

      Each of them looked to Bael and then to me, their golden yellow eyes squinting as they all gave me a once over. Though not nearly as overwhelming as their master’s, they each had powerful auras that had nothing to do with their Ki. My power was meager next to them.

      Bael pointed to me. “This is the human who has been sent to train with us. You already know the rule. Do not intentionally put his life in danger, but do not go easy on him during his training. That is all.”

      They immediately ignored me and went back to their meditations. Great, so no chance of making friends here then. I already miss everyone.

      I walked over to Bael as he turned back to me. “What should I do, sir?”

      Bael barely moved.

      The back of his hand whipped across my mouth and floored me.

      I knelt as my head spun.

      Iron filled my mouth and I spat out a thick gob of blood.

      When I stood, Bael stared me down. “You will address me as Lord Bael, Five. Is that understood?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Lord Bael.”

      “Good. Let’s hope you’re a quick learner. Now what you should do is follow me.”

      Bael led me through the courtyard and to a wide set of double doors. He pushed them aside and they opened to reveal a wondrous sight.

      The temple overlooked a wide untamed forest. More stone steps led down to a walkway, but there was no portal at the end. The stone stopped and an ocean of green began. Bael held his hand up over the forest.

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed the frigid temperature here, yes.”

      “Hard not to.”

      “Well it doesn’t let up, it’s nearly this cold year-round and you’ll freeze before long. So, your first task, human, is to get used to the climate. The others have natural resistances to the temperature, you do not. But you must earn your uniform here.”

      He tossed a large knife at my feet and motioned for me to pick it up. He smiled at me. “You need to head into the forest and kill a gray wolf. Bring back its carcass. You have two days, any longer and you’ll freeze to death in the forest.”

      I stared down at the thousands of trees in the distance.

      Oh, yeah. I’m so going to die here.
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            In a Forest Dark and Deep: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      Cold was an understatement.

      It was cold on top of the temple, but as I slipped into the dense trees, all light vanished, submerging me in an ocean of frost.

      My thin clothes did nothing to keep out the chill that bit into my exposed flesh and robbed me of what remaining warmth I had left.

      Bael was right about one thing. I won’t survive the night out here, let alone two damn days. If I was going to do this, then I had to be quick about it.

      I gripped the knife tight and slipped into Sogai.

      It was the worst thing I could’ve done.

      As my other senses fled, leaving only hearing and touch, both were enhanced.

      The cold that crawled over my skin burned as if on fire and my lungs stopped as the chill sunk daggers of pain into every inch of my skin. I dropped to my knees and cried out in pain, which only increased my own misery as my shrill voice echoed back to me.

      The pain was the worst I’d ever experienced in my life. But even as the pain tore at me I quickly shut my mouth to keep from adding to my misery.

      I knew what I had to do before I could ever hope to hunt a wolf in these conditions. I had to suffer until my body became used to the sensation enough to allow me to move.

      When I made my decision, I sat down on the ice-cold ground that was frozen over and crossed my legs. It was going to be an uncomfortable time to say the least, but I had no choice. It was this or death.

      I wasn’t going to let this beat me. I refused to give in.

      So, I held firm, and I suffered torturous pain for three hours.

      The pain didn’t diminish in that time.

      If anything it got worse as the sun began to set and the minuscule rays that managed to slip between the leaves of the trees vanished, leaving me in a prison of ice.

      It was the worst thing I’d ever put myself through, but by the time the three hours were over, I’d accepted the pain, come to see it as a friend.

      It didn’t go away as I stood, but I could think around it, and better yet, could move around it.

      A cacophony of animals chittered in all directions for a mile, and it took time to separate each distinct one. As I did, I took off deep in the underbrush.

      I bounded over the massive roots of trees and frozen patches of ground with ease.

      Constant practice had improved my use of Sogai.

      The vibrations my feet made as they struck the ground told me exactly where to place my footing to ensure my stride was perfect. I raced through the forest as if I’d traveled through it all my life and knew the best place to land to maximize my efficiency.

      As I continued to listen for my quarry, I slowed up, softening my steps. Even with Sogai, I wasn’t sure who had the better hearing. The gray wolf or me.

      There were many animals near me, ones that I’d never notice if I weren’t using Sogai. A few squirrels clung to thick branches above and all around me. They were equally aware of my presence and a few gazed at me silently as I searched for the wolf. There was one about five hundred feet from me, but if I moved closer, it would hear me long before I could reach it.

      I need to lure it towards me, but how?

      One of the large squirrels scampered across a branch above me and to the right. I moved in a single fluid motion. I tossed the knife and stuck the squirrel in the chest. It dropped to the forest floor with my knife embedded through it.

      As the thump of pressure reached me, a pang of guilt settled into my bones. It was the first thing I’d ever killed.

      I’m sorry, little squirrel. But your death will not be in vain.

      I was glad I couldn’t smell for the next part. I walked over to the dead creature and brought it to the tree I wanted to set up at. I took the knife and carefully split open the carcass. As blood welled, I dipped my fingers into it and rubbed it over my arms and exposed skin. The warm blood was a shock to my system and I nearly locked up as it touched me, but I had to work quickly.

      When my face and arms were lightly coated in blood, I took the knife and climbed the nearby tree. The branches were thick, easily climbable, just like the trees back at Wyvern and in a handful of seconds I was perched over the dead squirrel.

      Now I wait.

      And wait I did. I’d set up for the nearby wolf to come as it smelled the blood, but the wolf was smarter than that, and my human scent was all over the place. It crept a little closer, but quickly backed off when it caught my scent. So, I had to wait for another opportunity.

      It took another couple hours, and I wasn’t sure if it was my trap, or sheer dumb luck and coincidence that a wolf happened to walk by.

      The beast stopped and sniffed at the dead squirrel.

      I dropped from the tree.

      My knife struck home just below its neck. The wolf managed a half howl of surprise before I twisted the knife and it slumped to the ground.

      I withdrew the knife and finally, after over six hours, let Sogai drop.

      It was the longest I’d ever held Sogai, and the shock to my system was intense.

      Exhaustion set into my bones and I fell to the ground as everything went black.

      Everything hurt when I awoke.

      I picked myself off the cold dirt and brushed what I could from my ruined clothes. I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious, but it was nearly pitch black out, only scant traces of moonlight drifted from the sky.

      I was cold to my soul, hungry beyond belief and more tired than I’d ever been in my life.

      I want to go home.

      I wanted nothing more than to go back to Wyvern, take the world’s hottest shower and crawl into bed next to Piper. As soon as I had the thought, I chuckled, which turned to a fit of coughs as pain wracked my body.

      I’ve gotten used to the comforts of academy life. And it’s made me weak. I understood the point of this lesson. The cold robbed me of my strength and made me confront my weaknesses. I could either overcome them or succumb to them.

      Well, it’s a good thing I was never one for giving up.

      I grabbed the bloody carcass of the wolf, slung it over my shoulders and began the miles-long hike back to the temple.

      As I climbed the last step, I tripped and stumbled. I sprawled across the stone courtyard and couldn’t find the strength to stand again. My breath was labored and ragged, and I fought for each and every one of them for all I had. I laid my head on the cold stone and wanted nothing more than to sleep like the dead.

      Something sharp and rough nudged my ribs and rolled me over. I groaned as Bael stared down at me.

      “Not the fastest anyone’s completed the test, but in all honesty, I’m surprised you managed to complete it at all. For a human, that’s actually quite impressive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Bael smiled at me. “The real test was to see how long you would last out there. I gave you only three hours, but you proved me wrong.”

      I stood as best I could and glared at the Cambion. “So, I didn’t have to kill the wolf?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t think you capable of killing the wolf. The test was created for other Cambions, not humans. And yet you surpassed my expectations. I can see why Tomi thought it a good idea for you to train here.”

      “So, what now?”

      “Now, you get some food and a bath. You’re filthy.”

      Bael motioned me to follow him. He led me back through the courtyard and into the main portion of the temple.

      We went to a small kitchen and dining area, the kitchen separated by a long island. There were three small wooden tables with matching chairs around them. Bael told me to sit while he went into the kitchen.

      There was a large wood fire stove with a black exhaust vent that snaked up and into the stone wall. A large metal pot sat atop it, a delicious liquid simmering inside. Bael scooped a hearty portion into a bowl and brought it over.

      “Eat,” he commanded as he set the bowl in front of me. “The bath is just across the hall; I’ve already prepared your clothes. They’re in the wooden cubby labeled Five.”

      “My name is Alex.”

      Bael chuckled. “You haven’t earned the right to a name, Five. Survive and we’ll see.”

      He left me alone to eat and as the door shut behind him, I slumped over onto the table. Today was hell.

      My stew was getting cold, so I hastily devoured the meal and took the bowl to the stone sink. I washed it and the spoon and set both in the bamboo drying rack next to me.

      The hot food had done wonders for my body, but I was still cold.

      I left the kitchen and padded across the hall to the baths. The bathroom was spacious, and steam drifted lightly across the hardwood floor. A number of porcelain bathtubs lined the back wall while a row of sinks and shelves occupied the right and left sides.

      I was also not alone in the bathroom.

      One of the Cambion students had their back to me as they bathed.

      They turned as I opened the door.

      It was one of the girls, though I didn’t know her name. She was on the short side, thin and petite, but the muscles of her back were well toned. Her face was sharp; her skin clung tight to her cheeks and jawline.

      She had the same pink skin as Bael, but it was lighter by a shade.

      Her short white hair was fine, stopping just above the nape of her neck and her golden eyes regarded me calmly.

      I quickly averted my eyes and bowed. “Please forgive me. I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

      She chuckled. “Think nothing of it. Privacy is a luxury we’re not allowed here, so you’d better get used to it, Five.”

      Her voice was light, yet it held a rich undertone, almost as an aftertaste. Her words rolled off her tongue but hung heavy on my skin like a physical touch.

      As I glanced back at her face her eyes lit up ever so slightly with humor. My eyes traveled up to her forehead where her horns were. They’re small, thinner than Bael’s. Is it because she’s a girl?

      I put my questions out of mind and walked over to the shelves. Sure enough, as Bael said, there was a rack labeled with the number five with the same type of clothes everyone else wore, along with a few toiletries and washing supplies.

      I grabbed the bundle and went to the first tub. I turned on the faucet and a rush of hot water poured into the white tub. I plugged the drain and discarded my clothes. All too aware that there was a strange girl just next to me.

      The warm water banished any discomfort or thoughts about the half-demon for a long moment and I sighed in bliss.

      Okay, best bath I’ve ever had hands down.

      I sat in there for a while, just letting the heat soak into my skin.

      As soon as I acclimated, I scrubbed myself as thoroughly as I possibly could.

      After, I just stared at my reflection in the water. My blond hair was long, falling even more in my face. I hadn’t had a haircut since before I started at Wyvern and it showed.

      I can probably tie it back, and I probably should. Having my hair fall in my face while I’m fighting will only distract me.

      “So, you managed to bring back a wolf, and you did it in under ten hours. You beat my record. That’s impressive,” the Cambion girl spoke from beside me.

      She dunked her head under the water and came back up brushing her snow-white hair back. Water sluiced over her pink, rose skin and over her collarbone.

      Her aura was much less intimidating than Bael’s, and I could appreciate that even if she was a Cambion, she was still a very striking girl.

      “Thanks. I’m Alex, what’s your name?”

      The girl sighed and turned away from me. “When I first arrived here, we are all told to forgo our old names before we were possessed. But I have yet to earn my proper name. For now, the name I am known as is Three.”

      I scratched at my chin. Stubble prickled my fingers. “That seems pretty dehumanizing.”

      Three laughed; it was as enrapturing as her voice. “You seem to forget that we’re not human, not anymore.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      She cocked her head to the side and stared at me with her piercing yellowed eyes as her pupils contracted into slits. “You’re rather kindhearted aren’t you?”

      She smiled, but it was hollow. “I appreciate you not treating me as a monster, but your kindness will only hinder you here. Lord Bael will strip you of it quickly, I promise you that.”

      I gave her a real smile. I was confident I could weather anything this place could throw at me. I’ve held my ground for twenty years, I won’t let this place change me.

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “Fair enough.” She jutted her chin towards me. “Are you clean?”

      I nodded.

      “Then we should get dressed and get to bed. You’ll need all the sleep you can get here… Alex.”

      She climbed out of the tub in a single flowing motion and didn’t care that she bared her naked flesh to me in the process. I tried to be respectful and not gawk at her, but I was already looking at her when she stood.

      I got an eyeful before I could turn my head.

      Her body was just as muscular as her back. Yet her muscles were smooth, flowing rather than blocky and rough.

      She had smaller breasts, but they were perky, holding their shape nicely as they jiggled ever so softly as she stepped out of the bath. Her nipples were small, a dark pink that stood out next to the much lighter shade of her skin.

      She was beautiful.

      That much I couldn’t deny.

      There was a smirk in her voice as she spoke. “Told you, privacy isn’t a thing here. Best get used to it.”

      Not wanting to make her think I was stalling or shy, I climbed out of the bath and walked quickly to my cubby.

      As I grabbed my clothes, she tapped me on the shoulder. I looked over to her and she smiled slightly.

      “I’m not supposed to do this, but you were polite and kind.” She held out her hand. “My name was Lilah.”

      I took her hand gently and shook. “It’s nice to meet you, Lilah.”

      I then glanced down and blushed; we were both still naked and were shaking hands. I let go quickly and got dressed.

      The clothing was the exact same as everyone else’s, a loose-fitting pair of black harem pants and a thick natural wool shirt. I slid them on and donned the black coat that was provided as well, though mine lacked the fur that Lilah’s did.

      “I’m guessing the fur on your jacket is from the wolf you killed.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it’s like a rite of passage here.” She scoffed. “The first of many.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You’ll see. Now c’mon, we really need to get to sleep. Training starts early in the morning.”

      Lilah led me out of the baths and back down the hall where I first saw the room with all the beds in it. It seemed that we all bunked together too. The others were already fast asleep. One of the males snored loudly in the corner of the room.

      I had nothing to call my own. I’d left my soiled clothes in the cubby like Bael had told me. Lilah settled into a bunk next to the others, but I chose the last bunk in the room, the one closest to the door and furthest from the others.

      Symbolic much, Alex. I chuckled to myself and slid into the full-sized bed. The bed sheets were wool as was the comforter and I soon was very warm and entirely too cozy. After the exhausting day I had, my head hit the pillow and I slipped into a deep sleep.
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      Core Education remained the one class that I couldn’t get into.

      Learning math, English, and a spattering of history just felt way too much like high school for me to be able to forget that nagging itch in the back of my head that I didn’t belong.

      Piper of all people, had come to the rescue on that front.

      I had chosen a seat in the back corner, which was ideal. The teacher, Professor Gilsby, had a singular view of the classroom, it seemed, and only picked students who sat in the middle and front rows.

      What had been surprising was when Piper decided to show up and sit next to me in the back.

      She’d explained simply that in most situations, she sat front and center. But that years of doing so had exhausted her. This class would be her way of relaxing in between more serious bouts of scholarship.

      Gilsby was droning on about how algebra was really nothing more than a practical method of interacting with the world around us. I considered what kind of person could hold such a perspective and still somehow be capable of walking up and down a flight of stairs.

      Piper and I had taken to texting through much of the class, which actually helped me concentrate more. Rather than completely zone out, I always had something pulling back into the present.

      I finished my latest observation and sent it.

      

      “Imagine his love life though?! Is he thinking of algebra when he is snuggling up with his wife? I’m sorry, I know it’s crude, but damn if I don’t feel sorry for her.”

      

      Piper sniggered quietly when she checked her phone. Then, like the perfect student she was, leaned forward and jotted down a quick note. I paid attention just long enough to realize we’d been given a new formula to memorize and practice.

      I wrote it down as well, determined that despite my boredom, I would pass this damn class.

      Plenty of people in this world thought I was a numbskull. Many of them went to this school. Why not prove them wrong by refusing to fail?

      Before I’d finished, my phone buzzed.

      I read her response and had to bite my knuckle to prevent a more disruptive laugh.

      

      “Probably thinks of it like pool. Maybe geometry is a more appropriate math. All about them angles right? So he pays attention to things he probably calls ‘insertion point’ and ‘interacting angles’ and all the while his wife is dreaming of watching her favorite show again.”

      

      Alex had really done well with Piper. Not only had he recognized her worth, but he had done what was necessary to pull her in closer.

      Knowing my boy, that mostly entailed him trying to get out of his own way.

      Still, nothing mattered but the results.

      Now, I could honestly say that I thought my roommate’s girlfriend was cool. Not exactly a common occurrence.

      I can’t believe it’s been three weeks since I saw him, since I’ve spoken to him. We hadn’t heard anything about him since he left and whenever I demanded answers from Tomi, all she gave were vague non-answers.

      I started typing out another witty reply when Professor Gilsby changed up his very rigid routine. “I want you all to finish the notes you were taking and go ahead and pack up your bags. There is an important item of discussion that I’ve been tasked with delivering to you all.”

      Everyone paused a moment, then jotted down a few more notes. The seemingly endless jostling and shifting of an entire class packing their bags followed.

      I rolled simple and old-fashioned in my academic pursuits.

      I tucked my pen into the center of my notepad and folded it up. Then I tucked it into my bag. I had a calculator on my phone and a few extra pens and pencils, but I’d never be as high maintenance a student as Piper.

      She went about her business with the precision of a surgeon.

      First, she folded her notebook then inserted it into the front flap of a binder. Flipping deeper into that binder, she wrote down a few notes in a study calendar she was always fussing with. Then she stored her pen, pencil, and highlighter in their respective slots. The way in which she did so reminded me of a gunslinger loading rounds into their ammo belt.

      Finally, Piper tucked it all away into her bag, her calculator going in last inside a protective case.

      Well, damn if I’m not running to Piper first in case the world comes crashing down around us. I know she’ll be prepared. Probably has gauze and smelling salts in there too!

      She caught my look at last, and gave me a defensive glare. “What? I like to have things in order is all.”

      “Yes, I believe you, Piper. I just think if you don’t get this all under control,” I said, gesturing to her fanatically organized bag. “You might end up being a geometry type in the sack. Starts with a few abstract concepts, Piper. From there, you’ll be planning out each ‘engagement’ with precision.”

      Piper punched me, and smiled.

      Then Gilsby finally delivered what news he’d been holding on to.

      He held a piece of paper in his hand and sat on the edge of his desk in that typical professor stance. “As you all know and have most likely heard, the number of demonic incursions have drastically increased. There are various speculations as to why this is happening, but the authorities agree that the increase is consistent.”

      Professor Gilsby stopped talking a moment, lowered the paper, and faced us. “We are, my young friends, facing dire times. You are in my class so that your traditional academic skills do not wash away with neglect. I take this job seriously, as some of you no doubt regret. However, it is commonly known that your positions here at the Icarus Institute revolve around a single aspect of your lives. You’re all on the Path of Ascension, as it is most often called. You are here so that someday you’ll be ready to fight the demons yourselves.”

      The class remained stone silent. I considered myself somewhat experienced in the way in which this world can shit on you. I’d been hurt, seen terrible things done to the ones I loved as well as perfect strangers.

      But even I was humbled by the man’s short speech.

      I glanced around me and saw looks ranging from lingering anxiety to stark terror.

      Yes, we’re all born fighters. But to say that a fighter is not always afraid is to lie.

      A tournament fighter is terrified of defeat. Their record means almost everything to them. Their pride, their public image, and most importantly, their ticket to the next paycheck.

      We would end up more like soldiers.

      We weren’t here to earn shiny medals or badges. We were here to see if the human race could compete with the raw strength of a horde of demons.

      Tentatively, someone raised a hand. Gilsby called on the student, seeming pleased someone had taken his words seriously enough to merit a question. “Professor Gilsby, why do you think it’s happening? I know the school isn’t going to give a straight answer, but what about you? Can you at least guess?”

      The man lowered his head and sighed. He had the pudgy and sagging body of a career academic, and his face was lined with hard-earned wrinkles. When he looked up though, he appeared as earnest and bold as any hero.

      “It is a valid question, Ms. Caldwell. And I’ll do my best to answer it.” Gilsby paused to take another look at the paper again before setting it down on his desk.

      Then he stood up and answered. “Why does any war begin? Some will mention money or greed, others can note historical references of personal slights, offenses given. Taking a prized bride, for instance. When Helen was taken to Troy, it was revenge that stirred the passions of Agamemnon, true?”

      A few students nodded, recognizing the classic tale.

      I waited for what came next.

      “No. Passion and emotions are strong, and will cause a riot to spring up as quickly as a summer fire. But what drives war is a single universal truth. Everyone competes over resources.”

      He clapped his hands together, making his words sink in. “So, if I were forced to make my guesses publicly now, I would ask what resources do we have that the demons either lack or have a shortage of. I don’t know the question to that answer, but I do think they are coming here to take something they need or covet. Does that make sense?”

      Half of the class nodded, myself included.

      Damn, Gilsby is sharp as hell, I mused. I would bet my lunch money that he knows Piper and I fuck around most of the time. Yet he doesn’t do anything to stop it.

      I was still contemplating the man’s personality when he cleared his throat and made the second part of his announcement. “Considering we all agree there is a problem, the demons are attacking more aggressively and more frequently, Icarus Institute will attempt to modify its goals to meet the needs of the time. In fact, all three of the top schools have agreed to modify their curriculum. A choice will be given to all students whether or not they wish to remain on the traditionally outlined curriculum, advancing one year at a time, acquiring a single rune at the completion of each year… or else accelerate.”

      “Won’t that be dangerous?” someone asked in the front. Their tone made it obvious the idea of speeding up terrified them.

      Gilsby smiled sagely. “Of course it will. In fact, many changes will be made to students who embark on such a journey. Your Core Studies class will be either restricted or entirely abolished as it does not directly improve your chances to ascend. Instead, Ki studies and manipulation courses will be the focus of your learning alongside combat.”

      The man retrieved the paper he’d discarded and held it aloft. “I have a list here, and I will pass it around. There is no pressure, not at the present anyhow. But if you feel so inclined, please, write down your name. By doing so, you will agree to modify your schooling and accept the challenge that is being laid at your feet. This will mean more dangerous training, less opportunity for socializing, and a world of unknowns. I am going to give you ten minutes to make this decision. Do not rush through it. It is not a simple query.”

      After waiting for an eternity, the paper began to make its way around, one student at a time.

      I pulled out a pen and fidgeted in my seat. It would be a while before I got to take a look at the sheet in question.

      Chewing my lip, I considered. With Alex gone, what is the harm? I’m sure I can still see Ava and the girls occasionally, right? And increased danger now… I mean, who cares about that. Everything we do is dangerous.

      I decided I would probably rather take a risk now than defer it to later. My phone buzzed and I checked it.

      Piper’s text was as fraught with inner turmoil as I figured it would be.

      

      “What do we do? Alex isn’t even here. I can’t just sign up for something my boyfriend won’t do too. I mean, I guess I can, but then I won’t be able to learn alongside him. That is half the fun, you know? What are you going to do, J?”

      

      I tried to make eye contact with her, hoping to reassure the girl that all would be well. But she kept her gaze down on her phone. Is she just waiting for my response? No, no she is probably wishing she could text Alex right about now.

      I wouldn’t mind doing the same, I realized.

      She’d taken the news in stride, showing a lot of backbone and resilience. But she wasn’t enjoying it one bit… who would?

      I drummed out the few words that I thought might help. I sent it shortly after, knowing they were inadequate. Still, I’d done my best.

      

      “I’m going for it, Piper. And so should you. Alex is somewhere else right now, and I wish I could talk with him. Still, if you think about it, he is already on his own accelerated path. If you’re wanting to stay with him, walk this path by his side, the best way to do so might very well be taking this risk. I can’t speak for you, Piper, but I do think that is what Alex would want.”

      

      I saw her head nodding slightly, and then she sat up and faced forward. We were done talking apparently, and she needed a bit of space. At least that’s what I gathered from her posture.

      At last, the paper came to me.

      It was ornately decorated with gold foil patterns around the edges. But the text was simple and clear as day.

      

      Icarus Institute’s Initiative of Accelerated Curriculum.

      All 1st-3rd-year students are being offered a chance to bypass some of the more mundane studies here at Icarus Institute, thereby entering into the Accelerated Curriculum Cohort.

      This Cohort will focus on decreasing the time it takes to both acquire and master Ki runes. The courses set forth for those who apply will involve increased chance of physical or mental injury. Specifics on what these courses will entail will be forthcoming in subsequent itinerary.

      

      A few other lines of legalese followed, and then a list of spaces below for names. So far, eight students had signed up for the Accelerated Curriculum.

      The terms were so vague they might as well have said “we’ll tell you nothing up front” other than a general warning. I didn’t really care though. The only thing I had to read to be convinced was the “decreasing the time it takes to both acquire and master Ki runes.”

      I signed my name and passed the paper to Piper.

      I didn’t watch her, but noticed that she too put down her signature before passing it along.

      Neither of us spoke or texted again until the class had finished with the process.

      Then Gilsby started in on a loose rant about how the school should have spent a bit more time in preparing the faculty and students for such an inevitability.

      A thought ran through my mind, one that seemed exciting.

      “Hey, Piper. I know you showed a couple things to Alex, but I was wondering. Would you be willing to tutor me in Ki studies? If I’m gonna make a run at this, I would love to be more prepared. Would you… would you do that with me?”

      She turned and I studied her oval eyes, worried she might misinterpret my request.

      But no, Piper only smiled and answered as frankly as she always did. “I’d be honored to, J. Any time you want. Might be a nice distraction.”

      I thanked her, feeling a well of gratitude in my chest. How did I end up here? My roommate is gone, and I was afraid I’d be left friendless. But here is Piper willing to lend a hand at the drop of a hat. How do I deserve any of these people in my life?

      I pondered my change in circumstances, only half listening to Professor Gilsby.

      He looked to be winding down, and I was counting the seconds until the bell rang.

      I had plans to meet up with Fitz again. We were going to work out a few attack combinations and sequences that allowed Leopard and Wolf to work more closely together.

      The new form had great promise. I was interested to find out two things. The first was how effective it was to attack with Wolf and Leopard, making the high and low aspects of each stance act to overwhelm opponents.

      I was also curious to know if the two forms could be mixed directly. What would it be like to drop down and ambush someone using Leopard, and when they finally turn to fight, dive in low and attack with a series of vicious Wolf techniques. Or should all the moves be blended to incorporate an aspect of the other?

      That seemed too complex but still worth considering.

      And if Fitz and I pulled this off, what would we call it? Dire Wolf? Chimera? Wyvern style? The last made me smile a bit, knowing it would only piss a few hundred students off if we did so.

      Then the door to the classroom swung open and my thoughts drifted away as I turned to see a student walking in.

      Wearing a brand-new Wyvern Academy uniform and a perfect asshole smirk on his face was Kayden Kadell. I didn’t need to wait for the student to hand a slip of paper to Professor Gilsby, and then for our teacher to announce his name for all to hear.

      I knew who Kayden was.

      With way too much confidence, he surveyed the classroom. As he’d always done, he managed to combine disdain and disinterest in equal parts.

      I stiffened in my seat, hoping he wouldn’t notice me.

      But Kayden was too much of a dick.

      As Gilsby introduced him, he found me with his cold eyes. I held his gaze a moment, and then he laughed, as if discovering me here was the punchline to a joke.

      When everyone was dismissed shortly after, I ducked out past him. There would be no avoiding him a second time. I’d need to confront him eventually, but I would be damned if it was going to be today.
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      “Do we have to do this somewhere so damn loud?” I complained, the incessant white noise making me feel like I was at the bottom of a waterfall.

      Piper didn’t flinch. “It helps. Now be quiet, J.”

      We’d been practicing silent meditation for half an hour already, and though it might have otherwise been relaxing, the sound of crashing water echoing all around us ruined any chance of that happening.

      I sighed and lowered myself once more into focus.

      The sound of the water came from all directions, reverberating off the ring of concrete around us. Yet I could see the splashing, foaming water as if it were right before me.

      I had no idea how Piper found such a prime location. It was properly secret feeling, though I doubted Tomi Icarus hadn’t once been here herself.

      We’d met in the Water gym and Piper had taken me down to the bottom of a long flight of steps. Then a door opened out to where the water used in the pools above poured out, feeding into a filtration system.

      The room was damp and cloying.

      Every second was torture. My clothes clung to my body, damp from the skyrocketing humidity. And most of all, the thundering of thousands of gallons of water made my skull ache.

      But then I found it.

      For an instant, my focus shifted and the racket returned.

      I struggled to grasp that thread of concentration again, and found it.

      Suddenly, the discomfort of my body, the screaming senses that made sitting in this room so arduous, went quiet.

      The water seemed muffled, and though I could sense my body, it was as if I’d placed a layer of padding between my mind and the organs that touched the world. Everything was still, calm, safe. My heart thumped rhythmically, beating quicker than it needed to.

      I reached out and touched it, soothing its pace. It slowed obediently.

      Then I stood up and shouted. “I did it! Piper, holy shit, you were right. It was like… well, fuck if I know, but I found the silent place you were talking about!”

      Piper looked annoyed but her mouth was quirked up into a smile. She stood up and bowed slightly. “We’re done for today then. Good work, J. I’m surprised you managed to do that so quickly.”

      “Wait! We can’t be done! How do I access my Ki? How can I use this in a fight?”

      She patted me apologetically on the shoulder. “I have to study. We can try again in a couple days. I’ll show you something else pretty fun. For now, just know that you can’t, or, shouldn’t use this in any fight. Okay? You could really hurt yourself.”

      Then she walked past me and found the door she’d led us through. Turning back once, she gestured for me to follow.

      Groaning, I nonetheless relented.

      When we’d marched all the way back up to the ground floor, Piper gave me a quick hug goodbye before heading off.

      I was still drenched from head to toe, but the thought of returning to my apartment alone didn’t at all sound appealing. So, I found my gym bag and changed into a fresh outfit.

      Then I strolled on over to the Stone gym.

      Ever since first arriving at Wyvern Academy, Stone gym had been my place. It was where I’d met Mo, where I practiced body hardening almost every day, and where I found the quietest corners to meditate in.

      After having gone through the trouble of forcing my mind to be silent amid the tumult of the water room with Piper, slipping into a deep trance was easy.

      My mind swam in the same silent place Piper had showed me. Time still flowed at the same pace, but it seemed as if my mind moved more quickly and easily. When I slowed my heart again, the time between beats stretched immeasurably.

      I didn’t know what to do now that I was here. Should I simply hold this focus for as long as possible? Or should I try to use Ki?

      No time like the present, I told myself, justifying the risk with old practice.

      I figured it might be effective if I combined techniques.

      With everything so still and quiet, it was easier than ever to bring up the image of my burning core. It spun lazily in a circle, and I noticed occasionally that a flicker of its flame would leap out and float away into my body.

      Cautiously, I imagined a tiny paddle again.

      The sliver of attention formed in my mind’s eye and waited for my command. I dipped it into the stream of fire and pushed.

      Even in such a heightened state of awareness I still didn’t notice a thing.

      A few more strokes, however, and I caught the faintest change in the circulation of the fiery Ki.

      I continued, pushing the current of my Ki along, faster and faster, and then stopped when I heard a thrumming vibration in my ears.

      It was a faint sensation, one I almost ignored to resume my cycling. But it made everything itch a little. The fact that I was already a mile into unknown territory encouraged me to quit while I was ahead.

      I opened my eyes back into the physical world.

      My skin burned as if I’d been lying in the sun for a day and a half, and I was soaked in sweat.

      The vibration remained but was louder now. It thrummed in my brain like a plucked cable.

      Oh, shit. What the fuck did I do?

      Feeling nauseous, I stood up, considering how close the nearest bathroom was. When I did, though, I practically bounced up from the ground like a spring.

      My heart was hammering in my chest, trying to keep up with whatever wellspring I’d disturbed in my core. Sweat poured from my body, and still that tingling burn raced across my skin.

      But other than that, I felt amazing!

      I took a few hops in place, testing myself. Without trying, I was soon jumping a full two feet off the ground. Okay. So, you almost killed yourself, but now you have superpowers. Who can say heavy bag?

      With a grin on my face, I picked up my towel and mopped my face and arms. Then I headed to the line of huge heavy bags in the corner of Stone gym.

      A few guys were hanging around, one of them working on a spin kick that was more appropriate for an action film than a real fight.

      I ignored them, intent on seeing what my charged body could do.

      I adopted a loose stance, one I employed when working the bag. Contrary to popular opinion, heavy bags weren’t good training for a fight. They were conditioning tools. Smashing against a heavy, stuffed bag for half an hour could drain the most fit of athletes.

      I began with a few jabs, flicking them out just quick enough to make contact. My fists moved through the air with ease, and I found I could pull them in quicker than before.

      I shot a few more, this time putting a little strength into each strike and following with a straight right. The bag rocked and swayed as if I’d used all of my power.

      Staring down at my hands, I laughed. Power was a delightful drug indeed.

      Thankfully, the group had decided to move on and left me alone with the bags. It was the perfect chance to experiment my new limits.

      So far, since coming up from the trance, my body hadn’t changed much. I was still sweating, my body working harder than normal, and my strength and power was through the roof. I laid into the heavy bag, throwing in kicks as well.

      It was all going perfectly until I slammed an elbow into the leather bag and heard it split.

      Shock registered, and I stared at the gap in the seams along the side of the bag.

      I had just accidentally ruined a thousand-dollar punching bag!

      Awesome.

      More cautiously, I worked the wooden beams and Wing Chun dummies. Rather than focus on strength, I forced my body to move rhythmically, smooth and graceful. The sloppy techniques I’d been tinkering with were suddenly a hundred times easier.

      Filled with confidence, I walked over to the circle of stones that hunkered in the corner of Stone gym. In the center, a wide mat stood empty.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and found Wolf stance. My legs spread out, my torso dropping low to the ground. Then I pictured an enemy before me and leapt toward it, sending out a straight kick.

      I followed this move by spinning low and sweeping the legs from a second imaginary foe. I was fire. I was light on a pond’s surface. I moved with perfect precision.

      In my imagination, I pictured two more enemies coming toward me.

      I popped up into Leopard, sending a feint into the face of one before ducking below their counterattack and lashing out at the other opponent. My hands clamped down on the sinew of a neck, and I tore. Sensing another attack from the first opponent, I rolled backward over my shoulder and finished the last threat in Wolf stance.

      Throwing my legs out in a tangling takedown, I rolled forward onto my knees and blasted the mat with my elbow.

      A spark of power flickered out from my core, filling my limbs with additional strength.

      The mat, though padded, was almost as hard as wood.

      When my elbow struck, the pad slapped down into the cement below it, making a loud pop.

      It was so loud that one of my ears began to ring.

      Worse though, was my elbow. A flap of skin had pulled free, and when I tried to straighten it again, the joint refused.

      I sat back on my ass and clutched my elbow.

      All too quickly, everything had shifted.

      My skin felt cold. My mouth was dry.

      My heart beat sluggishly, and the room spun around me.

      Now I am definitely going to throw up.

      I chided myself for getting too carried away, but the power had been irresistible.

      I considered standing, but knew I’d probably just pass out.

      No, better just wait and calm down. Catch my breath first. Then you can roll on back to your apartment and never do that again!

      “After all these years, you still don’t know how to use your head.”

      I looked up into the perfectly formed and obnoxious face of Kayden Kadell. “Fuck, man. You scared the shit out of me.”

      Kayden laughed then sat down across from me. “And you nearly broke your damn elbow. Should have seen the chick that was walking by. One minute, she was scrolling through her phone, and the next she nearly dropped it from fright. I think you owe her an apology.”

      I tried to make my head stop spinning, and I looked around weakly for my bag. I needed water.

      “Don’t really care, Kayden. I need…”

      “Here,” he said, reaching into the duffle thrown over his shoulder. “Your face is more pale than normal. You tried to tap your core without a rune, didn’t you?”

      “Tap my core?”

      “Oh, Jesus. This is what they do at Wyvern? Just teach kids some stuff then let them run wild with it? Here, just drink up. We can talk after.”

      I took the bottle from Kayden’s hand and tipped back my head. It was an electrolyte drink, something salty and almost completely free of sugar. Knowing Kayden, it would probably be dye free as well.

      My body couldn’t have given a damn.

      I drank the entire thing before handing it back.

      Kayden laughed but remained quiet while I recovered.

      A few minutes later and I was no longer in danger of vomiting.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, wanting to skip some of the bullshit I knew Kayden would throw at me.

      “Heard the Stone gym was the place to go. Figured I could work on a few things before facing my roommate.”

      I stared at him. No matter how hard I glared, his eternal smirk refused to leave his lips. “You know what I mean, Kayden. Why the fuck are you at Icarus Institute?”

      He sighed and slumped down to his back, stretching out on the mat. “My dad got a raise. He lives in DC now. Can you believe it? Robert Kadell, two-star general. Nuts, right?”

      “Yeah… nuts.”

      Seeming oblivious of my reaction, he continued. “Since he’s in DC, my mom insisted on living it up in Manhattan. I got transferred to Wyvern. It isn’t Leviathan. That’s for sure, but I must admit, the view is spectacular. A bit over the top though. Floating school? I mean, was that really necessary?”

      I wanted to punch him already. “Leviathan? You were at Leviathan before this?”

      “Of course. My dad was stationed in Okinawa for the past few years. I figured it would be as good a place to train as any. Don’t worry though, J,” Kayden said, lifting his head just enough to make eye contact. “I’ll end up checking out Golem Academy too. I’m gonna be the best there is. The most powerful Ascension Hero in the world. Gotta train everywhere I can.”

      His speech left me riddled with jealous and impotent rage.

      In my current condition, there was no way I could do a thing to Kayden. If I called him out on his bullshit, challenged him to a sparring match, he’d crack me open like the poor punching bag I’d demolished.

      “You’re full of shit, Kayden,” I responded at last. “Dickheads like you can’t walk the Path of Ascension for long. All you care about is yourself, your accomplishments, about winning.”

      “Exactly. I won’t deny any of that, J. But don’t you think you’re a little over your head already? Training with Ki and not even runed yet? Don’t tell me you’re still suicidal.”

      I ground my teeth and sat up a little straighter. I wouldn’t let him shake me. Not after everything he’d already done. “Don’t worry about how I train, Kayden. Just leave already. Stone gym is my place. If you’re gonna be a jerk, just find somewhere else. The school is huge.”

      Again, I’d managed to play into his hands. Kayden sat up and winked at me. “I wouldn’t say it’s huge, but yeah, there’s plenty of other places for me to train.”

      Kayden dusted off the seat of his training trousers before bowing to me from the waist. “Before I go, J, I just want to add that what you’re doing with your Ki isn’t wise. Most practitioners can only pull a small amount of Ki into their body without the aid of a rune. It makes your body move faster, gives you strength, but it also puts a heavy strain on your muscles, lungs, and heart. Keep messing around and you’ll end up dead, J. Anyway, might want to go and see a nurse or something.”

      He started to walk away.

      Rage took hold of me, and I called out after him. “At least I can tap into my Ki, Kayden. Just mind your own business and leave me alone.”

      His laugh sent chills along my arms.

      Kayden turned back and stared at me incredulously before responding. “Really, J? You think Wyvern Academy is the only school that is working on accelerating their curriculum?”

      The handsome bastard that had once been my childhood best friend, the only one who’d traded me in like a worthless toy when new friends showed up, richer ones, tilted his head to the side and pulled up the sleeve of his shirt.

      There, glowing pale blue on his forearm, was a Ki rune.

      Then he straightened his posture and turned his back away from me. “Leviathan is really something. You’d probably love it there. Makes this place look like a jumped-up playground. Wyvern is doing what it can to keep up, but the students at Leviathan have been working at an accelerated pace for months now. No sense in you killing yourself trying to catch up. It just isn’t possible.”

      With that, he left me sitting on the mat, body still trembling with exertion.

      The only thing more ruined than my body was my faltering sense of dignity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          

      

    

    







            Hell is Empty and the Demons are Here: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      My life quickly settled into a single grueling routine that made any training I’d ever done up until that point seem like kindergarten recess. The years spent under Sifu Yamada were a pleasant afternoon jog compared to the physical torture I went through every single day. Even the yearlong dedication I’d spent learning to perfect Sogai hadn’t been a tenth as grueling as my new training regime.

      Lord Bael treated training as a god, and I was made to worship at its altar every minute of every day.

      I’d been here a month already and it still didn’t get any easier. The more I adapted, the more Bael piled on. And was he happy to pile on me.

      It could’ve been because I was human, training in a school meant for Cambions, but he seemed to delight in pushing me as far past my limits as I could possibly go and then just a bit further.

      The morning began the same every single time without fail.

      A shrill blast from a gong sounded throughout the still temple grounds, breaking the fragile silence like glass. At the sound, the five of us bolted out of bed like well-oiled machines. I got dressed and followed One out the door.

      Despite us living in tight quarters and spending literally every waking moment together, I couldn’t get the other Cambions to open up to me. Lilah was really the only one I talked to on a regular basis, but even that was sparsely as we were always too tired to hold long conversations at the end of the day.

      Two, Three, and Four went to the prayer room and began their morning rituals. Lord Bael demanded that I take part in prayer a single time, but after that it wasn’t required. After the half hour was over I politely declined to join in their religion. Declining didn’t ingratiate me with the other demons in the slightest, but I wasn’t about to pray to Majin, the half-demon god of the Cambions.

      Instead, One and I spent the half hour of free time stretching in the courtyard.

      One was large, nearly as towering as Bael, but he was thinner, with lean muscle and a less ominous aura.

      His rugged face was relaxed as he began his routine. One kept his white hair short, shaved on the sides with only a little length on top. He also polished his long demon horns until they shined.

      This morning we both began in earnest, but after a few moments of quiet I spoke up.

      “You never answered my question from the other day.”

      One was silent for a moment before he scoffed. “I figured you’d take the hint and give up trying to befriend me.”

      “But clearly you’re persistent.”

      “I have my moments.”

      We didn’t speak for a moment as we both went through a few forms of qigong.

      I knew about the modern qigong that every new age health yogi taught across the world, promising secrets to unlock one’s Ki without the need of a rune.

      Even in the age of demons, people used the fear and uncertainty to make a quick buck. I’d seen the charlatans’ practice, and quickly discounted them.

      But what Bael taught was transcendent.

      I kept my movements slow and precise as I timed them with my breaths. This was just a quick warm-up to flush the sleep from my muscles. I wouldn’t begin working on meditation until later in the day.

      When we’d both finished our forms, we rose and went down the steps to the forest. We took our time but obviously One was reluctant to talk.

      He can get over it. it’s not like I have a whole host of other options.

      “So why don’t you pray with the others?” I asked him again.

      He sighed. “Persistent.” He spoke it like a curse. “Because I didn’t chose this life, Five. I used to be a normal human, with normal aspirations. I had a wife, a daughter. And then I was possessed by that damn demon. Once I became a Cambion, I couldn’t go back to my old life. It was either join the ranks of the ascendants or death.”

      One didn’t speak again until we reached the bottom of the staircase. “I’m not about to worship a being that either forced me to become this or stood by and let it happen. I refuse.”

      As he finished speaking we reached the well. Rows of buckets lined the ground next to the stone circle. Without a word, we picked up the buckets and began drawing water from the well.

      We worked in silence and when we were finished, we grabbed our buckets in both hands and began to carry them back up the stairs.

      Though the temple had running water, we couldn’t drink unless it came from the well and we only could draw water first thing in the morning, so the less you drew the easier it became, but as the day wore on, the thirstier you became.

      It was just simpler to make a couple trips to ensure I had enough water to drink throughout the day. I certainly needed every drop.

      When we’d gathered our water for the day, we both headed back down the stone steps and deep into the forest, along a path I never would’ve known was there. One and I walked for a quarter of a mile to a small clearing in the woods.

      Nestled in the clearing was a large circle of rocks, each of them worn smooth over many years. They’d been gathered from a river close to the forest long before I was born and brought to where they lay now.

      The two of us picked up a single stone and balanced it on our heads. Once the rock was situated we both had to walk all the way back up to the temple with them balanced. If they fell off, we had to start all over again. My first day had seen me trying for hours to get the damn rock to stay, but after a month, I rarely had to restart.

      It still took nearly an hour of walking to reach the courtyard again. Once there, the rocks went into a small pile for the next morning, where we had to return them to exactly where we’d found them.

      Once balance training was complete, we were allowed a small breakfast, cooked by Lord Bael himself. Though there were other teachers in the temple besides Bael, he was the master, and the one we interacted with the most. Especially me. He took a vested interest in my training, teaching me personally when the others went to their teachers.

      Again, this didn’t help my popularity with the others at all.

      Breakfast consisted of fresh produce grown in the garden and two eggs. It could’ve been my skyrocketing appetite, or the freshness of the food, but I’d never tasted anything so utterly delicious in my life.

      After breakfast it was back to training.

      Mornings were for physical training. Pushups, pullups, squats, dips. Nearly every kind of calisthenics I’d ever performed. Hundreds of each of them.

      We worked our bodies to exhaustion for two hours straight and only then were we allowed to rest.

      I took the time to gulp down as much water as possible before collapsing on the ground.

      Lilah took a heaping gulp from her bucket and lay down next to me panting, sweat pouring down her skin.

      “I swear, the better I get, the harder it gets,” she said.

      “You’re telling me. I thought I was in good shape before I came here. How wrong I was?”

      She laughed softly, her hand going to her shirt as she fanned herself. “Well, for a human, you’re keeping up quite nicely. It’s surprising.”

      “A compliment. Those are rare, Three.”

      She nudged me. “Must be the dehydration talking.”

      “Hey! Quit your yammering, you’re ruining my concentration,” Two snapped.

      Two was a bitter man. He had a permanent scowl on his face whenever he was even in my vicinity. He was the worst of everyone here. A purist. He thought Cambions were the superior state of being and he resented my existence. That I had the audacity to stand as an equal next to him.

      What pissed him off even more was that I kept pace with everyone. It was grueling, gut wrenching and I pushed myself to the brink every single day, but I held my own with them.

      And he hated me for it.

      “You relax your way we’ll relax ours, Michael.”

      Two snarled and clenched his fist. But he turned away from me and went back to minding his own business.

      I smiled cheekily at his back, the furthest thing from a gracious victor.

      Lilah leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I should’ve never told you everyone’s names.”

      Her breath was intoxicating and sweet as she put a little of her weight on me. I shook my head and mentally scolded myself.

      You have a girlfriend, you fucking idiot. Don’t you even think about it. It was just my luck that as soon as I started having sex, it gets taken away from me. And to top it off, I had to share close quarters with a girl who was easily one of the sexiest beings I’d ever laid my eyes on and had no compunction about getting close to me.

      I laughed along with her. It was much needed and even if we were sort of friendly with each other, we didn’t laugh often in a place like this. “Yeah, but I only use it to piss him off when he’s being a prick.”

      “True.” She paused. “So, question. Do you want to be my sparring partner today?”

      “What about Four? Thought you and her were designated sparring partners.”

      “Francesca’s got her sights on Michael. Asked me if I minded if she sparred with him.”

      “Glad to know Four actually has no class. Though any further and she’ll be a walking stereotype.” I shot a glance at the airhead bimbo and groaned. D-cup implants on a girl who’s five-nothing is comical. “Well, if demoness barbie doesn’t want you as a partner, then I’ll happily accept the role of punching bag.”

      She smiled and patted my shoulder before going to grab more water as I did the same. Sooner than I would’ve liked, our break came to an end and we all stood and knelt and began our meditations.

      I slowed my breathing and began to focus on my Ki. Since I’d come here my knowledge and skill at manipulating my Ki had grown by leaps and bounds.

      I thought back to Lord Bael’s first lesson.

      He sat me down at a table in the library below the courtyard and asked me point blank.

      “I saw the match against you and the student. How did you know how to use your Ki?”

      “I didn’t,” I said with a shake of my head. “While we were fighting, I focused on the energy that flowed from Donovan as his Ki leaked out. I felt the same feeling inside myself as I was fighting, and it just poured out of me. It wasn’t intentional.”

      Bael paused, his lips pursed as he reached over and picked up a book lying a few feet away. he flipped through a few pages before looking back at me. “And the Ki stealing? You’re telling me that was an accident as well?”

      “Yes, Lord Bael.”

      He hummed under his breath and rubbed at his chin. “Your Ki says you’re telling the truth too. How peculiar.”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt, but is what I did really that impressive? There are hundreds of stories about humans who could cultivate their Ki. Why am I any different?”

      “To put it simply, you’re not. But since the discovery of Runes, it’s been exceedingly rare for someone to activate their Ki before they acquire one.”

      He held up two fingers. “It requires one, a naturally high amount of Ki in the body, which has been steadily dwindling each passing generation as we’re relying too heavily on the runes.  And two, a near mastery of one’s own body. I find it hard to believe that a child who has barely seen two decades has the capacity to have that deep of an understanding about himself.”

      A lightbulb popped in my head and it was at that point that I had to tell him about Sogai and its capabilities.

      He naturally didn’t believe me and asked me to demonstrate it in a mock battle.

      We’d gone back up to the courtyard and fought.

      Bael wasn’t aggressive as I attacked. He calmly watched me and blocked or dodged when necessary, but I relished the chance to test Sogai against a Cambion and gave the fight my all.

      My intensity surprised him, and I managed to land a couple really good hits on him. As my fist shot across his face, Bael immediately took the fight seriously.

      He didn’t wipe the floor with me.

      He shut me down with absolute authority.

      There was nothing I could do in defense. Bael was simply better. His control over his body was something I had no chance of beating at my current state, even with Sogai.

      I was a child fighting a grandmaster; no cheat in the world could bridge that wide chasm.

      When we finished sparring, he held his hand out and helped me up. Though he’d beaten me handily, there was an unreadable expression on his face.

      “That was incredible for a human. I can see why Icarus thought it a wise decision to have you train here. Though you need to keep practicing, you have decent form, but even with your skill, you’re still far from mastering your own body.

      “But it tells me where we need to start.”

      Bael dropped to the ground and sat cross-legged, inclining his head to tell me to do the same. I sat next to him and mimicked his posture.

      “Tell me, Five. What are the fundamentals of Ki?”

      “Mind, body, and spirit. Developing those three things allows one to develop their Ki.”

      He chuckled and sighed into his palm. “I should’ve guessed as much. Your academy teaches that there are only three methods to develop one’s Ki. As you said, mind, body, and spirit. That is a lie. Or at least it is a half-truth.”

      Wait, what? I paused. “Then what is the whole truth?”

      “That there are nearly as many different ways to harness and use Ki as there are people on this planet.”

      I turned to stare at Bael as he spoke, and I tried to understand what he was telling me. It went against what I was taught and didn’t make sense. Why would Wyvern lie and teach a method that limits a person’s potential?

      “So why teach a restrictive method if there really are as many different ways to develop Ki?”

      Bael shook his head. “Because nurturing individuality doesn’t breed soldiers. And make no mistake, that is exactly what you are. A soldier created to wage war.”

      “I’m not training to be a solider. I’m training to be a Hero!”

      He stood and waved me off. “Call it whatever you want, but you’re just deluding yourself if you think otherwise. Now let’s get back to meditation. I’m going to teach you the proper way to best harness your Ki.”

      And he had.

      Piper had given the fundamentals, but it was a drop of water compared to the ocean of knowledge Bael introduced me to, and after a month, I was quite satisfied with the results.

      Bael taught me how to channel my Ki throughout my body and even draw it in from outside myself, something we were told was impossible without a rune.

      A lot of things I thought were impossible were suddenly not. And Bael was right. After my enlightenment, I could see the merits of why Wyvern taught Ki the way they did.

      It was incredibly direct and straightforward, but it wasn’t wrong in and of itself. Bael just opened my eyes to what lay beyond the shore.

      The rush of hot water flowed over every inch of my body and filled me with strength.

      As I reached equilibrium, I stood and opened my eyes.

      My skin glowed pale blue and I dialed back the amount of Ki. I pushed out and the light faded before vanishing completely. There was no need to push out so much Ki. Bael’s words of wisdom echoed in my head. If you’re glowing, you’re using too much Ki. It’s a waste except in all but the direst of situations.

      I only needed a fraction of my Ki potential to begin working on my kung fu.

      It was another of Lord Bael’s requirements, one that I strongly protested when I first arrived. I was already well versed in my own style of Jeet Kune Do.

      I didn’t see the need to practice another form of martial arts.

      But as Bael was quick to point out, everything I thought I knew was wrong.

      “We practice Northern Shaolin kung fu here. All of my students learn it and so will you,” Bael said after I complained.

      “But I already know martial arts, why do I have to learn an entirely different style?”

      He sighed. “I’m not going to argue the effectiveness of one combat style over the other. Your school admittedly does a fine job of weeding out ineffective combat styles all on its own, but we don’t practice kung fu as solely a means to fight. In fact that’s the least useful aspect of it.

      We practice it to hone your mind and your body. It’s to help you learn and become more in tune with yourself which only further hones your Ki potential.

      “Now I won’t tolerate another word of complaint, fall in line and let’s begin!”

      I’d found the subtle disconnect challenging at first.

      JKD was a brutally efficient form of combat, but kung fu was different. It flowed and was precise, requiring extreme command of one’s own body. I’d seen the brutality of Wolf, Toad, Leopard, and Canton Dog. But when kung fu was simply used for spiritual enlightenment, it was indescribable.

      After a month, I was still not used to the forms, but with each day I improved, and I had plenty of time to. We practiced six hours a day, every day, without fail.

      With my Ki-enhanced body, I widened my legs and lowered my center of gravity to my hips, sinking into horse stance. My arms at the bend in my hips, I began punching, focusing on each individual muscle as I worked on keeping my form precise.

      The flow of Ki in my body wasn’t meant to enhance my physicality or put power into my strikes, though I could now use it to do both. But what I needed it for in that moment was to get me in harmony with my body.

      After many long minutes, I finished Horse and flowed into Bow stance, repeating the same punches and blocks. From Bow, it went to Cat, then Crouch and Cross stance. And I finished in Crane stance.

      Three hours had passed, and I’d barely noticed the time passing. When I was finished, I dropped to the ground as the exhaustion I’d been ignoring flared to life.

      I drank greedily from my bucket of water, and when I was finished, I joined the others for dinner.

      We ate quickly, only taking the barest of time to taste our food before it was back to training.

      Another three hours of kung fu training and then it was time for a bath and bed.

      The others treated bathing as they did eating, something to be finished as quick as possible and then it was off to bed. I took my time, letting the fatigue of the day soak out my skin.

      It was my favorite part of the day, and I relished my few moments of peace.

      When my bath was done, I shuffled to our room and was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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      The routine we developed never wavered in the four months I was at the temple.

      We woke up, trained with everything we had until we couldn’t anymore and then went to sleep only to repeat the same thing the next day and the day after that.

      Four months of the same thing.

      The weeks passed like seconds and I lost all sense of time bettering myself.

      As the fourth month closed out, I could say without a doubt that I had never been more in sync with my body than I was at that moment. My body had been lean before, but it was a soft lean. I’d shedded nearly every ounce of residual fat and even added a bit of muscle mass to my slight frame.

      I was in the best shape of my life, and I couldn’t have been prouder.

      Bael ran us ragged every single day, except for a single day at the end of the month.

      On the last day of the month, we would wake up, stretch and then would head to the courtyard. Bael would pair us up and we would fight. Bael watched our matches and judged. Those who conducted themselves to his satisfaction, completed his training and were allowed to leave the temple.

      None of us passed my first month at the temple, but One passed the second month and we never saw him again.

      The third month went the same as the first and none of us passed. But now the fourth month was coming to an end and I just knew it was my time to pass. I’d been here for too long and the outside world beckoned.

      My kung fu had advanced incredibly, and I had incredible control over my Ki. I thought I was as ready as I would ever be. In the morning we would fight, and I was confident in my abilities. I ate a hearty meal and went to bed early that night, wanting to make sure I was entirely refreshed for the morning. As always, I was out before I could register my head hitting the pillow.

      A light shake woke me up.

      I rolled over and found Lilah next to my bed, her hand on my shoulder.

      “What,” I mumbled.

      “Come with me.”

      I grumbled and shook myself out of slumber. As I hopped out of bed, I quickly got dressed and Lilah led me out of the temple and to the forest. My breath fogged in front of my face, but I’d long since acclimated to the temperature and it barely bothered me anymore.

      She led me deep into the woods, farther than we’d ever gone before.

      Lilah led me to the river that was several miles deep in the forest. But we didn’t stop at it, we kept going, following the river to where it ended in a massive waterfall nearly fifty feet high.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked when we stopped.

      “I wanted to test a few things out, away from the prying eyes. But I needed someone to make sure I don’t get hypothermia.”

      Before I could ask what she was talking about, she took off her shirt before bending over and sliding out of her pants.

      Lilah stood naked, smirking at me before stepping into the water.

      “Fuck that’s cold.”

      “Yeah, it’s probably near freezing, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      After four months here, I’d seen Lilah naked dozens of times, but each time was just as distracting as the first. Her beauty was just something I didn’t think I’d ever grow tired of looking at.

      She walked to the center of the fall and stood under it, letting the water crash over her.

      I stepped closer to her and she smiled at me. “Just watch.”

      Lilah held her hands over her head and they started glowing blue. She splayed her fingers out and the glow of her Ki only grew brighter as water slipped through her fingers.

      At first nothing happened, but ever so slowly, the water stopped sliding over her fingers. It hit some invisible force an inch above her hands and washed over it.

      As the minutes passed, the invisible force field grew as Lilah stretched her hands as far as they would go over her head, and, like she had an umbrella, the water sluiced around her.

      Not a drop touched her gorgeous skin.

      I gaped. “That’s incredible!”

      She beamed. “Come join me, Alex. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      My inner nerd which had been kept dormant surged to the surface at being able to create a force field and I quickly followed Lilah’s lead and stripped.

      I climbed over the slick rocks carefully and shivered when the near ice-cold water lapped at my skin.

      “Fuck me!” I shivered and danced over the rocks as quickly as I could.

      She only smiled and crooked a finger at me, beckoning me to her. “Well come closer so you don’t get wet.”

      For a brief second, the water ran over my skin and I locked up, but then it passed, and I was under Lilah’s force field. It shimmered a faint blue as the white water fell around us. I had to stand very close to her as there was no more than a few feet separating us from the frigid downpour.

      She smiled and shifted towards me, her slightly chilled skin pressed against my chest as her head tilted.

      Her full lips were so close to mine.

      “Lilah.”

      She pouted, pressing her lips out so they rested against mine. It wasn’t a kiss, but it was close. “C’mon, Alex. Even you can’t deny how romantic it is.”

      I shook my head. “Still not going to happen.”

      “Is it because I’m a Cambion?”

      “Never been about that and you know it.”

      I couldn’t deny how close Lilah and I had grown these last few months. It was a necessity just as much as it was because we enjoyed each other’s company.

      There simply wasn’t anyone else to talk to.

      One was gone, and Two and Four were always together and never spared us the time of day. Lord Bael and the other monks were around for deep conversations about martial arts or Ki, but there was no one when we just needed to blow off steam or have a conversation that wasn’t about whether Horse stance was better than Crane or Cat.

      Lilah and I had naturally gravitated toward each other since day one.

      But it didn’t change the fact that I was in love with Piper. And I couldn’t, I wouldn’t do anything to betray that.

      But Lilah knew this, and yet she still pressed her luck.

      I honestly didn’t know what either woman saw in me, but I’d stopped questioning it.

      She smiled, a devious glint in her eye. “Oops.”

      Lilah dropped her Ki field and a thunderous wave of water crashed onto us. The cold sucked my breath from me and we both slipped on the wet rocks. I grabbed her as we fell and pulled her close to me as we hit the ground.

      For a long moment neither of us moved as we both caught our breath. She lay on top of me, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she clung to me, her head nestled into my collarbone.

      “That was fun,” she mumbled her hot breath doing little to take the chill from my bones.

      “That was stupid, what the hell was that for?”

      Lilah lifted her head and her radiant eyes narrowed. “It was for this.” She pressed her lips to mine in a deep kiss, her mouth parting to allow her tongue to tease my lips before she pulled back. “I stole a kiss, so you’re off the hook.”

      “Lilah,” I growled.

      She only smiled wider and rose off me in a flash. The cold certainly had an effect on her and I found it a monumental task to pry my eyes away from her bust.

      “Do you hate me?”

      I nodded. “Yep.” Then a smile broke out on my face. “Just don’t do it again.”

      We both started laughing and I hastily climbed out of the river. We both stared at the rushing water for a long moment before I tried to break the silence.

      “So, you promised to show me how to do the force field thing. Let’s get to it before we freeze our asses off.”

      She stepped toward me and came around behind me. “Hold your hands like this,” she said as she took hold of my wrists and pressed her breasts against my back.

      So soft. I shook my head. “Lilah.”

      She only chuckled in my ear. “Was worth a shot.”
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      Two came at me with furious delight in his eyes, his pink skin flush with the heat of battle as he fired off a kick that would have crippled me if it connected.

      I stepped to the side as air rippled over my skin.

      Two’s foot narrowly missed.

      He stepped with his kick. As it landed, he shifted his weight and pivoted. His right leg came toward me, aiming for my ribs.

      I sank low into Horse and brought my arm up to block. His kick radiated up my arm and deadened the nerves. I absorbed the strike and shifted my weight to my back foot as I lashed out with a side kick.

      It hit his stomach and he buckled, going with the impact to lessen the damage as he stepped back. The stone thudded softly as he stepped away, telling me he wasn’t staying light on his feet.

      A chorus of whispers sounded throughout the courtyard. Nearly every monk had gathered to watch our sparring matches, but their constant mumbling was slightly distracting.

      I cast my eyes to Lilah, who grinned when our gazes met. “Give ‘em hell,” she mouthed.

      Right. Let’s get serious. Two recovered from my kick and shuffled ever so closer to me; his eyes traveled over my body, searching for an opening, but I wasn’t sloppy enough to give him one.

      Bael told me Sogai was prohibited in my matches, along with any application of Ki, so it forced me to rely on my natural senses to beat a Cambion. A being who was naturally stronger and faster than any human.

      There’s no way I can win on strength and speed alone; Two outclasses me in every way except one.

      I could keep my cool in a fight. Two was prone to anger, and that made him reckless.

      “Hey, Michael, your form was off when my kick landed, you should really pay more attention.”

      He snarled in rage and rushed me, exactly like I was hoping he would. The rapid rise and fall of his chest and flared nostrils told me his breathing increased and his movements were heavier than before.

      Perfect.

      Two threw a strong cross that probably would have collapsed my chest if it connected. I stepped back and shifted into Cat stance, placing most of my weight on my back leg while resting my front ever so slightly on the ground.

      I grabbed Two by the wrist and bicep.

      While in Cat, I flicked my right foot up in a swift kick to his groin.

      He gasped as his eyes bulged and he sucked in a huge gulp of air.

      I stepped close to him and turned as I bent and threw him over my shoulder.

      Two landed painfully on the stone floor and all the air whooshed out of his lungs. I bent his wrist and twisted, controlling his arm as my foot pressed hard to his neck.

      He was beaten.

      Two struggled, but a little bit of pressure on his wrist and he locked up in pain and ceased his attempts.

      I looked to Bael, who stared at me and nodded. I released Two and offered him my hand. Which he predictably shoved away from him. He stalked out of the courtyard, a storm cloud of fury trailing behind him.

      I sighed and moved off the field as Lilah and Four began their match. Four was quick and agile, but Lilah had much better skill than she did, so I wasn’t worried about her in the slightest.

      Bael came to stand beside me as we both watched Lilah break down Four like she was cardboard. Four just wasn’t up to snuff.

      Should’ve spent more time training than trying to get into Two’s bed, Francesca. You’re not a bad fighter if you’d just give it more of an effort.

      “You did well during the match.”

      I shrugged. “Michael’s skill with kung fu is better than mine, but he hasn’t studied other forms. Ippon Seoinage is one of the most basic throws in Judo. He should really broaden his horizons and not let his temper get the best of him.”

      “I would agree with you there, Five. Also. Congratulations on your victory. You have passed all of your trials.”

      “Does that mean I can go home?” I asked, turning to him.

      He nodded. “Though you are more than welcome to stay longer if you wish. You have the basics of kung fu mastered as well as your control over your Ki. The rest only comes with practice, but you can do that from anywhere in the world.”

      I bowed to him. “Thank you, Lord Bael. But I have been away from home for far too long. It’s time I head back.”

      “Of course, then you will be free to leave after the ceremony.”

      With that, we both turned back to watch Lilah win her fight against Four.
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      After Lilah won her fight, everyone dispersed and went back to either their duties as monks or training in the case of Two and Four. Lilah and I were led to the prayer room by Bael.

      He stopped in front of the large statue of Majin and bowed respectfully. Beside us next to the altar was a large brazier lit by a large fire with two iron pokers sitting inside.

      Bael turned to us with a slight proud smile on his face. “Congratulations, both of you, for passing your tests. You both conducted yourselves accordingly during your fights and have learned what I’ve taught you well. You are both ready in my eyes.”

      He reached into the brazier and grabbed one of the pokers. At the end of it was a white-hot sigil formed in the metal. It was a brand.

      “This is the sigil of the demon, Lilin. And from this day forward, it will be your new name. Do you accept?”

      Lilah nodded. “I do.”

      “Then remove your shirt.”

      She pulled her shirt overhead and tossed it to the floor. Lilah stood straight as Bael brought the smoldering brand to her left breast and pressed it against her skin. Lilah squirmed in pain and whimpered as the stench of burning flesh filled the air and made me want to gag. As the brand was removed, she crumpled to the floor, panting as sweat streamed down her skin.

      Bael laid the first brand at Majin’s feet and withdrew the second as he came to stand before me.

      “This is the sigil of the demon, Belial. And from this day forward, it will be your new name. Do you accept?”

      “Yes, Lord Bael.”

      I quickly removed my shirt and tried to quiet my heart as the burning metal inched close to my skin. Bael pressed the metal to my skin and it was so cold that it sucked my breath away before the burning pain set in. My flesh sizzled and cracked and I couldn’t think around the pain.

      Then Bael pulled away, but the pain lingered.

      Burns are hands down the worst injury to receive. It doesn’t matter if it’s a tiny pin prick or a large oval brand carving a geometric pattern into your chest. They just hurt and it was a pain that overtook everything else in my world.

      We both lay crumpled on the ground trying to bring our senses back to the present, but the pain made everything difficult.

      Bael leaned over and pressed his hands to our chest as his palms lit up with Ki. “This should help speed up the healing process tremendously and take away the worst of the pain.”

      And he was right, after the first few minutes, our pain did go away enough for us to stand. The cool air brushed over my sensitive skin and I shivered.

      “That was miserable.”

      “Tell me about it,” Lilah, or Lilin said.

      Bael clapped us both on the shoulder. “I’m impressed that neither of you cried out. Asmodeus screamed his head off.”

      “Asmodeus?”

      “The name I gave to One, after he finished his training. Speaking of, Lilin has opted to stay here and keep training, and I know how close you two have gotten.”

      We both blushed a bit as we looked over at each other.

      “I’ll give you a few minutes to say goodbye. Meet me at the portal when you’re ready,” he said as he departed, leaving us alone.

      It was bittersweet. I was elated at the prospect of going home, but I also didn’t want to leave Lilin just yet. We had grown close, and despite her nascent romantic feelings for me, she’d become a very dear friend.

      She walked over and pulled me into a tight hug, but we both winced as our chests pressed together and the pain of our burns flared to life.

      “Ow, that hurt, dummy.”

      “Shut up and just hug me back already.”

      I pulled her close and we stood that way for a long moment. When we finally pulled back her lips lingered on my cheek.

      “Don’t think this is the last you’ve seen of me though, Alex, or Belial.” She smirked. “That name suits you. I like it.”

      “What did you mean when you said we’d see each other again?”

      Lilin smiled. “You’ll see. Bael will tell you. Now I have to get back to training and you have to get home,” she said as she pulled away.

      “I’ll miss you.”

      “Miss you too,” she replied and left, sparing me one last lingering look.

      Alright, enough stalling. Let’s go home.

      I met Lord Bael at the portal, and he held out his hands.

      “I have something for you, Belial.”

      He gave me a large box, plain and unadorned. At his urging I opened the box and unwrapped his gift.

      Inside the box was a charcoal-gray Wyvern uniform. I picked it up and ran my hands over the fabric. It wasn’t quite as I remembered; the fabric was lighter, more flexible. The blazer was also different. It was the same style as my old uniform, but this one was accented differently.

      Soft gray fur lined the inside of the jacket and the collar and where the Wyvern logo had been on the breast pocket was now the crest that matched the brand on my chest.

      “What is this?”

      “Your new uniform. Consider it a badge of honor. You were the first human to complete their training here, but you won’t be the last.”

      “Wait what?”

      Bael nodded. “You were a test case, so to speak. As you’ll find when you return to school, things have escalated, and the other two schools are trying to maximize their students’ potential.”

      “So other students are going to start attending here?”

      “Only the very best, as you well know, not just anyone can keep up with Cambions, but yes. Starting this summer, students from all three schools will start attending training here.

      “That includes you. I expect to see you back here when the time comes, do you understand?”

      “Yes, Lord Bael.”

      He smiled. “Good, now get changed and get going. I’m sure you’re anxious to return home.”

      Bael handed me a card. “This will allow you to return here from any portal in the world. It also has enough money on it to see you home.”

      With a parting pat on the back, Bael left and I was alone on the walkway that I’d stepped out on four months ago. I hadn’t seen or talked to anyone from Wyvern in all that time.

      Let’s change that.

      I quickly changed into my new uniform. It fit me better than any clothing I’d ever worn before and I could move as well or better than if I was wearing athletic clothes. It was a uniform meant to be fought in.

      As I walked to the gate, I went to punch in the coordinates for Wyvern, but I hesitated. I haven’t seen my dad in such a long time. I don’t think anyone will care if I stop and see him first before I head back to school.

      With a smile on my face, I punched in Osaka’s coordinates and stepped into the portal.
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      So far, work on our new animal form of kung fu had been challenging.

      After proving there might be some merit in the study, by kicking our friend Mo’s ass, Fitz and I had been butting heads. Attempting to merge two well-established kung fu forms into something new was complicated, difficult, and more often than not, ended up in us creating a technique that was weaker or less effective than before.

      We’d given up on a true hybrid form and were now simply trying to maximize efficiency when fighting together.

      Since Mo was only one person, and not as crazy as he looked, he’d picked up a few friends to help us out.

      It was Fitz and I who were wearing the bruises now.

      “Let’s just try it again, yeah? Come on. One more go, and then you guys can head off and do whatever,” Fitz demanded.

      Mo’s friends grunted their agreement, and we all fell into our stances once more.

      I hunkered in Wolf beside Fitz who bounced around on the balls of her feet. She was incredible to watch. Most animal kung fu artists attempted to move like the creature the style was named for. Fitz, though, seemed like she became a real leopard. Her eyes flashed dangerously, and she constantly moved.

      We faced off against Mo and his three buddies. Two were MMA fighters, but the other practiced classic Wing Chun.

      They too had some experience in fighting as a team, and every time Fitz or I would get an upper hand, they’d swarm us. Then we’d tap and have to reset again.

      It had been a frustrating day to say the least.

      I moved first.

      I led with a low kick, anticipating a block. When it came, I dug my heel into the ground and threw a strong uppercut into the man’s gut. Thankfully, my first attack landed, and Harold the Wing Chun practitioner collapsed to the ground.

      The two MMA fighters nearly overwhelmed me, but Fitz darted in, flicking out kicks toward both of their faces. None of her attacks landed, but she’d bought me enough time to rebound into a defensive stance.

      Fitz and I formed a single unit once more, and we held our position as the others advanced.

      This time it was Mo who initiated. Rolling forward, he struck out at Fitz’s flank, trying to knock out one of her legs. She blocked and I took the opportunity to come at Mo.

      We’d been here before though, and especially when fighting against the master of Toad form, it became difficult to finish him quickly enough.

      I slapped my hands on the ground and lifted both legs for a sideways kick.

      The blow landed on his hip and sent him off balance. I made to follow but his companions were on me in an instant.

      I withdrew again, letting Fitz take the front while I waited to strike at the next threat. She jumped in the air, flicking her foot into the face of an MMA fighter. The other charged, however, and speared her from the side.

      She fell heavily to the ground with him.

      Sensing our impending loss, I stood up in a Leopard stance and kicked the man on the side of his ribs first and a second strike to the neck. He crumpled over, out of the fight. His partner was back in the game though, and before Fitz could stand up again, he had struck her lightly in the throat.

      We were sparring, so it was in good form to give up when someone pulled an otherwise devastating blow.

      Fitz cursed her mother’s maiden name and yielded.

      It was down to me, and Mo and his friend were quite a lot to handle. Still, I didn’t feel like giving an inch.

      “Bring it, you guys! I’m not out yet!” I encouraged and I saw my own grin mirrored on Mo’s face.

      “You sure? I thought this was about you two training to be a team or something.”

      I shrugged. “It is. It’s also about trying to find a way for these two forms to work together. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Mo didn’t waste any time.

      The fighter darted in like a wrestler, trying to snag my front leg.

      I stood tall in Leopard and sent three snapping hands at his face and neck. The first two landed, and Mo yelped in pain. I wasn’t going full out on him, but I knew he’d have a nice bruise in the morning.

      Growling, he nodded to his friend and they moved forward as a single unit.

      Time for Wolf to take over, I thought.

      I dropped lower, spreading my stance, and leapt into the gap between the two.

      Mo’s friend sunk a fist into my ribs and Mo brought up a foot to kick me in the gut.

      Before it landed, I caught him in the thigh with an elbow. The strike stifled his own kick and made him grimace once more. My second attack was a sideways kick to the back of the MMA fighter’s leg.

      My foot struck solidly and the man folded over like a cheap chair.

      He slammed back onto the mat and dodged a downwards stomp I’d aimed at his chest.

      In a flash, he was back on his feet.

      The next exchange didn’t go nearly so well.

      Mo decided to show up with his brain and sent out a few tentative jabs, all feints to keep me busy. His friend timed it perfectly.

      I dodged to the side, avoiding a more serious kick from Mo, and the MMA fighter speared me from the opposite side. His head and shoulder crashed into my ribs and my feet left the mat.

      He slammed me to the ground, and I gave him a few jabs with my thumb. Twice in the neck and another in his ribs, it was almost enough to get him to retreat.

      But he was as stubborn as I was.

      He had a knee on my chest a moment later, and before I could fight to have him off, Mo landed an overly dramatic elbow drop to my chest.

      “It’s over, buddy. Give up,” Mo commanded, satisfaction dripping from his grin.

      I growled and gave in. “Fine, but that elbow drop was ridiculous. You should feel ashamed.”

      Mo laughed and clapped his hands. “Maybe so. But better than me plucking off your ear or headbutting you in the face, no?”

      “Okay, you make a pretty strong point there. Now get off me already.”

      My friend stood up, giving an unnecessary shove off of me as he went. Then he reached down to help pull me back up to my feet.

      I looked at the other fighters who’d given up their afternoon to help us with our experiment. “Thanks a lot, guys. I appreciate it. We couldn’t have really tested anything properly without having stacked odds.”

      Fitz grumbled, reaching into her pack for a bottle of water. “I don’t know, J. Seems like it isn’t really working. I am as excited as you are for this to click, but I think we’d have done just as well had we just fought them normally. What do you think? Keep trying or throw in the towel?”

      I hung my hands on my hips to catch my breath and looked at the faces around me. “I don’t want to hold anyone up. Let’s just call it off for now. Maybe Fitz and I can brainstorm this for a while and see if we can get some insight. Then we can try again if you guys are willing.”

      Mo smiled apologetically when his friends groaned. Nobody seemed into it anymore, so it was good it was over for now.

      Fitz shot me a sympathetic look. “You think about it. I’ll think about it. Then let’s meet up in a couple days and see what just the two of us can come up with. Sound good?”

      I agreed and we all parted ways.

      I spent a few minutes showering up and trying to clear my mind.

      Changes kept happening, and I had to keep my footing. First Alex left, then Kayden showed up, the weird thing with my Ki, and now the brilliant idea I’d developed with Fitz looked to be turning to shit.

      Can’t win over a kingdom in a day, buddy. Chill out and focus. One step at a mother fucking time.

      I retrieved my bag and headed toward one of my favorite restaurants. Without Mr. Cook living with me, it was down to my old favorite recipes. By old favorite I really meant the half dozen dishes I could cook properly, and I was getting sick of pancakes and omelets.

      Taco night it is then!

      Maybe Ava can come over and we can watch a movie. We can pretend we’re in a normal relationship for once. Might be interesting.

      As I approached the first of a long string of restaurants, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to answer, assuming it was Ava.

      The name made me freeze.

      Kayden Kadell.

      Shaking my head, I picked up.

      “What is it? And how did you get my phone number?”

      The sound of laughter echoed through the receiver. “Call it the perks of having a father with connections. And about your first question… I don’t know, man. Why don’t we drink a little and hang out. I don’t really have any other friends here.”

      My answer was immediate and stone cold. “We’re not friends. You know that more than anyone, Kayden.”

      “I do. And honestly, I’m sorry about a lot of things. Look, just give me a half hour. Fuck, man, I already bought a case. Do you know anywhere worthy of tossing a few back?”

      I sighed, looking longingly at a girl walking with a steaming sandwich. “Sure. I don’t have all night, and I’m bringing food. Meet me at Jalisco’s.”

      Thirty minutes later, Kayden was walking beside me as I headed for my rooftop sanctuary. He made a few noises to indicate he was impressed when I showed him how to sneak into the barred-off staircase leading up.

      “Some habits die hard, huh, Mallory?”

      I ran up the stairs, ignoring Kayden’s stupid comment. When we reached the top, I held out a hand. “Not too shabby, huh? Well, I like it at least. Might not seem much for a spoiled rich kid.”

      “Spoiled and rich, yeah, but don’t get me wrong. This view is fantastic!”

      I didn’t quite know if Kayden was being sincere. It was an aspect of being around him that I’d never gotten used to. He was all charm and enthusiasm one minute and the next he was shit talking you in front of a bunch of assholes.

      I took a bite of my first taco and groaned. Yeah, the view was amazing, but my appetite was a beast in and of itself.

      I continued to eat, hearing Kayden crack open a beer behind me. “I am sorry. Hope you know that, man. We… I know we were friends, good friends—“

      “Let it be!” I snapped. “I’m not gonna hug you and hold your hand. Yeah, I thought you were my best friend, actually, but you fucked me over. Don’t expect me to trust you any time soon.”

      “No. Guess not. Still, I’m sorry. Had to say that at least.”

      I let his comment fall, but his tone struck me nonetheless. Again, the bastard almost sounded like he had a soul, like he might even contain regrets or sympathy for anyone other than himself.

      The second and third tacos went down without any further interruption, and the sound of a cold beer became appealing.

      “Toss me one?” I asked and caught the frigid can Kayden threw me.

      He opened a second then strode closer to the edge of the roof and sat down.

      Knowing I’d agreed to this, I followed.

      I sat beside him, folding my legs beneath me. “So, what is it, Kayden? Why go through this?”

      “I was being quite honest, J. No friends. And I’ve felt like shit about how things turned out, for years now. If you don’t wanna be friends now, I understand, but I figured you owed me one hang out at least.”

      “I don’t owe you shit.”

      Kayden laughed but his reply caught me off guard. “Carina. You owe me for Carina. Don’t deny it.”

      I thought of the girl I’d first fallen for. Carina was an old family friend of Kayden’s. Their fathers went to Westpoint together or some shit like that.

      When I’d first met them all in some prep school for military brats in Hong Kong, I was the outsider. Kayden invited me in. I’d fallen for Carina the moment I set eyes on her. But she was classy, spoke properly, had perfectly manicured nails.

      I was the kid with the grubby uniform.

      Kayden had changed that, for a while at least.

      “I won’t deny it. Still talk to her?” I asked, curious to know what had become of my first ex.

      “Of course. Our parents still imagine we’ll get married someday. It’s crazy to consider really. Carina is too much a sister to me and I a brother to her. It would be creepy.”

      “Is she…” I paused and looked over to him. “Is she good?”

      Kayden took a swig of his beer and nodded. “She is stellar. Don’t worry. A little heartbreak wouldn’t stop that woman. She’s pre-med. Girl’s gonna have her name on a dozen academic papers in a couple years.”

      I nodded, taking in the news.

      I’d never wanted to hurt her. Falling in love wasn’t part of my plan. I hadn’t even known what my feelings were at the time until it was too late. Then she met my dad at a battalion ball we were all invited to. He’d invited her to come over for dinner the following week.

      I’d sent her a break-up text before I was even home that night.

      No way any girl I care about is gonna meet that dirtbag, I promised myself.

      Kayden cleared his throat and changed the subject. “The training you were doing. You know I’m not lying, right? I saw a kid at Leviathan try to do something similar and he blew out his core. Dude can’t even talk now.”

      “I’m sure it’s dangerous, but I will be careful.” When I saw him glance over at me, I added, “More careful. I just want to get ready. These demons, the world around us, I just feel like I have to get ready. Storm’s coming.”

      “You aren’t wrong. Still, I’d suggest you wait until you get your first rune. It not only lets you grasp the Ki better, but it fortifies your body and core. That way, even if you do fuck up, you won’t burn up.”

      I finished my beer and drank another.

      The sun fell below the trees in the distance, and we talked about old times.

      He told me what happened to the few friends I’d had, where they were now and who they’d fucked or fought with.

      It was more entertaining than I’d expected. Soon, the stars were halfway out and we were both half a case deep. I was laughing at one of his stupid jokes, remembering a distant part of my past I hadn’t considered in years.

      A lull swept our conversation into the wind, and briefly, our rooftop was silent.

      When Kayden spoke again, his tone had shifted somewhat. “I’m glad we did this, J. I know it doesn’t change everything, but… but it was worth it. Wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah, sure. The beer didn’t hurt either.”

      “Never does,” he shot back.

      I fished out another for myself and tossed one to him as well.

      Kayden cracked it open and caught my eye. “You’re doing really good. I’m surprised, actually. I mean, you went through a lot of shit, and yet here you are.”

      “And where am I at exactly?”

      His eyes bulged and he gestured around me. “You’re at Icarus Institute. The second-best Ascension school in the world. I was a dick about it earlier, but this place is fantastic!”

      I laughed. “Yeah, you’re a dick about a lot of things. It is pretty great though.”

      “You, J. James fucking Mallory made it here all by himself. It’s impressive as shit!” Kayden hollered, his voice echoing off of a nearby cement wall.

      “Not that impressive. I’ve been training for over ten years. I’m a born fighter, Kayden. You know that.”

      He waved his hands side to side. “No, not that. Sure, J, you’re a badass. Not as good as me, of course, but an amazing fighter.”

      I ignored his jab, grinning at the familiar teasing we’d used to be so good at.

      “It is where you came from that impresses me. My dad’s a damn two-star general, and he’s still pretty young. He’s got a legit shot at becoming a four star, J. Hell, I’ve dined with two presidents! And you—“

      “And me what?” I asked, my voice going cold in a flash.

      Not sensing my anger, Kayden blundered ahead. “And you are the son of Command Sergeant Major Mallory! The guy went from being CSM of an entire combat theater to a fucking laughing stock. He’s a washed-out drunk, and the way he treated you and your—“

      “Shut up, Kayden!” I shouted. “Shut your fucking mouth. I don’t care if you’ve got a shiny rune under that sleeve. You mention either of my parents again and I’ll pull out both your eyes!”

      Kayden backed up a pace, but fell into a natural fighting stance. “I didn’t mean that. You don’t have to over react. You know what I said was true.”

      I threw my beer on the ground and kicked the case, sending a few of the beers sprawling. “I should have known this was coming. You always liked having me around. It was the easiest way for you to feel good about yourself. Pretty boy Kayden has a bad day. Call up James, see if he wants to come over. I’m just a reminder of your status.”

      My once best friend stared at me, the charm having fallen away from his face utterly. He took a long pull on his beer and threw the empty can over the edge of the roof. “I think it’s the other way around. I think, J, that you just resent me. It isn’t my fault you have a trashy family.”

      I moved without thinking.

      My fist flew through the air, and despite my inebriation, would have been enough to knock down anyone.

      Anyone who didn’t have a rune at least.

      Kayden took the punch on his jaw, and a faint blue light pulsed from under his white shirt sleeve.

      He turned back to face me, anger twisting his features.

      My body twitched with rage, and I seethed at the thought of not being as strong as he was.

      Kayden spoke in a near whisper, his words as soft as the breeze. “Why don’t you chill out, J. Wouldn’t want to hurt an old friend.”

      “I’m not your fucking friend!” I screamed and threw a series of attacks at him.

      He ducked under a punch, blocked a low kick with his foot with ease. Then as I threw a hook at his face, he caught my arm and threw me over his shoulder.

      I tumbled over the gravel-strewn roof and struck my head on a ventilation pipe.

      Blood poured hot over my ear, muffling my hearing.

      I spun and stood, but Kayden was already walking away.

      I watched him leave, heading to the staircase. Before he disappeared, he turned and said one final thing. “I know you want to be the best, J. I just don’t think you’re going about it in the right way.”

      My hands shook, and blood dripped down into the collar of my uniform.

      I stared at the space where Kayden had stood moments before. How had he managed to show up in my life after so long and completely throw me off so quickly?

      Cause the bastard’s right. I’m as trashy as my old man, and I’ll never live it down.
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      Getting my head to stop bleeding was a priority.

      I removed my Wyvern Academy jacket and wrapped it around my head, using the sleeves to pull it tight. The blood continued to seep out, but it wasn’t pouring anymore. Good enough for now.

      I found two more cans of beer nearby and snatched them up.

      That piece of shit. How dare he just tromp through my life like this… Again!

      I sat down and leaned against the metal box of an air conditioning vent. Then I took my time and nursed the beers till the second one was warm from my hand.

      The stars shone above, indifferent as the wind.

      My phone buzzed and I took it out of my pocket to see who it was. Haruki had texted, something short and sweet, most likely checking up on me or seeing when Ava and I might want to get together again.

      I shoved it back in my pocket and grumbled.

      I wasn’t in a decent enough mood to talk with anyone right now. History told me that if I answered that text, I’d end up saying something nasty, something I’d most likely regret.

      Haruki doesn’t deserve that, I mused. Hell, she doesn’t deserve to be with someone like me at all. I’m a jug of fucking poison. Why any of them tolerate me, I just don’t know.

      I stood up and swayed a moment. My gut was full of shitty beer and my head pounded. It was hard not to think about how easily Kayden had tossed me. Sure, it was an easy enough move to master, but the sheer strength and grace in which he executed the throw was testament to the power of the rune.

      “If I had one, I’d have knocked his teeth out, one at a time.”

      My slurred promise felt sour in my mouth. I spit out a gob of foul spit and tossed my last beer.

      I abandoned the roof, swaying down the staircase. When I jumped over the fence that led to my secret place, I twisted my ankle slightly. I cursed but kept on my path back to my apartment.

      What was a little more pain and discomfort?

      A group of students passed by, growing silent as they saw my condition. One guy tentatively asked if I was okay. A nice gesture, sure, but not one I needed at the moment. I ignored him and continued my trudge home.

      As I did so, my mind flicked through the memories that kept surging up. It was like Kayden had stirred the sludge in the bottom of my mind, and now things were surfacing, things I’d rather have left dead or forgotten.

      I thought of the time I first met Kayden. He’d invited me into a game of basketball. It was that simple of an offering. I’d accepted, and when the game was over, he’d asked if I wanted to come over after school.

      The rest was history.

      The first time I saw his family’s house had been a game changer.

      Living on base meant I’d grown up in clean and serviceable homes most of my life. Compared to Kayden’s, though, mine was sterile and lifeless.

      Kayden’s family lived off base. They had the money to rent something much more spectacular. I thought we were walking into an apartment complex that first day I came over. There was even a courtyard, filled with plants and a central fountain. When I’d learned it was all theirs, I couldn’t believe it.

      My pocket buzzed again, and when I checked my phone, this time it was Ava. She was calling, her name flashing in my phone’s screen off and on like a reminder that my real life hadn’t gone away.

      I pressed mute and tucked it away.

      Not now, Ava. Not when I’m like this, I promised. I can’t have you see me when I’m like this.

      It was my way of protecting myself. My mom had left my dad after she’d seen too much of the vile creature he was inside. How long would it take Ava to do the same when she figured out I was a monster too?

      I neared the housing structures soon enough, only having disrupted one other group of students. A kid from my Core Education class spotted me and made to wave.

      When he saw the look in my eyes, though, and the crimson stains on my neck and shoulder, he let me be.

      In the group of students, a girl with wavy brown hair caught my eye. She had a round face with a dimple shadowed on the cheek turned toward me. That was the kind of beauty Carina had been.

      Or was still most likely.

      The first time I kissed her I’d thought my heart would stop.

      How much shock can any heart take, after all?

      I was only 14 when I met her, 15 when we first had sex.

      It was a shaky, awkward, uncomfortable experience for us both. But I was already crazy about her, and still cherished the memory like the rare and perfect thing it was.

      All of it tasted like bile now though.

      Carina was just one more reminder how inevitably, I’d find a way to fuck everything good up. My dad had smiled at her, seeing how much she meant to me in a single, calculated instant. He wanted to have her over for dinner. She’d have come dressed up and acting perfectly sweet. In that sense, she was a lot like Ava.

      But then he’d have gotten drunk, would already have been drunk more than likely.

      Then after a half-silent meal, when the tension was taut like a cable, he’d have started in on the questions.

      All of it had flashed through my mind, and I’d simply reacted.

      The image of her face, her eyes unbelieving when they saw me again at school. We’d never spoken after my break-up text. Carina had just accepted it all in stride, and walked away broken-hearted.

      And I’d carried the shame and guilt of it since.

      There’s plenty where that came from, I grumbled to myself as I climbed my stairs.

      Once inside, I started in on a night of proper debauchery.

      I’d found that when I’d started down on a path like this, it was best to go full bore.

      I ate a couple slices of cold pizza from the fridge and then pulled out the bottle of sake that Alex had ordered online.

      It was too fancy for the mood I was in. Rubbing alcohol would have served just as well, but we had no other booze in the house. I took a swig from the bottle and then found a cup.

      I poured a few fingers and tossed them back before filling the cup all the way to the top. Leaving the bottle on the counter, I emptied my pockets and sat on a stool at the kitchen counter.

      My phone buzzed again, Ava of course.

      This time, I stared at her flashing name for a long while before pressing mute again and shoving the phone away.

      I was in a miserable mood. Ava simply couldn’t see me like this. If she did, she’d leave… right?

      I stared at the fading light on my phone and then something deep within me shifted.

      I leaned forward over the counter and the seal around my busted heart shattered. I held my bloody head in my hands and wept like I hadn’t since my mom had left.

      I tried wiping my eyes, but the blood was getting everywhere.

      I removed my makeshift bandage and hunkered over the sink, letting the cold water wash away more of the blood. When I was done, I found some gauze in a first aid kit and wrapped it around my head a few times, putting pressure back on the rejuvenated wound.

      Then I cleaned down the counter, wiping away the tears and drops of blood.

      My hands were shaking, my eyes were still leaking, as if I’d broken through some dam that couldn’t be stoppered up again.

      My phone flashed intermittently, reminding me that people had left messages, people who wanted to speak with me.

      Then I regarded the huge glass of sake, and wanted the warmth and numbness it could provide. That’s where I should go, a part of my mind urged me. That is familiar. We know what will happen if we go there.

      But Kayden’s accusations tore at me relentlessly.

      He hadn’t needed to speak them out loud.

      If I didn’t watch it, I’d become just like my old man.

      That thought made my head spin and my stomach lurch. I held the edge of the counter and breathed hard, forcing my mind to focus.

      There I was, back in the water room with Piper. My emotions were pouring through me with the same force as all that plummeting water. It roared for me to take any form of action, the more reckless the better.

      And then I found the silent place again. My mind grew quiet, and time slowed. I saw my heart pounding in my chest like a possessed drummer.

      I started by stilling its outrage. My heart slowed, beating less frequently and with less fervor. This caused a hundred tiny reactions throughout my body, each one bringing me closer to relaxation.

      I could have continued like this until I was slumped over, asleep on my kitchen counter.

      Instead, I opened my eyes again and saw the cup of sake in front of me.

      Thinking of Alex made me realize how much I’d already begun to miss him. He’d been gone for so long, and I didn’t know how much longer it would be till he came back.

      He was my best friend, not Kayden.

      He’d never have betrayed me like Kayden had. Alex knew the true cost of loyalty.

      I steadied my hands and picked up the cup and bottle. As carefully as I could, I poured the sake back into the bottle. Then I screwed on the cap and put it away in the refrigerator.

      “We can finish that when you get home, brother.” I closed the door and sighed. “And I’ll tell you all about the asshole who now goes to school with us. Maybe one of us will have a chance to kick his ass in an upcoming match. Wouldn’t that be grand?”

      Then I did what I should have done at the first sign of a shitty night.

      I picked up my phone and called Ava.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      She picked up on the first ring, her voice filled with concern. “J! Are you okay? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you!”

      “I know, sweetie. I’m sorry. Should have picked up.”

      I listened to the sound of her breathing for a few moments, unsure of what to say but happy I’d done the hardest part already.

      Finally, she asked, “What’s going on? Do you need space? I don’t want to—“

      “No,” I said, cutting her off. “No, I need the opposite.”

      I stood taller and lifted my head to the ceiling. Then I let go of the last cord of resistance holding me back. “I was wondering if you might be able to come over. If you aren’t busy at least. I could really use some company. Is that okay?”
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            Home Again: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      I was excited as the Taxi took me from the Convergence Tower next to Osaka Airport to the apartment I’d shared with my father for almost eight years until I left for Wyvern. It had been most of a year since I’d seen my dad, and I missed him terribly.

      With each passing mile, I only grew more excited. I hope he’s home today. I didn’t have my phone, or I would’ve called him.

      As we turned the corner and my old apartment block came into view, I smiled.

      I paid the driver with my Wyvern card and left the cab. I climbed the many steps to the fourth floor and stood at my apartment door. I banged loudly and waited for someone to answer.

      For a long moment, there was nothing and then a door opened, just not the one I expected.

      “Alex?”

      I turned to find my oldest friend peering at me from her doorway.

      “Haruna.”

      Her sharp features had only been enhanced by her time at Leviathan. Her once long black hair had been cut short, styled in a messy pixie cut that kept her large brown eyes clear. She wore a tight-fitting black tank top and matching black athletic pants.

      “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at Leviathan?”

      “We’re on break for a few days while the school prepares for finals. Though I could ask you the same thing, why aren’t you at Wyvern?”

      I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand.

      “Your dad told me. Practically told the whole floor after you were accepted.” She paused and took me in. “That’s not the standard uniform, and why do you look like a savage, do you not have razors at school?”

      I snorted and ran my fingers over my jaw, at the thick blond hair that clung to my cheeks. “I’ve been away from the school for a bit.”

      She scoffed. “So, what are you doing here?”

      Her tone took on a hard edge and I scowled at her. “Am I not allowed to come and visit my father?”

      We’d left things pretty tense between us the last time we’d spoke, and it looked like time hadn’t mended the rift between us.

      She shrugged and smirked at me. “Just figured you would want to spend every waking moment training, trying to achieve your foolish dreams of being a hero.

      “Though, you don’t even have your first rune yet, Wyvern must really be as lackadaisical as I’ve heard. How sad.”

      “What happened to the girl who spent hours in the sandbox practicing karate with me when we were kids?”

      Her smile fell and her eyes pinched tight and she sneered at me. “I grew up. And you fell behind.”

      I shook my head. “No, you just grew colder. You buckled under the weight of your parents’ aspirations and stopped thinking for yourself. Leviathan has only worsened your attitude.”

      With a heavy sigh I turned away from her. “I’d rather remember you as the girl who’d been my best friend in the world. Not as you are now.

      “Goodbye, Haruna.”

      I went to search for the spare key Dad hid on top of the door frame when Haruna marched over to me and clamped her hand on my shoulder.

      “Where do you get off speaking that way to me!” she shouted as she tried to spin me around to face her.

      I went with the momentum that pulled me toward her. As I turned, I grabbed her wrist tight, and hooked my heel behind hers. I tugged her off balance and pulled her toward me.

      She was caught off guard and I shoved her back against the concrete in front of our apartments. My hand closed around her throat as she hit the metal railing, half her body leaning over the four-story drop.

      “You left yourself wide open to counterattack. That was sloppy. The Haruna I know would never have made such mistakes.”

      Her once-cute face twisted into something dark and malicious. “You son of a bitch!”

      Haruna’s right hand glowed an ethereal blue as she activated the rune in her forearm. It was small and I hadn’t been paying enough attention when I’d fought Donovan to get a good look at it. It was round and thin; I wouldn’t have been able to tell that she had a rune in her arm until it lit up and glowed as the letters carved into the stone shone with bright-white light.

      She swung at me, but I’d already reinforced my arms with Ki and blocked her swing with my palm.

      Before she could react, I placed my hand over her rune and tugged with my Ki. I absorbed all the Ki in her rune, and it fizzled out and faded. Haruna slumped over as fatigue set in. She wasn’t used to having most of her Ki stolen from her body.

      Sweat ran down her face and dripped into her eyes as she felt to her knees.

      “What…what did you do?”

      “Leviathan gave you a rune, but they didn’t teach you how to stop someone from stealing your Ki. Pathetic.”

      I grabbed the key and unlocked the door. Before I went inside, I looked back one last time. Haruna stood, but her legs were shaky, and she blinked rapidly at me.

      “Take a good long look at yourself in the mirror, Haruna. Your pride has given you a false sense of power and twisted you into someone I don’t recognize. Someone ugly and dark.”

      “Go to hell, Alex!” she cursed me again and stormed off to her apartment. “Don’t think this is over between us. I’ll see you in the spring!”

      Before I could ask what she meant, she stalked off and slammed the door behind her, rattling the walls.

      I sighed and stared at the door for a long moment. I guess that’s it for whatever remains of our friendship.

      Oh well.

      That thought struck me and I chuckled. The me a year ago would have been devastated. I guess I have changed a bit.

      I went back inside and sat down at the kitchen table, just staring at the place.

      It hadn’t changed, but I had, or rather my expectations of normal had.

      I’d known our place was nothing special, but after living at Wyvern for so long and being surrounded by such affluent wealth, coming back to my old apartment was a bit sobering.

      This place is kind of a dump.

      I got up and walked over to the Tamaya, kneeling at the memorial. I miss you, Mom. I hope you’re proud of me. I’m trying my best, like I promised I would.

      After some time, I rose and poked around, heading back to my room. Nothing had changed, but it seemed smaller than I remembered. The anime and martial arts posters on the wall were almost alien to me.

      With nothing else to do, I decided to take a bath. I stepped into the bathroom and got a good glimpse at myself for the first time in months. There hadn’t been any mirrors at the temple.

      My hair was long, well past the nape of my neck. And it needed to be trimmed. The same for my beard. I’d never grown one before, and though I rather liked the look of it on me, it was too unruly. There wasn’t much I could do for the hair at the moment, but I took my dad’s electric trimmer, pushed it down to a five guard on the blade and proceed to clean myself.

      By the time I was done, I looked marginally better. My beard was now even and well groomed, but I really needed to snip the ends off my hair at least if I was going to keep the length. I searched through the drawers and after digging through an assortment of junk, I found a hair tie Haruna must have left over one of the many times she spent the night.

      I pulled my hair back into a tight knot and went to wait on my dad to get home.

      He opened the door late, close to midnight. I paused the TV as he looked around the room confused for a moment.

      My smile faltered a bit. It hadn’t been a year since I’d seen him, but he’d aged ten years. There was more gray in his dark hair, more lines under his brilliant green eyes.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      His eyes settled on me and they lit up as a bright wide smile stretched the corners of his mouth. “Alex? Look at you!”

      He swept me into a crushing bear hug. When he pulled away he tugged at my facial hair. “You grew a beard! And you’ve put on some muscle. I barely recognize you!”

      “Same, you look like hell. Work running you ragged?”

      His smile fell and he waved me off. “It’s not that…it’s just been a little lonely since you’ve been away.”

      Ah, hell. I sighed. I never even thought about that. Jesus. I’m failing as a son. “I’m sorry, Dad. It hasn’t exactly been an easy year, for both of us it seems.”

      “Never mind that. Let’s get some food and catch up!” he shouted and pulled out his phone. “I haven’t been grocery shopping, but Golden Palace delivers till two, so let’s order a feast.”

      He ordered enough food for four people and we sat at the kitchen and talked. We talked right up until the delivery guy knocked on the door. I told my dad I’d handle it and paid the man and carried the food back to the dining room.

      “You didn’t have to do that, Alex.”

      I shrugged and pried open the large Hunan beef container and dumped half of it onto my plate. “It’s no big deal, and besides, Wyvern’s allowance is kind of ridiculous. I think I make at least half your salary every month just for attending.”

      He whistled. “Not bad.”

      “I really don’t know what to do with it all. I have everything I need, so most of it just sits collecting interest.”

      “How about you let me invest it?” he asked around a mouthful of noodles.

      “Sure. I’ll call you next week and we can talk about it, but tell me about what’s been going on with you, we haven’t talked in months.”

      After dinner we continued to talk and catch each other up on everything that had been going on with us. I told him everything, leaving out only a few details about my time at the temple. We talked for hours until we both couldn’t keep our eyes open anymore.

      In the morning, we ate breakfast and I saw him off as he went to work. He stopped in the doorway as we both left and pulled me into another crushing hug.

      “I’m so proud of you, Alex. I know your mom would be too.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      I promised him I’d come visit more and took a cab to the Convergence Tower. It was just before noon when I swiped my card and punched in the coordinates to go home.

      It was nighttime when I stepped onto the concrete of Wyvern Academy. It was strange being back after four months, like a lifetime had passed in the blink of an eye.

      The soft whistle of wind tugged at my uniform, but the cold air didn’t bother me anymore. It was a peaceful night out, and though a few students roamed about, it was mostly deserted.

      I took my time walking back to the dorms, enjoying the familiar sights that I’d forgotten since I’d been gone.

      As I reached my room, I paused. I really hope J hasn’t turned this place into a sty since I’ve been away. The lights were out when I stepped into the entryway and took off my shoes. They clattered to the tile loudly, echoing through the silent house.

      Guess J’s either asleep or out with one of the girls. Though it’s only eleven. No way would J be asleep before midnight.

      My hand brushed the light switch when my instincts screamed at me.

      Wind rustled to my left and I leaned back as a mammoth fist edged past me. I enhanced my fist as I sunk a left cross into his liver. As he doubled over in pain, I swept his leg from under him.

      J hit the ground hard, and I knelt on his solar plexus. I poured a ton of Ki into my raised fist and the bright ethereal light lit up the room.

      The light lit up J’s surprised face for a single second before there was a click and white light filled the room.

      Ava stood in front of J, her hand on the light switch, her mouth agape. “Alex?”

      I smiled at her and then down at J who was winded from our brief spar. “Hey guys.” I lowered my hand and let my Ki circulate back through my body as I stood off J and offered him a hand.

      He took it and I helped him up.

      “You son of a bitch!” he shouted and pulled me into a hug.

      I returned his hug with a warm smile as my heart swelled. “I missed you too, buddy.”

      He stumbled back and shoved a finger into my chest. “Where the hell have you been? What have you been doing?”

      “Woah there. I’ll explain everything in a minute, just let me catch my breath. I wasn’t expecting a sneak attack.” I grinned.

      “I thought you were a burglar, fuck, man. I could’ve taken your head off.”

      I smiled cheekily at him. “No, you couldn’t’ve.”

      He smiled at my challenge, a fire alight in his eyes and held his fist out. “Might have to find out soon.”

      I bumped his fist. “For sure.”

      He opened his mouth to say something, but he closed it as the door to my room opened and Piper walked out.

      Her hair had gotten longer, and it was messy from sleep. She wore a single white t-shirt and a pair of red panties that matched her hair to a scary degree.

      “What’s going─” she stopped as she saw me.

      A too-wide smile broke over my face as I stared at her. “Hey, love.”

      “Alex!” She crossed the room in an instant and buried her face in my chest, clutching at me.

      I held her close before I pulled her up into a deep kiss.

      It was sublime, a warmth I’d missed terribly pulled me closer to her as I cupped her cheek and pressed my forehead to hers.

      We broke apart what felt like seconds later.

      “Where have you been? It’s been four months!”

      J chuckled. “Waiting on that answer myself.”

      I held up my hands. “Guys, I’ll explain everything, just let me get changed real quick.”

      I took off my blazer and went to hang it up when J whistled. “Swanky threads,” he said and held up his hand for me to toss it to him.

      Knock yourself out. I threw it to him and went into my room and stripped out of the rest of my uniform. I slid into a pair of athletic pants that still fit me, but my shirts were all too tight.

      Have I really gained that much muscle? Maybe J will let me borrow a shirt. I walked back into the living room where everyone chatted about my uniform. “Hey Alex, where’d you get wolf fur at?” he asked loudly.

      “From a wolf,” I said, leaning against the wall. “Hey, you mind if I borrow a shirt, mine don’t seem to fit me anymore.”

      “Yeah sure,” he said and looked up.

      His face went white.

      “Alex, what the hell happened to your chest?”

      The others followed his gaze and gasped. Oh right. Forgot about the brand. I looked down and thanks to Bael’s healing, the burn looked weeks, rather than days old. It hardly even hurts.

      “Yeah, there’s a lot we have to catch up on.”

      J handed me one of his shirts and though it was too big, it would do until I could go shopping in the morning.

      After, we all sat in the living room and I told them everything. I didn’t go into detail about my training or all that I had learned, but I told them about the day to day life. It was nearly verbatim what I told my father the night before, but I went into a little more detail with them.

      By the time I was done, I was drained, and I wanted nothing more than to sleep for a week.

      Ava and J returned to their room after another round of hugs, Ava kissing my cheek. “I’ve missed you too.”

      “Missed my cooking more likely.” I smiled.

      “Guilty,” she said as she laughed.

      Then it was just Piper and me. We went back to my room and a thought struck me. “Not that I mind, but what are you doing here?”

      “I sleep here often…I’ve missed you, and it helped miss you a little less.”

      I pulled her close and kissed her as I shut the door. “Well I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      She pulled away and wrinkled her nose, running a hand through my beard. “Definitely going to have to get used to the beard.”

      “Don’t like it?”

      “No, I love it actually. It makes you look very mature; it just tickles a bit.”

      I laughed and fell back onto the bed, basking in its luxury. “Sleep,” I moaned.

      Piper curled up next to me and breathed heavy in my ear. “Not quite, love,” she said, as she looked up at me, lust playing through her eyes.

      She leaned over and kissed me, grabbing my hand and sliding it between her thighs and under her soaking panties. “I’ve missed you so, can’t you tell?”

      My libido absconded with any thoughts of rest and I answered her with my fingers.
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            Before the Storm: J

          

        

      

    

    
      It was another day of Demonology and Professor Isthmus had been attacking us with a series of interconnected graphs.

      Normally, such material would have slain the student population, diminishing them to drooling puddles. Considering the context, though, the “Trending Intersections between Demon and Human Kind,” everyone was properly terrified.

      What had begun as any history class, examining past events, quickly became more of a current events class.

      Isthmus hadn’t said as much, but I felt certain she’d tweaked her course material to intersect with the school’s transformation.

      “As you can see, the incursions have quantified three-fold in the last six months. What had been a mundane and predictable trajectory has exploded,” she explained, her face grave and weary. “And it isn’t just a local phenomenon. The ICDAS reports that no geographical or political correlation can be found among any of the data sets.”

      I took down the notes, filling yet another page in my scrawling handwriting. Yet I felt I was in the same boat as everyone else. The teacher seemed to expect us to react, but what were we supposed to say?

      Isthmus wasn’t deterred. “Given what we’ve discussed regarding other wars of the past, you know, the kind between humans alone, what might we be able to surmise about the demons’ tactics? What are they up to? What can we expect?”

      “A fucking nightmare,” I grumbled, drawing a few looks.

      Some girl laughed behind me, and a handful of others made half-hearted agreements with my offhand statement.

      “Please, James, would you explain what you mean by a ‘fucking nightmare’?” Isthmus asked, taking the opportunity to stir the class up a bit more with her unconventional use of language.

      I set down my pen and placed my hands on my desk. I’d been getting better at speaking during class, but I still had to focus. If not, I’d end up getting stuck halfway through a thought and then everyone would be giggling at me.

      I took my best stab at trying to explain my thinking. “It’s a broken pattern. They were consistent, continuously pushing harder and harder. To me, that seems a lot like a force that’s trying to test the limits of its opponent. But this sudden shift. I don’t know, Professor. I’ve taken classes on military history. Too many I’d rather forget, actually. But this seems a lot like when Hitler went all out into France. He pushed to take over a few key locations, but kept the first part of World War II more or less delicate. Then when it was too late, he threw caution to the side and went full speed ahead.”

      I paused, considering the rest of my words. “The real war is about to start, Professor Isthmus. That’s my opinion at least. And it’s going to be a nightmare.”

      She stared at me, eyes intent. The woman seemed pleased though not at all happy about the outcome of our discussion.

      Everyone else in class remained silent.

      Someone cleared their throat, and someone else sneezed.

      Finally, Isthmus called an end to the class. “I think we’re done for the day. I agree with Mr. Mallory. After class, there is a mandatory first meeting for any students interested in the accelerated studies. I will not suggest you deviate from your current courses on my advice. But I will say that if you have made your decision without proper inquiry or thought, you may want to reconsider. Such are the times we are in. Goodbye for the day and good luck, friends.”

      The class dispersed quickly, and I followed in among the masses.

      Isthmus had turned to focus on a few books in a shelf behind her desk. Her back was turned to me, but for some reason, I just knew she was crying.

      Not sure what I’d say, I stopped in the doorway.

      I cleared my throat softly. “Professor. I… This might sound naive, but everything is going to be fine. It must be weird teaching people who are training to go to war against a legion of unknown villains. I don’t think I’d like to trade places with you. But know that we’re pretty tough. Humans, I mean. And… and having a teacher like you helps.”

      “Thank you, James,” she said, turning her head to the side. A tight smile formed on her face and she nodded a few times. “I needed to hear that. Good luck today, James. Know that I am rooting for you.”

      Feeling surprisingly encouraged, I walked through the halls, heading to meet up with my newly returned roommate.

      I found him whispering sweet nothings into Piper’s ear.

      She was blushing, of course, but her eyes danced with excitement. That’s it, Alex. You take off and study in some mystery training facility, then come back with your A game.

      I walked a little too close and stared straight ahead until my friends noticed my presence. Piper gasped and Alex chuckled. “I heard you coming from ten feet away,” he said with a grin.

      “I’m sure, man. I’m sure. So, you guys coming to the meeting? We’re all on board still, yeah?” I asked, hoping nobody had changed their mind.

      Alex tilted his head, as if questioning my sanity. “Does this school float?” Piper snorted then coughed into her fist. “Yeah, man. Piper and I are still in it. Any news from the others?”

      I sighed, relieved that my friends would be joining me. “Ava and Scarlet are down. Like, they are seriously pumped up. Haruki is too, but she’s ahead of us. She’ll be working with the second-year students. Won’t see her for a few weeks at least.”

      “Well, let’s get going,” Piper suggested. “I don’t want to be late.”

      We arrived to the meeting early. Ava was already there, and she ran up to me and landed a wet kiss on my mouth.

      I squeezed her in a bear hug till she moaned from discomfort, then I set her down on her feet.

      Our relationship had been taking leaps and bounds. Saying such a statement out loud still pushed the limits of my ego, but it was an entirely pleasant experience.

      I’d finally opened up to her, told her my fears of her leaving, how I get when triggered, and the whole mess with Kayden. The weirdest part for me was how she reacted. She didn’t accuse me of anything, didn’t seem afraid of me or who I sometimes became.

      Rather, the girl looked relieved.

      A barely concealed anxiety lifted from her cute little shoulders.

      My confession led to her spilling a few withheld sentiments as well. Mostly, she had been terrified I was about to break up with her. The intuition women have is downright terrifying.

      “Seen Scarlet yet?” I asked, feeling a bit embarrassed by our openness.

      It wasn’t the affection, but the new array of emotions that ran through me that made me feel exposed.

      Ava pinched my backside and waved at Alex and Piper. “She’s gonna be late. Can’t be avoided. She sent me a text already.” Then, leaning closer to our friends, she asked, “Is it true? You guys are finishing your bro date tonight?”

      “Absolutely,” Alex replied. “J has yet to complete my challenge. If he passes, he will earn the Ultimate Weeb badge.”

      We all chuckled at that, knowing that in all reality, we were all nerds.

      Then my mood soured as a familiar face showed up.

      Kayden, with his arms folded and a scowl on his face, strode up to the group. He stood alone, and after a single glance, ignored me and my friends.

      Ava noticed the shift in my mood and found Kayden in the group. “Well, we did suspect he’d come. Let’s just play nice then who knows, maybe you’ll get a chance to punch him during training.”

      Her joke knocked a laugh loose from my rigid frame. I forced myself to relax a little. Tensing up every time he came around wouldn’t help me become a stronger Ascendant, not by a long shot.

      Finally, a familiar voice boomed, pulling everyone’s attention. “Thank you all for showing up. Today’s meeting will be quick, and it should help some of you decide whether or not this little venture of ours is a proper fit.”

      It was Kenneth Hawke.

      The massive educator was wearing his usual slacks and shiny shoes, but he had only an undershirt for a top. His tie, suit jacket, and button up were suspiciously missing.

      The students near him pulled away, like oil reacting to soap. A figure like Kenneth Hawke had that effect on lesser humans. His bulk and rock-hard muscles only complemented the gravity that exuded from him like an invisible aura.

      On each forearm, a rune shone subtly, a hint of his true power.

      “For those of you who wish to join me, we will be taking a field trip. Your finals won’t take place in a classroom or an arena. Those situations are too predictable, too unnatural to be of much use at this stage.”

      He paused for effect and his small crowd paid rapt attention.

      I almost chuckled at the look on some of my fellows’ faces. They seemed like a group of kids staring into the top of a cardboard box, wondering what creature was hidden inside.

      Kenneth clapped his hands together. “Anyone want to guess where you’ll be taking your finals?”

      Nobody offered an answer.

      “Fine. No mystery then. The specifics are still classified, but I will say that you and your cohorts will accompany me and a few faculty members on a little field trip. We’ll be heading into the forest. When we get there, you’ll be given a wonderful opportunity to prove your strength.”

      The man held up a clipboard, several signup sheets attached. “Everyone here has signed up for this little endeavor, but there is no shame in backing down now. Wyvern Academy is already challenging, terrifying, and dangerous. If you feel it is best to continue on at your current pace, nobody will shame you for that decision. Students caught breaking that rule will be reprimanded harshly. Is that understood?”

      When only a few grunted agreements were forthcoming, Kenneth barked, “Is that understood?”

      A chorus of voices, including my own, affirmed that yes, we did understand.

      The big man gave us all a toothy grin and spread his arms wide. “Excellent! I’m looking forward to our little outing. This just about concludes our first meeting. We’ll meet up this Friday near the portals, 8 AM sharp. If you’re late, we leave you. A list of clothes and equipment will be dropped off at your apartments.”

      Kenneth spun and began trudging away the way he’d come. At the last minute he stopped and turned around. “I’ll add one thing. Don’t show up if you want the easy way out. There’s a chance not all of you will survive this trial. If that seems too great a risk, don’t show up.”

      Then he was loping away, his long legs carrying him away effortlessly.

      A few students looked sick, their faces pale. Others had already taken off, disturbed by Hawke’s intensity.

      Most though, I observed with respect, most haven’t been discouraged. They’re in it for the same reasons I am.

      “What did I miss?” Scarlet asked, crashing into Ava and hugging her around the waist.

      Ava laughed, returning the embrace. “Not much other than Kenneth Hawke having a pissing match with himself.”

      When Scarlet pressed her, Ava gave a more thorough accounting. “List of items to bring will be dropped off at our apartments, good chance we might die, and get to go camping with Hawke himself. Sounds like a win to me.”

      I looked to Alex who had a weary expression on his face.

      Ever since coming back from his secret training, my roommate had been different. He seemed strained, a little distant, and a good deal harder than he had been before.

      I supposed it was a good thing. We’ll all be hard before our careers even begin, I mused.

      Ava gave me a nudge. “Hey, wake up, pretty boy. I said me and the girls are heading off. Ladies night out. Okay? You two have fun.”

      I blinked, not realizing I’d zoned out a little. “Sure thing. Sorry. Where you guys going?”

      Scarlet’s eyebrows flashed and she threw an arm over Piper’s shoulder as well. “We decided since you boys are having a boring roommate date that we would all head out and go dancing!”

      “I don’t remember being consulted,” Piper complained. Her face was a perfect blend of annoyance and amusement.

      Ava threw out a pouty face. “Come on, Piper. We’ll have so much fun, and we can be back in plenty of time for you to get your beauty rest.”

      Alex’s girl sighed and winked at him before turning to Ava and Scarlet. “Fine. Next time, though, we buy a few bottles of wine and study at my place.”

      “Deal!” Ava and Scarlet declared at the same time.

      Then Alex and I were smothered by hugs and kisses before the women bustled off like a group of particularly excited chickens.

      Alex and I picked up burgers then made a vegetable stir fry when we got back. I was going to question my roomie’s judgement when he explained. “The burgers make us happy and the vegetables keep us alive. Best of both worlds, see?”

      “You’re a genius, Alex,” I admitted.

      The meal was fantastic, and we watched Princess Mononoke while we ate.

      Sure enough, even without subtitles or dubbing, I understood the general plot and storyline. It was a trip when I spotted the villain immediately, and a few times I predicted the next plot point.

      We took a break halfway through. I had to piss, and Alex wanted to make a quick call to Piper. When I returned, Alex had his bottle of sake out on the counter, two cups ready to go.

      “Figured we could celebrate a little,” he offered, gesturing to the bottle.

      I laughed, unable to keep a straight face.

      Alex frowned. “What’s funny?”

      “I’m sorry. I… I had a bad day when you were gone. Ran into an old friend who is a world-class dick. Then I came back here half drunk, took down a glass of sake, and was prepared to slam the rest.”

      He examined the bottle. “There’s a little gone. What changed your mind? Didn’t like the taste?”

      I sighed, picking up the bottle and pouring the sake into one of the cups. “You wouldn’t believe it, man. I was fixing to get stupid but then decided I might do something even crazier. I called Ava and talked to her about it all.”

      Alex smiled. “That’s impressive for you, J. Really.” I moved to pour the second cup, but he held out his hand to block me. “No. Here, I’ll pour your glass. It’s good luck.”

      I watched him fill my cup, then we both held up our drinks and toasted.

      “To ascending quick and becoming demon slayers of great renown,” he said in a grandiose voice.

      I caught his mood and offered, “To upping our emotional intelligence and banging the hottest girls in this school.”

      Alex cracked up, but recovered in time to add another line. “To wrecking that douchebag friend of yours in a sparring match sometime soon.”

      We were both smiling, and the smell of the rice wine was strong in my nose. My chest felt warm despite having not even tasted my drink yet. I lifted my cup and added one more toast. “To the best friend I didn’t see coming.”

      We drank, both making the soft gasp one makes after drinking strong liquor.

      The sake was smooth though, and we poured a second before heading back to the living room.

      Alex told me more of his time away, and even made a small bead of Ki dance in the air above his palm. “It’s just a trick,” he admitted. “But it helps me with control. I can knock down a man the size of Kenneth Hawke, if he didn’t have runes at least, but controlling my powers is still a challenge.”

      I was impressed, instantly mesmerized by the pale flame-like tendril of Alex’s Ki.

      There was no way he could open up to me and not return the favor. “I hope this doesn’t piss you off, man, but your girl has been tutoring me.”

      “Catching up on Cram Ed?” he guessed.

      I shook my head. “No. Ki meditation.”

      His eyebrows rose but he wasn’t angry.

      So I mentioned my own progress, how I’d somehow managed to fuel my muscles with Ki, and how I’d nearly hurt myself in the process.

      “I hate to admit it, J, but Kayden was right. I learned a lot at the temple. Almost everything comes down to limitations.”

      Alex paused, and I could see he was trying to be careful with his words. “Maybe just hold off until this weekend. Makes sense they’ll be showing us more about runes and Ki. Otherwise, what else will they be accelerating. Am I right?”

      I nodded, accepting his wisdom. “Yeah. Make sense. I know it sounds dumb, but I didn’t want to fall behind you, Alex. What you did… how you ended Donovan. I’m sure it still bothers you, but to me it was pure inspiration. I want that power.”

      Alex snorted. “Donovan got exactly what was coming to him. But the power that comes with Ki is a delicate thing, if we use too much at once, we could lose our lives. It’s unlimited power, only stopped by human limitations. But what will we do when we have that kind of power at our fingertips, J? Will we lose sight of who we used to be when that time comes?”

      “Not a fucking chance!” I shouted, then gestured to the TV. “We’re anime and kung fu-loving nerds, Alex. Let’s keep that as our anchor.”

      We tossed back our second cup of sake after that and got comfortable on the couch.

      The two of us watched the rest of the movie, and I loved every minute of it.

      When we finished, I told him all about my past with Kayden. I told Alex what he’d said about my family, how I’d attacked him and been tossed aside like chaff. Then I even admitted some of the things I’d told Ava.

      Alex wasn’t fazed in the slightest.

      He told me of his hardships away, a bit about his previous life, about his friend Haruna and how they’d left things, and how he was worried about his father who worked too hard.

      For another hour or longer, we chatted like old friends.

      We finished that bottle of sake.

      And as the night came to a close, we both tottered off to our rooms, happy and half-asleep.
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      Mo broke into the conversation, making his reservations known for the tenth time. “I don’t know if you guys are thinking about this the right way. Why come up with a new form at all. Just give up on that aspect and focus on how the two can complement one another. Fitz, you’re better at Leopard, so you do that. J, stick with Western Wolf. Listen, me and the boys are gonna go grab lunch. We’ll meet you back here in an hour. Sound good?”

      I groaned but nodded. Fitz and I needed some alone time to figure out our next move.

      Surrounded by the heavy stones in my favorite corner of Wyvern Academy, I faced the tiny woman who I’d been working with so intently.

      At a glance, I could see she was as frustrated as I was.

      We couldn’t win like this. “Hey Fitz, have you started any Ki training yet? I know we aren’t supposed to go there fully, but, have you tried simple meditation?”

      “Of course. My old master taught me several cycling techniques…” Her voice trailed off a moment before she finished. “I never could sense my Ki though, not really.”

      “Who cares about that for now. How about we meditate together, really try to focus. We have an hour. Let’s spend ten minutes quieting our stupid brains. What do you think?”

      Fitz sighed. “Yeah. Probably a good idea. My mind is really rat wheeling it right now.”

      I stood up and gestured for her to follow. I walked around behind one of the biggest stones and sat down with my back to the cold rock. She sat beside me and we closed our eyes.

      I pictured my Ki circuit, that flaming circle of power within. I didn’t urge it along with my consciousness. That wasn’t something I wanted to experiment with when others were around.

      Instead, I simply observed my Ki, watching it as it moved around at its own pace.

      After a time, I felt my anxiety decrease, and I slowed my heart rate till it beat steady and firm in my chest.

      When I opened my eyes, Fitz was already regarding me. “You’re pretty good at that, huh?” she asked.

      “Me? No, I suck at meditating. I have improved a bit lately at focusing though, so there’s that.”

      Fitz shook her head. “No man. I think you’re full of it. I’m only good at one thing when it comes to meditation. I am pretty good at observing the things around me. When we started, your mind felt chaotic and… well, just as scrambled as it always is. But now it’s so quiet I can’t sense it.”

      I shrugged, unsure how to take her compliment. Was I getting better at this? I wondered. Maybe I was too hard on myself.

      It was something to consider next time I was alone.

      I cleared my throat and shifted to the topic at hand. “We know our forms work. One on one, we’re a match for any of those guys, right?”

      Fitz nodded. “Mo is still a challenge to fight in Leopard form. Toad is so unique it’s not ever going to be easy to outright smash. But yes, I am better than all of them.”

      “So, if you were going to use Leopard, how would you defeat them?”

      My friend scrunched up her face comically and considered. After a time, her eyes twinkled in a half smile and she answered. “The two MMA fighters are brawlers. I’d kite them around a bit, forcing them on the offensive. Then I’d use feints to open them up to a few damaging strikes, always delivered from a safe distance. I’d use a kick to do the first one, aiming to hobble a leg. When they were slowed a bit, I could pick them apart with clawed strikes and tears at the face and neck.”

      Fitz laughed, perhaps imagining some scene in her head. “The Wing Chun guy, Harold I think, right? Well, I’d need to push the offensive on him. A few sniping kicks, always keeping out of range of his punches. Wouldn’t be too hard in the long run.”

      I chewed my lip, nodding. The pieces were beginning to come together in my head. “Alright. Leopard is good for more ranged attacks, keeping your distance. If you’re going to excel in this fight, you need to still be able to do that.”

      I was running a few scenarios in my head when Fitz butted in. “Don’t clam up like that, J. Think aloud. Answer your own question. How could you beat those guys one on one with Wolf?”

      “Yeah, I guess mostly the opposite of what you said, Fitz. I’d match the MMA fighters, using their aggression against them. They attack hard, I counter strike and go for quick finishes. The Wing Chun kid I’d take a little longer on. Don’t want to get caught in a flurry of strikes. He’s also good at throws. Still, I’d sweep his feet eventually and finish him on the ground. Mo seems to still be a bit of a wildcard for me too though. I usually beat him, but he’s so damn diverse.”

      “He goes down last then,” Fitz said in a low voice.

      I laughed, enjoying the sense of hunger she was exuding. “Yes. MMA fighters need to go first. We find a way to finish them, without getting swarmed by the other two, and we can win this. MMA bros, Harold, then Mo.”

      The oppressive frustration that had been building all morning dissipated as Fitz and I ran scenarios out loud.

      We put our heads together and made up the first cohesive plan since attempting this project. And when Mo and his crew returned, we were ready.

      “You guys sure you want another beating?” Mo asked, looking self-satisfied as hell.

      Fitz didn’t even smile. She just glared at our friend until he visibly became uncomfortable.

      “She gets like that when she’s hungry,” I joked. “And yes, Mo. We’re ready to give you guys a proper beating. Let’s do this bitch.”

      Mo’s team formed up, smug as you’d expect after having knocked the two of us around half a dozen times already that day. Wisely, Mo positioned himself in the center, as he’d been doing. Harold stood a few feet beside him, and the two MMA knuckleheads took up positions to either side, closest to us.

      So far, Fitz and I had been thrown off by their formation. Mo or Harold would draw us in, and then we’d have to fight at least partially surrounded.

      After considering from a new angle, though, I was convinced we could use that formation against them.

      I fell into Wolf stance, six feet away from the center of Mo’s formation. Fitz took up her position directly behind me this time, instead of side by side. I saw Mo’s expression falter a moment as he registered our change in tactics, but the match had already begun.

      Rather than wait for them to move against us, I acted first.

      Side stepping to one side, I came within range of MMA meathead number one.

      I could hear Fitz padding directly behind me, keeping in line with my own footing.

      The fighter did what I’d expected.

      As I inched closer, putting weight on my back leg to make it appear as if I were going to throw a side kick, the kid shot out a snapping kick of his own aimed at my exposed thigh.

      I twisted quickly, sending my shin into his.

      The sound of our bones colliding was audible.

      He grunted in pain, and I shot forward throwing an elbow into his chest.

      Their second MMA fighter moved around to flank me, but Fitz leapt over my head, snapping out a few lightning-fast kicks. None connected, but the fighter was forced to keep his distance.

      Sensing Harold’s attempt to support his friend, Fitz rolled over my back and let her leopard paws fly.

      The two clashed briefly, but despite a half dozen quickly placed attacks, neither were significantly injured.

      Having a few seconds to myself, I kept the MMA fighter close.

      He was as comfortable here as I was. Having absorbed my elbow attack, he shot out his hands and gripped the back of my neck and shoulder to pull me closer.

      I did the same, yanking him to me, and at the last second, I jerked my shoulder to the side, slapping the side of his face with it. Then I pulled back for an instant and sent two open palm strikes up into his face.

      The young man went limp as a noodle, my second palm strike having connected to his jaw and clacked his teeth together with a jarring impact.

      “Pull back!” I shouted, taking a hard kick to my thigh and narrowly avoiding Mo’s grip as he darted in to grab my leg.

      I back rolled over my shoulder and sprung out of it, landing several feet away.

      In a series of leaps, Fitz had extracted herself from the group as well.

      The MMA fighter was conscious, though not by a large margin. He was effectively out of the fight.

      Harold pushed forward, trying to fill in the gap of their missing fighter.

      Normally, this would be a good move on their part, but Fitz and I had expected as much.

      I feinted a kick toward Harold, and when he stopped in a defensive stance, I darted to the side, coming closer to the second MMA fighter. Before Harold or Mo could come at me, Fitz moved in like a hungry shadow.

      She attacked from behind me, pushing back their reactive attacks. I heard Harold’s fists lash out to catch her, but Fitz was too quick. She avoided the blows and landed a stomping attack on his foot. Then, when Mo rolled forward to take his place, she withdrew, pulling him further away from me.

      And I could see it in the MMA fighter’s face. He knew he was screwed.

      While Harold limped closer, and Mo and Fitz danced further away, I moved in to finish the poor guy.

      Perhaps sensing the fight was already slipping away from his advantage, the fighter shot forward to grab my leading leg. I’d seen his type a hundred times. He wanted to snatch up my leg, pull me in close and then throw me to the ground where he hoped his Jiu Jitsu skills could end me.

      Shooting for legs is a dangerous game though.

      I flexed my hip and lifted my knee, timing my opponent’s attack perfectly.

      As he grasped the back of my leading leg, my knee slammed into his face.

      He was well trained, so let the blow glance off, deflecting much of its force. He was still shaken, however.

      Still holding my leg to his chest, he stood up taller, hoping to unbalance me.

      I jumped off my back leg, letting him take all of my weight in my front. Then I struck out with my elbow.

      The blow landed across the side of his head. He was a tough bastard, so he bulled through, still focused on taking me to the mat.

      After two quick hooks, though, his grip loosened. I tore my leg free of his grip, and as soon as my foot touched the mat, I shot out a hard jab that sunk into his thigh. The man wobbled and fell to one knee.

      I struck him in the jaw with a hard left hook.

      He hit the mat a second later.

      Three rapid-fire punches cracked into the right side of my ribcage. Harold was back for a little fun.

      I rolled away, buying a bit of room.

      Fitz was keeping her distance from Mo who couldn’t seem to get close enough to connect.

      “Fitz! Together one more time!” I barked, falling into a defensive stance and waiting for Harold to make a move.

      Waiting on most Wing Chun fighters was a losing game. They’d sit back until you made a mistake and then your face would be pulp after a half dozen punches. Harold was pissed though, and still limping from when Fitz had stomped his foot.

      He approached, his knees together, hands held in that classic Wing Chun stance.

      Fitz, always a show off, broke away from Mo and tumbled across the mat till she was behind me.

      Mo bounded closer to stand at Harold’s side, but we’d picked up too much momentum at that point.

      Despite Mo’s Toad form, and how difficult it would be to tangle with him when the others were still around, our plan for Harold was brutal and efficient.

      I stepped toward him and engaged.

      From my standpoint, that meant trying to get a hand on the slippery bastard.

      From Harold’s, it meant punching me as fast as he could and breaking any hold I could get on him.

      Thankfully, I could take some damage.

      I blocked the first flurry of circular attacks that came from the Wing Chun expert. I even threw in my own and made indirect contact with the side of his jaw.

      But Harold shoved aside my other attack and stepped into a strike of his own at the same time. He followed this with a flurry of strikes to my stomach and chest.

      Expecting this didn’t make it feel any less brutal.

      I absorbed his punches for the necessary few seconds. Then Fitz called my name from behind me. Throwing grace and subtlety to the wind, I gripped Harold’s collar and fell backward.

      The man was dragged down over me where he admirably continued to pepper my face and chest with punches.

      But Fitz was on him before he could react.

      She jumped over my supine form, dropping a knee into Harold’s face. Then as he struggled to keep his feet, she struck him twice with grasping paw attacks to his throat.

      I released his collar and the man fell back to the mat, too stunned to stand.

      The blurring form of Mo appeared in my peripheral vision.

      I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding a devastating knee.

      Mo crashed to the mat where I’d been then blocked two kicks from Fitz on his forearm.

      That girl is a fucking saint, I wanted to say. Right on time and with her lines in perfect order.

      Just as we’d planned, Fitz had saved my ass when I was exposed to a counter.

      In moments, I was back on my feet, shaking my head to clear the dizziness Harold had inflicted upon me.

      “Last stage!” I cried out, relishing the sense of elation.

      At last, Fitz and I fought shoulder to shoulder.

      With two on one, we had no more need for defense.

      She lashed out at Mo, he blocked, and I made him pay for it with an opposing kick.

      Fitz feinted, making Mo back away.

      I lunged to attack, and he countered.

      Then Fitz sunk a hard kick into his ribs.

      Mo tumbled to the ground, and in a flash, I was on top of him. My hand gripped his throat, thumb gripping the side of his epiglottis. I pressed my knee onto his sternum, flexed my grip on his throat, and pulled back my fist.

      Fitz’s face suddenly loomed in beside me. “Yield, sucker! We totally kicked your asses!”

      Mo’s resolve melted into laughter, and I had to join him.

      “What?” Fitz asked, still bouncing on her toes, ready to slay a dozen lions.

      Mo pointed a shaky finger at the woman. “You! You’re the smallest, nastiest thing I’ve ever fought against.”

      Then everyone was sitting on their behinds, rubbing sore spots and laughing at the fiery kung fu practitioner who looked ready to eat us all. “Laugh all you want. I can still take you all down.”

      A few claps came from the edge of the ring and I turned to see Ava and Alex standing side by side. Alex cupped his hands over his mouth and declared, “Well done, bro! That was epic!”

      “Hell yeah! Something about watching my boyfriend and his hot leopard friend kick Mo’s ass that really got me going,” Ava said after.

      Fitz blushed and pressed her fists into her glowing cheeks.

      She didn’t say anything else though, just eyed Ava from a distance.

      I made good on my promise and walked with everyone to the nearest store. There, I bought two twenty-four packs of ice cold beer and handed them over to Mo’s crew. Suddenly, the MMA fighters were walking away, their limps magically diminished.

      Mo shook my hand, pulling me a little closer. “Hey man. For real, that was a savage display. You guys aren’t perfect yet, but if you two keep practicing, I’ll bet you could take down five, maybe more at the same time. Good work.”

      “And thank you, Mo. Thanks for helping out,” I responded, giving him a slap on the back.

      He said goodbye and took off to train a little more.

      Alex made a few more comments regarding the potential the twin fighting form could have against demons before announcing he was late for a spicy date with Piper.

      At last, Fitz remained, seeming a little unsure of herself.

      Ava sensed it and did what she always did. She used indefatigable kindness to wear down the girl’s guard. “Fitz, you fight like a total nightmare. I’ll bet your master was amazing!”

      Fitz’s eyes flashed wide for an instant, and a little crimson returned to her cheeks. But she recovered enough to respond intelligently. “She was. Is, actually. I was her last student before she went full time back into fighting on the front lines.”

      I watched the two chat for a bit. They discussed how high Fitz’s master was currently ranked among Ascension Heroes, how long Fitz had trained under the woman, and what they both thought of the fight against Mo and his buddies.

      Having been with Ava for over a year now, and having seen the way she got around girls that excited her, I knew Ava had feelings for Fitz.

      She flirted artfully, giving hints and whispers of affection so that Fitz didn’t become uncomfortable again.

      Fitz left five minutes later, seeming to float along the sidewalk back to the gym.

      “You’re evil,” I teased Ava.

      She hugged me around the waist and planted a wet kiss on my cheek. “You enjoyed that too.”

      I cracked up, unable to deny her claim.

      We walked together, hip to hip, heading toward the restaurant we’d picked out ahead of time.

      We took seats on the patio of a Thai place Ava loved. She was still buzzing with the excitement of watching our bout and then throwing up her own attack against Fitz. She talked quickly, her brown eyes flashing joyfully all the while.

      Mid sentence, she stopped and asked me, “What’s that look for? What are you smiling at?”

      I let a chuckle escape my lips. “You’re the girl of my dreams, Ava. I think you’re crazy, cunning, sneaky as fuck, and drop-dead gorgeous. I’m just enjoying myself, watching you be yourself. That’s all, I promise.”

      It was Ava’s turn to blush.

      The deep brown of her cheeks flushed slightly, and she lowered her face.

      Looking up at me through her bangs, she bit her lip and made several solemn promises.

      My mouth spread into a wide smile.

      “Ava, I am counting on that, all of it.” Watching her mouth and the tip of her tongue tracing the outline of her white teeth, I added, “Especially that first part, Ava. Now, why don’t we finish our meal so I can get you home and out of that skirt as quickly as possible?”
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      It had been challenging coming back to school after so long away. There had been more than a few habits that had been drilled into my skull by Bael that weren’t suitable for school life. I only realized after I’d already stripped down in front of J and Ava. Ava blushed and J just stared incredulously while I hastily explained the impulse.

      Afterward they both laughed at me for nearly half an hour.

      J had then asked me if there were any hot Cambions at the temple and I’d had to tell him about Lilin.

      “So, spell it out for me, how sexy was she again?” he asked, an evil smirk on his face.

      I shifted in my seat and sipped at my orange juice. J had made a feast for us and after Piper and Ava left for class, we just sat at the table and talked.

      “Easily one of the hottest girls I’ve ever seen, hands down.”

      “Prettier than Piper?”

      I laughed. “Now that’s a landmine question. Not prettier than her, but definitely more exotic, if I had to put a name to it.”

      He slammed back his juice and poured another glass. “And you got to see her naked?”

      “Repeatedly. It was very distracting, especially since she had a thing for me.”

      J’s wolf whistle was loud enough that it made my ears ring. “You sly dog! Did you get any─” He shook his head. “That’s a stupid question. If I know one thing about you it’s that you’d never cheat on Piper.”

      I scratched my cheek. “Well…”

      J’s jaw dropped and I quickly held my hands up.

      “In my defense, she kissed me.”

      “You tell Piper?”

      I nodded. “One of the first things I told her. She took it much better than I’d have thought. I was surprised.”

      J slugged me on the arm and raised his glass. “Dude, I told you months ago that she’s more like Ava than you give her credit for. I’m telling you she has a thing for other girls. You need to capitalize on that, my unworldly friend.”

      “A harem of women all vying for my affections? I don’t know. You’re the harem king around here.”

      He snorted. “Like that one anime? Dude, Issei couldn’t get laid in a women’s prison with a handful of pardons.”

      We both looked at each other and nearly fell over laughing.

      After we ate, I cleaned up and grabbed my gym clothes. “Hey, you and Ava wanna double date tonight? Someplace really nice, like suit and tie nice?”

      “I’ll have to buy one, but yeah. I’m down.”

      “Cool, I’ll talk with Piper after I train.”

      I left J to his devices and went to the Air gym. It had been so long since I’d stepped foot in there that I’d forgotten how much I’d missed the place. Training at the temple had been exhausting and brutal and never fun. I can really let loose here.

      One of the rules that Lord Bael had commanded of me was that I couldn’t use Sogai during my training. I’d used it that first time when I fought Bael, but I hadn’t touched it in months. It was time to fix that.

      My old nemesis, the stressboard loomed overhead and I grinned. Let’s get to it.

      As the air jets flared to life and the tiles began to move, so did I. Like a familiar friend, Sogai welcomed me back with open arms as I closed my eyes and shut off my senses. The world opened up to me and I leapt into the air.

      I knew where each tile was and it was just a matter of predicting where they would be at any given moment, a piece of cake. Though there was a subtle difference to my movements that I hadn’t noticed before. My months of kung fu had paid off in full; I was infinitely more in tune with my body than I’d ever been before, every slight movement was precise as I jumped, dove, and hopped from tile to tile with the grace of an acrobat.

      It was incredible.

      Now let’s take it up a notch.

      I opened my body to the flow of Ki rushing over every pore to strengthen my body. I jumped and soared six feet into the air as I backflipped and landed on a tile passing underneath. Holy shit! That’s awesome!

      There were a few more things I wanted to test, but I put them off and continued to focus on perfecting my movements while in Sogai and enhancing my body with Ki. The combined effects were powerful, but it wore my body down faster than I’d have expected and before I knew it, my Ki was down to less than half.

      I quickly stepped off the stressboard and exited Sogai as I let my Ki flow back to my core. I wiped my brow and smiled. I’ve got a lot to learn still, but this is a step in the right direction on my way to Enlightenment.

      After a quick shower, I headed to class. It felt weird getting back to such mundane things after all this time, but I thought a sense of normalcy would do me some good. Fresh from my revelation at the Air gym, I wasn’t sure how to react.

      I can use my Ki without a rune. Something that isn’t normal. That, coupled with Sogai and I’m kind of overpowered right now. I think that makes me a freak.

      Though even with Sogai, Bael wiped the floor with me. But he was also a Cambion, so yeah. I’m still in freak territory.

      My first class was Planar Theory and I wasn’t looking forward to it. I’d had an A in the class when I’d left, but four months was enough for anyone to fall behind. I was going to have to catch up and quickly.

      As I opened the door to the classroom, Mrs. Reynolds looked up from her desk and nodded to me. “Ah, Mr. Nakano. Good to see you back after all this time.”

      “Thanks, it’s good to─”

      “Alex!” a familiar voice shouted.

      Wyatt stood up from his desk. His curly auburn hair had been shaved on the sides and he’d grown out the top, tying it in a topknot. He’d also put on a good bit of muscle, probably even more than I had.

      “Heya Wyatt. Been a while.”

      “The fuck have you been, man?”

      “Language, Mr. Rhodes!”

      “Sorry, what I meant to say was, where have you been, dear friend of mine? And what’s with the gray uniform? I’m digging it, where do I get one of those?”

      I shook my head and laughed. “Trust me, it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

      Whatever he’d been about to say next was silenced by the door opening and another student walking in. She gasped, and by that singular sound, I knew who it was.

      I turned to face Reagan with a smile on my face. “Hey Rea.”

      Her face clouded with a slew of conflicting emotions before settling on anger. She marched across the room, her long golden-brown hair swaying as her shoes clacked heavily on the white tile as she reared her hand back.

      It would have been so simple for me to avoid the slap, or reinforce my cheek to mitigate the damage, but I did neither of those things and let her slap land with its intended force.

      I deserved it.

      The slap echoed through the silent room and I rubbed my stinging cheek. It hadn’t hurt that much, but I didn’t think Reagan needed to know that.

      I was about to respond when her anger faded as her face scrunched and she threw her arms around me.

      “I missed you!”

      Reagan was much too composed to start sobbing, but I think she wanted to, and there were a few sniffs as she clutched at me. I stroked her hair for a minute before we were both interrupted by Mrs. Reynolds clearing her throat.

      “Yes, yes. I’m glad he’s back too, now can you two move out of the way so I can teach my class? Thank you!”

      We both broke apart with scarlet faces and quickly took our seats. Reagan kept stealing glances my way and motioned for me to check my phone. I pulled it up and there was a message from her about a study group that night. She asked if I was going and I quickly replied that I wouldn’t miss it.

      Study session like the good old days then a double date with Piper. That sounds like a perfect day to me.

      The rest of school passed quickly, and it seemed people came out of the woodwork to congratulate me on being back. People I’d never even spoken to before.

      Though one person’s welcome was shocking.

      “It’s good to have you back, Alex,” Mason said, holding out his hand.

      His handsome face and green eyes lit up as I stopped and shook his hand; I don’t think he was expecting me to actually do it.

      “Thanks, Mason. Where’s your girlfriend at?”

      “What, Snow? I split with her ages ago. Too conniving for my tastes, you know.”

      “That I do. Anyway, I’ll see you around.”

      “Hey, wait!” He stepped toward me and was about to grab me by the shoulder when I turned, and his hand sailed through empty air.

      “What?”

      He sighed. “Look man, I know I have no right to ask considering the way I treated you when we first got here, but I’m taking accelerated courses too and since we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other, I was hoping we could be friends.”

      I blinked. Wait, he wants to be…I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I laughed hard, a full-bellied laugh that had me doubled over, leaning against the too-white wall as I tried to catch my breath.

      When I stood, I wiped my eyes and smiled, holding up a fist. “Yeah, let’s be friends.”

      His face lit up again. “Cool, man.” He bumped my fist and walked off.

      Friends with Mason Rows. Now I’ve seen everything.

      I headed to the school library since it had become too cold to hold our study lessons in the garden any longer. I didn’t see the girls, so I wound my way through rows of bookshelves and found them in the back, away from everyone else. Piper and Reagan were sitting at a large wooden table with stacks of books strewn across them.

      “Hey girls.”

      Both of them looked up and smiled.

      “Hey love.”

      “Hey!”

      I sat down across from them and slid one of the books towards me. “Demonology, huh? What’d I miss?”

      “We’re just going over the chapters recommended by Professor Isthmus. I’m having a bit of trouble memorizing every single classification of Demon,” Piper said.

      “Oh, that’s easy.” I ripped a sheet of paper from one of her notebooks and began to write, writing three names at the top of the page and then a list down each category. I pushed it to her and explained. “It’s simple if you keep this in mind. There are three categories of Demons…well, technically four if you count Cambions, but I’m not since they aren’t full Demon.

      “The Mindless are the first and lowest tier. This includes Wendigos, Imps, Darklings, et cetera. Then we have the Heartless, which are the middling class of Demons and include Devils, The Fallen, and Arch-Demons, and then the Soulless, which are the nobility, the Demon generals and lords.”

      I tapped the sheet. “It’s easy to remember if you keep them grouped rather than trying to remember each alone.”

      Piper looked over the sheet and smiled. “This helps a bunch, thanks, Alex.”

      “Where’d you learn all this?”

      “At the temple. Wasn’t much to do other than train and read books.”

      “And kiss Cambions, apparently,” Piper said, folding her arms over her chest and she leaned back in her chair.

      “No way!” Reagan shouted and slammed her book on the table. “You didn’t!”

      I held my hands up. “In my defense, she kissed me, I didn’t kiss her.”

      Reagan smiled and jabbed her pencil at me, spinning it between her fingers. “But you liked it, didn’t you. Otherwise you wouldn’t be blushing right now.”

      “No comment,” I replied with a shake of my head as I sat back down. “Now, can we get back to the lesson?”

      “Uh-uh. You’re not getting off the hook that easily, Mr.” Reagan got up from her chair and walked behind Piper, leaning around her to smirk at me. “I think Piper is owed some retribution, don’t you agree?”

      I shrugged. “If that’s what she wants, I can’t stop her. I’m in the wrong here.”

      Reagan laughed, a sweet laugh with a devious undertone. “Good. Then I guess you won’t mind if I do this.” She leaned over and pulled Piper’s head towards her as Reagan kissed Piper.

      Their lips moved and a flash of tongue peeked from their parted lips before they fully embraced each other. Reagan’s hand slipped to Piper’s cheek and then her neck as she caressed her pale skin. Piper pulled Reagan closer for a second before they both broke away and smiled at each other.

      “Worth the wait?” Reagan asked.

      “Absolutely,” Piper said in a breathy voice.

      Reagan stepped back and went around to her chair while Piper blushed from her cheeks to her ears. Both of them stared at me, waiting for a response.

      “You two obviously don’t know what retribution means. I don’t think anyone could be mad at watching that.”

      Both of them giggled and blushed harder.

      I turned to Reagan. “I thought you didn’t like girls?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s a phase or what,” she said with a shrug. “But back during our vacation, I could hardly keep my eyes off her, and we’ve only gotten closer while you were away. Why, you have a problem with it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good,” Piper said, standing up. “So how about the three of us finish this conversation back at Alex’s?”

      Wait what?

      Their smiles turned devious, downright wicked and I knew that I wasn’t prepared for what those smiles promised.

      J was right all along. For my ability to see more than anyone else alive, I’m really blind sometimes. Despite the glint in their eyes, there was also an undercurrent of nervousness in them. There was a choice to be made here, and if I refused them now, that would have been the end of it. I didn’t think I’d get another chance if I said no.

      As I stared at them, I had a choice of my own to make, one that I had yet to confront about myself.

      Am I okay with a relationship with more than one person?

      Before Lilin, I’d have probably said no, but I couldn’t deny how attracted to her I’d become, and how much I would have liked to have been with Reagan.

      There was a choice to make.

      And I made it.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The night had been interesting to say the least.

      More would have been the best way to describe it. More hands pawing over every inch of flesh we could as we lay tangled in our embrace. More mouths trailing over me, kissing, licking and biting. More. Almost too much more, but we’d somehow made it work and the night had been incredible.

      We’d fallen asleep in bed, naked, sweaty, and in utter ecstasy.

      Reagan held my right side, while Piper had half her body wrapped around me, as her head laid on my chest.

      It was early in the morning, and I was exhausted, but my mind raced with the events of the night previous.

      For as straightforward and blunt as he is, J’s actually a genius. More is better.

      I chuckled and closed my eyes, finally ready to drift off to sleep.

      Thundering knocking shattered any chance at that.

      The girls and I bolted up in bed at the shaking walls as whoever was outside our dorm tried to break down the door frame.

      I threw on a pair of shorts and exited my room almost the same time J walked out of his, a half-naked Ava and Haruki in tow.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he asked, eying the door.

      “No idea, but I’d rather whoever it is to not break our door.”

      I walked over and opened it, jumping back as it swung open.

      Kenneth Hawke stood in our entryway, massive fist poised to knock as he pulled it back.

      “Morning, boys!” He smiled.

      “What the actual fuck, Kenneth?” J demanded.

      “Get ready and head to the portals. You have half an hour.”

      I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose. “What the hell is going on? Tell us, you owe us that much.”

      “You’re taking your finals today.”

      “Hold up,” Reagan said, coming over to us. She wore one of my t-shirts and a pair of my sweatpants. “I thought that wasn’t until Friday?”

      “What? Can’t handle sudden changes in plans? Do you think the demons will give you even a second to prepare? You’re taking your finals today. Now I suggest you all hurry. If you don’t make it in time, you’ll automatically fail your exam.”

      With that, he left us all standing there without a clue.

      I turned back around and stared at everyone. “Well, I guess we don’t have a lot of time. let’s get ready.”

      “Uh-uh,” J said, throwing his arm over my shoulder as he stared down at me with a wide smile. “Not so fast, roomie.” He pointed at both Reagan and Piper. “You got some ‘splainin to do.”
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      The weekend arrived earlier than anyone expected, and I found myself shoulder to shoulder with a bustling crowd of heroes.

      We stood around the portals, waiting for Kenneth Hawke to show up.

      Winter seemed to have fully arrived, and we all huddled together for warmth. A strong wind blew steadily from the ocean, and I was having trouble hearing my thoughts over the chattering of my teeth.

      “Hope you all aren’t too cold!” Kenneth boomed, appearing out of nowhere in the mist-shrouded field.

      A few students grumbled, but I held my tongue.

      A man like Hawke enjoyed his little pranks when he could pull them off. Again, he reminded me of my father. Except Kenneth isn’t actually a twisted bastard. Hard, dangerous, and a bit of a prick, hell yeah. But he’s a good man.

      We listened to him make a short speech. I didn’t pay much attention because his only real message was that we were to stay close to one another as a group, no matter what happened.

      Shortly after, a few fourth-year students showed up along with Tristan O’Neil. They introduced themselves, and we all departed through the Vancouver portal.

      In a flash, we stepped out onto the portal station in Vancouver, B.C.

      My head swam at the teleportation, but I recovered quickly. A few of the other students still looked yellow in the gills when Hawke took us through another.

      This portal jumped us a meager fifty miles inland, to a small Canadian town on the edge of the border. Greensville was a lovely town if you liked trees more than people. A single restaurant and gas station slowly rotted in the center of town.

      Some of the locals gave us curious looks, but when Hawke raised his meaty hand to say hello, they scurried away.

      We all wore our backpacks, heavy and ponderous things the school had left on our doorsteps last night. Inside was camping gear of all things.

      The group of us, perhaps twenty-five in all, crossed the street and dove straight into the tree line. Hawke didn’t stop to explain shit. He just strode on through the pines and cedars like he’d always been here.

      Three hours later and we were still marching through woods, though now the plants had grown thick, and insects buzzed in the air.

      Kenneth stopped and set down his pack triumphantly. “Hope everyone is feeling great!” He pulled out a water bottle and chugged half of it down in a pull. Screwing the cap back on, he tucked it away, then gestured to us to do the same. “Drink up now, or you’ll wish you had.”

      The promise of pain in his words hadn’t been concealed at all.

      I drank from my own water bottle, not wanting to test the man’s resolve.

      I caught Alex’s gaze from a dozen feet away and he smirked at me. Yeah, buddy. Whatever this is, it’s gonna be a whole lot of fun.

      As soon as half the group had thrown down their heavy packs, Kenneth had shouldered his again. With a grin better suited for a wolf, our fearless leader announced, “Keep up or get lost!”

      The massive man, wearing a sweat suit and a bulky backpack that looked tiny on his huge shoulders, turned to face the trees, and bounded away.

      A laugh escaped my lips as I watched him sprint away followed by Tristan and the fourth-year students. I gave a wink to Alex and shouldered my own pack.

      Ava looked like she was ready to bite anyone that messed with her, but she fell in behind me as we ran. Regardless of how much she liked to complain or groan, the girl was a warrior born and bred.

      The endless forest between the US and Canada border, the same one that I liked to stare at from my favorite rooftop at Wyvern Academy, bled away in a blur of green and brown.

      Time passed slow and painful, yet our host never stopped to look back to check on us. We ran until the sun began to sink over the horizon, and on into dusk.

      Finally, as I rose above a ridge, I caught sight of Kenneth standing beside Tristan a few hundred feet ahead. They’d found a wide clearing, the place, I supposed, that we’d be camping at.

      I trudged down the hill and threw my pack down next to theirs.

      Compared to some of the other students, my body was better able to deal with such abuse. Still, my legs were shaky and my throat ragged from breathing when I finally took my rest.

      Over a period of ten minutes, the other students arrived, all throwing down their packs as well.

      After a quick head count, we learned that one student hadn’t made it. Tristan bounded away into the trees to find them.

      Kenneth called out a few instructions before opening his own pack. “Set up your tents! I want three rows of 8! Ten feet between each row. Get moving!”

      A few people gaped, unsure of how to set up their tents. But when Kenneth removed his own, pulling it free of its nylon bag, he tossed it into the air and it popped open. Then he glared at everyone who was still confused until they got moving.

      Our campsite wasn’t precisely orderly like Kenneth might have wanted, but ten minutes later, everyone was set up, their packs tucked inside their tents.

      By that time, Kenneth was browning a rasher of bacon over a portable camp stove. The smell filled the air, and my stomach lurched in response.

      I noticed some of my companions were eyeing the bacon as well and examining the campsite. Their faces seemed to all ask the same question: where’s the rest of the food?

      Oh, shit. I know where this is going, I complained internally.

      Sure enough, instead of dinner, we were only allowed to watch as Kenneth ate his delightful bacon. He grinned at us all the while, and when he was done, he explained the nature of his torture. “Don’t worry. You don’t actually need to eat. You won’t eat tonight or tomorrow. And you certainly won’t eat the next couple of days.”

      “How is that going to prepare us for the finals?” Ava asked, looking livid.

      “You can only pass your finals by gaining a fundamental knowledge of how to use your first rune. You must be Ki-starved before you do that. My job, then, is to enjoy myself as I destroy each and every one of you.”

      The big man had a sadistic look on his face. I had a bad feeling about our first night, and sadly, was proven right.

      Having grown up with a military father, the concept of being ‘smoked’ wasn’t new to me. I’d been punished, often, with exercise in my youth.

      So when Kenneth assembled a series of lights that popped up and illuminated the small field, then ordered us to line up in rows, I knew we were good and fucked.

      Sure enough, for the first time since coming to Wyvern Academy, the training took on a distinctly military vibe. Thankfully, Hawke didn’t feel it was necessary to scream in everyone’s faces. We would be risking our lives soon enough, and it didn’t seem to suit his style.

      Instead, he reminded us in his bottomless voice, “If you do not listen to what I ask of you, you’ll be disqualified and sent home. Simple as that. Then you can run the long and slow path with the other cowards you’ve all left behind.”

      Nobody protested.

      We began with pushups, sit-ups, and burpees. We didn’t stop until everyone was covered in sweat and mud, the field having been churned up by our efforts.

      I found Alex down the line, his face impassive. Whatever happened to him at that fucking temple sure was nasty. He looks like he could do this in his sleep.

      Ava, however, was angrier than ever.

      I could tell because she looked calm.

      Normally, when she got upset, she let the whole world know. But when she got quiet, that meant she was memorizing everything so that she could better plot her revenge.

      I couldn’t find Piper or Scarlet, nor did I have the energy to care much.

      Along with everyone else, I was focusing on beating my body to a polished pulp for Kenneth Hawke.

      The night moved on, and after a certain point, Kenneth had us stop, sit down, and meditate. He guided the exercise, and I was happily surprised to see his own methods were similar to the one I’d been practicing.

      “You’re all pretty tired, but believe me, your Ki is as bright and hot as it ever was. Imagine it turning within you like a wheel. That wheel burns like fire. Imagine it as any color you like, or as an element. But focus on watching it circulate in your core.”

      I did as I was told, and soon pictured my fiery ring. I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but the ring appeared to be brighter than before.

      A few minutes later and Kenneth screamed, “You’d better not be sleeping on me. I see you dozing off and you fail, understand?”

      I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant, but when Kenneth finished with us, I could honestly say the night had been one of the worst in my experiences.

      Two students had thrown in the towel.

      They were led out of the forest by the fourth-year students acting to help guide the group.

      But it did end, and we got to sleep.

      When Kenneth announced we’d finished, everyone sighed in relief. At least, until he gave out his guard duty.

      Half of us went to sleep for two of the four remaining hours of the night. The other half stood sleepy vigilance outside of our fellows’ tents. I volunteered to take first watch, knowing that I was more awake now than I would be in two hours.

      My mind drifted, exhausted but grateful.

      Some of the fools in our group might be angry at Kenneth, might even curse this blasted school. For me, though, I knew I was at last getting some real training in.

      The whole ‘break us down’ bit was temporary. We’d be ground up into bits for sure. But when Kenneth was done with us, we’d sure as hell be built up again. I would pass this final, and I’d get that damn rune.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke my body ached from lack of sleep and exercise fatigue.

      I emerged from my tent to the sound of crackling bacon again, and fought the urge to remind Kenneth how much of a dick he was.

      He ate a full breakfast, along with his assistants, but none of the students trying out had that opportunity.

      That morning, we all went on a ‘little jog’ as Kenneth called it. Two more students had dropped out before we’d finished. The day blurred as combatives training began at noon and into the evening.

      Again, we were forced to remain awake half the night, and spent most of our time toiling away our time and strength. We’d all found stones to bring back with us from our morning run, and Kenneth had us standing in a circle, handing the stones to one another in an endless circuit.

      In between each session, we were meditating.

      As I’d noticed the night before, despite being ravenous and ready to drop, my Ki burned brighter than ever. Whatever the hell Hawke is doing to us, it is working. I can’t imagine what would happen if I cycled my Ki like I did back at the academy. I’d probably burst into flames!

      Such revelations were common, and my mind felt clear and active.

      Of course, that only lasted so long.

      We finished the night out in a wordless shuffle, walking in a circle with stones on our shoulders until only four hours of night remained.

      The next two days were the same.

      A total of three more students dropped out in that time, but I could see it in the faces of those who remained, there would be no more. Smelly, bruised, and covered in filth, the students who stood around me were determined.

      Each day of our training sapped more from our bodies. That was the intent, however.

      Working with our limitations, Kenneth slowly introduced more and more meditative exercises. Our fourth day was split down the middle, half focused exclusively on observing our Ki, the other on breaking our bodies.

      It was on the fifth day that Kenneth explained his methods.

      We were given a canteen of water in the morning. We drank it all down and then Kenneth told us it was the last drop of water we’d enjoy all day.

      Sensing some downright revolt, our leader explained. “I know this is hard. It has to be. Ordinarily, the rune ceremony lasts two weeks. A disciple of the Path of Ascension can quite literally meditate for seven days and fast and meditate for seven more. Since we are on a reduced timeline, you were forced to exhaust your Ki faster.”

      I sat cross-legged, eyes closed and holding the image of my Ki circuit in my mind’s eye. It was dimmer than it had been before, and occasionally, seemed to flicker.

      Kenneth continued. “I am helping you all achieve the painful and dangerous state of Ki starvation. Deny the body food, and its Ki will flare up for a time before slowly dwindling. Deny it rest, the same will happen. Break down the muscles and tissues that make up a body and the process accelerates further.”

      Shaking a canteen full of water before us, the sloshing sounding like a cruel jest, Kenneth finished. “Take away water, and you’re on your way in no time.”

      Then he left us.

      My mind felt alert despite every pain in my body pinging. I could sense the others all around me, even see the flicker of their own Ki circuits if I focused hard enough. I wasn’t sure if that was a hallucination, or if the training had opened me up to the energy in others.

      Either way, the day passed.

      My mouth was burning and parched when the sun rose to its zenith. My throat was cracked and painful as the sun began to set. And when night fell, covering the forest in a sable blanket, I knew I was close to losing consciousness.

      My eyes shot open as Tristan made the announcement we’d all been waiting for. “Open your eyes. Well done,” he said in a soft tone. “Here, drink up. Good.”

      I glanced over to see the man handing a cup of water to the student at the end of my line. He moved from one of us to the next, pouring out a single cup of the precious liquid. Everyone waited their turn, and not a drop was spilled.

      I felt like asking the man where Kenneth was and if we were done with all of this, but my voice was filled with sand.

      My curiosity was satisfied shortly after anyhow.

      Tristan told us all to stand up and prepare for a short hike. “Don’t worry. No more jogs through the woods. No more pain at all. Not till the final. Just follow me and keep your eyes on the trail.”

      Tristan strode away, finding a game trail at the end of our clearing. Following behind the person before me, I had little trouble keeping my footing. The sky was still a light purple, and the trail was even and flat.

      Five minutes later and I saw the flicker of torchlight.

      A single bright torch burned under a canopy of massive trees. Kneeling in meditation among them, was Kenneth Hawke.

      No more lines or ranks were formed. Tristan instead guided us around the tiny grove in a circle. Then we sat facing inwards.

      Tristan sat beside Kenneth and whispered something to the big man.

      I scanned the faces of those around me, admiring how clear and true they seemed. Our egos had been eroded, if only a little. Now, more of our true cores were exposed.

      Then Kenneth sighed, filling his great lungs and emptying them again.

      His eyes snapped open, and he smiled.

      “Normally, in order for a first-year student to receive their first rune, they must pass an arduous series of written exams along with more combat assessment. That usually takes place in the arena.

      “However, the order of events as well as the procedures, are all being turned on their heads. Tonight, my weary, stinky friends, you’ll receive your first rune.”

      A series of gasps spread around the clearing. Kenneth raised a single finger and silenced us.

      “Yes, tonight will be amazing. You’ll also get to eat and sleep a full night of uninterrupted sleep! But I will warn you first.”

      My mouth watered unbidden at the mention of a meal, but I, like everyone else in this circle, listened intently for what came next.

      Kenneth’s eyes flashed white, his onyx skin glowing in the torch light. “Receiving a rune is an aggressive manner of accessing one’s Ki. For all of you who are familiar with Alex, you may know he has already been able to unlock one of his channels without a rune. Alex alone among you will not be forced to receive one. Whether or not he’ll be able to unlock his full potential remains to be seen.

      “For the rest of you, the only assured method of obtaining ascension is through the rune ceremony. It will cause you more physical pain than anything you’ve yet to endure in this world.”

      Sparing a single meaningful glance at me, Hawke added, “Even if you’ve been beaten and trampled by this world, I promise you, you’ll never experience pain like this again. At least until you unlock your second rune.

      “Such a seismic event in your Ki can cause death, madness, or the burning out of one of your Ki channels permanently. But I am sure that almost all of you will be fine. Only one or two sitting here will be lost in this process.

      “With the strength gained from the rune, you’ll be asked to take on a particularly difficult challenge. We’ve empowered beasts with runes, beasts that are being held captive just a few miles from here. Tomorrow, you’ll have to face them and kill them.

      “And if you fail that test, your rune will be broken. More pain, and in this case, a permanent loss of your Ki channels. So, I ask you three things. One, will you accept the risk of receiving your first rune. Two, will you fight against runed creatures as powerful as a lesser demon. Three, if you fail, will you sacrifice your Ki channels for the rest of your lives?”

      Kenneth stopped talking. Nobody spoke, but I saw fear in many eyes.

      Tristan asked if anyone wished to be excluded from the ceremony. Nobody raised their hands.

      There is steel in this group, I mused, feeling proud to have been a part of such a cohort.

      Finally, letting his grin grow wider than ever, Kenneth asked the only question that mattered. “Who will go first?”

      My hand rose alone, and Kenneth nodded.

      I wasn’t quite certain, but I could have sworn he looked pleased as I stood up and strode forward.

      Kenneth asked me to kneel where he’d been kneeling, and as I did so, I saw the ground had been etched with a single rune. It faintly glowed a pale blue. I felt the man’s hand press into my back.

      My mouth was dry again and my heart raced inside the hollow space of my chest.

      “Raise your right arm, James Mallory. Then make a fist,” Hawke demanded.

      I did so, flexing my forearm until my fist was hard enough to shatter a plank of wood.

      “As a disciple of the Path of Ascension, will you strive for the preservation of humanity and fight demons that oppose us?”

      My voice rose from my throat, ragged and ugly. “I will.”

      “So be it,” Kenneth announced even as Tristan struck my body in three places.

      With the tips of two fingers, Tristan struck my sternum, my shoulder joint, and again in the crease of my elbow.

      Pain tingled through my body briefly before I felt the rune beneath me light up like a beacon. My mind tried to follow the sequence of internal events that followed, but as the Ki moving within poured out from my chest and into my shoulder, all I could do was scream.

      I fell to the ground, my forehead striking the soil of the forest floor, and still the pain increased.

      When the sensation reached my shoulder, it built and built until at last, my shoulder exploded in fragments of light. The molten energy dripped down my humerus and coalesced into a point as hot as the sun.

      Kenneth picked up a round stone the size of a half dollar.

      Etched in the rock was the same symbol I sat on. He pressed the rune stone to my forearm, right over the roiling speck of plasma Ki.

      As he shoved the rune into my skin, everything shifted, and all that existed in my life was agony.

      My lungs were empty, my throat too torn to scream again.

      I writhed in pain, not caring that I was smearing my face into mud before my peers.

      I wasn’t with them anymore. I wasn’t with Kenneth either.

      I wasn’t in a forest, and had no name to speak of.

      I was only pain.

      A lifetime later, I heard my lungs catch. Oxygen poured into my body and I panted.

      I lifted up at the waist, a trickle of cold mud dripping down my nose from the sweat and tears I’d shed there.

      The colors around me were vivid and bright. I saw the faces of those who were examining me in a ring all around. Their cores too, all with their own shades of color and intensities, all were plainly visible.

      Ava sat watching me, chewing her lip, anxiety plain to see on her delicate features.

      There was Piper sitting beside Scarlet. Both looked at me with the same expectant gaze.

      And then there was Alex, eyes focused, his core burning bright and powerful.

      Kenneth touched me on the back again. “Stand, Ascendant. Congratulations. May you walk The Path with integrity and strength.”

      I did stand then, my body lifting from the ground with ease.

      I recalled the time I’d forced Ki into my system, how strong and graceful I was. Yet this was different.

      My body wasn’t feverish, wasn’t upset or over-burdened in the slightest.

      In fact, I thought as I flexed my right arm, seeing the fresh rune shining brightly, my body is stronger than it has ever been.

      I locked eyes with my roommate sitting just twenty feet away, and I let my savage grin spread across my face like a wildfire.

      I had my first rune.

      And I couldn’t wait to test it out.
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      The days without food or water were nothing new to me. I’d spent the total of a few weeks in that state under Lord Bael’s careful eyes. A few more days were nothing to me.

      But the others had a much worse time about it than I did.

      J held strong for the most part, and I assumed he’d endured similar conditions before, but Piper and Reagan, not to mention most of the others were having a truly miserable time as they struggled along.

      Don’t worry, guys, it really does help, and it gets better. Just a little while longer. Ki depletion, or starvation as Kenneth put it, certainly was one way to prime everyone’s core for a rune.

      It was also brutal, painful and unfortunately, the quickest way to go about it for them.

      They don’t have weeks to reach a state of enlightenment. They have a few days. It was the only way to go about it, but as I condensed my Ki to keep it from draining, I felt sorry for the others at the misery that would be their life for the next few days.

      As the hours turned to days and the students dropped like flies, we reached the final day and everyone had reached the desired state of being for their cores.

      They burned bright as suns in their chests and it only took a whisper of Ki floating through the air to tell me that.

      The only other student who’s holding his own is Kayden, but he’s runed up. So, this isn’t anything new for him. Though J said he was at Leviathan. And with how much money it looks like the guy can throw around, no way his story of him moving with his family holds up. He can afford the portal fees and then some.

      No, he was kicked out of Leviathan, I’d bet my money on it.

      But despite that, he held his own, doing much as I was and conserving all the Ki he had in his core. It wasn’t something we could do indefinitely or for extended periods of time, but I let some Ki flow to my stomach to ease the pangs of hunger.

      It kept me from feeling hungry, but it didn’t actually satiate me. My body was growing weaker by the day, but I had more than enough Ki to handle this trial.

      As the hours wore on and day fell away to night, a voice spoke up, signaling that we had all done it.

      “Good job, everyone,” Tristan said and began delivering water.

      I took mine and downed it quickly. It was only a capful, but it was enough to breathe some life into my limbs once more. I stood and waited for the others to finish before Tristan stood back and told us to prepare for a short hike.

      Tristan led us through a darkened trail to a small rocky outcropping. Sitting on the ground in the center of the rock was Kenneth Hawke.

      He inhaled, taking a deep breath and opened his eyes; they scanned each of our faces with approval before he began to speak.

      His speech continued about how we were eligible for runes because of our advanced curriculum but I tuned him out. This part of the ceremony wasn’t for my benefit. I kept tuning him out until he mentioned my name.

      “For all of you who are familiar with Alex, you may know he has already been able to unlock one of his channels without a rune. Alex alone among you will not be forced to receive one. Whether or not he’ll be able to unlock his full potential remains to be seen.”

      Already know the answer to that.

      I’m physically incompatible with runes now. I’ll never be able to accept one.

      It had come as a shock to me when Bael not only told me but showed me what would happen when I came into contact with a rune.

      Bael led me to the library under the temple and pulled out a small ornate box. Inside were a collection of rune stones. Bael picked one up and brought it over to me. He sliced a thin groove in my finger and pinched the cut, letting a large drop of blood well and fall to the stone.

      It hit the rune and hissed like water in a hot pan before the rune glowed even brighter and cracked with an explosion of Ki, sending shards of dust and rock in all directions.

      “Try to put that inside you, and you can see what would likely happen.”

      “So how am I supposed to match the power of the runes?”

      Lord Bael shook his head. “You’re not, you have unfortunately veered off the Path of Ascension. You will never be an Ascended Hero.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      My hopes and dreams flashed before my eyes before a sickening weight in my gut tugged at them, trying to tear them from my grasp.

      I clenched my fist tight, my broken, torn fingernails dug into my flesh and even more blood pooled in my palm.

      “I refuse to accept that!”

      Bael took me in and with a subtle nod of his head, he smiled. “Good. That’s the right attitude you need to have.

      “And have no fear, Five. Becoming an Ascended Hero is not the be all end all.”

      “Then what else is there for me? What is my path, if not of Ascension?”

      His smile deepened as he unfurled a scroll, worn parchment many hundreds of years old. He pointed at the drawing, a figure in a meditative pose with four points marked on him.

      “The Path of Enlightenment. You are destined to become an Enlightened Hero.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will,” he said and put up the scroll. “All the stories and myths of heroes using their Ki ages past were all true, for the most part. But the Path of Enlightenment is a well-kept secret hidden in plain sight.

      “Few know about it because it’s an infinitely harder path to walk than the Path of Ascension.”

      I held my hands up. “Then why would anyone ever choose this path?”

      Lord Bael held up a single finger. “Control.”

      He returned the scroll gently to its place amid the others along the bookshelf and sat back at the table.

      “A rune forcibly unblocks a person’s Ki channels, of which there are four that run through the body. It gives them access to their power immediately, but it does not grant them any control over that power.

      “You are different. You unblocked your first channel almost instinctively, and because of your mastery over your own body, you have better control over your Ki than many second and third- runed students I’ve seen.”

      “So, where’s the downside. If I have more control than any other first-year student, why not teach this way en masse?”

      Bael gave me a knowing smirk and tapped his fingers on the wood, his pale pink fingers running in rhythm back and forth. “Because of the drawback I just showed you. Runes are no longer compatible with the body, there is a Ki overload and the weaker rune shatters explosively.

      “And the other, even more troubling fact is that it becomes increasingly harder to unblock further Ki channels. Unblocking your second and third channels will put you on par with the best fourth-runed warriors, but no one has ever unblocked all four.”

      “So, you’re saying I will never unblock all my channels?”

      He shrugged and snorted. “There has never been a recorded hero accomplishing it, though I’m sure it’s probably been done once or twice. But out of all my students, I think you just might have what it takes.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Though only time will tell for sure. But the potential is there, more so than any I’ve seen yet.”

      I smiled at the memory. For all his toughness, Lord Bael was very kind in the end.

      Everyone else had already received their runes by the time I was done daydreaming and Kenneth and Tristan led us to a large campsite about a mile away. It was nestled up against a large stone quarry, but we were told that if we trespassed we would fail the test immediately and have our runes shattered.

      After the very strict warning, we all set up camp and Kenneth fed us as much food and drink as we could stuff in our bellies.

      We gathered around giant bonfires and ate until we were sick, some of us literally.

      J and I were smarter than the others, and we warned everyone in our group not to overindulge. The girls and the two of us basked in relaxation as they marveled at the runes on their arms.

      J nudged me. “Sorry you didn’t get a rune, man. Don’t know what that’s about.”

      “I do.”

      “And what’s that?”

      I gave him a cheeky grin and turned back to the fire, letting my smile drop. Sorry, guys, I can’t tell you. Lord Bael made that abundantly clear. In truth, there was a lot I couldn’t share with the others. A lot of it I could, but some of the secrets I learned at the temple had to stay secrets, at least until the time was right.

      After an hour or two, Kenneth came around and told us that we should get some sleep. Something in his tone told me that we wouldn’t have an easy day in the morning. So, with reluctance, we all stood and made our way to our tents.

      They made us sleep alone, and though I’d spent my entire life sleeping alone, I found I missed Piper and Reagan terribly.

      Me with two girlfriends. Never thought I’d see the day. My inner fears still whispered constantly in my head, asking what those two saw in a nobody like me, but I quickly shut those thoughts down. I’m not a nobody, and I never was. I just couldn’t see myself. I’m a student at one of the most prestigious battle academies in the world and not to mention I’m a student of Lord Bael. I’m Belial. I’m the furthest thing from a nobody.

      With that the whisper faded and I grinned as I quickly fell asleep.
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      They’re really trying to kill us.

      I wasn’t expecting this.

      First thing in the morning, after a very light breakfast, Kenneth led us all down to the quarry where a makeshift arena stood next to several dozen large cages, holding nearly every kind of predatory beast I’d ever seen.

      But as if that wasn’t enough, they were rune beasts.

      Waves of Ki rolled off of them and formed a miasma thick enough to drink.

      Kenneth stood before us and gestured to the beasts. “Today you will be in groups of three and fighting one or more rune beasts. Who wants to go first?”

      My hand shot into the air immediately.

      Kenneth’s smile grew, his white teeth standing out prominently next to his coal-black skin. “How could I have guessed?” He tilted his head.

      Kenneth pointed to me. “Alex, you’re up first. It’ll be a good demonstration for everyone. Since you volunteered, you can pick your own team. You have five minutes to prepare.”

      I paced along the rock; my first thought was J and Piper, but I discounted them. J doesn’t need my help to win. He can do that on his own. Piper too.

      Reagan then.

      But who else.

      I rubbed at my chin, lost in thought. A tap broke me out of my concentration. I turned to find an unexpected face next to me.

      She was tall, just shy of my six-foot. Her pale tawny skin denoted her Greek heritage and paired well with her dark-brown hair.

      Thalia wasn’t a knockout in terms of looks, but she was still striking in a fierce way, like the lean predators we were about to face.

      “What’s up?”

      “I would like to fight beside you,” she said simply.

      Her white eyes couldn’t see me, but as I knew all too well, there was more than one way to see. She smiled at me, and I was wrong about not thinking she was pretty. The smile lit up her face and took the hard edge away from her cheeks.

      “There is something different about you. And I would like to witness what that is firsthand.”

      I shrugged. “That’s fine with me.”

      Thalia nodded, once again showing her teeth, but this time it was a ferocious smile. “I will prepare myself.”

      She walked away and I went over to find Reagan. I held out my hand. “Care to fight with me?”

      “You bet your ass I will.”

      “Good then let’s get ready.”
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      Well, I thought I was ready for this, but holy hell!

      We made our way down into the quarry and entered the arena.

      A massive cage with huge slabs of iron bolted and welded together stood before us, shaking and groaning as the creature railed against its confinement.

      The cage door opened with a clang, revealing a monstrous silverback gorilla that would have given Kong a run for his money.

      It had to be fifteen feet tall if it was an inch and rippled with more muscle than five bodybuilders. Its gray fur was shaggy and lank but writhed as waves of energy poured off of the beast.

      It’s got an enormous amount of Ki, triple what I have, but what’s this?

      The Ki rolling off it was different. It lacked the calm and soothing nature of the Ki within my body, it was twisted, vile and corrupted.

      What the hell is that?

      “Do you feel it too?” Thalia asked.

      “How could I not. It’s unnatural, whatever Icarus has done to the beast has warped its Ki channels, there’s darkness in them that shouldn’t be there.”

      “Dangerous.”

      I nodded. “Perhaps too dangerous.” I turned to Reagan, who stared at the thing in horror. “You need to stay back and let the two of us handle this.”

      Reagan snapped out of her trance and her gaze narrowed as heat flushed her cheeks. “Do you think I can’t handle myself?”

      “You’re goddamn right. Your Capoeira isn’t going to be enough to handle something like this. You’ll only end up getting in our way or getting yourself hurt.”

      It pained me to be so blunt with her, but it was the reason I wanted her with me. As Bael said, if Wyvern was good at one thing, it was weeding out the weak combat styles. Reagan was a natural fighter, but her style of combat would only hinder her going forward and she would have to find a new style to learn, but she couldn’t do that if she failed the test or got herself killed.

      “Promise me you’ll let us handle this, Rea.”

      She hung her head and sighed, sensing the truth in my harsh words. “I promise.”

      “Good, Thalia, get ready!”

      The thick chains binding the gorilla clacked and fell off, hitting the stone.

      Before we could blink, the gorilla charged us with an ungodly roar.

      I threw myself into a roll and came up just behind the gorilla. I enhanced my legs and shot my leg back in a mule kick. It struck the back of the gorilla’s thighs and I’d put enough force into the kick to snap a normal human’s hamstrings, but it didn’t even register to the beast.

      Shit!

      I stepped back as it swung. The back of its paw narrowly missed my face. Okay, I’m not going to be able to do this without Sogai. I slipped into it in half a second and processed the new information my enhanced senses told me.

      Heavy footed, grounded stance. Breathing is increased, too loud. Blood pressure is skyrocketed and pumping incredibly fast. Ki is pouring off it in droves. This is just like Donovan!

      The time he’d cornered me in the hallway came back to me in a flash. Donovan had been in a fury, like he had taken drugs and it was the same feeling as what emanated off the gorilla now.

      What is with that energy?

      My question would have to wait as Thalia stepped forward. She’d found control over her rune faster than anyone else, and her movements were a blur as wind rippled in every direction. She slipped under the gorilla as it swung a meaty swipe at her and her fists struck three times in quick succession.

      But her punches did nothing as its thick hide absorbed them all. Thalia realized it almost as quickly as I did and stepped back.

      Wind slipped over the gorilla’s left arm and I knew what was coming but as I shouted, the gorilla swung. Its hand slammed into Thalia and lifted her off the ground.

      She hit the stone a few feet away and lay still.

      Nose and mouth bleeding. Broken arm, three broken ribs. Fractured skull. No punctured organs, breathing is staggered but her heart is steady.

      She was badly wounded, but she would live if I could get to her. But the thousand-pound gorilla stood between us.

      “Can you help her?” Reagan shouted, her voice causing my ears to bleed.

      “I think so, I can probably heal her, but I don’t have the time!”

      She nodded, the wind shifted up and down. “Then leave it to me, I’ll distract it while you heal her.”

      No. you’ll get hurt too! I wanted to protect her, because I loved her almost as much as I loved Piper, but I didn’t have that right. She chose the Path of Ascension and I couldn’t keep her from that.

      “Okay! Just be careful!”

      I raced over to Thalia while Reagan settled into Ginga and began to sway side to side, her movements light and precise.

      As I reached Thalia, I apologized in advance and placed my hand between her breasts, pressing into her sternum. She stiffened as my Ki poured into her and then grew still. I pushed as much as I could into her and edged it to her core. Once I reached it, I tugged on her Ki, but instead of stealing it, I took control of it and circulated it through her body, letting it seek out her injuries.

      It took a long moment, but I kept her Ki where it needed to be and forced it to heal her wounds as Tristan had done for me all those months ago.

      It took a few minutes, but her life was out of danger, though she would need to see a proper doctor when she returned to Wyvern.

      I took my hand off her and stood, checking on Reagan.

      She was smart, she knew she couldn’t face the beast one on one, so she didn’t even try. She kept dancing to the side, holding its attention but never letting it close enough to land a hit on her. I underestimated her again. I’ll have to apologize when this is all over with.

      Alright it’s time to end this!

      I didn’t want to have to use it just yet; I still hadn’t tested it enough to know for sure I wouldn’t repeat what happened the first time, but I had no choice. My normal enhanced strikes were next to useless against the giant gorilla.

      I have to go beyond.

      Reagan cartwheeled away from the gorilla and backed up to stand next to me. Her breathing was high; sweat dripped down her skin and splashed to the stone beneath our feet.

      “You did good, but I’ll take it from here.”

      “Give it hell.”

      I smiled. “That’s the plan.”

      I focused my entire being on my remaining senses, just like I did before, and pushed my remaining Ki from my core to my fist. It pulsed with burning heat, but I kept pushing everything I had into my fist. When nearly my entire store of Ki gathered in my hand I reinforced my bones, tendons, and muscles, strengthening them as much as I could.

      My fist ached with the power I infused into it, but I was ready.

      I surged forward as the gorilla turned my way. It bellowed in rage and swung. I tilted my body and the punch landed hard on the ground, missing me by a fraction of an inch. I vaulted over its hairy arm and used it as a springboard to launch me towards its face.

      I reared back my fist and focused entirely on my form, correcting the minute deficiencies that Sogai told me were in my fist. It was imperative that everything be perfect.

      The gorilla’s hot breath drifted across my skin and I clenched my body tight and swung with all my power.

      “Hakai!”

      My fist connected and I unleashed my Ki.

      An explosion of force recoiled from my fist and sent me flying. I hit the ground and cracked my head on the stone. Everything hurt, but I forced my eyes open as Sogai withered and faded; I didn’t have the strength to maintain it.

      Bright-blue sky watered my eyes as they opened, and I sat up. My body ached and a headache pounded through my skull as I hobbled to my feet.

      Did I at least defeat the gorilla?

      I turned to it and gaped. Yeah, I’d say I got it.

      The gorilla was dead, the entirety of its head gone, obliterated to a gory pulp. Blood ran in rivers over its gray fur and pooled under its body. Bits of flesh and shards of bone littered the ground in a rough circle around the carcass like a bomb had gone off in its head.

      Hakai. My secret technique. Destruction is an apt name. I didn’t think it was that powerful, and that was after I used most of my Ki to heal Thalia.

      I need to check on he─

      An uncontrolled wave of exhaustion set in and I crumpled to the ground as my mind went blank.
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      Though Kenneth Hawke had told us all that the various beasts had been bred in a lab to assist in training, and potentially, to use against the demons someday, it was still hard to watch them killed.

      A few lions, tigers, and pumas had already been killed alongside apes, and various canine species. Many of the animals were endangered or extinct in the wild.

      It made my stomach twist with remorse.

      Yet I knew the practicality of such measures.

      What else was Wyvern Academy to do? Try to capture a demon, somehow bind it to our plane of existence, and then force students to fight it over and over?

      The logistics of such a plan were baffling.

      Then again, after the show Alex had put on for everyone, it seemed at least one of us might be capable of fighting such an opponent. That gorilla was insane. Hawke must have planned to pit the beast against Alex from the start. That’s what I would have done at least.

      Below me, I saw a group of attendants dragging the animals away, pushing their bodies in a pit nearby. A tarp covered the pit, but my mind couldn’t forget the other ruined animals that had already been shoved inside.

      Having cleared the makeshift arena, three more animals were brought out from the tall stack of cages. Again, I was amazed and a little disturbed to see how the beasts, empowered and enhanced by their runes, were so easily controlled by those collars.

      Their handlers were wary, but none seemed terrified.

      They just walked beside the animal they were in charge of, holding the back of its collar with a long, sleek pole.

      This time, a lion and two red-haired bears were brought out, a nasty combination of animal strength if you asked me. I felt everyone stiffen up in anticipation, Kenneth pacing behind us.

      When it all came down to it, the man wasn’t a jerk at all. He announced the next group of fighters to be tested in battle.

      My spine tingled as I heard the names ring out in the cold air.

      Then Wyatt, Ava, and a student named George all headed down into the pit.

      I sat up straighter, fear pooling in my gut as I watched my love enter an arena with three hulking beasts at the opposite end.

      The handlers shut their end of the steel gate and detached the collars remotely.

      The beasts moved toward their perceived prey.

      Wyatt was a fighter I knew plenty about. The guy was kind and affable. When he fought, he was as nasty as I was. Krav Maga was a style that suited him. How it would hold up against animals was another question entirely though.

      Ava had her own blend of styles. She’d been trained as a Muay Thai fighter for most of her career. Despite how smooth her legs were, they’d been hardened to steel rods.

      She’d kicked me in the thigh once and I’d been bruised for a week.

      What made her more adaptive, though, was how she’d spent considerable time in the past few years learning both Brazilian Jiu Jitsu and Jeet Kune Do.

      The two vastly different fighting styles added tools to her kit. She was a fast and vicious ground fighter, though her small size made it a less than favorable position most of the time. And from Jeet Kune Do, she’d adapted many of her Muay Thai kicks and punches to be quicker and more explosive.

      In all, Ava was good because she was difficult to predict.

      Yet she was tiny. Her body could be torn in half by any of the creatures that were stalking toward her, and my adrenaline was through the roof.

      I only hoped George was tough. His stance was simple enough, and I couldn’t tell what he practiced. He looked like nothing more than a boxer ready to punch out a bear.

      My attention was interrupted briefly as a small figure sat next to me. Glancing over, I saw that it was Fitz. She pointed to George, and explained, “He’s an odd one. Saw him practicing in the gym alone. Ever heard of Pankration?”

      “You mean the ancient Greek style?” I asked incredulously.

      She nodded. “Yeah. He’s basically a badass boxer who is equally prepared to go to the ground. He’s big, so the style works for him pretty well. Not sure if he can choke out a bear though.”

      I sighed, the queasiness in my gut not diminishing in the slightest. “No, I suppose you can’t. Just hope he doesn’t get Ava hurt. If that happens, fuck the whole test thing, I’m jumping down in that pit.”

      Fitz patted me on the back, a more intimate gesture than she’d done before. “Don’t worry. Ava is the meanest girl in our school… in a fight that is.”

      I nodded, but focused on the two groups below. Ava stood in the middle, George and Wyatt to either side, positioned a bit forward.

      The beasts had no such formation. They stalked forward intently, eyeing the frail things that had been set against them.

      To them, we must seem like easy food, I thought morbidly, then forced my mind to stop considering such outcomes.

      The larger bear pushed ahead of its fellows, moving toward Wyatt. The Krav Maga fighter stopped advancing and focused on the hundreds of pounds of terror before him.

      The bear opened its mouth and roared.

      A flash of red and blue light, the essence of the animal’s disturbed Ki, emerged from its maw.

      Then it charged.

      In a second, the hulking form was swinging its paw at Wyatt’s head.

      Wyatt ducked, letting the beast’s limb pass directly over his back. His body moved incredibly fast, and as soon as he was clear, Wyatt spun into a kick, blasting the back of the bear’s paw.

      The crack of broken bone resounded, and the bear roared in pain.

      Wisely, Wyatt’s team moved in for the kill.

      Ava shouted something I couldn’t hear and sprinted forward. Wyatt dodged to the side as she vaulted into the air, the power of her rune propelling her body.

      She landed an upwards knee into the bottom of the creature’s jaw and shoved both her elbows down into the top of its skull. The monster shook its head, and Ava was forced to kick off, landing a few feet away on her feet.

      George moved the slowest, but it was obvious he was a powerhouse.

      Before the bear could recover, the big man struck it across the side of its head with his hands, fingers woven together into one huge fist.

      The impact was incredible.

      A flash of blue resonated from George’s fists, the force rippling along the thick fur of the bear’s neck. I could feel the crack of its spine even from this distance.

      It lurched forward and fell headlong into George.

      Then the battle lost its focus. Ava was separated by the bear’s corpse, and sprinted away as the other bear charged her. She ran up the wall and fell on its back as it came after her.

      She didn’t bother trying to ride it or anything foolish, simply landed a heavy punch to the back of its head.

      Ava was away before it could return the favor.

      Wyatt edged away from the lion who was trying to run him down.

      Poor George continued to struggle with the hulking form that had crushed his leg.

      He was nearly clear of the mess when the lion turned on him.

      In his defense, George fought valiantly.

      But no man is meant to fight a lion hand to hand, especially when he’s pinned in place.

      The lion veered toward George in a random decision that caught everyone off guard. Wyatt rebounded and rushed back in, and even Ava used her empowered jumps to leap over the fallen bear’s back and aid their companion.

      George struck the lion in the face with a jab and a straight right.

      Had he the power to use his whole body, it might have been enough to at least stun the lion. As it was, though, the lion came at him with renewed fury.

      Its razor claws flashed and deep gouges formed on George’s forearms, face, and neck.

      Wyatt returned in time to prevent any further damage. He caught the beast with a strong left hook a second before Ava sunk a knee into the side of the lion’s neck.

      The beast fell to the ground, its limbs twitching from the nerve damage. Wyatt finished the suffering animal with a strike to the temple, caving in the side of its skull.

      Ava and Wyatt fought down the final bear quickly, their movements and attacks reckless. Can’t blame them, I thought. If they wait too long, George might not make it out of there.

      In fact, I saw a few students getting to their feet, considering jumping in to save George.

      Kenneth Hawke waved his hands and pointed to the medical staff nearby. They would be ready as soon as the bout was over.

      George was surprisingly still conscious. He’d lain back on the ground, one big arm flexed as he crushed the neck wound, slowing but not stopping the ever-pumping blood.

      I focused once more on the fight.

      Wyatt was kiting the bear around, ducking under its attacks and stealing kicks and punches to its limbs and chest.

      Ava was the shadow that ended it though.

      After Wyatt delivered a particularly powerful kick to the bear’s chest, she ran in for the kill.

      She swept in from the side, ducking under the bear’s snapping jaws, and latching onto a handful of fur. Her momentum threw her up and around its neck where she landed, both legs wrapping around it tightly.

      Before it had a chance to thrash about and dislodge her, Ava raised her right arm in the air. Her new rune shone with intensity as it powered her attack. Then, gripping its fur with her other hand, she yanked the elbow down into the top of the bear’s skull.

      It crumpled beneath her, and she stepped off the beast like she’d been doing so for years.

      She and Wyatt ran toward their fallen comrade, but the medical team was already there. They placed a compress around his injured leg, and bound his neck. Then the lead medic struck a few points with the tip of her finger and George fell unconscious.

      Having suspended his Ki leakage and at least slowed his blood flow, the team carted him away where he’d no doubt be given a blood transfusion.

      Medicine had vastly changed since the demons arrived, but loss of blood was still a threat to any human.

      Then Ava and Wyatt were climbing from the pit, their hands visibly shaking.

      Corpses were removed, and the next bout was called well before I had a chance to approach Ava, comfort her, tell her she’d done well.

      “Elena Fitzgerald, Kayden Kadell, and James Mallory!”

      I stood, my heart hammering in my chest. I was still amped up from watching Ava fight for her life, and now I’d been thrown the nastiest curveball.

      No matter. Kayden is an ally in this fight. I’ll treat him as such, I forced myself to think. Just one fight with him, and then I can move on and forget about him.

      Fitz punched my shoulder and smiled at me. Her eyes were twinkling.

      She was excited for this battle despite its danger. “Fuck that guy, J. He’s just another fighter. We’ve got this.”

      A laugh burbled up from my gut, and I held my fist out for her to bump. “You’re absolutely right, Fitz. You know, you look kinda cute when you’re revved up and ready to kill rune beasts.”

      “Watch it or I’ll tell Ava,” she prodded back, her smile growing wider.

      “I think you should. Might be interesting.”

      Our friendly flirt evaporated as Kayden strode over to us, his face pinched. “Just stay out of my way. I don’t need either of you slowing me down.”

      He made to turn away, but I caught him by the forearm. “Hang on, Kayden. I know we had a fight, and hell, you won. Right now, though, we need to work as a team.”

      “Don’t you get it, J? The Path of Ascension is a lonely road. I’m better than either of you. If you want to work as a team, then you two take whatever is left after I’m through with this trial.”

      The man who used to be my best friend pulled his arm free and walked down toward the pit.

      Fitz and I shared a skeptical look and followed.

      When we got into position, we came face to face with our opposition.

      A wolf as tall as a fucking pony snarled, pulling on the collar around its neck. Beside it on either side hunkered two enhanced pumas, their fangs exposed and glowing the strange marbled blue and red of their twisted Ki.

      “Fitz, just like we’ve been practicing eh? Let me get close enough to do what I have to. You keep your distance and save my ass when needed. How about the puma on the right first?”

      My friend looked over at me and nodded. “Sounds good. Or whatever the numbskull here leaves behind.”

      Kayden didn’t glance over to regard us, simply stepping another couple of feet closer.

      I chuckled wryly. “Screw it, Fitz. If he wants to get chewed up, let him go first.”

      I breathed deeply, feeling the fountain of Ki inside of my body bubble up and froth in my veins, begging for release.

      And as the beasts’ collars popped free, I dropped into Wolf stance.

      The trial began in near slow motion, my adrenaline and Ki mixing like twin fuels.

      My body burned.

      I wanted to scream in joy and terror, run into battle in full force.

      But I held myself back, feeling Fitz behind me. We were in this together. We would leave it together.

      Kayden did no such thing. He flexed his arms back, the muscles in his biceps rippling with unleashed power.

      Then the guy was dashing toward the wolf.

      Not even for an instant did the wolf hesitate. It sprang at Kayden, its huge mouth open and greedy.

      Kayden wove between the beast’s two front paws, his normally imposing figure seeming small and weak compared to the wolf. He backhanded the wolf’s mouth away and punched into its throat.

      I moved forward, wanting to back him up regardless of how he felt about the prospect. His arm jerked back, and a spray of blood followed. That son of a bitch! He just plucked out the thing’s carotid artery!

      The wound would be enough to finish any normal animal, but these had glowing runes blazing on their hides. Rather than slump over and pull away, the wolf pressed the attack, trying to sink its teeth into Kayden’s left shoulder.

      Kayden managed to block the wolf, but was knocked off balance.

      One of the pumas darted in and made the stubborn bastard pay for his pride.

      It lashed out, dragging feral claws along the side of Kayden’s leg. He shouted in pain and fell to the ground.

      The wolf continued to bleed out and fell to snapping at Kayden’s legs. It caught one of the young man’s flailing appendages and twisted. Kayden’s ankle cracked like a chicken bone.

      More screaming followed and Fitz and I rushed in.

      “Draw off that puma and get ready to pull him back!” I screamed.

      Then I tapped into my rune, my muscles feeling alive and reckless.

      Fitz flew by me in my peripheral vision. She raced at the puma.

      It immediately saw her and left off of Kayden, sending out its claws at her.

      She refused to be caught.

      As the beast’s paw lashed out, she dove to the side, rolling up and leading the puma away.

      Ahead of me, I saw the wolf tug Kayden’s body closer, the bones in his ruined ankle crunching again. Kayden howled in pain, then slumped back to the ground unconscious.

      The wolf opened its mouth and struck out at Kayden’s abdomen.

      I jumped and sunk a side kick into the wolf’s face, breaking its bottom jaw loose.

      Landing close enough to be caught in the continued spurting of the beast’s blood, I made my hands into the fangs of the Leopard. They went to work, doing the grim duty they’d been trained to do.

      I tore free the opposing carotid artery, then followed up by gripping the loose bottom jaw and ripping it away from the wolf’s body.

      The creature flailed to get away.

      When it tried to free itself of my grip, I threw a roundhouse kick into the side of its neck and killed it at last.

      “Pull him back!” I shouted, rolling free of the falling wolf and evading a slash from the second puma.

      The wolf spasmed on the ground, its body refusing to give in when its brain had already done so. His companions turned on him, attracted to the pool of blood and the thrashing body.

      I saw Fitz a dozen feet away, pulling Kayden back by his arms.

      She dragged him using the force of her rune, and I posted up.

      The pumas were focused on me again in an instant. I was afraid I’d need to fight them alone, but the sweetest sound came to my ears. “I’m right here, J. Just like we practiced, right?”

      I didn’t respond, merely side-stepped around the nearest puma. We circled until the second puma was a good distance away, and then I attacked.

      Dashing forward again, this time, I combined the guile of the Leopard with the savagery of the Wolf. My first attack was a feint, my fist snapping out only far enough to draw the great cat’s counter attack.

      When it struck out at me, I ducked to the side, pressing closer to the hot breath of the rune-mad beast and sending a flurry of knuckle strikes into vital points. The first struck a nerve on the side of the puma’s neck, the second and third hit meridian points on the throat and shoulder.

      My last strike targeted the sternum, every drop of rune power fueling the single punch.

      The puma’s chest caved in, and it coughed, blood spilling across my face and torso.

      It wasn’t out of the fight yet, so I retreated as quickly as I could.

      A flashing kick from Fitz drew the second puma off of me, just in time too.

      I considered going after the creature, but the broken cat before me went into a craze. Its eyes began to bleed the blue and red of the twisted Ki, and it hissed. Then, limping as it did so, the puma bounded toward me.

      The last thing I wanted was to get Fitz and I caught up between the two cats. If I kept retreating, I’d only get tangled up with her.

      So I rushed forward, sliding to the ground and going underneath the puma’s two front paws. When I passed its chest, I popped up beside its heaving ribcage. Still fueled by the momentum of my slide, I transferred the energy to a straight right punch.

      My fist connected with the long rib bones of the cat. They buckled under the force of my attack, and the creature tipped to the side, too injured to stay upright.

      I followed it up with a forward kick.

      The beast’s fur broke apart and my foot sunk into one of its lungs.

      Thankfully, when it fell away, my foot came back out.

      The cat lay there dying, struggling to breathe. I moved around the back of its head, gripped the nape of its neck in one hand, and chopped down on its spine, ending the fight.

      A hiss exploded from across the pit, and I spun to see Fitz fighting the last puma.

      I didn’t move to help her though. Her fight, too, was over.

      Fitz stood panting, a glob of flesh in her right fist dangling over the gravel of the quarry pit. From the gaping hole in the cat’s throat, I guessed she’d torn out its air pipe.

      She stared at me, the whites of her eyes brilliant against her ebony skin and splashes of crimson covering her small torso. For the first time, I saw her for the gorgeous queen that she was.

      We didn’t grin at one another, didn’t clap our hands together and laugh.

      This had been a brutal match.

      Kayden’s foolish pride had nearly cost us everything.

      As the medics rushed in to stabilize him, I couldn’t stop the gout of anger that flooded my mind and body.

      I wanted to run over and snap his spoiled, rich neck. I wanted to scream in his face and rebuke him for putting Fitz and I in so much danger.

      Instead, I spat on the ground and turned my back to the boy who had fallen away from the Path of Ascension.

      Kayden had called it a lonely road.

      Perhaps it was.

      But I knew, if I didn’t rely on my allies, my friends, I would end up just like he had.

      I wrapped my arm around Fitz’s shoulders and we walked away from the carnage together.

      Ava greeted me, her face a mix of a dozen unspoken emotions.

      I just nodded to her, letting her know that I understood.
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      I awoke to pitch-black nothingness. I sat up and rubbed my aching head. What the hell happened?

      The fight with the rune-enhanced gorilla flashed back to me and I groaned. Yeah, definitely went overboard with my power a bit.

      Something warm and soft shifted next to me. “You’re up.”

      I titled my head to find Reagan next to me, wearing a thin t-shirt and not much else. Where am I? As my eyes adjusted to the low light I found myself back in my room at Wyvern.

      “How did I get back here? How long have I been asleep for?”

      Reagan put a finger to my lips to hush and pointed behind me. Piper was behind me, curled up next to me, fast asleep.

      “It’s only been about eight hours or so. We portaled here after the finals were over with.”

      “Did everyone pass?”

      She nodded. “Most did. Some didn’t, but no one we cared about.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. “Good, I’m gla─”

      Her lips found mine and she pulled me into a deep kiss. She let her hands wander to my chin over my jawline and through my hair, dislodging my hair tie. She had soft, inviting lips and I pulled her close for a long moment.

      Reagan leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I like your long hair, but I’m not so sure about the beard.”

      “Tickles?”

      “Just a little bit.” She breathed heavily and it trickled warmth over my skin. “I haven’t forgotten what you said to me earlier today.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but she silenced me with another kiss. When she pulled back she winked at me. “You can apologize with your mouth, but I don’t want words from you.”

      In a flash she slid her arms down her thighs and removed her panties. She tossed them off the bed and spread her legs.

      “You really need to learn what punishment means.” I grinned at her.

      “The punishment is that you can’t stop until I say so.”

      I smirked. “I’m a really good swimmer.”

      She laughed with her eyes and gave me a smile that sent shivers up my spine.

      “Prove it.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Reagan and I finished, the sun was just beginning to rise, and I was completely exhausted. Wearing my Ki down to nothing and then sleeping with Reagan probably wasn’t my smartest decision, but I couldn’t admit that I didn’t enjoy every minute of it.

      I’m surprised Piper didn’t wake up…Reagan wasn’t quiet.

      I decided to give class a pass for the day and snuggled up with Reagan to get some much needed sleep.

      Though sleeping in definitely threw out my circadian rhythm.

      It was well past noon before I managed to drag myself out of bed. Both Piper and Reagan had left, so it was just me in the room. I threw on some boxers and went to the kitchen.

      “There he is! Thought you’d sleep forever at this rate,” J said as he stood in the kitchen, cooking something.

      Both Ava and Haruki were situated at the island, sipping on coffee.

      “From the looks of things, you slept just as hard as I did.” I chuckled and went and grabbed my favorite mug from the cabinet. But it wasn’t there.

      “Has anyone seen my Sudoh-Bucks mug?”

      “Sorry, Alex,” Haruki said, holding up my mug, a sheepish smile across her pale lips. “I stole it.”

      Her expression was kind of adorable and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “No worries.”

      I stared at the empty cabinet. Though, if we are going to keep having the girls stay over, I’m going to need to buy more dishes.

      “Guess I’m drinking my coffee out of a bowl today. How exciting.”

      Ava and Haruki giggled. “Don’t be so glum, not when you’re the talk of the academy, again,” Ava said with a smirk.

      “Oh Jesus, what now?” I asked, slapping my forehead.

      “Dude! You fucking one-shotted that gorilla! How could people not talk about that?”

      Oh right. I sighed as I pulled up a chair next to Ava, and the first thing she did was lean over to ruffle my hair. “Cheer up, handsome. You’re quite popular with the ladies now too. Things seem to be working out just fine for you.”

      Haruki nodded. “Even the second years are talking about you. I’ve never heard of something like what you did. You’ve managed to impress quite a number of us.” She gave me a thumbs up. “Good job.”

      “Thanks for the support.” I thumped my head down and groaned. “Maybe I should just go back to the temple. At least there I wasn’t a freak.”

      “Cheer up, man. Wasn’t like it was something we haven’t seen before. It was the same move you pulled at the midterms right?” J asked, sliding a Cuban sandwich my way.

      The food smelled heavenly and my mouth watered instantly.

      “I didn’t know you were ever in Cuba?”

      “Wasn’t, but I’ve spent many a summer up and down the coast, working in Florida, I always seemed to work for the Cubans, or Haitians. Some of the nicest people I’ve ever had the pleasure to work for, and their cooking is second to none. I picked up a few things.”

      I took a bite and the sandwich nearly fell apart in my mouth, just a hint of pickle under the tangy mustard. I wiped my mouth and then inhaled the sandwich.

      “It’s delicious, but to answer your question, yes. It was similar to what I did to Donovan, but I figured out what I was doing wrong and fixed it. I call it Hakai.”

      “Destruction,” Haruki said. “An apt name from what I heard.”

      “You’ll have to teach me how to use it,” J said, forking over sandwiches to the others.

      I nodded. “Only if you can teach me body hardening.”

      J dropped his sandwich and stared slack jawed at me. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I’ve practiced on my hands a bunch, had to when I was studying JKD, but now that I have control of my Ki, I’m going to have to harden my whole body unless I want to keep doing it with Ki, but it’s a waste when I could just do it myself naturally.”

      “Done! We’ll start a morning workout session, starting next week. We can just do it before our morning study sessions.”

      I groaned. “Great, even less sleep.”

      We all laughed and finished our food. Ava and Haruki left shortly after. J stayed for a while, but then said something about meeting up with Mo and bolted out the door. The house was quiet with everyone gone, and I didn’t really feel like being alone.

      Guess I can call Wyatt. We haven’t hung out just the two of us in a long time.

      After a short call, we agreed to meet up and I quickly got dressed and headed to our favorite café.

      I got there first and ordered a large coffee, knowing all the caffeine would play hell with my sleep schedule, but I hadn’t had coffee at all at the temple and I missed it. I sipped on the steaming beverage as I waited for Wyatt.

      He was late, but that was predictable. What I didn’t predict was that he would bring Mason with him when he showed up.

      The two of them were awfully chummy with each other, Mason told a joke that I missed, and Wyatt burst out laughing.

      “What’s up, guys?” I asked as they approached.

      Mason held up his hands. “I ran into Wyatt and he said he was coming to meet you, I asked if I could tag along, but if that’s not cool, I can totally jet.”

      I waved him off and motioned for them to take a seat. “It’s cool, we’re friends now, which still cracks me up every time I think about it.”

      Both of them sat down and ordered, a cappuccino for Wyatt and a caramel macchiato for Mason which surprised me. I looked at him sideways and he chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh, Snow turned me on to them, and they’re actually really good.”

      “Whatever you say.” I took a large gulp of my black coffee and smiled. “So, you talk to her any?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, she’s toxic. Last I heard she was trying to screw one of the professors to get her grade up. I stopped caring a long time ago.” He shrugged. “But speaking of girls, is it true you’re banging Piper and Reagan?”

      I snorted and took another sip of my coffee. “Maybe.”

      Wyatt slammed his palms on the table. “Dude!” He held his fist up. “Both of them? Respect.”

      It was an obligatory fist bump between friends, but I didn’t deserve any of the credit. “To tell you the truth, it was their idea. I was just along for the ride.”

      “Still, two of the hottest chicks in our year,” he said taking a sip of his cappuccino.

      “And don’t forget his roommate has his fingers not only in the first years, but second years too. Save some girls for us.” Mason bumped my shoulder with his fist.

      We all laughed and talked about everything that had happened to us recently. I informed them of my new ability and of course they wanted to know more, but I told them that we were planning to start a workout session to work on our martial arts and Ki abilities.

      As I expected, both wanted to sign up immediately, and I happily accepted.

      After that we caught up with what had been going on in the school since I had been gone, Piper and the others had caught me mostly up to speed with the major stuff, but I hadn’t spent much time with Wyatt and wanted to know how he was doing.

      We talked for a bit longer, but I had another place to be and quickly stood.

      “Alright, guys, that was fun, but I need to go check on Thalia, make sure she is okay.”

      “Gotcha, you guys wanna hang out again?” Mason asked.

      “Not at all. I’ll throw something together. You guys like steak?”

      They both nodded and I smirked. “Alright, how about dinner at my place next Friday? I’m a damn good cook.”

      “Done,” they both said.

      I left them talking and went to the med ward.

      It took only a few moments to find her room after speaking to the receptionist at the front desk. I knocked on her door before I entered.

      The room was a typical hospital room. Spotless white tile and ugly pale green wallpaper.

      Thalia was sitting up in her hospital bed, wearing a thin green robe that eerily matched the color of the walls.

      “Hey, Alex.”

      “What gave me away?”

      “Your smell. You smell like springtime. It’s very lovely.”

      “Might have to change my shampoo, see if I can’t trip you up.”

      She chuckled and shifted on the bed to face me. “I’d still know it was you. You can’t fool my senses.” She pointed at a chair next to the bed and I sat down. “So, what brings you by, not that I mind, of course.”

      “Just wanted to check how you were doing. I’m surprised they haven’t released you yet.”

      She shrugged. “They can’t, not while my ribs are still damaged.”

      “Wait, they didn’t bring in a healer?”

      “They said that because they were nearly healed and I wasn’t in any danger, I had to let them heal naturally.”

      Well that’s not going to happen. It’d take weeks for her to heal naturally, I can do it in minutes.

      “Would you like me to heal you?”

      She jerked at that and stared wide at me, her white eyes knowing exactly where I was despite her blindness. “You can heal me?”

      “Of course, I was the one who healed you during the fight with the rune beast.”

      “I didn’t know that.” She nodded emphatically. “But please heal me, I can’t stand the thought of being here for another day let alone a week or more.”

      “Okay…” I paused as my face reddened. “But I’m going to have to touch you to heal you.”

      “And?”

      “It’s just that the damage is mostly to your ribs. So, I’ll have to touch your chest. Sorry. It’s the easiest and most efficient way.”

      She smirked. “Your heartrate sped up. Nervous? Or maybe you just think I’m pretty?”

      I snorted. “Shut up and come here, unless you want me to leave and not heal you.”

      Thalia closed her mouth quickly and scooted to the edge of the bed. She lay down and undid her robe, letting it slide down her shoulders as she parted it at the top of her chest.

      I tried not to look at her rich, complex skin as I placed my hand once more between her small breasts and pressed into her sternum.

      I allowed my Ki to flow into her and concentrated on the leftover damage. Despite the obvious damage to her ribs, the fracture to her head hadn’t healed all the way and was probably causing her some pain. It took a lot more Ki to flow up to her skull and fix it, but I really didn’t want to touch her more than I had to.

      As the minutes passed, her breathing steadied, no longer labored by pain as her ribs healed completely.

      When her injuries were completely healed, I removed my hand, but Thalia quickly grabbed it and sat up, holding my hand in hers.

      “Thank you. The pain is completely gone.”

      “Yeah sure, you’re my friend.” I coughed and tried not to look down. “But do you realize that you forgot to tie your robe back. I can see your breasts.”

      Instead of getting embarrassed and freaking out like I thought she would, her smile twisted. “And how do you feel about them? They’re smaller than Reagan’s and Piper’s by a wide margin,” she said with a laugh.

      They were definitely smaller than either of my girlfriends’, but they were shapely, and her dark nipples were like rich chocolate kisses.

      “They’re nice. But that’s all you’re getting out of me.” I rubbed the back of my head. “But how did you know that Piper and Reagan have big boobs?”

      “It’s their spines,” she said as she tied her robe back languidly, giving me all the time in the world to stare at her body before finally her nipples disappeared behind the ugly green cotton. “The weight of their giant tatas causes strain on their lower backs and spines that I can hear.”

      I whistled. “You’ll have to teach me that. I’m out of practice with Sogai.”

      She nodded. “I’ll teach you if you teach me. I’ve been trying to shut off my other senses like you taught me, but it’s hard.”

      “Yeah. I’ll definitely give you some more pointers.”

      Thalia smiled even wider. “I look forward to it. Thank you again, Alex. For not only protecting me during the trial, but for healing me. Means a lot.”

      “Of course. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

      I left and decided to get an early night. It wasn’t even five yet, but I’d used up a lot of my Ki healing Thalia and needed a nap.

      I headed back for my dorm when two figures walked by talking quietly. One was Tomi Icarus, but the other was someone that I never expected to see again.

      I stepped closer to them.

      “Sifu Yamada?”
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      “Fine,” I said, rubbing my swollen gut. “I admit it. That soup is off the chain.”

      Ava hummed, pouring the last of her Tom Kha Gai down her throat. I watched her, admiring how her body seemed to bounce around with excess energy even while holding still to finish her meal.

      At last, she set the bowl down and sighed. “So good. So damn good.”

      “I could eat like twenty more of those spring rolls. Those were my favorites,” Scarlet said, flopping back on the floor and spreading out her long legs.

      Haruki giggled, then prodded Scarlet’s puffed-up belly with a finger. “I don’t know if she’s gonna make it, guys.”

      Fitz burped, then laughed at how loud it was. “Damn. I won’t knock Thai food ever again. Amazing. Still, I think I blocked my Ki with all that food.”

      I laughed and glanced at my rune. The lines that made up its shape were dim, but the power was there. It was always there, waiting to be tapped into at a moment’s notice. It gave me a sense of power I’d never had before.

      That thought led to another, and I asked the girls a question that had been on my mind since the final. “What do you think’s gonna happen to Kayden? He transferred from Leviathan. Think he’ll just go back?”

      Scarlet clucked her tongue. “Nope! I doubt it. He didn’t transfer from anywhere. Leviathan kicked him out, and he got to keep his rune because of his father’s connections. I’ll bet he’ll crawl off to Golem Academy or somewhere else gross.”

      I sat up and turned to Scarlet. “What? He told me his dad was moved to DC, so Kayden came to Wyvern. You sure he got booted?”

      “Oh, yeah. Heard it from a girl who works with Tomi. Everyone was happy to get Kayden to come here. Not sure what he did to get kicked out, but I’m sure it wasn’t good.”

      I sighed, feeling an odd sadness loom up in response to the unexpected news.

      Was the whole thing on the roof really Kayden’s way of trying to regain my friendship? I wondered.

      Considering how he must have felt getting tossed from the world’s best school and then showing up alone at another only to find me there. It did explain a lot about his attitude.

      Fitz grumbled, standing up and brushing off her shirt. “I don’t care what happened to him. Just glad Hawke refused to pass him. The kid is dangerous.”

      “Agreed,” Ava chimed in. “Now, I think this meal has come to an end. Who wants leftovers?”

      Everyone groaned.

      “Fine,” she said a bit defensively. “I’ll leave them here in J’s fridge. I’ll enjoy them later myself.”

      Scarlet and Haruki stood and helped clear up the mess, and soon everything was tucked back away in small take-out containers. The two girls whispered to one another, then approached me with smiles on their faces.

      Haruki rested her hand on my shoulder. “Have a nice afternoon, sweetie. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      She pressed a pillow-soft kiss to my cheek then walked toward the front door.

      “Okay, thanks… what are we doing ton—“

      Scarlet cut me off with another kiss, this one directly on my mouth. When she pulled back, she added, “Hope you have the best afternoon. Don’t worry about tonight. I’m sure you’ll love it.”

      She left with Haruki and both girls waited at the front door for Fitz.

      Fitz looked awkward for a few moments, and I thought I sensed longing in her gaze. She had always been a closed box, though, and I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

      She ended up smiling at me, her eyes dipping when she glanced over to Ava. But she too joined up with Scarlet and Haruki. “See you soon, J,” was all she said before the three girls left.

      And Ava and I were alone.

      Ava rested her head back on the couch and glanced at me. “That Fitz is pretty cute. I think she likes us.”

      “You say that about every girl,” I teased.

      “No, only the ones that might have a chance. Fitz isn’t someone I’d normally consider, but she… well, watching her yank out a rune beast’s throat kinda turned me on.”

      I chuckled but nodded. “Yeah, I can see that. She’s something fierce for a certain.”

      I stretched my legs and yawned.

      Ava scooched closer, a sly grin on her face. “Aren’t you a little curious why everyone left?”

      I laughed, lifting my arm so she could get cozy.

      The couch in my apartment was extremely comfortable, and though I suspected Ava had some plans for the two of us, a nap sounded awfully tempting.

      “I just figured they needed to study or go out for errands,” I answered nonchalantly.

      “Ha! No, not even close,” she said, lifting her face up towards mine. “And don’t you think about a nap. You can get one when you’ve earned one.”

      Then Ava was pulling my shirt up over my head and kissing my chest and belly. She did it soft enough to make it tickle, something I loved and hated in equal measures.

      Next, my pants were being tugged off by Ava’s greedy little hands.

      “You’re insatiable,” I teased.

      Her laughter was muffled, her mouth kissing the skin below my navel.

      I ran my fingers through her hair as the girl of my dreams kissed my belly and thighs. Goosebumps ran across my skin, responding to her light touch.

      Ava’s hands began to roam, and I closed my eyes, settling down into the soft couch. My face was still fuzzy with sleep, but my body was receiving mixed signals. The woman was greedy, and I knew I’d be a mess before she was finished with me.

      She kissed everywhere but my manhood, occasionally chuckling at my growing discomfort.

      At last, she called my name. James, not just J. I looked up into her caramel eyes and she grinned. Then she gripped me in her hand, making me expand with pleasure.

      Ava licked the tip of me, taking me into her mouth.

      She was so soft and slow it felt almost ephemeral, like a dream.

      I groaned, closing my eyes again, but a well-placed nip made me open them again. “Hey, careful down there!”

      Ava’s response was guttural. “Keep your eyes on me, James.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      She released me. Then she stood and undressed, slowly, letting her clothing fall one piece at a time.

      When she straddled me after, I peered down and watched the space between us disappear. The warm touch of her sex made me shiver as she slid up my shaft. At my apex, she tilted her hips and took me.

      I gripped her wrist, her hand placed on my sternum to support her body.

      Ava’s breasts shook slightly as she rebounded, lifting up again before dropping down on me once more.

      I stared into her eyes, caramel lit up by a few marvelous motes of sunlight.

      Distantly, I could hear people talking outside, and the wind blew at the gap below the front door. The only other sound in the world was our breathing.

      Ava fell over me and kissed my mouth. My eyes burned as an overwhelming emotion pressed at my chest and belly. We kissed like lovers on a first date, my lips and tongue excited to explore her mouth.

      She nipped my bottom lip, soft enough so it wasn’t painful.

      Normally, our sex was playful, sometimes even silly. Other times it became passionate and strenuous.

      This afternoon, things felt different.

      We moved together solemnly, like each motion was a promise being given for the first time.

      I throbbed within her, my arousal increasing by the second.

      I didn’t try to slow my passion, just trusted her. This was her gift to me, and I’d take it any way she wanted.

      Ava moaned, a low, deep sound like an animal calling for a mate.

      I responded by gripping her hips and tilting my pelvis up into her.

      She lifted up again, her breasts jostling in my face as she splashed against me with increasing fervor.

      “Yes. Yes, like this, James. Like this, okay?”

      I held her hips and nodded, unwilling to taint the moment with my own voice.

      A shiver ran through Ava’s thighs, and I felt her clench me.

      Her sex was hot, her fluids seeping over my legs.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I didn’t close my eyes. Instead, I kept my gaze locked to hers, and we studied each other as we both neared the peak of our pleasure.

      Ava’s mouth hung slung, her white teeth like pearls in her pink mouth. She was panting softly as she rode me. The tip of my manhood brushed against the soft roof of her sex, and again, she gripped me.

      Another shiver rocked her thighs and Ava moaned a little louder. “Yes, James. I want it like this. Is that okay? Can I have this?”

      “I’m yours, Ava. This is all yours,” I said in a hoarse whisper.

      I felt again a burn in my eyes, and my mouth opened to mirror her own.

      Then the world cracked open, the sweet marrow of our affections spilling out all around us.

      And still, my eyes were on her.

      We shook together, holding one another until the sensations faded.

      At last, she made to move off of me, but I gripped her waist and held her in place.

      “What? What is it, J?” she asked, reverting to my normal name.

      Moved by an uncommon passion, I flipped her on her back.

      I pressed my hand between her breasts, and I saw the question touch her eyes again. She wanted to ask me what I was thinking or doing.

      I tried, but the words got caught in my throat.

      For a moment, I considered just giving in, letting the moment pass.

      Then anger forced me onward. I ground my teeth and a single tear fell from my face, splashing on her soft belly.

      “I love you, Ava. I love you so much.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d said the words to her, but it felt like it. Somehow, I hadn’t known what the emotion truly meant.

      I’d been content keeping her blocked out. We fucked, we played, we had a ton of fun, but all along, I’d been keeping Ava at bay. Ever since I broke down and called her the night Kayden and I had fought, something had shifted.

      Now I was exposed, my emotions and fears wide open and on display.

      And it didn’t scare me at all.

      Ava shed her own tears, more eager than my own. But she smiled through them, and then laughed. “I love you too.”

      I flopped down on the couch beside her and she found her usual place under my arm, her face against my chest.

      Then I got my nap after all.

      The sun warmed our bare skin, and the wind reminded me that despite how it felt, time was passing us by.

      I dreamed I was in a forest, surrounded by towering trees. Ava was there with me, and our bodies were naked. We didn’t speak, and didn’t seem to have any destination in mind.

      I just held her hand and walked with her, weaving through a low and meandering path.

      Then a scream erupted from somewhere deep in the woods, and panic lanced through my chest. I looked around and couldn’t find her.

      “J, wake up! J!” someone shouted.

      My eyes were open, and my head swam as I tried to get my bearings. “What the hell? Are you okay?”

      Another scream split the air, coming from right outside the dorms.

      “I’m fine, but whoever that is, isn’t. Come on, let’s go!” Ava called out, pulling on her pants as she spoke.

      I stood up and found my discarded pants.

      So much for a peaceful afternoon, I thought, pulling my shirt over my head. They’d better not be faking it.

      No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than another scream followed, this one more desperate than ever. It wasn’t the blood-curdling intensity of the shriek that scared me, it was how it cut off abruptly before it ended.

      Someone was under attack.
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            Devil May Try: J

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava and I spilled out of the front door of my apartment, mostly dressed and completely disheveled.

      I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary at first until I ran down the steps and turned the corner. There it was, plain as any nightmare. A demonic portal shimmering just a few dozen feet from the apartments.

      Beyond, I saw the remains of the poor student who’d screamed in terror, a hulking figure crushing the corpse to the ground.

      Then it shifted, turning its unholy head upward and leaping into the sky.

      The creature opened its wings, catching an air current and floating fifty feet into the air.

      It was a demon, of course.

      Not one of the Mindless, who take the forms of men and women and make them turn on their loved ones.

      No, this was a legit demon, red hide dancing over a core of knotted muscle. It had two horns on its bony head, eyes that were filled only with the red burning energy of demonic Ki.

      The image of this kind of demon sketched out on a chart flashed through my mind. We’d gone over this only a few weeks ago.

      I was staring at a Devil.

      It flew across the surface of Wyvern Academy at great speeds and disappeared from sight.

      My first thought went to Scarlet and the other girls. “Where’d they go? Do you know, Ava?”

      The woman I’d just sworn my love to stared blankly at the terrifying creature. Her mouth hung open and she looked so much younger, so much like a child.

      I shook her by the shoulders. “Answer me! Ava, where did the girls go? Did they tell you?”

      “To… to get some fucking boba… I don’t—“

      I grabbed her by the hand and pulled her away. “Come on! We don’t know how many are here. We’ve got to go protect them!”

      We ran a breakneck speed, weaving through the rest of the apartments first, and then through the buildings where we took our classes.

      Turning a corner, I caught sight of another of the huge terrors.

      It had cornered several students who looked frozen somewhere between defending themselves and putting up a good fight. I turned to go and help them when another figure strode into view. Kenneth Hawke ran up and placed himself between the students.

      The Devil stood over ten feet tall, making the big man who’d done so much to further my skill and education seem like an ant.

      It howled in Kenneth’s face, and I tugged Ava’s hand. “We should help him,” I told her.

      Ava just nodded, and I was happy to see she seemed more in control of her senses.

      We ran toward the confrontation, taking place a hundred feet in front of me.

      Hawke didn’t wait around to be attacked though. He’d never seemed like the kind of fighter to play it safe. And why would he? Kill the monster or be killed.

      He charged, his forearms, the back of his neck, and his chest blasting out blue light as his runes activated. The demon swung a clawed hand down toward him, but Hawke was quicker.

      Sliding under the blow, Kenneth Hawk planted his hands on the ground and sunk both of his feet into the monster’s knee. A crackle of unearthly bones could be heard for a moment before the demon roared in pain and frustration.

      It swung its arm out instinctively, the blow catching Hawke in the face.

      The man tumbled away a dozen feet.

      But he rose up again, bleeding freely and looking perfectly unhinged.

      When he charged the demon again, I was close enough to hear the beast’s claws pass through the air, missing Hawke a second time.

      I watched as the man struck the inside of the same knee with an elbow strike. The demon’s leg buckled.

      Then Hawke was atop the creature, his fists a blur of fury.

      Moments later, I stood panting near a burning hulk.

      The Devil had died, and its body had begun to corrupt. Something I’d learned in History of Demonology came back to me then. Without a mind to control their Ki, the demons’ bodies will burn away quickly. That is why few remains have been preserved to this day despite the number of attacks.

      I shook my head. Think clearly, J. Think!

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “Hawke, what can we do?”

      The man spun and saw me, his face coated in the slick blood of his fallen enemy. “James? G… get inside somewhere. Anywhere. There are too many of these things, and they’re too powerful. Hide!”

      He turned on the cowering students who he’d protected and screamed the same order again. “Hide, damn you! Go!”

      Facing me again, he said, “I’m serious, James. This isn’t a time for heroics. Go.”

      Then he scanned his surroundings and sprinted away in a random direction. Perhaps he could sense where the demons were at, or their portals, but he was out of sight in no time.

      I felt Ava’s hand squeeze my own. “J, let’s keep going. We can’t just leave them.”

      “I know. Don’t worry, we won’t. Now, where the fuck is that boba shop?”

      Ava thought a moment before pulling me in the way we’d originally been running.

      Five minutes later and we’d arrived at the edge of the restaurants. A fire was blazing inside of one, the front window shattered to pieces. Blood trickled out of what had once been the front door.

      I didn’t stop to take a closer look, but the scattered hunks of ruined corpses lay in a heap inside.

      We passed the Thai shop, our favorite place to get pizza, and the Italian place we always ordered from. All were empty, abandoned and eerie. My mind focused on a single disturbing detail.

      At a table on the patio of the Italian place, a plate of pasta rested, and though it was faint, I could see a faint shimmer of steam rising from its surface. Beside the pasta, a glass of rose shone pink in the sunlight.

      Just moments before, a few minutes at most, someone had been sitting there about to eat their meal.

      Where are they now? Was there anyone with them? Did they survive this long?

      My questions were as useless as my observation.

      All that mattered was finding Scarlet, Haruki, and Fitz.

      Another corner and we found the tea shop. Boba’s Bubble had a cheesy sign with an anime girl blowing a huge bubble with pink gum. One of her eyes was locked in a permanent wink.

      The store was torn to shreds.

      The windows were smashed apart, the front door ripped off of its hinge and tossed to the side like scrap metal. And everything within had been reduced to rubble.

      Ava ran into the mess, and I made to follow.

      As my foot crunched on broken glass I heard a rending sound in the distance. Turning, I saw a patio table fly through the air and smash into another store front.

      “This way!” I screamed and spun toward where the object had come from.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I dashed around the corner.

      I nearly crashed into the demon’s rear leg.

      It had cornered a group of people, all who’d taken cover under the eaves of a sandwich shop. The table had been their only shelter.

      My mind absorbed the creature before me.

      Nearly as tall as the one Hawke had dispatched, the Devil’s wings looked composed of metallic bone so dark it was nearly onyx. Its broad back shimmered with violent red Ki, and every surface of its body smoked faintly.

      I could even smell the beast.

      Brimstone wasn’t something I’d ever sensed before, but I knew it when it burned my nose. It reminded me of a sulfurous plant or resin that had been mixed with kerosene.

      My eyes watered, and I had to force Ki from my rune up into my face to avoid coughing.

      The demon growled, its throat rumbling like a hellhound’s. It took a step forward, causing its victims to scream in terror.

      My heart twisted as I recognized their cries. Glancing around the thing’s thick legs, I caught sight of Haruki. She was clutching Scarlet’s arm. Scarlet had one hand flexed, and she looked ready to die to save her friends.

      Fitz stood a few feet away, already in Leopard form.

      The ground shook as the creature took another step.

      I turned to Ava, pulled her close, and told her in an iron tone, “Take them and hide. Just leave this thing to me.”

      She shook her head and I crushed her hand in mine. “Fucking listen, Ava. Do it as soon as it’s distracted.”

      I didn’t wait for her to agree. I knew she’d listen when it came down to it.

      Following Hawke’s example, I charged the beast with unbridled fury.

      I spotted an area behind its right knee that looked ideal. Then, as I came within range, I jumped in the air and swung my leg in a devastating kick.

      Pale-blue Ki flashed out as my attack connected. Pain flashed through my body as the bones in my foot shattered.

      The beast faltered, stumbling slightly, before turning on me.

      I limped, only just keeping my footing. Focusing my mind, I sucked at the well of Ki in my forearm, flooding my injury with power.

      Then I dropped into Wolf stance and waited.

      Ava was already gone, and I saw the girls run away around the side of the building.

      Good. I’ve done my job at least. Now, if this thing kills me, I can die without guilt.

      The Devil’s mouth opened and I stared into its fiery eyes. It growled again, and the skin of my face was scorched by the intensity of its foul Ki.

      “Fight me already!” I shouted. “You ugly mother fucker!”

      As if it understood me, the creature lashed out with its claws. I ducked, but one of the claws caught on the skin of my back, tearing a long gash across my ribs and spine.

      I limped closer, hoping to get within distance for just one more attack. There was no way I’d go down without hurting the monster a little.

      The demon lifted a fist up and then brought it crashing down toward me. I rolled, only just avoiding instant death. The cement where the demon had struck exploded into fragments.

      As I recovered my footing, I rose up under its guard.

      I let loose a combination of punches, all aimed at the demon’s knee. The first two pounded into the joint, cracking off bits of the beast’s onyx bone. But my third punch landed awkward.

      Despite the years I’d spent body hardening, focusing my time and efforts on turning my fists into iron weapons, one of my knuckles broke.

      I shook out my hand and again, sucked in Ki to augment the wound.

      Given enough time, Ki could heal almost any injury. But in a fight, one could only bolster a wound, lend it strength so it wouldn’t become much of a burden.

      Still, my arrested momentum opened me up for a counter attack.

      My opponent lifted its huge foot in preparation to kick me.

      Before I could block or dodge, a figure moved behind the creature’s wings, and I saw its body shudder slightly.

      “Die, you smelly shit!” Fitz screamed, and again, the demon’s body shook from the force of a blow.

      It spun, grinding the cement beneath its clawed feet into rubble.

      I heard rather than saw it strike Fitz.

      Her small form tumbled away and smacked into the side of the sandwich shop. Though her body was glowing with discharged Ki, her eyes were closed, and she didn’t move.

      I howled in frustration and attacked once more.

      Learning from my previous attacks, I used only the fist that was directly connected to my rune. It had been the only part of my body to strike the demon and not break under the force.

      I punched the beast again, finding a tiny niche between the hinge at the back of its knee. I struck again, and this time, a section of bone caved in.

      The demon roared in pain.

      Then its body shifted slightly, and the creature crashed down on one knee.

      Desperately, I hobbled around the hulking form. Grinding my teeth against the pain, I jumped, sending a leaping uppercut under the demon’s jaw.

      Its horned head rocked back, but when I landed before it, I saw it was far from defeated.

      The creature shifted its hips, and its tail lashed out and struck me in the ribs. One of the bones cracked and my skin split open from the force of the attack. Again, the creature’s tail shot out, but this time I rolled under it. Rising up, I punched the slab of bone at the inside of the demon’s ankle.

      A tiny fragment of bone clicked off and fell to the ground.

      Come on! I wanted to scream. How the fuck do you kill one of these things?

      As if to defy my wishes, the Devil stood.

      Its injured leg was obviously painful, but it wasn’t bad enough to prevent it from standing.

      In the half second it took to steady itself, I’d already committed to another attack.

      I ran forward. The broken bones in my foot crunched together, sending spikes of excruciating pain lancing up my leg. I ignored it all.

      I jumped up high enough to kick off of the demon’s knee. Pulling all the power I could from my rune, I fueled my strongest punch aimed for the bastard’s ugly jaw.

      But the demon was not quite as stupid as I’d hoped.

      With a twitch of its neck, the demon dipped its head down, and my fist struck its polished, black horn.

      The impact sounded like a brick of C-4 exploding.

      My hand shattered.

      Sparks flashed and fell around me as I drifted back to the ground. I landed, tumbling to the ground as my foot gave out.

      Everything was in pain. My foot and both hands throbbed. Moved by the immense pain, I vomited, spilling the dregs of half-digested Thai food onto the ground.

      I wanted to give up, lie there until the demon struck me with a fist.

      At least the pain would be over.

      But Fitz was here, and others would be in danger if I didn’t keep fighting. Hearing the demon grunt, I rolled to one side, avoiding a hammer strike from one of its gnarled fists.

      Then I forced myself to rise.

      The injuries to my ribs made me unable to fully stand, but I adopted a modified Wolf stance and prepared myself to die with some degree of honor.

      “Let’s go then!” I growled, spitting at the beast’s feet.

      The demon hissed, and crimson Ki flickered out of its terrible mouth. Then its body shook, the muscles of its abdomen seizing and shaking.

      Holy shit. This bastard is laughing at me! I realized.

      The sound it made was enough to make children scream and their parents go mad. It reminded me of the terror lurking in the shadows of every nightmare.

      Then it spoke.

      “Shekhal virnan. Halgree no tam!” More laughter followed, but I could see the Devil was preparing to finish this one-sided brawl.

      Without warning, its tail shot out toward me. I side-stepped just in time to avoid being whipped in the face. Using the attack as a feint, the demon followed with two slashes of its clawed hands.

      I dodged the first, but the second came too quickly.

      Crossing my forearms together, I blocked the attack.

      Fell claws ripped through my flesh, and I slid back a foot from the impact.

      Still, I hadn’t fallen.

      Not yet at least.

      The fucking monster stood over me and picked me up with the ease of a child playing with a doll.

      Before I could resist, it threw me.

      I sailed through the air and smashed through the tea shop window, obliterating the life-sized anime girl cutout in the process. My head smacked against the side of a table and my body tumbled into a stack of chairs before hitting the ground.

      The world went sideways.

      Blood poured from wounds I didn’t care about.

      It was just pain.

      Pain and I were old friends, and I shrugged it off, putting it in its place for the time being.

      I stood to my feet as the demon marched into the shop, tearing the entire door frame off the wall in the process.

      Knowing my life was close to an end, I summoned the well of rage that always boiled inside me. I tilted my head up to the monster, blood pouring from my arms, painting my fists red.

      It was my turn to laugh. “I don’t fear you. Every monster looks the same in the end. Now, it’s my turn!”

      A series of reckless attacks had already played out in my mind. I knew I could hurt this thing, knew I could make it remember me.

      I wouldn’t win.

      But at the moment, that didn’t seem to matter.

      Before I took my first step, though, a familiar voice echoed off the walls around us. “Don’t leave me out of it, J. Wouldn’t want to hog all the fun for yourself, would you?”

      The Devil swiveled its head as I did, and we both stared at the figure of a young man, slim of build, with hair tied back from his face.

      Blue Ki enveloped his upper body, and a smile rested on his lips.

      My heart soared at the sight of the little bastard.

      Alex, of all fucking people, had come to save my ass.
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            The Enlightened and Ascended Heroes: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      The sight of my Sifu sent a wave of confusion through me. What’s he doing here? It was definitely him, the same lean body and deep olive skin. He’d been balding the last I saw him, and I guessed he decided to wax his head because it shone like a polished billiard ball.

      He wore a form-fitting navy suit with thin pinstripes running down it and a familiar crest stitched into his breast pocket.

      An elegant rendition of a kraken, smooth lines formed the outline of the body and the many tentacles as they writhed motionlessly.

      Leviathan.

      I ground my teeth, rage boiling to the surface.

      That’s why he ended our training. Everything made sense now. The way he acted toward me during our final days. I just assumed it was tough love, letting me find my own path, but he stopped associating with me because of Leviathan. Why?

      He turned, his thin features lighting up at my call.

      “Alex, my boy! Good to see you!”

      I shook off his happy tone. “It all makes sense now. I thought I meant more to you than that.” I spat. “But you turned on me too.”

      “You know Mr. Yamada?” Tomi asked, looking over to me.

      I nodded. “He used to train me. Taught me most of what I know about fighting.”

      “One of my best students, though he could never quite master the more advanced techniques.” Sifu turned to me. “I do have to wonder if you kept practicing Shitsumei after we parted ways?”

      My first instinct was to blab everything, to lay out how far I’d come from when we’d last spoken, over two years ago. But I kept my mouth shut.

      Of course, I kept practicing. I strived to master Blindness just because you told me I probably would never achieve it. Well I did, and I took it two steps further. Sogai wouldn’t exist without you, but it’s mine. And I’ll be damned if I give it to you.

      “I did, Sifu.”

      He smiled, a knowing glint to his eyes. “Well keep practicing, you may get there yet.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here as a liaison for the Hatori Institute. We’re trying to work out logistics.”

      “For what?”

      Tomi titled her head and smiled. “For the tournament this coming spring. The Icarus, Hatori, and Gamal Institutes will be participating in an interschool competition just before summer break.”

      A three-way tournament, or a pissing match between schools. This is going to be bloody.

      “Count me in.”

      She smiled. “I figured that would be your response.”

      “Just don’t push yourself, my boy. You’re tough, but you should see some of my students. I’ve got a few really promising ones.”

      I was about to respond when something caught my ear. I turned, faster than Sifu Yamada and focused, slipping into Sogai. Screams. Multiple, and they’re not playing around, those are screams of terror.

      I opened my eyes just before Sifu. “Screaming! Something’s wrong.”

      A high-pitched tone emitted from Tomi’s phone and she hastily answered it.

      Too many voices filled the air as the deep voice of Kenneth Hawke spoke.

      He said one word, the only word he needed to.

      Demons!

      I didn’t think, I acted and sprinted towards the screaming. The thought of retreat didn’t even cross my mind, but I still had no idea what I was going to do against multiple demons.

      They can’t be harmed by physical attacks, which leaves me using my Ki. But I used a lot of it to heal Thalia. I’m back in the same position I was in fighting the gorilla.

      I can’t afford to be reckless here.

      I tried calling J, Reagan, and Piper as I ran, but I couldn’t get through to them. Students of all years ran towards me and away from the demons, but I still didn’t know what I was going to do when I actually encountered one.

      Dozens of shops were in complete disarray as I passed, but I didn’t stop until I came upon the bodies.

      The corpses of several students lay torn to shreds; splashes of too-bright blood lay over the pristine white buildings. There was nothing I could do for them, but from shouting nearby, there were students who could use my help.

      I ran to the sound and into what was once a nice boba tea shop.

      Standing in front of me was a demon.

      It was big, its jagged obsidian horns scraping against the ceiling tiles, carving grooves into the cheap material.

      Its red leathery skin writhed as it flexed its muscles. Its onyx wings draped around its shoulders like a cloak. Its face was a skull, long and angular, with wicked sharp teeth.

      A middle-class demon. A Devil!

      Devils are tough, fast, and they can fly. Shit. Not good.

      As my eyes fell from the demon, relief swept through me. J! he’s alive. Thank god.

      Alive, but broken. His clothing was little more than bloody scraps and his hand was ruined; shards of bone stuck through the skin. He’s standing on pure adrenaline alone. Dammit, I don’t know if I have enough to beat this fucker.

      J stood with his ruined hand and prepared to engage the Devil. I couldn’t let him fight alone.

      “Don’t leave me out of it, J. Wouldn’t want to hog all the fun for yourself, would you?”
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      My voice surprised him and he turned, relief sweeping over his face.

      “Alex!”

      The Devil took advantage of J’s lapse in concentration and swung at him, poised to sever his head from his shoulders.

      I rushed in with only a second to spare. I poured my Ki out through my hands and forced it to bend to my will, to become a shield to protect us from harm.

      A near-translucent dome of blue glass rolled off my fingers and coalesced as the Devil struck with its fist. The force shook my barrier and rattled the hell out of my arms, forcing me to a knee, but it held.

      I panted, bringing the barrier closer to J as the Devil took a step back.

      “What is that, Alex?”

      “Tell you if we live,” I huffed. “But we can’t fight in here, there isn’t enough room to move.”

      He nodded, seeing the truth of my words. “Alright. Let’s lead this bastard outside.”

      “Can you fight?” I asked, glancing down at his arm.

      “Not well. Damn thing busted me up something fierce.”

      Shit. This isn’t good. No way can I just ask J to sit this one out, he’d die before he’d back down, but he can’t fight so injured. Shit, shit, shit.

      I had a plan, but whether J would go for it was a different thing entirely. He was bullheaded to a fault. Now, if I can just get him to go along with it.

      My Barrier would only hold until my Ki ran out, which would be soon if I didn’t hurry the hell up.

      “Alright, J, since I can’t talk you into sitting this one out, I’m not even going to try, but I’m going to take the lead. Do you trust me?”

      “With my life,” he said with no hesitation.

      “Good cuz, that’s what I’m betting.” I smirked at him, trying to make light of the fact that there was a ten-foot-tall monstrosity trying to kill us.

      Its heavy fists beat tirelessly against my barrier, and my arms shook from the fatigue, but I held it up for all I was worth.

      Okay, here comes the dangerous part. I dropped my left arm and crouched closer to J. The barrier weakened as half its supply of Ki drained away and the pummeling of the demon ripped gashes into my fingers from the strain.

      “Alright, J, give me your rune arm.”

      He shifted over to me, knocking a broken plastic cup away in the process, sending tapioca balls rolling over the tile like little black pearls. I placed my palm on the center of his rune and pulled with my Ki. J panicked when his Ki started depleting, but I silenced him with a look.

      “It’s called Ki stealing, but don’t let that freak you out. What I’m doing is more like Ki borrowing. I’m going to use your own Ki to heal your wounds. And I may be helping myself to a small portion of your Ki in the process.”

      I turned to him as shock flashed across his face. “Don’t worry it’s not permanent.”

      He chuckled as he eyed the Devil. “Good, cuz I’d hate to punch you when you hold my life in your hands.”

      I took as much Ki as I could and still leave J with enough to do what I needed him to. I used what I could to heal his arm and I used what I’d stolen to enhance my body to its limits. It hurt, every nerve screamed like I’d dipped them in fire and my bones ached as they were forcibly strengthened.

      The pain set my teeth on edge and fire burned in my limbs, but I withstood the pain and focused on J.

      “How’s your hand?”

      He flexed and wiggled his fingers. “Well, I won’t be giving Ava that massage I promised her tonight, but it’ll do for kicking this demon’s ass!”

      “Alright, we need to lead it outside.”

      “Then what?”

      I smiled. “Then we try not to die.”

      There was a countdown going in my head. I counted the Devil’s strikes and waited for it to hit my barrier once more.

      Its fist rebounded off my Ki and I yelled at J to run while I dropped the barrier and took off after him.

      We made it outside as the sun burned orange across the sky and we caught our breath as we waited to see what the demon would do.

      We didn’t have to wait long as it blasted through what remained of the tea shop storefront, sending dust and shards of concrete and tinted glass in all directions as the Devil barreled toward us.

      It’s fast!

      I slipped into Sogai and dodged as air rippled like waves toward me. The demon was smart, and it knew I’d been the one to hamper its killing spree. It hated me for that, and it was out for blood. It raised its foot and brought it down in an axe kick that cracked the cobblestone walkway and sent a few chips flying harmlessly past to litter the path and surrounding bushes.

      Alright. Time for phase two.

      “J! I need you to focus all of your Ki into your fist.”

      “You want me to try and use Hakai?” he shouted from behind the demon.

      I ducked under the Devil’s vicious claws and stepped behind it, backpedaling toward J.

      “Yeah. I don’t have enough Ki left to one shot the bastard, if I could at all. It’s going to take a combined effort.”

      The Devil roared and threw one of the stainless-steel patio chairs at us. J rolled out of the way, but I waited until the last second and leaned back as it cracked against the stone and wind whistled next to my ear.

      I looked over at J scrambling his way out of a bush next to the boba shop. He shook a leaf out of his hair and scowled.

      “Okay, I’ll do my best, can you keep it distracted?”

      “Of course!”

      I rushed for it and then back, dancing just out of reach as it swung recklessly, trying to rend me in half with its claws. With Sogai, predicting its movements was easy, but dodging them was not. It wasn’t human; it surpassed humanity in every way.

      It was as fast as Lord Bael, maybe even faster, but its savagery and recklessness made it sloppy. If I hadn’t spent four months sparring against beings better than me in every way, I’d have died then and there. But the way it moved was similar to how Two moved when his anger had clouded his judgement. I could deal with it.

      I played keep away, leading the demon in circles while J gathered his Ki. It only took him a few minutes, five tops, but those five minutes were like hours to me. I knew when he was done when a burst of Ki lit up from behind me and the waves of air around J distorted, becoming heavier as they were infused with energy.

      “Alex, I’ve got it!”

      “Well, get over here, jackass!” I shouted as I pulled a move from Reagan’s arsenal and used her Aú Fechado technique, cartwheeling to the side as the Devil kicked at me.

      Capoeira might not be all that useful against demons, but it has its moments. I hope they’re okay.

      I couldn’t think about Reagan and Piper right now, either they were okay, or they weren’t, but knowing wouldn’t help me with the fight against the demon right now.

      J and I met up as the demon flared its wings and spoke in a hissing, guttural voice.

      “Raklah Srosis jem Iklam!”

      “I think he’s telling us to go fuck ourselves,” J said with a grin.

      “Yeah, that’s what I got as well. Shall we do this?”

      “I go low, you go high?”

      I held out my fist. “You read my mind.”

      He bumped it. “Let’s take out the trash!”

      We both ran at the demon full tilt; I had to enhance my legs to match J’s long stride. J lowered into Wolf and threw a devastating haymaker into the Devil’s stomach.

      “Hakai!”

      The wave of Ki exploded from his hand and the demon doubled over, gasping as the air whooshed from its lungs.

      We’re not done, you big ugly fucker!

      Every last drop of my remaining Ki that I could use and still keep my heart beating poured into my fist and it glowed red hot as if I was holding a lump of hot coal.

      The Devil dropped to its knees as its lungs ruptured inside its body from the force of J’s strike. Its head was eye level with me now.

      My turn!

      I dropped my enhancements on the rest of my body and focused entirely on my fist and I swung.

      My fist screamed as it rocketed toward its face and I met resistance as all the Ki in my hand burst like a dam.

      Sogai shattered and the resistance under my hand fell away as I followed through with my punch. It screamed a long, tortured screech before its jaw split apart and silenced the dying monstrosity. The demon’s head burst apart amid a shower of brackish black blood as its ivory skull crumbled under my blow.

      My fist ached and a wave of nausea sent my stomach lurching as blood and shards of bone peppered me as I ruptured the monster’s head.

      As it died, I stood back, opened my eyes and admired our handiwork.

      The Devil was dead. Its body was a twisted and contorted mess, its ribs caved in, splinters of bloody bone protruded from its sides, but as much damage as J’s punch had done, I’d obliterated the thing’s fucking head.

      It was gone, from the base of the neck up, nothing but a ragged stump.

      The Devil collapsed lifelessly to the ground, its body slumping over to bleed black over the white stone.

      We did it…Holy hell.

      I turned to J. He was on his knees, holding his ruined arm. “Great plan and all but look at my hand!”

      I waved him off as exhaustion sapped all my remaining strength. “We can get it healed.” I stumbled and then fell to my knees right beside him.

      My hair had come loose during the fight and now it hung lank in front of my eyes as I rolled over and lay on my back, staring at the fading sun.

      “Not saying we went overboard, but goddamn, that was rough.” J lay down beside me; we just didn’t have the energy to move. “And we’re supposed to fight those things?”

      “Things is right, as in multiple. We just got our asses handed to us by a Devil. Just wait till we have to fight the nobility.”

      “Can we not? Let’s reschedule saving the world to next week, this week is going to be filled with copious amounts of sleep.”

      The two of us lay there for what only felt like mere moments before night fell and the screams finally subsided.

      “Hey J.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Think the others took care of the rest of the demons?”

      “Hope so, cuz it damn sure isn’t going to be the two of us.”

      I heaved a heavy sigh. Guess it’s about that time. It took everything I had, but somehow I managed to haul my Ki-depleted body up without hurling my guts out. I walked over to J and held my hand out.

      “The last thing I want to do right now is move.”

      “Me either, but we have to.”

      “Why?” he asked, slapping my hand weakly.

      “Ava,” I said and his eye bolted open. “And Piper, Haruki, Scarlet and all of our friends. We have to make sure they’re okay.”

      “Right.” He took my hand and I hauled his heavy ass up. “Let’s get to hobbling, roomie.”

      We put our arms around each other’s shoulders and began walking toward the center of the school, where a large black plume of smoke rose over the buildings.

      “If we run into any more demons, I’ll let you have the esteemed honor of fighting them,” he said, ribbing me in the side.

      “Why thank you, your majesty, what a privilege for this lowly servant boy.”

      Both of us chuckled weakly, the attempted joke helping us ignore our own weakened spirits.

      As we made our way closer to the rising black cloud of smoke, I knew more trouble would follow.

      Yet despite what we’d just gone through and the lives that had been lost, the fading sun shone bright, and I knew we’d be just fine.

      

      End of Volume 2
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      On the path of ascension, Leviathan Academy stands above all others.

      

      Alex and J have achieved the power they sought at Wyvern Academy and come out alive after facing down their first demon.

      Their success will mean little when they face their own limitations though.

      Both heroes strive for even greater heights as the annual tri-school tournament looms ahead. Everyone is hoping that Wyvern Academy can unseat Leviathan in this international brawl, and they will do everything they can to win.

      But some lines are simply not meant to be crossed.

      

      Available now on Amazon:
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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 sign up for my Newsletter.
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