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        “ … You may abandon your own body but you must preserve your honour. Never stray from the Way.”

        ― Miyamoto Musashi

      

      

      “Doctor Freeman, it’s your team who’s been tasked with making sense of the demon incursions. Before Devil’s Dawn, as the most recent incursion is being called, all we had were theories, but what the world needs right now are facts. Are there any patterns or designs you can share with us? Surely, there must be some logic to the attacks.”

      The news reporter’s make-up wrinkled at the corners of his eyes. Having had a few conversations with Ava, I knew the foundation was entirely too warm for the man’s complexion. It made him look like a flamingo.

      Dr. Freeman, the analyst that worked for whatever top-secret task force the US government had assembled, tapped her lips with a manicured nail before answering. “Disturbingly, the Devil’s Dawn attack distinguished itself from all previous attempts. We assume now that early incursions were merely probing missions. The demons were testing our responses, and perhaps, even the strength of the dimensional veil that separates our world from theirs.”

      I sat up, wincing a little from one of too many bruises that still covered my body. But right now, I couldn’t care less about the pain.

      This woman knew more than almost anyone else on Earth. And she was about to let all of us laymen in on a little bit of the puzzle.

      As she spoke, I also couldn’t help but admire the angle of her chin and her full lips. That’s an analyst Ava would go for, I mused.

      “Yesterday changed the landscape of this strange war. Every target had some tactical advantage. Military bases, ascension schools, and even normal karate dojos were attacked. What had once seemed like a blind and cumbersome foe is now being considered as mankind’s most potent adversary.”

      “No shit,” I remarked, taking a drink of the beer I’d been nursing. “And if you don’t believe me, take a look at these ribs.”

      One more question was asked by the painted reporter, and Dr. Freeman’s answer chilled me to the bone. “Yes, that is correct. The most recent tallies have been added up and I have been authorized to release this information. As of 2200 hours last night, 111,916 people have died. A list will be posted on the CIA, FBI, and even CDC websites immediately, along with our government’s official statement about the attack.”

      Guilt twisted my guts. I’d done my part, done all I could to help save a few girls from being killed.

      Still, so many had fallen.

      I don’t know how, I promised myself. But I will get stronger. Just need to find the mother fucking cheat code on this jacked-up game.

      I grunted and sat back as the only intelligent person on the panel of “experts” sat down. A professor from Yale University was up next. The academic had never thrown a punch in his life, and his lack of military knowledge made him a terrible choice.

      The door to my apartment opened. “J?” Ava’s voice asked.

      “I’m here!” I called out, not bothering to look up from the television.

      When I heard a second pair of footsteps, I lowered the volume and turned to find Fitz standing beside Ava. “Sorry. I don’t want to bother you, but I heard the healers are all too busy or too exhausted to help you out. I… I think I can help out.”

      I held out my hand, gesturing to the open space beside me. “Please, I wouldn’t mind at all. Kinda feel like I got in a fight with a giant demonic soldier to be honest.”

      My terrible joke was well received, and soon I had Ava hovering over my left shoulder as Fitz closed in on my right.

      “It looks pretty bad,” Fitz admitted. “I’ve been training with the medics. I can see at least a dozen tiny breaks, and all of them have your Ki going wonky.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “That Devil kicked you hard enough to knock you unconscious. I doubt your ribs were spared.”

      Fitz nodded. “I was treated already, though. Two broken ribs and abdominal bruising were easily fixed, but the medics have me coming in for a follow-up tomorrow for my head injury. When I slammed into the Boba shop, I hit my head pretty hard. They worked on me right after the attack. Triage, J. My injuries were worse than yours, so I was treated first. Now all of the medics have spent their Ki. So, I am offering to do what I can for you. Is that going to be a problem?”

      I chuckled, the movement twinging a hitch in my own ribs. “No, I understand. Just wanted to see if you were alright as well.”

      Fitz looked nervous as she inspected my hand. The bones had been reset, and Alex had given me as much Ki as he could afford. Yet without further assistance, it would be a month or more until I could punch anything at all.

      She bit her lip and glanced between Ava and I. “Sorry, I can fix most of this, J. It won’t be perfect though, and, well, it’ll hurt like hell.”

      “Nothing that usually bothers you, Fitz. In fact,” I teased. “I thought you loved to hurt me.”

      This time, my humor fell flat.

      A clip of a mother running with a child in her arms, a red-hided Devil rampaging after her filled the screen before us.

      Ava groaned, then swiped up the remote and turned the news off. “Time to pull out of this, J. We know what happened. Why watch the news?”

      “I know how many died. That matters.”

      Ava’s cheeks reddened slightly, and her nose wrinkled in anger. “Of course it does, sweet heart. And look at us. We’re all working hard to become strong enough to stop this shit. Let it go for now and give your stupid hand to Fitz.”

      I couldn’t fault the woman’s judgement, and knew it would be wise to take my wound seriously. Besides, I justified to myself. If she heals my hand, I can train.

      Sighing, I slumped deeper into the couch and held out my battered fist.

      Fitz moved in closer. I felt her thigh press against the side of my own, and her small hands took my own with surprising tenderness.

      “You know, for a fairy-sized badass, you sure are being gentle,” I teased.

      The swollen, purple bruise on the back of my hand lit up with pain as Fitz squeezed a little. “Shut up, J. Just because you need help doesn’t mean you need to act like an ass.”

      Ava giggled and I got the point.

      With my eyes closed, I focused my mind to see the Ki all around me. Ava’s core burned beside Fitz’s. My core churned just as bright as theirs, but the Ki moving out of my shoulder and down my arm looked odd.

      When it met with the fractures in my fist, however, the light of my Ki refracted. It seemed almost like how the sun bounces off a crystal. The light winked, shifting colors slowly. And the Ki that reached the end of my fingers lacked the brilliance and strength it did elsewhere.

      Then Fitz pressed her Ki into mine, and pain filled my entire arm.

      It wasn’t as intense as the rune ceremony had been, but enough to make me stiffen and tremble slightly.

      Thankfully, I didn’t scream out my displeasure.

      At last, the pressure, heat, and pain subsided. I sat up, marveling at how much different I felt. Not only the fist, but some of the bruising around my ribs had been taken care of as well.

      Flexing my hand, I smiled at Fitz. “Okay, well, let’s start this all over from the beginning. Hi, I’m J. I’m an asshole sometimes, but right now, I am super grateful. Thank you, Fitz. Seriously, I wasn’t expecting such amazing results.”

      “It is only to help you feel better. The medical staff will be certain to do the rest when they have the resources again,” Fitz replied, folding her own hands modestly in her lap.

      Ava sat beside Fitz and wrapped one of her arms around her waist. Fitz’s eyes bulged slightly, but I pretended not to notice.

      Smiling wanly, Ava rested her chin on Fitz’s shoulder. “So, I guess I’m gonna owe you that drink after all. I won’t break my word, promise, but Fitz, you gotta let me take you shopping.”

      The change in subject alleviated some of the distress in Fitz’s eyes. “Maybe, but Ava, I will not wear a dress. Just not how I roll.”

      “Ha!” Ava blurted out. “As if that scares me. We still have jumpers, skirts, high-waters… so many options, Fitz. I can’t wait.”

      I watched a smile pass over Fitz’s expression, her eyes warming briefly. Then, suddenly I was aware that her thigh remained pressed alongside my own. My hand rested not so very far from the woman’s hips.

      Fitz had been blessed with a ballerina’s body, but she’d spent years toughening it. Her hands were calloused, her knuckles scarred. She even had a scar running from the corner of one brow all the way into her hairline above her temple.

      Yet her ebony skin shone in the sunlight, seemingly oiled and polished. Her hands were delicate, her fingers lovely.

      I was aware of Ava’s presence too. One of her hands played small circles over my collarbone, and her chest pressed against my back.

      As if relishing the tension building, Ava chuckled softly.

      When her laughter died down, the electricity increased again.

      Fitz lifted her eyes to me. They were amber more than brown, and for an instant, she allowed herself to be vulnerable. It was as if she were asking me permission somehow, or maybe it was herself she was struggling with.

      What do you want, little girl? I wanted to ask her. If this is something you want, all you have to do is ask.

      Images flashed through my mind, none of them helping me keep things cool.

      I pictured my hand sliding up her muscular torso, gliding over the skin between her breasts. Then I saw myself clutching her neck gently, pushing her back onto the couch. Ava tugging off her pants, kneeling before her, kissing those most delicate folds between her legs.

      Fitz lowered her eyes, and one of her hands trembled slightly.

      The tension shattered.

      She wasn’t ready for this.

      Sensing her friend’s needs, perhaps, Ava stood up and cleared her throat. “Why don’t we get going then? J, I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do, and besides, the assembly starts in an hour. Fitz, ready to go?”

      As if she’d been thrown a life jacket, Fitz rebounded from her state of awkwardness. Slapping me painfully on the thigh, she stood up to join Ava. “Yeah, sounds good to me. Besides, smells like J could use a good shower before he steps outside again. And, buddy,” she added, her normal sarcastic smile plastered to her face. “Use soap this time.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I won’t disappoint,” I grumbled back, happy to play along. “I’ll see you both later.”

      I rose and walked the girls to the door. There was another moment of hand rubbing and awkwardness, but I did what I could to move things along.

      I kissed Ava on the lips, swatting her on the ass as she stepped out the front door. She squealed, as I’d hoped she would, and spun around to wait for Fitz, sunlight illuminating the loose hair around her head.

      Then, before I could second-guess myself, I leaned in and kissed Fitz as well.

      Aiming for her smooth cheek, I figured the expression could be interpreted as either friendly or more so. It was up to her, really, and I hoped I could make things easier for her. If Fitz needed friendship more than whatever Ava, the girls, or I could offer her, then we’d give that to her.

      But as my face inched closer, I saw a flicker of panic or excitement in her eyes. Fitz turned her head slightly, and we kissed the corners of each other’s mouths.

      Though I’d had too much experience with women, and though my girls kept me constantly amazed and thrilled, the brief exchange still had my heart thumping away like mad in an instant.

      Her skin was velvet against mine, and warm.

      Her breath had been sweet, vaguely minty.

      The heat and desire roiling between us became palpable, and again, I played out the first ecstatic moments of passion that might ensue between us.

      Dark, gleaming thighs, a tight waist. Her mouth, full lips opening, tasting the skin of my neck, my chest, and moving lower.

      Fitz let out a single, awkward “Ha!” before tumbling out the front door behind Ava.

      Then my friend and sparring partner was jogging down the stairs. She didn’t look back, so I knew I’d done the right thing.

      For whatever reason, Fitz needed space or time before anything else could evolve.

      Ava and I locked eyes, and she bounced her eyebrows, allowing herself a silent giggle. She bit her lip, and I knew she had been turned on as well.

      “Okay, well, I’ll see you this evening! I’ll bring over dinner, and maybe we can find a new show to watch. Bye!” she blurted out at last before following Fitz downstairs. She waved, her flickering hand the last I saw of the two as they went about their business.

      I closed the door and walked to the fridge. I poured myself a glass of sun-steeped tea, but before I could taste the bitter tannins, my phone buzzed.

      It was Ava.

      

      “Wow! That was fire, or almost at least. Don’t worry. I’ll chat about it all with her. See you soon. Love!!!”

      

      I fired off a quick reply, letting her know again I trusted her instincts. Ava could smooth out almost any social situation. She was a master in her own rights.

      Then I tipped back the tea, savoring its unsweetened tang. The cold liquid hurt my throat in a good way, and when I set the cup back down, I knew my next step.

      No assembly today, I told myself. Not while the world burns at least.

      Everyone else could go and see Tomi prattle on about how we must pull together and unite against this terrible threat. She’d probably drop some inspirational quote, and maybe even have a guest speaker or two.

      That was a shit sandwich I didn’t need to swallow.

      So, replacing my sweats and t-shirt with a gi, I packed my gym bag with snacks, water, and a protein drink.

      I let myself strut a little, enjoying the way my body moved without so much bruising or damage. Breathing deeply, I savored how my ribs and abdomen were almost entirely healed.

      Thank you, Fitz. No matter what happens, I am buying you a gift basket.

      I flexed my fist, and even while I walked, scanned the Ki cycling there.

      Most of the refractions were gone, and those that remained were so small I could barely see them. Good enough, I told myself. Good enough to train. Everyone else can take their time, but if I am going to walk the Path of Ascension, I need to be training.
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            Aftermath Assembly: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days after the demon attack, the school called for an assembly. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to attending, but I really didn’t have a choice.

      The school was left in utter devastation after the attack; dozens of students and a few teachers lost their lives defending the school from over eight demons. We’d already paid our respects to the dead, so this assembly was just a bullshit excuse to try and appear calm after the attack.

      It was a lie.

      Tomi doesn’t have a clue what’s going on, that’s for damn sure. She’s just trying to appease her board of directors.

      An attack on one of the top battle academies in the world had likely shaken a very large tree. I wouldn’t be surprised if more than a few things fell from it.

      Things are changing. The world is changing. And I’m not changing quick enough to keep up.

      I sighed as I sat up out of bed. I lifted my right arm and clenched my fist tight. There was weakness lingering in my body, a fatigue that had nothing to do with simple physical exhaustion. I drained my Ki too many times without letting my core replenish all the way. It left its mark on me that isn’t fading quickly.

      My fight with the demon had forced me to use Hakai again, not long after I had used it when fighting the enhanced gorilla. I had to be careful with my new ability. J had been able to use it too, which had surprised me, but it had been the lynch pin for the whole plan to work. Neither of us could have defeated the demon alone.

      Hakai is powerful, but not overpowered. The Devil was a middling class of demon, and on the lower end too. My joints creaked as I squeezed even tighter. I need to get stronger, and fast.

      I was taken from my thoughts by warm hands that wrapped around my bare chest and pulled closer to me.

      “Good morning,” Piper said, pressing her chest to my back as she leaned over me.

      “Morning,” I replied.

      “I don’t want to get up.”

      “Neither do I, so let’s stay in bed.” I tilted my head and our lips met.

      It was a soft kiss, and our eyes locked before we closed them, and the kiss turned hungrier. I shifted and lowered to the bed, our lips never parting. One hand found her cheek while the other wound through her red hair.

      We kissed for a long moment, our tongues melding together before Piper stopped and groaned, her fingernails digging into my back as her breathing increased, growing hotter as a moan slipped from her parted lips.

      “Don’t do this to me, Alex.” Her hand went to my chest. “We’re going to be late.”

      Her hand dug into my chest, not moving as she tried to fight her desire. She failed and her lips soon found mine again and she made no move to get up. Her hands trailed over my chest and my back as I broke our kiss.

      I pressed my lips to her cheek, her jawbone, her throat, and her sternum as I lowered to her breasts. I kissed each one, taking her erect nipples into my mouth before lowering even further, kissing her stomach until I reached her hips.

      Piper’s thighs closed around my neck as she squirmed under my touch.

      “Alex,” she moaned.

      I stopped, poised at her crevice, my hot breath causing her to twitch as her muscles locked around me. I didn’t move, waiting for her response.

      Only a handful of seconds passed before she sighed and wound her hands through my hair and pulled me into her.

      “We’re so going to be la─” she started to say, but her words melded into a squeak of delight and a low groan as my tongue met her.
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        * * *

      

      Piper and I ran to the Ceremonial Greens full sprint as we tried to make it on time. My blond hair was in a messy ponytail and I wasn’t wearing an undershirt beneath my gray uniform, and I was ninety-nine percent certain that Piper wasn’t wearing a bra under hers, but we were at least in the realm of presentable.

      We made it to the greens just in time; the large metal stage sat empty, but Tomi and the other faculty were already up front talking amongst themselves. I tried to find J in the crowd, but either he wasn’t there, or I’d just overlooked him.

      Maybe he’s running late too. I wouldn’t put it past Ava and the girls to have him occupied. Piper and I found Reagan near the back and went to stand by her.

      She looked over as we arrived and lit up. “Hey!” she said and leaned over to kiss Piper and then me.

      “Where’d you get off to so early this morning?” I asked.

      “Oh, I got up early and went for a run, then I started practicing the moves you taught me again.”

      I smiled and wound my fingers through hers. That’s Rea. Always so diligent, even more so than me sometimes. I could take a lesson or two from her. I leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      She blushed furiously, a rose-gold tint coming alive on her golden skin. “Stop it,” she said in a teasing voice, making it clear that she in no way wanted me to stop.

      But I had to, we were in a public place, and while I wasn’t as shy as I used to be, PDA was still a little out of my comfort zone. I could manage a little here and there but kissing and hand holding were the absolute extent of it.

      Piper and Rea moved closer to me as more and more people filed in, their combined warmth easily taking the subtle chill from the air. I held both of their hands, their heartbeats resonating through my fingers. I squeezed tight as a wave of something I hadn’t felt in a very long time came over me.

      I was content. Happy.

      Despite everything I’d gone through this past year, the pain and suffering I’d endured, I could honestly say that I was the happiest I’d been in a long time, maybe the happiest I’d ever been before.

      Standing here, next to two of the people I cared for more than anything else in this life. I was at peace.

      Life was good.

      “Hey, Alex!” a loud voice shouted from practically right next to me.

      And there goes my peace. I turned at the voice and found a large imposing man coming toward me.

      “Hey, Mason.”

      Mason had the tall, well-built frame of a bodybuilder, but also the spry quickness of a warrior. How he managed the combination was beyond me, but it clearly worked for him. His brown hair was longer, pushed back out of his crystalline-clear blue eyes.

      He was certainly handsome, and despite my opinion about him when we first met, he actually wasn’t that bad of a guy.

      Flanked behind him was another of my friends. Wyatt’s thin gray tank top was dark and damp. His pale skin was flush with heat and dripping sweat, running off him in droves. His russet hair was tied back in a messy tail like mine, but he looked worse for wear.

      He bent over, hands on his knees as they approached.

      I turned to Mason, pointing at Wyatt. “What happened to him?”

      “Our sparring match went a little overboard this morning, and there wasn’t enough time for each of us to take a shower. We flipped for it. I won.”

      “So, what, you just decided to run a marathon while you waited?” I asked Wyatt but stopped when what Mason said registered. His comment gave me pause. “Wait, you two are roommates? Since when?”

      Mason shrugged. “Since always. I’m surprised you didn’t know. Though I mostly crashed with Snow back then, so I wasn’t around much.”

      I chuckled and looked down at Wyatt. “You gonna be okay, bud?”

      “Yep. Decided to do some sprints while I waited for Mason.” He held his thumb up. “Definitely was a mistake.”

      We all laughed at his expense, but none of it was mean spirited.

      After Wyatt returned to the land of the living, the five of us talked for a few minutes while we waited for the assembly to begin.

      I kept an eye out for J, but I didn’t see him as Tomi walked on stage.

      Tomi, as always, was the picture-perfect definition of proper and precise. Her gray suit pressed and not a single crease out of place. The same for her sienna-colored hair. The dark-brown locks were tied in a short, no-nonsense bun that had every single strand tucked away.

      Her shrewd gray eyes scanned the crowd; they flashed over me and stayed there for a brief moment before passing.

      “Thank you all for attending,” she said. “Though it seems we are missing a few students.”

      A hushed murmur erupted through the crowd as a few students looked around the field, trying to spot who was missing.

      J, Ava, Scarlet, Haruki, and Fitz are all missing, even Mo and his friends. What the hell is J doing? There was no way it was simple laziness, or that him and the girls had gotten carried away. He was up to something, but I couldn’t stop and figure out what it was just yet.

      First, I had to sit through watching Tomi beat her chest and politicize the deaths of nearly a dozen ascendants.

      “First. I will repeat my sentiments at the memorial service. Icarus Institute feels the weight of the lives lost five days ago. Though facing demons and putting your lives on the line are what it means to be heroes, you students are not heroes yet. The realities of war should have eluded you all for some time yet.

      “Unfortunately, they have not.”

      Yeah, no shit. I gritted my teeth and forced down the anger and helplessness that welled up inside me. I shouldn’t be here. This is a pointless waste of time. I need to be training.

      Reagan glanced over and frowned; she leaned over into me. “Stop beating yourself up. You did more than anyone could have asked of you. Stop thinking about if you could have done more and just be proud of what you managed to accomplish. You and J both. You’re already heroes.”

      I tilted my head and laid it on hers. “I’m the furthest thing from a hero right now, but I’ll get there.”

      “Just need to get out of your head first.”

      “Like that’ll ever happen.”

      A cold breeze picked up and blew through the Ceremonial Greens. Everyone shivered, clutching at their jackets and rubbing their arms to try and stay warm. I was used to the cold, so it didn’t bother me.

      Or Tomi with her expensive suit with temperature regulation. She stood there as if it was a warm summer day. Our eyes met once more, and she inclined her head. It was slight, but unmistakable.

      Reagan looked over to me and was about to respond when Tomi continued her speech.

      “I understand that this most recent attack has shaken your confidence in our establishment, and while I wish it were not the case, it is.

      “I would like to say that we can prevent any future attacks from taking place, but that would be a lie.”

      As she finished speaking, the crowd of students erupted in harsh, angry voices. All demanding answers to questions that didn’t have any. Their voices rose and melded into so much incomprehensible noise.

      “Settle down, settle down,” Tomi said.

      But her words had little effect. The students were outraged, and no amount of speaking would calm them down.

      Well this just turned into a shit show. I grabbed Piper’s and Reagan’s hands and was about to leave when I froze.

      A wave of enormous pressure rolled over us and froze us in our tracks. I couldn’t even turn my head as my hair stood on end and the sharp metallic scent of ozone filled the air. It clung to the back of my throat and brought an overwhelming pit of despair opening up and threatening to swallow me whole.

      What is this power? Why can’t I move?

      The power intensified and continued for an eternity and a millisecond at the same time. I fought it down and began going through the motions of Sogai without shutting off my senses. I combined this with the meditative focus that Lord Bael taught me and pushed against the power that threatened to swallow my very soul.

      Second by second, inch by inch, I fought to move my body. And when I finally could turn my head to face the stage.

      I found an incredible sight.

      Tomi stood onstage not moving, but she didn’t have to. The power that held us in place came from her. She stood still, her arms crossed. Four points of light flared to life on her skin, one on each forearm and two on her sternum one right above the other.

      Her runes lit up like blue neon signs and filled her with unbelievable power. It hurt to look directly at them. From her exposed neck, her veins were alight with Ki; it flowed up her throat and coalesced behind her eyes. They lit up brighter than the sun as power rolled off her in droves. It arced off her skin like lightning and stunned us silent.

      She held us in place with the mere castoff of her power alone.

      Then she let her power fade and the chill in my heart subsided as another breeze tugged at my blazer. No one moved, no one spoke. We all just stood staring up at Tomi like she was a monster, and she was, such was the power she controlled.

      Even among ascended heroes, there were levels of power, and I’d never experienced the kind of power that she wielded like a blade.

      I guess it’s easy to forget that she used to be a hero too. I don’t think I will ever forget that again.

      Tomi stayed where she was and didn’t speak for a long moment, letting everyone settle and recover from her using her power.

      After a minute, she continued.

      “Now that everyone is behaving again, I would like to continue uninterrupted.”

      No one dared to utter a peep.

      “Yes, despite our best attempts, even we can’t fully guarantee your safety at this academy anymore. Which is why two things are going to happen.” She held up a single finger. “The previously optional accelerated courses will now become mandatory. As we have seen, our old methods just won’t cut it with the rising number of demon attacks, and we need you students at your best if we have any hope to survive.”

      She was quiet while she let her words sink in, then she held up a second finger.

      “As this was not what many of you signed up for, or were promised from my institution when applying, we won’t hold it against you if you wish to drop out. For those that wish to leave, there will not be any negative impact, and you will receive letters of recommendation to attend any other school you so choose.

      “But do be warned. The demon attacks are increasing all across the world, and if even Icarus Institute can’t keep you safe, nowhere can. But as always the choice is up to you.

      “The school will be closed for renovations for a few weeks. That should give everyone ample time to make up their minds. That is all. You may return to your dorms.”

      Tomi concluded her speech and walked off the stage, leaving us standing there with nothing to say.

      “Shit,” I cursed.

      “You said it,” Piper replied.

      “What are we going to do?” Wyatt asked, looking over at us.

      I glanced over at the others and sighed, already knowing what my answer was.

      “We’re going to fucking train.”
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      The Stone Gym was all but empty.

      A few employees chatted in the background, and the constant whir of hidden fans made for a subtle soundscape. Rhythmically, I let my fist land in the center of the wooden beam before me.

      I finished the last strike with my left hand and shifted my feet. I began to work on my right.

      Pain blossomed as soon as I struck. It wasn’t enough to worry me. The bones in my hand weren’t going to shatter anytime soon, as long as I didn’t punch any demons at least.

      It was more like a dull throb that slowly enveloped my hand and seeped up into my forearm. Keeping my strikes measured, I continued to pound the wood dummy until I reached fifty.

      Then I shook out the hand.

      Scanning the Ki flowing there, I saw exactly what I’d been fearing.

      The differences were small, but some of the unhealed micro fractures had opened.

      “Why the fuck aren’t you healing?” I complained as I rubbed the tender flesh between my knuckles.

      No answer came, of course, but the urgent voices of my friends soon filled that gap. Alex and Ava, especially, wouldn’t approve of my efforts.

      They hadn’t fought the Devil alone though. Alex, sure, he’d come in and helped me bring the bastard down. Would he want me to take my time and act cautiously if he’d been the one to make a stand?

      I had no regrets or resentment in my heart towards Alex. There was something else though, something I didn’t feel entirely proud of. It might have been plain and simple jealousy, yet I wished him the best. Every time Alex got stronger, it filled me with pride and satisfaction.

      Maybe it was just fear then.

      Yes, that’s it, J. You’re terrified, I told myself as I picked up my gym bag and headed to the locker room.

      I’m afraid of being left behind. I’m afraid that the only real friend I’ve ever had is going to ascend faster than me and leave me in his dust.

      I flexed my fist, working blood and Ki through the injured hand until the pain ebbed slightly. I took a quick shower and got dressed in the prestigious Wyvern Academy uniform.

      Then I headed out to meet up with the group of friends I was so desperately competing with.

      I found them in the water room Piper had shown me before the demon attack, before I’d been granted a rune of power.

      Everyone sat in a wide circle. It was Piper who’d stepped up to teach us all the various lessons she’d gleaned from her Advanced Ki Studies class.

      I spotted Alex, Ava, and Fitz all sitting along one wall.

      Piper walked up to me with a smile. “Here you go, J. Put this in your ear, so you can hear me while we work,” she half shouted.

      I took what she’d given me, a small, black ear bud. Popping it in my ear, I turned to join the group.

      The noise of the ever-crashing water suffused the air as always. Moisture clung to the walls, and already, I saw how the fresh clothing of my peers had been soaked through.

      Sitting beside Alex, I shot him a wink before pushing my gear in the corner and closing my eyes.

      “Now that we are all here, I would like to start today’s lesson. There is a technique that’s quite interesting called Elemental Expression. I’m sure all of you have noticed that envisioning your Ki becomes easier if you focus on a certain element. Some of you may have water, fire, or even wind cycling in your core when you picture it.”

      I thought of my own fiery wheel and nodded. Picturing it as wind seemed strange, but why wouldn’t others have a different mental connection to their Ki than I had?

      Piper sat in the center of the ring of students, and though I could barely make out the muffled echo of her spoken words, her voice was clear through the ear bud.

      “None of these elements are objectively better than the others. Fire isn’t stronger than water. They are all the same. And objectively, Ki is Ki. It is the pure expression of life that burns within us. Yet when we visualize the Ki, it does change. Envisioning fire, for example, will lead to the use of Fire Ki externally. Every Ascended Hero learns to externalize their Ki, to weaponize it, and the Elemental Expression is but part of that process.”

      Piper guided us as we brought up the images of our cores. Starting first with the element we’d most naturally gravitated to, the group was soon burning brightly. I scanned those around me and saw an array of colors, each representing an element.

      Most were red and orange fire or deep blue water. Some had a pale blue which was ice, apparently. Others still had a silver gyre of wind. Interestingly, a few even had green and brown cores, nature and earth elements respectively.

      My mind returned to the elemental wheel chart we’d been shown in class recently. Earth balanced wind. Fire balanced water. But each of the five major elements had variations. Ice was a blend of water and wind. Metal was a mix of earth and fire.

      At first, I’d been a little disappointed that my own Ki cycle appeared to me as fire. It was predictable, boring, and the most common manifestation.

      Yet our instructors had emphasized that though some Elemental Expressions were more useful in certain situations, none were inherently better or worse.

      Piper’s sonorous voice spoke again in my ear. “If you’ve already visualized your core, and observed the expressions of your fellows, let’s move on to the more challenging portion of the exercise. Choose fire, nature, earth, water, or wind, or any of the other combination elements, anything different than what your natural expression is. You can choose something at random, or, if you’re undecided, just focus on the opposite of what your core is currently expressing. When you’ve made your decision, concentrate on the qualities of that element. With time, each of us should be able to express all of the elements.”

      When her voice faded, I eagerly did as she’d suggested.

      My first thought went to earth. Augmenting my attacks with the heavy and brutal earth element immediately appealed to me. Mo had chosen the same, and though he still lacked the power to manifest Ki weapons, I could only imagine how devastating his Toad style would be when his fists, shins, or knees were coated with a layer of earth Ki.

      I thought of the unyielding hardness of earth, its rough texture, and the cold solidity of stone.

      For the briefest moment, the fiery circle within me flickered, a few strands of brown whirling among the vortex.

      Then it subsided, and the fire resumed its course unperturbed.

      Damn it, I chastised myself. Come on, J. You can do this.

      I tried several more times, and finally, after having no success at all, I threw in the towel.

      Okay, how about wind then.

      And why not? Wind could potentially speed up attacks, making every assault a hurricane of fists and feet.

      I’d watched several videos of Ascendant Heroes performing Ki attacks, demonstrating the various Elemental Expressions.

      Visually, wind might have been the least impressive. Only thin silver lines could be seen around the hero’s body. The results, however, spoke for themselves. With speed came power, so I knew having such an expression could only aid my efforts in Wolf or Leopard styles.

      I pictured leaves tumbling along the ground, imagined wind curling around my limbs and threading through my hair.

      Try as I might, though, I couldn’t make even a single thread of silver Ki enter the gyre of orange red fire.

      I met with the same failure again and again. I tried water next, then nature. When those failed, I fell to seeking the combination elements.

      Ice was first, the Elemental Expression that Alex preferred. Then I tried metal, and still nothing happened.

      The group of students around me were undergoing their own challenges. Some had succeeded already. In fact, one girl’s core, burning close by, transitioned between water, her normal expression, and nature. The alternating blue and green Ki spirals were lovely to witness, but it only made my frustration grow.

      Then, randomly, I chose to focus on fire and water.

      I figured this too would fail, especially as the two elements were traditionally opposed. Yet the cool depth of the water element felt right somehow.

      While my fire Ki circulated in my belly, I called upon memories of swimming, bathing, and drinking water. I focused on the way it coats your body, cools or warms it so naturally.

      Water was dense, a thick and encompassing substance. Fire was ethereal, fleeting. Fire lacked substance entirely. It was instead an explosion of energetic reactions. Fire was chaos itself, active and rapid decay.

      Then it happened.

      A deep, ocean blue appeared as a single but stable thread in my core.

      Hoping I’d found something successful, I forced my excitement and desires aside.

      Going deeper than ever into my mental trance, I added one thread of blue at a time until my core had two evenly balanced colors.

      Is this it? I wondered as I observed the fire looping around the outside of the blue inner ring. Or do they somehow need to blend for it to work?

      My thoughts, as so often occurred with Ki, activated the response I was after.

      In a flash of cold and overwhelming heat, the two elements merged entirely. Beads of sweat forced their way through my skin, and a few of my muscles cramped up.

      Regardless of the discomfort, I held my meditation with desperate strength.

      The blue and orange red intertwined until at last a deep, nearly black purple took hold. Unlike the others who seemed capable of switching back and forth, this new change to my core solidified somehow.

      When the cramping and sweating had eased up, I found myself staring in wonder at a core cycling pure and undisturbed Ki. It was the color of deepest shade, the purple of dusk or the color of a plum.

      What the hell is this? I wanted to ask Piper. She was busy coaching someone who’d so far had little success. I opened my eyes and saw a few of the others were chatting to those nearest to them.

      Closing my eyes again, I checked each of my companions. None had purple cores. Almost every other expression I could remember was present, but not purple.

      Then the pressure in the room shifted. It felt as if a vacuum had instantly formed, and the raging cacophony of the falling water ceased.

      We all opened our eyes and blinked up at the massive pipe that normally drained away and purified the Water gym’s pools. It continued to drip and splatter a thin stream, but the deluge had stopped.

      “Hope I’m not interrupting,” Kenneth Hawke announced as he strode in among us. “It is nice to see you all making such solid progress.”

      The head of the Disciplinary Committee studied our faces one by one, and I got the impression he was looking deeper. My suspicion was confirmed when he complimented a boy on manifesting a metallic Elemental Expression.

      When he looked at me, however, a look of concern passed over his features.

      His normal affable smile returned so quickly I almost doubted what I’d seen. “Well, James Mallory. It seems you have the rare and… somewhat troubling ability to express the shadow element. Congratulations and good luck.”

      He chuckled, then stalked around the room, weaving between the seated students.

      What the fuck was that? Dude comes in here, tells everyone else good job, then lets me know I have a rare and troubling ability? I chewed my lip, worry taking room in my guts.

      “I have some news for you all. I hope you don’t mind, but we are going on another field trip. With the Leviathan tournament coming up, Tomi wants us to look and perform at our best. I’m sure you’ll find our next bout of training to be equally uncomfortable and disturbing as our little jaunt in the woods.”

      The tension in the dank room increased.

      The dripping had slowed, most of the dregs having poured out into the pool below. The once-frothing pool had stilled somewhat, and after draining away a few feet, had leveled off.

      I saw lines of moisture creasing down the walls, noticed the glistening faces all around me.

      Even Kenneth, so recently arrived in his fancy suit, had dark circles forming around his armpits and neckline.

      Clapping his hands together, the big man finished his schedule-smashing news. “We will be preparing you all to receive your second rune, hopefully soon. Considering our accelerated pace of advancement, I expect only half of you to succeed. Such is the way of the Path of Ascension, though. In fact, almost all of you will fail to unlock your fourth rune and become a Hero.”

      Fear danced in my heart. I knew he wasn’t speaking directly to me. Feeling confident in my own abilities, my own uncertain path, however, seemed impossible.

      “Don’t waste your energy on worrying,” Hawke continued. “You’ll need all the strength you can muster if you’re going to pass the challenge set before you.”

      He held out a hand to Piper and helped her stand. “Thank you for your time, Piper. I’m sure the tutoring you’ve provided will increase everyone’s chances of success. But it is time to get moving. Head back to your rooms, everyone, and pack your bags for a long trip.”

      Then, as if he were delivering the final line in an action film, Kenneth declared, “And mentally prepare yourselves. For we’re all headed to the Temple of Bael.”

      The big man shot a wink at Alex, sitting quietly beside me.

      Hawke spun on his polished heel and walked out of the water room.

      Everyone found their feet. Excited chatter broke out even while I closed my eyes once again and observed the purple gyre of my core.

      “Shadow element?” Alex asked. “That sounds interesting.”

      I found his gaze and smiled despite my lingering anxiety. “I guess so. For some reason, I can’t remember anyone talking about it. What do you think it means?”

      “No idea,” Alex admitted. “But, if it is rare, maybe it’s a good thing.”

      My roommate stood up and offered me his hand. I took it, and retrieved my gym bag. Then I followed behind Alex as we all exited the room in a single file.

      Maybe it’s a good thing, I repeated to myself.

      Regardless of how I tried, I couldn’t trust such an empty hope. Few things in my life had turned out to be good despite how they looked on the surface.

      I wanted something certain. I wanted the strength of earth or the speed of wind. What good would a shadow Elemental Expression be?

      And to make matters worse, as we emerged, blinking in the sunlight and wet to the bone, I discovered that my core was fixed.

      The shadow had taken over my core, and regardless of how hard I tried, the fire in my core would not return.
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      It took me all of five minutes to pack my bags. Thankfully, I’d just had laundry returned that morning, so all I had to do was open my duffle and throw in what I needed.

      Besides regular clothes and two pairs of Wyvern Academy uniforms, I packed every gi I owned as well as an assortment of shorts and t-shirts.

      Alex was still finishing up when I approached him. “Hey man, this the same place they took you, right?”

      He nodded, his eyes thoughtful, and if I read them correctly, seemed peaceful.

      “Well, what’s it like, man? We headed for another beat down like Kenneth gave us?”

      Alex laughed. “Worse. Also, a lot better. I’m not gonna lie, J, the Temple of Bael is one of the  most amazing places I’ve ever been. But it did almost break me.”

      “Cool. That’s very mysterious, man. What was it like though? And where?”

      My roommate shrugged, and again, his eyes glazed over as he envisioned his past. “High in the mountains. Somewhere in China. Filled with pink-skinned Cambions. Oh, and the food is just exquisite, J.”

      I chuckled despite my nerves.

      Alex packed, and I watched him, listening as he described the majesty of our next training location.

      Thirty minutes later, and we were standing beside a column of our peers. Everyone had met at the portals. Bulging bags littered the grass, and more than a few conversations passed between us.

      Our group had shrunk. Not only had several students failed to pass Kenneth’s last test in the woods against the rune beasts, but apparently Tomi had encouraged anyone doubtful to drop out of Wyvern Academy.

      The offer might have been tempting to someone less dedicated, but for the rest of us, it was absurd.

      Everyone retrieved their bags and shut their mouths when Kenneth showed up. Rather than wearing a suit, as he often did, he instead wore a formal and elegant robe with a pattern of cranes in flight across the breast.

      I considered making a joke about his attire. There was something inherently funny about Kenneth wearing silk, after all.

      But his face was devoid of the usual grace and humor he carried with him so often.

      “I hope you all packed some warm clothes. Now, follow me, and when we arrive, no sarcasm, no stupid questions. Look before you step. Think before you speak. Or…” His voice trailed off as a faint smile touched his lips. “Or don’t. Our host will have no qualms about putting you in your place should you stray.”

      Then he turned to the final portal.

      I noticed the portal had a keypad for the first time.

      Kenneth pulled an access card from a pocket in his robes. He activated the keypad and punched in a long code.

      Then, waving us goodbye with his exaggerative eyebrows, Hawke stepped through the shimmering portal and disappeared.

      We followed one at a time, and soon it was my turn.

      I took a moment to adjust to the vertigo that always made portal travel a pain. A frigid gust of wind cleared my mind easily enough though.

      And when I looked up, my jaw practically hit the ground.

      A worn, stone pathway coursed away beneath my feet.

      The cold stung my cheeks, and the air was so thin I had to work for each breath. Cardio, up this high in the mountains, was going to be a curse.

      All around, ringing us in, were a range of frost-tipped mountains. Lush green covered most of them but the winter had made its presence known by brushing the peaks above with white caps.

      A clinging fog veiled the sky-high valley, concealing the elegant limbs of tall trees.

      Then my gaze landed on the mossy stone steps, some chipped or worn with age, that led up to the stone temple that would become our temporary home.

      “Scarf would’ve been a solid choice,” I murmured.

      Alex chuckled, and so did Piper who stood nearby. But Kenneth shot me a withering gaze, encouraging me silently to shut the fuck up.

      Got it, man. No jokes at all.

      After the last student had portaled in, Kenneth hoisted his pack higher up on his shoulders, and began the long climb up.

      I stepped carefully, quite aware of how slippery each stone was. By the time we’d climbed the few hundred feet up to the sober facade of Bael’s Temple, my breath was labored.

      We came to stand before a gate. Kenneth didn’t knock, didn’t send any signals that I could detect. He simply waited.

      The temple beyond had an austere, almost-sacred look.

      I was reminded of the few temples I’d visited while in Beijing. Yet nowhere to be seen was the gold paint or red lacquer so celebrated in most of China.

      The beauty here had been stripped bare, cut back and exposed to the ravages of sun, wind, and countless frantic storms.

      Green moss and lichen grew up the austere face of the temple, contrasting with the heavy gray of the stone. For the first time in years, I regretted not having a camera on my person. Yet, by the way Kenneth was acting like a well-behaved school boy, I was willing to bet no such pictures would be allowed to leave the premises.

      The gates before us groaned, and then I saw the form of someone opening it from the inside. They followed the sweeping arc of the gate and welcomed us with a bow.

      “My master is most pleased you have come to train with us. Please, follow me, and by no means stray from the path.”

      Kenneth thanked our host, and moved to follow.

      Everyone else seemed as shocked as I was, however. For the man, the person who’d opened the gate for us, had a pair of glistening, black horns on their head and the vibrant pink skin of a Cambion.

      Someone snickered, and Hawke spun and shot a death glare at the foolish student. That look alone promised a quick and devastating ass kicking, if not expulsion from this training.

      Nobody else offered any other commentary as we hiked up the steep incline to the temple proper.

      Once inside, I tried not to strain my neck as I observed the inner working of the temple. Monks could be seen performing basic tasks like drawing water or sweeping.

      All were Cambions.

      Our guide brought us to a wide courtyard paved in the same broad stones that made up our pathway here. He then bowed once more to Kenneth Hawke before excusing himself.

      Again, we were left gawking at our surroundings, packs tottering on our backs, none the wiser as to what we were doing in this place.

      “Welcome to the Temple of Bael,” a deep voice rang out.

      I turned and saw the dignified figure of another Cambion, this one tall and powerfully built. Though Kenneth Hawke was a big man, and strong, when the Cambion master approached him, I knew exactly who was the better fighter.

      “Lord Bael! It’s so nice to meet you again,” Hawke declared, bowing low and holding the deferential posture for several beats.

      Bael chuckled, sweeping a strand of his long, white hair away from his face. His skin had the bright and unmistakable skin of a Cambion, pale white topped by a vibrant pink.

      His age was a mystery. Deep eyes spoke of years of gained wisdom, yet the Cambion’s body was graceful, lithe, and powerful.

      A female Cambion emerged behind him and took up position by a low wall nearby. Like her master, she wore loose pants, a plain shirt, and a fur-lined coat.

      And she too had skin the color of cherry blossoms.

      Her sleek body and wide eyes spoke to the many tales of her kind. Some called the Cambions monsters. They had horns after all, and their human features were twisted slightly by their demonic ancestry.

      Just as apparent, I knew at once why some considered the Cambions beautiful. Ironically, some cults had taken to calling them angels.

      If I had a say, I’d agree with the latter claim.

      The girl was gorgeous.

      And she immediately gravitated toward Alex.

      I gave an inward chuckle and wished my roommate good luck with that one.

      “Welcome, all of you. Each one of you has a journey of your own. If you survive and learn even half of what we will attempt to teach you, you’ll leave this place that much more prepared for the Path of Ascension.”

      Bael strode among us, causing nervous looks to break out like ripples on a pond. “Mr. Hawke, do you mind if I take over from here?”

      “Of course, Lord Bael! Please, kick their asses however you see fit.”

      The Cambion laughed, his voice rich and filled with joy and compassion.

      I am willing to bet he has a lot in common with Hawke, I supposed. He’s a total sweetheart on the inside, yet when it comes to training, we’ll be half-broken and dying for some reprieve in no time.

      Yet what the master of the temple commanded us to do first surprised me.

      “Place your baggage in a pile near that fountain in the corner. When you return, take a seat around the courtyard. Form a circle. When you find your place, close your eyes and begin to meditate.”

      Bael crossed his forearms and waited patiently.

      The sun glinted off of his sleek, black horns. They ran from his forehead down over the back of his skull. Rather than make him appear less human, I felt the horns lent a greater degree of poise and elegance.

      I dropped my duffle and found a seat among the circle. My thoughts returned to the strange experience I’d just undergone in the water room. Is my core going to express as shadow element again? If so, I wondered, is Bael going to call me a freak?

      When everyone had found their place, and all were breathing quietly, focusing on their cores, Bael walked around and observed our cores.

      I, too, could see the colorful whirls of power, the active cores of my fellows. Water, ice, nature, fire, metal, and the like, all burned away in a perpetual cycle to my right and to my left.

      Bael stopped and commented on a few. He gave some praise for the kid who’d managed to express metal. He admired someone else whose core burned with a raging, yellow storm of wind and fire.

      Then he stopped before me. I felt his presence above me, felt the power that rippled off of his inert form.

      When I opened my eyes, the master was smiling at me.

      Here we go, I worried, yet the Cambion moved on, not mentioning the rare Elemental Expression of my core.

      After a time, Bael found a place in the center of the ring of students. “I am a Cambion. This much should be obvious to you all. Moreover, every disciple and monk that lives here is likewise a Cambion. You have no doubt learned much of what a Cambion is at your prestigious school.”

      A thread of iron had entered the master’s voice, and I could tell he was approaching a more sensitive subject.

      Despite his calm expression, the anger in his words were evident to any with ears to hear. “I will not tell you what a Cambion is, but I would like to spend a few minutes to tell you what they are not. Cambions are not inhuman. We are not demons, animals, simple-minded beasts, or freaks of nature. Tell me, have any of you seen or heard of the drug that increases the power of your Ki?”

      Kenneth himself replied. “Yes. Unfortunately, we had a student recently use the drug, and… well, it was a disastrous end to one practitioner’s path.”

      I opened an eye and glanced over to Alex.

      My roommate was glaring at Kenneth openly. Yeah, no surprise there. If anyone remembers what that asshole Donovan was up to, it’s Alex, I thought.

      I replayed the events in my mind. Donovan throbbing with unleashed power, his runic Ki all but destroying him. I’d been forced to use Canton Dog to bring the bastard down the first time.

      And then in the tournament, Tomi had straight up allowed Donovan to fight even though it was obvious he’d taken the drug.

      Bael’s tone sharpened yet again as he continued. “This drug is not manufactured. It isn’t grown in a garden and distilled or concentrated like so many other drugs are. This drug is known by many names, but they are all one and the same. This drug is nothing more than the blood of a Cambion. No matter what you remember from my little speech, know that we are not blood bags. If I catch any student using Cambion blood to enhance their Ki, I will personally expel them. Understood?”

      I shouted my reply along with those around me.

      “We all crave power, and for different reasons. Most of you wish to become strong enough to protect those you love. This is a noble desire. All here but one of you walks the Path of Ascension. If you wish to see the end of that daunting path, do not fall into the trap of easy power. Cambion blood is not the answer.”

      Bael transitioned to the rules of the temple, what was expected of us, and even a brief history of the temple.

      I tried to stow away as many facts as I could, but my mind kept flicking between two things. The first was what he’d said about the Path of Ascension. Aren’t we all on the Path of Ascension? Who among us is different?

      Then I knew the answer. He was talking about Alex.

      The other thought that troubled me, nipped at my curiosity and focus like a pestering bird, was the Cambion blood.

      If the drug was so powerful, why didn’t others take advantage of it? Surely, if so much potential could be unlocked, there must be a way to control it. Maybe Donovan simply took too much. Or he let it become addicting, let it control his thoughts and actions.

      I had no intention of approaching one of the monks here and asking for his or her blood. I’d never met anyone beside Donovan who’d even tried the drug.

      But could I resist if someone offered me such an advantage?

      I shook my head, forcing the thoughts from my mind.

      I was at the Temple of Bael, preparing for a path-shaping experience, ready to grow in power and skill. I didn’t need to be tempted by the one thing the master had warned us against.

      Still, who could be more biased than an actual Cambion?

      Finally, Bael switched subjects, and gestured to Alex. “As we take this first step, I’d like to begin with a demonstration. Alex, please come forward and prepare yourself for combat.”

      Alex stifled a look of surprise, then scrambled to his feet. After bowing to Bael, he adopted a fighting stance.

      “As some of you might know, this young man made a visit to my temple recently. He walks the Path of Enlightenment. It differs from your own in many ways. No rune will ever touch his skin for he has the ability to master his Ki without them.”

      Bael gestured to the rest of us. “Do not feel ashamed. Both paths lead to power, both lead heroes toward the goal of protecting mankind, humans and Cambions both.

      “Now, Alex, what do you say we show your fellows what the Path of Enlightenment looks like. That is, if you haven’t lost your spine…”

      A few students snorted at Bael’s comment.

      Alex, however, just smiled.

      I knew from the eager expression on his face, he was just as hungry as he ever was. “I am ready, Lord Bael.”

      Then Bael and Alex bowed low to one another. The students to my right and left sealed their stupid mouths. We all watched intently as the bout began.

      Alex looked to be focusing, his Ki signature burning brightly from within his core.

      Bael stood still, stroking a strand of his epic, white hair.

      Then, in a blur almost impossible to track, Bael moved.
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      It was strange being back at the temple again so soon after leaving it. Though surreal, I enjoyed the pure simplicity it offered me once more.

      Combat and Ki training, going to classes, trying to maintain a budding social life. Friends, lovers, rivals. None of it mattered at the temple, all there was, was a single desire to improve, by any means necessary.

      Getting back to it was enjoyable to say the least.

      “Come on, Belial. You can move faster than that,” Bael said, taunting me.

      Belial. Been a while since I’ve been called that.

      I ignored him and focused on my surroundings while keeping him in my vision at all times. All of the students sat around the courtyard while Bael and I sparred.

      Lord Bael was as fast as I remembered, faster than the Devil by far. I had to work to my limit just to keep up, let alone match him.

      He shuffled, his feet stepping over each other as he circled, testing me. If this was a real fight, he’d have killed me in the first second, such was the difference in our power.

      I haven’t tapped into my Ki yet, but I’m going to have to just to hope to scratch him. I closed my eyes and entered Sogai. When I first entered the temple, I’d been too reliant on Sogai’s power and it had limited me, rather than expanding my skill set like I had planned.

      Bael had beaten that reliance out of me and then some.

      Sogai had been a crutch that I leaned on, but that wasn’t what it was to me any longer. It was a weapon, one that I would need to use if I wanted to even hope to match Bael, let alone beat him.

      Darkness edged into my vision and then my sight ceased altogether as the muted sounds of the temple exploded in my ears and I picked up a hundred minute sounds that my normal senses missed.

      Sight, smell, and taste drained from me and I settled into my Bai Jong stance.

      I’d been working on my Northern Shaolin Kung Fu, but I still preferred my style of Jeet Kune Do over it when in direct combat.

      I took in Bael, his state of being at that moment. Heart rate is calm, a little faster than a human’s, but normal. Stance is perfectly even, weight is balanced. No flaws in his form at all. Lord Bael didn’t give me an inch, and I smiled. Should be fun regardless.

      Air shifted and flowed over Bael as he inclined his head. “Using your Sogai? I guess I understand the urge, but do you think it will be enough?”

      Before he even finished speaking, he moved. Bael pushed off with his left foot hard and came at me with a roundhouse kick. His kick was perfect, and it arced toward me with the precision of a surgeon.

      I stepped forward and pivoted, striking with my left leg to the side of Bael’s knee. He had already loaded his leg for the roundhouse, so most of his weight was on his back limb.

      Bael leaned back as my kick came toward him. He rocked back on the heel of his foot and my oblique kick just barely scraped his knee.

      I’d forced him to shift back and his kick barely missed my ribs. Wind ruffled at my undershirt as his leg passed by.

      Bael went to rechamber his leg and prepare for another attack, but I’d thought a few steps ahead and my oblique kick was just the setup for a combination attack.

      As my first kick landed, I threw my hips toward Bael and used the momentum of the first kick to fuel my second. I snapped my right leg toward him, angled for his groin in a butterfly kick.

      It sunk home with brutal efficiency. Bael’s breath expelled in a rush as his muscles seized up in pain.

      My foot hit the ground and the air around Bael’s right leg shifted. I was slightly off balance from my kick, and Bael capitalized on it with savage grace. He shook off the hit to his groin and stepped toward me, throwing his leg up and out in a push kick.

      I couldn’t dodge it, I wasn’t set up to slip the kick, so I had to shift my thinking.

      His attack was aimed at my solar plexus and I couldn’t allow him to land a solid strike. I was going to get hit, but I could minimize the damage.

      I turned my hip in to cover my groin and brought my knee to my chest as his kick connected. Bael struck the meat of my thigh.

      It hurt like hell, but it was superficial damage. I kept the weight on my back leg but didn’t lock up. I moved with the kick and leaned away from Bael. As he returned his leg, I counterattacked.

      My side kick followed his leg back, but Bael was prepared and I struck nothing but air.

      He shuffled back and settled into his original stance.

      “Not bad, Belial. You’ve grown by leaps and bounds since we last fought.” There was a smile in his voice as he spoke, and maybe, just the barest hint of pride. “I’ll start taking this fight seriously now.”

      Without even moving, his aura changed. The still air around him whipped up in a furious maelstrom from the power he radiated. The air pushed out around him and I could no longer find his form. It flowed from every limb and effectively blinded me to his movements.

      I could ‘see’ nothing.

      Agony exploded from my stomach as Bael struck with his fist. I doubled over as my lungs stopped working and I fought for a breath. Before I could even inhale, my head snapped to the side and a dull ache followed.

      Bael struck three more times. My liver, my spleen, and my groin. He tapped them softly, just enough to hurt like a bitch, but not enough to cause any real damage. It was his way of saying, I’m not trying to hurt you, but I could if I wanted to.

      More than hurting me, it really pissed me off. I was giving this fight everything I had, and Lord Bael was toying with me like a cat toys with a mouse.

      Well screw that. I’ll just have to push myself past my limits.

      I’d done it once before. When I fought Donovan, the moment before I used my Ki for the first time, I’d pushed Sogai past its limits and stretched my senses to the maximum I could. The pain had been enormous, but I had no other option if I wanted to beat Bael. I couldn’t do it without Sogai.

      I danced back, trying to put some distance between me and my invisible opponent. All I needed was a second. I knew where Bael was roughly because of the power coming off him. I couldn’t make out his exact form, but I didn’t need to see him to keep him at bay.

      Alright, focus!

      Sogai gave me a very unique view of the world, and while it expanded my senses for combat, it had its limits as Bael showed me time and time again. I pushed down my insecurities and focused solely on expanding my senses. Tuning my ears to pick up every minute sound caused them to ache and ring with a shrill tone that overwhelmed me.

      Warm blood trailed down my ears as my eardrums strained against the influx of vibrations. Wind lashed across my skin like a whip as the hairs on my arms stabbed needlepoints of pain into my flesh.

      My world became pain as sensory overload enveloped me.

      But still I pushed past the pain, past the building agony I subjected my body to and worked to find balance and peace within the pain.

      It was like swimming through boiling tar while ice water was shoved into both ears, but it wouldn’t stop me.

      I pushed past my physical limitations and forced the world to submit to my will. I was so focused on the outside world that I failed to notice the burning pain in the center of my chest.

      Lines of fire trailed through me, originating from my core.

      What is this?

      I had only the briefest moment to contemplate it before movement brought me back to the fight. I’d let myself get distracted and wasted my opportunity.

      Bael was too close to me, his shrouded presence returned, and I couldn’t stop him in time. He pummeled me with a flurry of light jabs to my vital points.

      I was too weak from trying to push Sogai to deflect any of them and I sank to my knees as he tapped my solar plexus and sucked the air from me.

      Sogai shattered as I fought and failed to maintain my composure. I blinked my eyes open as salty tears flowed down my cheeks to stain my lips.

      There was only pain as I fell to my hands and coughed up blood onto the stone courtyard.

      A torrent of whispers resounded all around me as my hearing returned to normal. Blood trickled down my neck, staining the collar and undershirt of my blazer crimson.

      I didn’t care. I had been close to something, something on the tip of my tongue yet a thousand miles away. I just didn’t know what it was.

      A hand went to my shoulder and I looked up into the cloudy sky and blinked my eyes as Bael’s shadow draped across the muted glare of the sun.

      “You have grown, Belial. But you are not yet ready to venture deeper along the path.”

      With that cryptic message, he patted my shoulder once more and walked off, leaving me alone to pick myself up.

      I dragged my aching body over to the wooden buckets in the far corner of the courtyard and searched until I found mine. I drank greedily and then used a little to rinse off the blood leaking from my ears.

      “You fought well.”

      I turned, massaging my ear, trying to get the ringing to stop. I found Lilin next to me, her cherry-blossom skin glistening with a light sheen of sweat. Her long white hair tied back in a ponytail like mine.

      “I’m sorry. I’m having trouble hearing,” I replied, too loudly.

      She smiled wide. Her hands went to my cheeks and her fingers wound around my ears. Lilin poured her Ki into me and a rush flowed through my veins like water.

      In a few seconds the influx of Ki found its way to my ear canals and a warmth spread through them as they were healed. As the pain dulled and faded, my hearing returned as a grunt of pain came from behind me.

      I tilted my head and found Wyatt on his ass while a group of students tried and failed to fend off Bael. They weren’t succeeding in the slightest.

      “Interesting bunch,” she said, looking over at them as they fought.

      “Yeah, they’re good people,” I said, wincing as my ears finished healing and my eardrums were repaired.

      Lilin nudged me with a finger and motioned with her head to follow her when I turned back around.

      The others were busy learning exactly what it meant to face down a Cambion.  A lesson both Lilin and I had already learned in spades.

      I wondered how, with all the new students, our training would go, but I was betting it would have to be scaled down a bit.

      The others were busy, and I wanted to take the time to greet Lilin properly. So I followed after her as she slunk out of the temple.

      As we got outside, the long stone stairway descended to the forest floor in front of us. I’d missed the view in my time away. Wyvern had its fair share of stunning views, but there was something incredibly peaceful about the temple grounds.

      The door shut behind us and Lilin stood next to me, just staring out over the forest.

      “I never get tired of this view,” she said, sitting down.

      I sat down next to her on the steps. “Yeah, it doesn’t change. It’s a little strange being back. Feels like five minutes and a lifetime at the same time.”

      “Well, a lot’s happened to you since you left.” Lilin shifted, coming closer to me. “Alex, the mighty demon slayer of Wyvern,” she said, chuckling.

      I shoved her playfully. “Don’t even start, Lilah. We got our asses handed to us by that monster. It’s a miracle we even survived, let alone killed it.”

      She tilted her head and gave me a slightly dopey grin. “Lilah. Haven’t been called that in a while.” She paused, staring down at her hands for half a minute. “I’ve missed hearing it. I’ve missed you.”
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      Lilin scooted even closer to me, her arm brushing my own as she laid her head on my shoulder. Admittedly, it was nice.

      Despite having Piper and Reagan in my life now, despite having more than enough to handle with the two of them, I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to Lilin. But more than her looks, I just liked her. I liked spending time with her.

      We had grown incredibly close during my four months here, and it seemed we were going to  pick up right where we left off.

      I smiled at her. “I missed you too, but you’d best not let Piper catch you using my shoulder as a pillow.”

      She laughed and nuzzled against me. “Yeah, I couldn’t fail to miss her death glare. Probably not the best way to introduce myself, was it?” Lilin leaned up and poked me in the cheek with her finger. “If only someone hadn’t told her we’d kissed, this could have been avoided.”

      “Uh-uh, you kissed me, don’t even try and shift the blame for that one.” I held my hand to my chest and raised my voice in an overly dramatic fashion. “Oh, it was terrible, her villainously soft lips nearly seduced me. I was lucky to escape with my life, let alone my chastity.”

      As I finished speaking, we both stared at each other for half a second before we burst out laughing.

      It was a good laugh, and we both doubled over from it. I hadn’t laughed so hard in a long time and it was definitely a laugh that I very much needed.

      When we finished laughing, she leaned over onto me, draping her arm over my shoulder while her breasts pressed against my arm. Her hot breath tickled my ear as she brought her mouth to my ear.

      “Villainously soft, eh?” Her breath was hot and sweet, a natural hint of mint brushing past my nose as her voice sent shivers up my spine. “Might have to risk Piper’s wrath and steal another kiss one of these days.”

      Her voice was sultry and seductive. Lilin knew exactly how to get under my skin, but it was partially my fault. I never pushed her away. I never blatantly told her to quit. In truth, I liked having her near me.

      But I refused to cheat on Piper. That had been the only reason I hadn’t given in to Lilin’s advances. But now, I had two girlfriends and the idea of fighting off Lilin’s flirtations seemed a harder task than it used to be.

      I liked Lilin, romantically, but more than that, I liked her as a friend.

      “You can try,” I said with a wry grin. “But Piper is feisty as hell and a lot more dangerous than her shy nature would lead you to believe. You might bite off more than you can chew with her.”

      Lilin laughed a little too loudly. “Like to take a bite of one part of her at least. I mean holy hell, have you seen the size of her tits? I wouldn’t know what to do with a pair like them.”

      It was such an unexpected thing for her to say that I couldn’t help it, I fell into another fit of laughter and Lilin swiftly joined in.

      Tears streamed down my face from laughing so hard, and it was wondrous.

      Sitting there next to her while we laughed and stared at the seas of green that unfolded before us, was something that neared a perfect moment. For a brief time, I could forget about the demon attack, my own weaknesses, and just be Alex.

      I hadn’t just been Alex in a long time.

      For all that I’d gained since coming to Wyvern, and the temple too, in some small regard, I’d also lost something important. I’d lost a little bit of who I was.

      It was a part of me that I used to loathe. The happy-go-lucky naïve part of me that held me back for too many years. It had been chiseled away piece by piece, and I didn’t regret the change in me, I welcomed it. I’d gained far more in trade.

      But sitting there with Lilin, a little piece of that returned to me.

      It was the same piece that returned to me every time J and I hung out, or when I went on a date with Piper. Those little moments where trying to become a hero didn’t factor in and I could just be myself. But those times were few and far between these days.

      Being a hero has taken precedence over being a human being. I guess I have been focusing on getting stronger and faster, but I haven’t really taken the time to just be normal for a while.

      I got up and held out my hand. “C’mon.”

      Lilin looked at it and back to me, a hint of a grin forming on her face. She took my hand and I pulled her to her feet.

      “Alright, I’ll bite. Where are we going?”

      I turned to the massive wooden door and opened it, motioning for her to go ahead of me.

      “Let’s go grab some food and relax. We don’t get days like this often, so let’s enjoy them.”

      Her grin widened. “Wanna see if I can beat J in arm wrestling?”

      “Of course,” I replied with a devious smile. “My money’s on you.”
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      The time we all spent at the temple was productive in a number of ways. As was proven when I first arrived there, cutting out everything but combat training, conditioning exercises, and Ki studies meant that those areas improved dramatically.

      Though most of the others weren’t put through quite the grueling experience I had, it was still anything but easy. We woke up, trained, ate breakfast, trained again and then were allowed a bit of a respite since most of the students couldn’t keep to the pace Lord Bael had previously set.

      So he took it easier on the Wyvern students.

      The other Cambions I had trained with, Michael and Francesca, were gone when we arrived, which left Lilin as the only remaining student of the class I joined. Why she stayed was a mystery, and she always clammed up when I asked about it. When it became clear that she didn’t want to talk about it, I let the subject drop.

      She was more than entitled to her secrets and I had no right to pry them from her.

      But since the others couldn’t keep to the pace, a few hours were allotted for free time. Most of the other kids used this time to rest, or just relax, but I couldn’t.

      I kept to the routine I’d developed and pushed myself as hard as I could every single day.

      At first it was working on Ki, on perfecting my Elemental Expression.

      Mine was ice, whether by nature or because of my time spent at the temple, adapting to the cold, I wasn’t sure. But despite Piper’s lessons, there wasn’t much she could teach me. I’d learned what my expression was from Lord Bael before I left the temple, I just didn’t know how to master it.

      If I’d been able to control it during the fight with the demon, I think I could have won single-handedly.

      J and the others seemed to be inspired by my commitment and joined me in training. Lilin and I led our little group for the hours when Bael wasn’t teaching us. Though, our Ki training took precedence. I focused first and foremost on improving my body. J and Piper faltered a bit when we first started, but after a few days they acclimated and were keeping pace like champs.

      The fact that both of them put so much of themselves into the work made my heart swell with pride.

      So, we pushed our bodies to the limit physically and then mentally as well.

      Ever since my fight with Lord Bael, my body behaved differently; there was a spry lightness to my muscles that hadn’t been there, and my body seemed easier to move in. I was able to match Lilin pace for pace, which surprised the hell out of her.

      When I finished my kung fu routine, I shook out my muscles and walked over to the far corner of the courtyard to practice my JKD. The idea of trying to combine both Northern Shaolin Kung Fu and JKD kept rattling around in the back of my mind ever since J had figured out how to merge his Wolf form and Fitz’s Leopard forms into one cohesive style.

      I wanted that for myself but was unsure of how to go about achieving it. I rubbed my knuckles and began throwing jabs at the makeshift heavy bag.

      Jeet Kune Do is already a mashup of a ton of different styles, so it wouldn’t be too hard to try and find what moves and stances work from the northern style of kung fu and implement them, but it’s not what I should be focusing on right now. My hand to hand combat is good enough.

      After I’d warmed up my jabs, I started working on combinations, throwing in some fast footwork and slips to give my legs and core some work.

      I’m on the cusp of something. I can feel it.

      I’d asked Lord Bael about it and he’d just responded with some vague nonsense about finding out myself and gave me a knowing smile. He knew what I was going through, but he wouldn’t just come out and tell me.

      My guess is I’m close to the second path of enlightenment, but every time I try and emulate what I felt fighting Bael, nothing happens. I just don’t understand what I’m doing wrong.

      I switched to kicks and tried to pound the dummy to dust but beating the sand out of the dummy wasn’t getting me answers.

      After I was warmed up, I brought my Ki to bear and began focusing my energy into the swirling flurry of ice that formed along my fingers and toes. I fired off a kick that sent shards of ice into the dummy, splitting open the heavy burlap and letting chilled grains of sand flow out.

      Using my Ki to form to my element was exhausting and I didn’t want to burn myself out. It was cathartic though, and after an hour of wearing myself to the bone on it, I stopped and wiped my sweaty forehead.

      I’ll get there, I just have to be patient. Forcing things wasn’t the right move, something instinctual warned me.

      The Path of Ascension was about force, using runes to forcefully unlock the body’s Ki channels. The Path of Enlightenment went about it a different way.

      I had to be patient, and let enlightenment come to me. That was my path I had to follow.

      “Yeah, well patience kinda pisses me off,” I muttered with an exasperated sigh as I walked over and drank my fill of water. As soon as the words left my mouth, I chuckled. “There’s my problem. I’ve grown impatient.”

      It was a bit of a minor epiphany, and the sudden thought struck a chord in me.

      Since I joined Wyvern, I’d been improving at a staggering pace, but it was my personal equivalent of ‘newbie gains’. I’d progressed so quickly because I was doing things I’d never done before, but now my progress was stalling because I had to keep working to maintain what I’d gained, let alone improve.

      There it is again. I need to get stronger. But I have to go about it smarter. Instead of just using brute force like I have been.

      Brute force wasn’t where I excelled at. It never had been. I was stronger than I had been, but I would never be able to match J in strength alone. My Sogai wasn’t meant to be used to pummel my opponents to dust, it was crafty and elusive. It was meant to give me the upper hand when I found the odds stacked against me.

      It gave me an edge, and I’d been using it as a hammer, rather than the scalpel it was meant to be.

      “Hey, Alex!” a voice shouted and broke me out of my revelation.

      I looked up to see J breaking away from Ava, Wyatt, and Mason. All three of them were drenched in sweat.

      “Come join us!” He smiled wide, his pearl-white teeth only made whiter by his tanned skin.

      Piper and Reagan leaned back and smiled at me from the group, waving me over to them.

      They were all in the middle of their own training session, but it was more of a workshop where they helped each other fix the deficiencies in their form. I’d been helping both Reagan and Piper add more combat moves to their styles since it was clear Capoeira and Jiujitsu alone wouldn’t cut it in the fight against demons.

      Hell, even JKD almost wasn’t enough.

      I shook my head and smiled at them but turned away and walked out of the courtyard. I was onto something and I couldn’t be distracted while I was so close to a breakthrough.

      Sorry, guys. I’ll make it up to you tonight at dinner. I promise.

      In truth, I owed all of them more than I was giving them. We tried to make time for normal hang out stuff, but we were all so exhausted by the end of the day that we just fell asleep.

      Piper and Reagan took turns sleeping in bed next to me, but all we had done was sleep. We simply didn’t have the energy for anything even coming close to spicy.

      I walked down the thousand stone steps to the jungle floor. It was cold enough that I buttoned my blazer as frost cracked under my steps.

      The trees were too thick for snow to reach the ground, but it was below freezing, and my breath came in great puffs of fog as I exhaled. The shadows stole what remained of the heat and I was soon plunged into darkness and cold.

      But it was my element, and I was at home with the cold.

      My plan was insane, bordering on suicidal, but I knew that I had to push my boundaries, but not in the way I’d previously assumed.

      It took me about twenty minutes to reach the waterfall. The roar as it crashed and broke upon the ground was deafening as I stepped through the brush and marveled at it.

      The water rushed too fast, so it didn’t freeze solid even though it was cold enough to. The slight spray of frigid water against my cheek as I approached told me that much.

      I shivered just from the few droplets that hit my cheek.

      Just because the cold was my element, didn’t mean my body had to like it.

      “Oh this is a stupid fucking plan.” I mentally berated myself for considering it even as I took off my clothes.

      My nude body stood next to the waterfall and I was reminded of the time Lilin and I had come here. In truth, we had come to the waterfall plenty of times, but the night she kissed me had undoubtably been the most memorable.

      It was also the night she taught me Ki shielding, which was the only reason I was still alive right now.

      Before my nerve could flee me, I waded in.

      Cold wasn’t even close to describing the bone-chilling icy touch that crawled over and up my skin. Even with my Ki-enhanced body, I would develop hypothermia if I stayed out here too long.

      Too late to get cold feet, they’re already cold. So, let’s do this.

      I made my way to a rock that was close to where the water landed; hundreds of droplets splashed in all directions and peppered me with tiny droplets of ice water.

      Slipping into Sogai while I was hounded by the rushing water wasn’t easy, and I’d gotten to where I could enter Sogai at will now, but this time it took me a few minutes to do because each time a spray of water landed on me, I locked up and it shot my concentration to hell.

      But after nearly ten minutes, I did it.

      I entered Sogai.

      A world of agony enveloped me. There was nothing but misery and pain. All that existed in the world around me was pain.

      The winter air stabbed every inch of my skin with burning cold pinpricks of pain while the roar of the waterfall pounded my psyche to nothingness.

      Before, I thought I knew pain; when I first came to this forest and had to hunt by Sogai and the cold had robbed me of everything, I thought that was pain.

      But it was nothing compared to the pain that took everything from me in that moment.

      There was nothing else.

      I was nothing.

      The world was nothing.

      There was only pain.

      It was so overwhelming that I blacked out.

      When I came to, I was lying in the bitterly freezing water, my head half submerged. My nose was just barely clear of the water, which was the only reason I was alive.

      My body was so cold it was numb. I could barely think. Let alone move. It took everything in me to crawl out of the water and to the shore.

      I just managed to stumble into my clothes before the world went hazy. Flashes of the forest around me were all I could remember before I stood at the steps to the temple. My vision swam again and then I was at the top. My pale hands were even whiter, like the color of a corpse.

      Then I was inside.

      There were dozens of people around the courtyard. They’d brought in portable firepits and everyone sat around them, their faces smiling, having a good time. They spoke, but it all flowed together and turned into muted noise.

      I found J, he was with the others and they all looked over as I pulled the door open. Their faces lit up at seeing me. I tried to walk over to them, but my strength failed me, and I lost my grip on the door and crashed to the ground.

      The stone met my cheek and then there was nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I was out for, but when I awoke, there was only pain.

      My whole body ached and burned but was also cold at the same time. I didn’t know where I was, but wherever it was was next to a fire, and for that, I was thankful.

      I tried to sit up, but my arms and legs trembled, and I collapsed to the ground with a groan.

      “Alex!” Piper shouted.

      Warm hands touched my shoulder and I tried once more to move and couldn’t.

      “Could you turn me over? It seems my body hates me right now.”

      “Here. Let me,” J said, and he picked me up like I weighed next to nothing and then set me back down.

      I leaned back but my head rested on something soft. I opened my eyes and found myself in Piper’s lap. J, Reagan, and Lilin all sat next to her crowding around me, unbridled panic and concern in their eyes.

      “How long was I out for?” I asked with a cough.

      “About eight hours,” Piper said. “Lord Bael told us you had the early stages of frostbite and to leave you by the fire until you woke up. We kept washcloths soaked in warm water on you for the first hour and then let you rest.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      “I was doing something stupid and dangerous.” I patted the ground until I found her hand and I squeezed.

      It hurt and set off a round of pins and needles in my fingers, but I still squeezed her hand for everything I had.

      “I’m sorry I worried you guys.”

      J scoffed. “I wasn’t worried. Knew you were tougher than a mild bout of hyperthermia.”

      “Well, I was worried sick,” Reagan said. “Why didn’t you ask one of us to come with you if you knew you were going to do something that might have gotten you killed?”

      I shrugged. “It was something I had to do myself.”

      Though it hurt like hell to move, I had to sit up. I got into a crouch and then sunk to my knees. Standing wasn’t an option right now.

      “You shouldn’t try to move,” Piper said.

      “Probably, but in the vein of me not making smart decisions tonight, I don’t really want to sit on this floor. It’s cold and I’m kind of hungry if I’m being honest. I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

      “Oh, here!” Lilin moved over to the fire and grabbed a small pot of stew with a ladle in it. She cupped some of the contents into a small bowl and handed it to me. “It’s just a little broth, but it should warm you up nicely.”

      “Thank you, Lilin,” I said before drinking the broth.

      It was hot, salty, and delicious and I drained it before I realized what I was doing. As soon as the bowl was empty Lilin took it back and refilled it. I drank another bowl before my stomach started to get sloshy and I held my hand up.

      “That was amazing, thank you.” I wanted to say something else, but my eyelids were heavy, and I had to fight to keep them open. I sat back onto the rug by the fire and tried to speak. “I’m sleepy. Think I’ll stay here.”

      Before anyone could respond, I was falling asleep and falling to the floor.

      “Alex!” someone shouted, but I was already asleep.

      The second time I woke up was much better than the first. I still ached like someone had used my body as a punching bag and then thrown me down a hill after I had the stuffing beaten out of me, but it was a familiar pain. I knew this pain, and I could at least move through it.

      I sat up or tried to.

      Warm hands were around me. I looked over to find both Rea and Piper holding onto me in bed. It was a very pleasant sensation, marred only by the fact that the bed was built to sleep one and it was sleeping three. Meaning it was cramped as hell and I couldn’t move.

      I don’t think there is a way for me to get out of this without waking them up but fuck it I have to try.

      It took time and more effort than I was expecting, but after ten minutes, I managed to worm my way out of bed without waking either of them up.

      When I was free, I grabbed some of the handmade clothes I’d originally worn the first time I was here, black harem pants, a white cotton shirt and a long black coat. It would keep out the worst of the cold.

      Alright. Time for round two, but this time I need to be a little more prepared.

      It was beyond stupid of me to attempt to go to the waterfall again only minutes after I woke up from being slightly comatose, but I had to keep trying until I achieved my goal.

      I was so close I could taste it and I wouldn’t stop until I won.

      Either I got stronger or I died fighting a more powerful demon.

      The world was getting far more dangerous and I had to get just as dangerous if I hoped to survive.

      It was win or die. And I was going to win.

      I left the sleeping area and made my way to the courtyard. There was a large storage shed behind the temple that housed many things, some of which I most definitely needed right now.

      Lord Bael didn’t mind us students using the items in the shed for our own uses as long as we took care of them and weren’t using them when we had a test or trial to undergo.

      I was doing this on my own, so I figured he wouldn’t mind. He was the one who told me to figure it out on my own. So that’s what I was going to do.

      There were three things I needed. Well technically four, but three of them were in the shed. I grabbed a large bedroll. It wasn’t the highest quality, but it was well made and would keep me warm down by the stream. I grabbed a shovel, an axe, and lighter from the camping supplies so I could make fire. All three things went towards one purpose, so I counted them as one item. And the last item was a portable tea kettle with a stand so I could have something hot to drink to warm my body up.

      What I was doing was reckless, but I didn’t have a death wish. I just was prepared to pay with my life to achieve my goals; there was a difference.

      I gathered up the supplies into a box and then went and grabbed a small vial of oolong tea and I was prepared. I would stay there until I mastered Sogai. There was no compromise.

      Once the items were secure I made my way to the stone steps that led to the forest.

      “Where you off to in such a hurry?” J asked, catching me before I made it halfway across the courtyard.

      “To train,” I replied tersely.

      I wasn’t mad at J, but I knew he would try and stop me, and I couldn’t have that.

      “Okay, I’ll come with,” he said.

      “Wait.” I stopped with the box in my hand and turned to him. ”You’re not going to stop me?”

      He shook his head and cracked a wide smile that made him glow. “Of course not. I know that look in your eye. It’s the same one I have when I have my eye set on something and I won’t let anyone stand in my way. You’re going to do what you’re going to do and to hell with the consequences, but no way am I letting my best friend go off without someone watching his back.

      “Besides, Piper would kill me if something happened to you and I could’ve prevented it. Hell, I’d help if that came to pass.”

      I snorted, another epiphany hitting me. I wasn’t alone anymore. And I’d forgotten that. I’d been so focused on myself that I’d forgotten I had friends who cared about me. My run-in with Sifu Yamada had shaken my confidence in myself. But I wasn’t the same Alex anymore.

      “Yeah, I’d like that.” I smiled at J. “I couldn’t do this without you, bud.”

      We both made our way down to the river and J whistled when he caught sight of the massive waterfall. To be fair, I hadn’t shown him this place yet and it was a sight to behold.

      “So, what are you trying to do here?” he asked as I set the box down.

      “I’m trying to take Sogai to the next level. There’s something there. I felt it when I fought Bael last week. And I’m trying to find it again. I’m close, J.”

      He shrugged and started helping me get the little camp set up. “I understand. And I’ll leave you to it. Think I’ll work on focusing my Ki while you do your thing. Gotta figure out this Shadow Expression nonsense.”

      We dug a fire pit, filled it with sticks, and got a roaring fire going. J made a large pot of oolong and let it steep while I stripped and went to face the unending water once more.

      I stepped back onto the stone and entered Sogai.

      As with the first time, it was overwhelming. Far too much sensory data for my body to handle, and even though this time I was prepared for it, it didn’t matter. It destroyed my psyche and I slipped into darkness once more.

      J was crouched over me when I came to. As soon as I opened my eyes he shoved a cup of oolong tea in my face and demanded that I drink it.

      I did and I wasn’t nearly as worn down as the day before.

      “Least this time didn’t suck as bad,” I said.

      “Yeah. Soon as you collapsed, I pulled you from the river. Dried you off and let you rest by the fire.”

      “How long was I out for?”

      “About half an hour,” he replied.

      I nodded and stood. I walked back to the river.

      “Are you insane?”

      “Probably.”

      The third time around wasn’t the charm, nor the fourth, fifth, or even fifteenth attempt. I continued until early morning, until I couldn’t move any more and J had to carry me back to the temple.

      When I woke up, I ate nothing, preferring to fast and starve my Ki. Maybe it would help, maybe it wouldn’t.

      I knew what I was doing wasn’t healthy. I was driven by a single-minded focus and I shoved everything out of my life to focus on that one task. I didn’t so much as speak to Piper, Reagan, or Lilin. I hardly spoke to J only to tell him to follow me.

      But I couldn’t help but notice the concern on my friends’ faces. Guilt welled up in my stomach, but I quickly quashed it. I didn’t have time to feel guilty.

      Days passed in a few blinks of an eye. I didn’t eat, only slept when I passed out and continued my pursuit of Enlightenment.

      It wasn’t easy, in fact it was the hardest thing I had ever done, but with each attempt, I drew closer. Maybe by only a fraction of an inch, but I drew closer each time.

      My eyes and ears bled with each attempt and I used my Ki to heal the damage but after days and over a hundred attempts, I had exhausted my reservoir of Ki and had no more to heal myself.

      I had one more attempt before I would give in to my body and rest. But I was close, I knew it, and this would be the attempt I succeeded.

      One last time, I stepped into the river and faced the roar of the waterfall.

      As I entered Sogai, I braced myself for the ever-familiar pain that battered me relentlessly.

      It didn’t change, it was the same and no matter how many times I dealt with it, it was too overwhelming. It was too much to resist, so this time I didn’t even try and fight it. I let it roll over me in a destructive wave and tear my nerves asunder as I fought to stay conscious.

      Brute force wasn’t working, so I didn’t even try to pit my will against the waterfall. I lost every time.

      Instead I let it swallow me whole and just focused on staying conscious. Before my psyche snapped like a twig before I could get this far and it sent me into unconsciousness, this time I flowed with the pain and just tried to ride it out. Tried to withstand the storm rather than subjugating it.

      It wasn’t easy, and there were several times when I almost gave in and let the pressure take me, but I held strong and fought for a single inch.

      After what felt like years of being battered, I reached out with my senses to try and push past the blinding white noise that obscured everything from me.

      The same pressure that emanated from Lord Bael when I fought him. I couldn’t see through it, but I had to if I was ever going to improve.

      Inch by inch I fought while I pushed Sogai past its limits.

      And by the gods did it hurt. It hurt worse than anything I'd ever experienced before. Like my entire body was being branded with a red-hot iron.

      Minutes turned into hours, but with each passing second, I found clarity.

      It wasn’t like someone lifted a blindfold and suddenly I could see. It was more like I’d punched holes in a wet paper towel and slowly it came apart.

      There was a pressure in my head, and then it cleared, and the pain went away.

      Well, it was still there, but I’d come to understand it and manage it. I could focus around it.

      Even with Sogai, the roar of the waterfall had no power over me anymore and I could focus on each individual droplet as the water crashed and broke around me. Each droplet that fell like drops of rain. I could count them.

      My senses were perfectly in tune with my body and I moved with the wind.

      I ducked and swayed, dodging each and every single drop of water that landed near me. There were hundreds but I just knew where they were going to land and how to position my body to miss them by a fraction of an inch.

      I had achieved something, it wasn’t the second path of Enlightenment like I had thought, but it was the second stage of Sogai.

      With this new ability, I managed to keep it up for about four seconds. There were simply too many drops of water to dodge them all forever, but considering I was surrounded by water, four seconds might have well been a century.

      I had done it.

      With a groan of pain, I let Sogai fade, marched over to the campsite where J sat, and promptly passed out.
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      The second week at the Temple of Bael proved just as frustrating, painful, and humbling as the first.

      Knowing something was coming and surviving it were two entirely different things, however.

      I was just glad Alex had come back to his senses after he’d broken through his own personal plateau.

      He’d both worried and impressed me. I smiled as I got up and got ready for the day.

      Bael’s approach differed from Hawke’s though. We weren’t starved and slowly broken with unending exercise. Rather, the focus of the first phase of our training revolved almost exclusively on the expression and manipulation of our Ki.

      Much of this work was done silently, eyes closed and heart open to the world.

      Each day began in the same courtyard where Bael had sparred with Alex. We stumbled out of the storage room the temple had given over to our group, suffered the frigid cold of the thin mountain air. Then we warmed up our Ki, increased its flow and the balance and precision of our bodies.

      A handful of Cambion monks would meet us in the courtyard. Without instruction, they would begin practicing a form of qigong I’d never seen before.

      Sweeping, flowing from form to form, the qigong had our bodies sweating and our cores burning bright in less than an hour.

      Then Bael himself would show up and teach us a single discipline to master. “Food,” he’d remind us, “is a luxury you can claim when you’ve mastered this one task.”

      After he gave a few demonstrations, he left us under the tutelage of his monk underlings.

      Though I managed to achieve each of the milestones Bael set for us, I still felt inadequate. No matter how hard I tried, I’d never join Alex on the Path of Enlightenment.

      Bael had insisted the two paths were distinct and equal in many ways. I knew that was a lie, at least partially.

      Alex wasn’t walking the same path as me. He’d learned how to perfect Hakai at the temple, and though he’d taught the power to me, his sense of control dwarfed my own.

      We began by manipulating the flow of our Ki.

      The first task we were given baffled most of us for the better part of an entire day. “Envision the flow of your Ki as a circular river,” Bael had said. “Then I want you to slow it down. Just a little. Imagine placing a deep oar in the stream. Drag the oar against the flow of your Ki. Do so gently.”

      Bael’s warning had been necessary.

      Though I avoided the mess, one student slowed their flow too much. He passed out and struck his head against the hard stone of the temple.

      The rest of us still felt the change. When my Ki slowed, it felt as if my heart had stuttered. My vision faded slightly, and my skin grew cold to the touch.

      Afterward, we reversed the effect. Being cautioned once more, our group stoked the current of our Ki. I couldn’t help but remember the time I’d instinctively tried the technique on my own.

      That first attempt hadn’t been careful. I’d stirred my Ki too vigorously.

      “If you urge the flow into a raging rapid, you will find your body insufficient to contain your core,” Bael had explained. “In such cases, it isn’t uncommon for practitioners to burn out their core, die of a heart attack or stroke, or permanently lose one or more of their senses.”

      Once the initial, basic disciplines had been mastered, we were asked to demonstrate our own martial forms.

      I knew Alex had learned an entirely new form of kung fu when he’d come here. But our group had less time by far. So, rather than teach us from scratch, Bael adapted his lessons to fit each individual style of fighting.

      The constant grind of training at last began to appeal to me when the focus shifted to externalizing Ki.

      When a demonstration was given by a Cambion monk who stood no taller than Ava, all of us were impressed. The tiny woman approached a training dummy that stood in the center of the courtyard.

      Bael introduced the monk as Sorda. “Please, if you’ll be so kind as to demonstrate your most basic Ki attack. Whenever you are ready, Sorda.”

      The woman bowed to her master and prepared herself with a round of deep breathing.

      Then, with a few practiced movements no different than the qigong we’d been practicing, she summoned a dome of Ki around her right fist. It was green, so I knew she was using a nature Elemental Expression.

      Her fist shot out toward the dummy’s abdomen. The green Ki expanded, and ruptured upon impact.

      Her attack didn’t come close to connecting.

      What it did do was envelop her target in nature Ki, collapsing a half second later. A boom erupted and the dummy shattered completely.

      I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      The attack reminded me of Hakai, the massive explosion of Ki Alex had taught me. I’d thankfully been able to grasp how to perform Hakai at the perfect moment. The Devil we’d slain hadn’t been strong enough to deny our combined efforts.

      The female Cambion’s technique was like a knife compared to the lance of Alex’s technique, a pistol compared to a shotgun.

      Sorda bowed and was dismissed.

      “Using your Ki to power your attacks is fundamental to surviving a fight with a demon,” Bael said, holding the group’s attention masterfully. “Just like the Elemental Expression you choose, this attack will look differently between each person.”

      Glancing at Alex, Bael added, “Some can perform ungainly attacks so powerful they are as likely to kill you as they are your enemy. Though raw power is never to be dismissed, control and finesse are more reliable on a battlefield.”

      Bael threw us a terrifying grin before beckoning us to follow.

      The old Cambion sprinted up a different pathway, his limbs spry and ageless. I fell in line with the others. Our host moved so quickly, I had to use my Ki rune to boost my leaps from rock to rock.

      A quick look around told me I wasn’t the only one struggling.

      And after half an hour, we’d traversed the near cliff behind the temple. I watched as Bael took a final series of leaps and disappeared into a cave.

      Once inside, the nature of our excursion became evident.

      A single chamber awaited us, large enough for ten times our number. Standing in the center of the room, looking faceless yet fierce, were a line of combat dummies.

      These were unlike the simple wood and burlap constructs I’d seen throughout the Temple of Bael.

      These each had a crystal embedded in the center of their chests. Two arms stretched out to either side, tipped with the telltale claws of a demon.

      It wasn’t the fact that the wood shone like onyx in the flickering light of torches. And it wasn’t the runes etched into the dummies’ arms, legs, and torsos. What freaked me out was the red glow of Ki emanating from the crystals.

      “Welcome to your next training session, young heroes. Today, you will learn two techniques. For the next few weeks, you will work to master these techniques so they will become second nature to you. When I feel the group as a whole is ready, each of you will run this course in teams of two. All of those who succeed will return to Wyvern Academy after receiving their second rune.”

      Despite our enforced discipline, everyone murmured at the prospect of gaining yet another rune of power. Bael smiled, more patient than usual.

      Then he held up a single finger.

      The students hushed around me, and I swallowed hard. What we were about to learn was exactly what I needed.

      Bael pursed his lips, preparing to speak, and I leaned in, eager for any scrap of knowledge. “Nothing is more impressive than the bursts of Ki those on the Paths of Ascension and Enlightenment are capable of. Nothing except perhaps the weapons you will forge with your Ki after receiving your fourth rune. But attacks can only defeat your foes. In order to survive, you must also learn defense.”

      I stared intently as Lord Bael showed us how to form a simple shield.

      Placing his fingertips together, the Cambion summoned his Ki. It appeared as a bright and nearly flawless white that caused me to squint my eyes.

      Watching closely, I noticed the moment he opened his fingers, forming a half sphere between his hands at least three feet across. Bael held the shield in place and approached one of the dummy constructs.

      Crackling faintly, the shield seemed innocuous. Transparent and stable, the shield appeared fragile.

      When Bael stepped within range of the dummy, however, the construct came to life. A pulse of demonic Ki flashed in the crystal, and the machine spun. The attack came in a blur of speed and power.

      Bael merely stood still, allowed the construct to strike his shield.

      Light splashed against the stone walls and ceiling, causing more than a few of the students to cover their eyes.

      I watched intently, though, unwilling to miss the lesson.

      And when the light subsided, Bael remained, a shield still glowing between his hands. “So, you can see how effective a Ki shield can be. It will take time and practice to achieve such precision. Before dinner will be provided, I expect each of you to summon a shield of your own.”

      We tried to replicate the technique afterward, and each student was partnered with a Cambion monk. Bael himself sat in the corner on a stool brought by a servant. He sipped a fragrant tea I couldn’t identify, and looked quietly content.

      I closed my eyes, listening to the soft voice of the male Cambion who’d been assigned to me. I felt the tip of his fingers form a blade that he pressed into several meridian points. He started at my sternum, working up into the throat. Then he moved outward, activating the points in the chest, shoulder, and upper arm.

      At first, I thought the application was meant merely to help us recall the exact locations of the points. Before he’d finished, though, my skin tingled faintly with released Ki.

      “Breathe deep. Picture the shield you wish to manifest. Imagine its contour, the limits of its surface… Good. Now place your hands together and pull a small amount of Ki into your arms, palms, and then fingers.”

      I did as I was told, forcing my mind to be still. The doubt and anxiety that stirred deep within me wouldn’t budge. With effort, I did manage to subdue it.

      A hot and cold surge of Ki left my core and filled my arms till they almost ached with the power of it all. I imagined each wrist as a tiny gate. Mentally opening that gate released the trapped Ki, and soon my palms were crackling with energy.

      Then, when my Cambion helper gave me a heads up, I opened my hands.

      I could see the shield in my mind. It was rounded and perfectly smooth.

      “Well done, young hero,” the Cambion said. “Your shield is potent indeed.”

      I blinked, opening my eyes only to see the faltering structure of my shield collapse before me. Yet, it had been there. I stared at my palms, a trickle of bright-purple Ki still writhing about in the air like an exposed worm.

      “Shadow Ki! It is highly uncommon. Congratulations.”

      I accepted the compliment gratefully, and began the sequence once more.

      And a part of me relaxed somewhat. If a disciple of Bael thinks shadow is worthy of praise, maybe I am the lucky one here, I mused.

      Again, I tugged up a tendril of Ki, forced it down my arms and into my palms. This time I pushed harder, forcing a little more of the energy to fill my palms until they throbbed.

      Opening my hands again, I felt the shield form.

      When I looked, the shield remained strong this time.

      It didn’t even shimmer or falter like some of the shields produced by my fellows.

      “A Shield Master in the making,” Bael said beside me.

      Startled, I lost focus and my shadow shield dissipated. “Excuse me, Lord Bael, but did you say Shield Master?”

      “I rarely misspeak. Yes, Mr. Mallory, if you continue on your path, you will become a Shield Master. It is a limited discipline in some ways as you’ll soon find out,” the Cambion said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “But only a fool would be displeased with the abilities it will grant you and those who fight at your side.”

      Confused, I thanked him nonetheless and performed the technique a few dozen more times.

      Hours passed until everyone in the room could manifest a shield.

      When the last student succeeded, Ava of all people, everyone clapped their hands.

      Her cheeks burned crimson with embarrassment, but she took it well, even bowing at the waist.

      “Well done, all of you. Now, you will learn to attack with your Ki. For some of you, this will be more challenging than producing a shield. For others,” Bael said, winking kindly at Ava, “you’ll find it comes as natural as breathing.”

      One more demonstration was given, this time in a slow and methodical sequence.

      Then we were turned loose with our helpers.

      The same Cambion gave me an almost-sad smile. “This will be challenging. Do not be discouraged though. The only limits that truly restrict our Ki rest in our minds.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but a portion of my fear rose in my chest. I wonder if this is connected to my shadow Ki.

      “Just as before, pull your Ki up into your chest and then into the arm you wish to strike with. Eventually, you’ll be able to use both fists, feet, even forehead, elbows, and knees. For now, try a simple Ki punch,” the Cambion instructed, his voice patient and kind.

      The first steps were easy, and soon my right arm throbbed with internal pressure. I pushed it further, filling my entire fist.

      Then I opened my eyes. My hand was glowing bright purple, slow flames of Ki licking the air.

      “Excellent. Now, imagine thrusting that Ki beyond your own fist and strike!”

      I did so, turning my wrist in a classic straight right.

      A wave of power rippled outward from my core, aiding the strength of the punch. When my fist reached the limits of its range, the purple Ki shuddered and shifted like a single unit.

      Then a spiral of shadow Ki twisted away from my fist.

      The Ki formed a sphere the size of my fist two feet from the end of my hand, and then began to dissipate.

      All my hard work turned almost instantly into a thin, purple mist before disappearing altogether.

      “What the hell? That was so weak,” I complained, staring at my fist like it was broken.

      The male Cambion smiled at me sympathetically. “Shadow Ki is best known for its defensive capabilities. Though you can master many techniques, and some day prove incredibly powerful, shadow will never compete with earth, water, wind, or fire in raw power output.”

      “That’s fine,” I replied, trying to remain positive. “I can switch back then, can’t I? I was fire before. I just have to figure it out.”

      “Have you tried already?”

      I looked the Cambion in the eyes. He wasn’t trying to challenge me in any way. Rather, the man appeared to be an ally of sorts. He had been told to assist me, and he’d do so regardless of how he felt. But genuine kindness filled his gaze.

      I nodded. “Yes. I have tried many times. I can’t even pull a single thread of fire Ki back into my core. The shadow just…” I broke off, trying to find the right word.

      “Consumes it,” Bael finished for me.

      I turned and saw the master of this place watching me, his arms folded behind his back. More than ever did he appear the wizened teacher.

      “Shadow Ki might seem like a curse at this stage in your journey, Mr. Mallory. But if you remain faithful, it won’t when you reach your goal. A Shield Master guards those who fight beside him. He uses shadow to deceive and to protect. And once your core has adopted its ideal Elemental Expression, it does not always wish to let it go. If you force fire back into your core, you may hinder your progress more than you know.”

      Frustrated, I pulled more Ki into my arm, pivoted my foot, and struck the air.

      Again, a neat spiral of purple energy spun out of my fist.

      I glanced around briefly. Most of my companions were achieving wondrous results. Ava, having struggled to form a shield, was blasting the back wall with a meteor-shaped ball of nature Ki.

      Massive bursts of fire Ki erupted all around along with the keening crack of wind Ki.

      Then I found Alex, performing his own Ki attacks. I watched as a cone of bright ice covered his fist and then shot out in a cloud of Ki daggers.

      I faced the master of the temple and bowed. “Lord Bael, I am grateful for everything I have gained here. But are you telling me that I’ll never be able to hit as hard as my friends?”

      “I am only saying that it will take longer for you to learn to do so,” Bael said, his eyes unflinching. “This may be hard for you, especially given your youth. But if you seek power and strength above all else, your path to ascension will be troubled to say the least. Resist the lure of power for its own sake.”

      Then the master left to check on another student.

      My helper gave me a shallow nod, and then offered, “Perhaps it is time to take your technique and begin to shape it. We were told to wait until you’d performed your basic attack a few hundred times. Considering your obstacle, though, I do not think Bael will mind. Many find great success by naming their attacks. By doing so, you can summon all the qualities of the Ki attack you wish to include in a single breath. Here, watch this.”

      The Cambion spread his feet apart, then twisted and punched the air. “Shin Fa!” he shouted, and gray-white strands of wind Ki tore down his arm and split the air before him. It looked like a half dozen swords had skewered the man’s imaginary foe.

      “Holy shit! That was incredible. My friend, Alex, taught me the same. He called his Hakai.”

      “Alex is well known to us. We call him Belial. He is still very young, but his path will be great. I am not surprised he discovered such a technique on his own.”

      I suppressed a groan. When is Alex not going to impress everyone? I wondered. More importantly, when will I start doing the same?

      I thought about what word or phrase might be best to shape the pathetic spiral of shadow Ki I’d so far been capable of producing. I doubted language would change the effect, but we were in China.

      I conferred with the Cambion, telling him my idea, and he gave me the proper phrase.

      Closing my eyes, I repeated the initial steps of the Ki attack. This time I took my time, pulling as much Ki as I could into my chest and then right shoulder. Slowly, I let it drain into my arm, elbow, and wrist.

      When my hand ached with the pressure of suppressed Ki, I snapped out a right cross and shouted “Bi Shou!”

      The purple Ki spiraled away from my fist again, but rather than forming an innocuous blob, it flattened into a blade.

      The Ki “dagger,” as I’d named the technique, reached further than it had without the verbal command. Four or five inches wide at my knuckles, the Ki dagger reached easily three feet away, forming a wickedly sharp point.

      My attack lasted longer too, the Ki only fading after I’d relaxed once more.

      I smiled.

      Bi Shou lacked the bombastic effects most of the other attacks had in spades. It looked awesome though, and more importantly, it looked capable of killing.

      I thanked the Cambion who remained at my side.

      The man’s eyes glittered with enthusiasm. “Have I not told you? Do not worry. Even a Shield Master is capable of much destruction.”

      “Seems I’ll just need to find a little patience,” I admitted.

      Then something occurred to me, something I had to amend immediately.

      Facing my helper, I bowed deeply at the waist. “Forgive me. I haven’t even asked what your name is,” I said when I rose up from the position of deference. “My name is J. Nice to meet you.”
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      The rest of our time at the Temple of Bael became decidedly more pleasant.

      Sure, we still worked our minds and bodies till we were depleted each morning. We weren’t allowed any time to socialize during the day and were kept so busy with our training that the better part of every day was automatically spoken for.

      Being allowed to master our Ki attacks and defenses, though, made everything worthwhile.

      I interacted with Ava, Scarlet, and Fitz primarily with eye contact.

      Ava flirted back shamelessly, as did Scarlet, but I still sensed the hesitation with Fitz. She looked to be struggling with some internal obstacle.

      It was fun watching Alex, Reagan, and Piper do the same, though I did notice the Cambion who’d caught his eye as well. Her name was Lilin, and the reason Alex found her attractive was plain to anyone’s eye.

      Every one of those precious moments had been stolen however.

      I would kiss Ava on the cheek as we passed each other in the small dining hall. Scarlet would fill her hand with my unwitting ass cheek when I was trying to focus my Ki in the training yard.

      The Cambion who’d been assigned to help me personally, Drael, had even caught a little attention himself. Having witnessed Scarlet’s drive-by groping, Drael blinked in surprise.

      Scarlet had laughed and then blew the Cambion a kiss.

      And to think, I wasn’t sure if a Cambion could blush.

      Drael had taken several minutes to compose himself after, and the next time I’d seen Scarlet I’d made her promise to leave the poor guy alone.

      The life of a monk didn’t lend much resistance to a woman’s charms.

      More exciting than pilfered bits of social life was the growth all of us were showing in our Ki manipulation.

      Each time I used a Ki shield or attack, the ability came faster than before. My shield grew stronger, more stable, and once I’d assigned a verbal command, even more broad and impregnable.

      My attacks remained lackluster, though after a while, Bi Shou did show signs that someday it could be a formidable attack.

      Entire days were spent refining the Ki techniques, leaving us all mentally and physically exhausted.

      The results were obvious though.

      Our cohort was slowly but surely becoming badass.

      At last, we woke one morning to Bael himself entering our sleeping quarters well before daylight. “Wake up! Assemble in the courtyard immediately, and remember to bring your courage. Today will be your test.”

      Kenneth Hawke sat in a lotus position, already meditating.

      A sphere of unwavering Ki surrounded him. It was the pale blue of pure Ki, having no Elemental Expression at all.

      Apparently, it was possible for a master to purify their core, allowing them to bask in pristine Ki. If Drael was correct, I’d be a much older man before I could accomplish the same feat.

      Hawke had been a shadow lurking in every corner during our stay at the Temple of Bael. Yet he’d left the instruction up to the Cambions and to Lord Bael himself.

      Never would I have considered the man meek, but in this place, Hawke tread lightly and gratefully like all the rest of us.

      Our group shivered until the warmth of our own Ki eased our discomfort. We meditated in a circle for hours.

      Only after the sun had begun burning the dew off of the temple grounds did Bael stand and call us to action. “No breakfast, no water, no comforts for the soul. It is time you enter my crucible. Come, I believe you know the way.”

      As before, I witnessed the old Cambion leaping from stone to stone up the side of the hill. I followed, more able to keep up than I had been before.

      And as before, we found ourselves in the cave that contained the Ki-powered constructs.

      Kenneth Hawke paired everyone up in teams of two.

      I waited patiently to find out who my partner was. When I learned it was Piper, I had to grin.

      “Ready to kick some mechanical ass?” I asked her.

      “Of course! And with that epic shield of yours, I think we’ll breeze through this.”

      We chatted idly for a few minutes, and then the trial began.

      The chamber was large, but the dummies took up much of the floor space. We stood with our backs to the wall, waiting our turn as Drael explained the rules to everyone.

      “You will begin your trial in the center of the room. There is no time limit, but the longer you wait, the more powerful the constructs will become. I suggest you defeat them quickly. Only a blast of Ki will disable the dummies, so do not waste your efforts kicking or punching them alone. Finally,” the Cambion added with a mischievous grin, “I suggest you work as a team. Getting struck from behind by one of Lord Bael’s constructs will not make any of you happy.”

      The first group rose and made their way to the center of the room.

      Scarlet and Wyatt had been matched up, and the two whispered to one another briefly before turning to face Lord Bael and bowing.

      Bael nodded sagely, then gave a silent command with his right fist.

      The constructs whirred to life.

      Scarlet narrowly dodged a swiping attack from the nearest construct.

      Wyatt expended a gout of Ki trying to thwart the machine, but he wasn’t close enough to pull it off.

      The two exchanged a look, and as they’d been instructed, began working as a team.

      Scarlet formed a Ki shield and waited till Wyatt was ready. Then, after receiving a nod from her teammate, Scarlet stepped closer to the malicious dummy.

      A pair of demon-shaped claws slashed out at her with blinding speed. Her shield crackled, but did not immediately collapse. Wyatt, knowing his time was limited, rolled under the construct’s flailing arms and attacked.

      “Sledge Strike!” he bellowed, and the brown whorls of earth Ki roiled down his arm to form an impressive block of power.

      It struck the construct square in the chest.

      The dummy shook, but did not break apart. Whatever materials it had been made from were resilient to say the least.

      The crystal embedded in the machine’s chest, however, faded.

      One dummy down, the pair navigated the room carefully.

      One by one, they decommissioned the dummies. Scarlet shielded Wyatt for roughly half of the room, and then they switched. When Scarlet struck, a curling whip of wind Ki exploded from her fist after she cried out, “Adder’s Bite!”

      Both Wyatt and Scarlet had impressive Ki attacks. Their shields, however, were barely sufficient in blocking the attacks aimed at them.

      Maybe there is something to this shadow Ki after all, I wondered, excited to take a crack at the course myself.

      When every machine had been deactivated, Bael gave a final command, and a single dummy lit up with power once more. “Approach your final target with caution. It has been granted full power.”

      Scarlet and Wyatt exchanged a nervous look, but were soon stalking to meet their final foe.

      Scarlet offered to act as shield, her own protection slightly more resilient than Wyatt’s.

      Ki shield held aloft, Scarlet moved into striking distance of the dummy. Wyatt timed his attack, and made to roll close enough to blast the machine as he’d done with the others.

      The dummy lashed out, this time faster and more powerful than before. Scarlet’s shield erupted into fragments of shattered Ki. She fell back, devastated by the broken shield, leaving Wyatt wide open for a counter attack.

      Even as he shouted “Sledge Strike,” the machine struck him across the chest, gouging out deep furrows.

      Wyatt cried out in pain and collapsed to the ground.

      A few Cambions ran in to help ease his wounds, and the evil fucking dummy went still.

      “As you can see, your final opponent will not be so easy to defeat. You are not required to beat the course entirely, however, simply to deactivate the first round of dummies,” Bael informed them. “Good work, both of you. Next!”

      Ava went next, partnered with a Muay Thai fighter named Garret.

      The two navigated the course, Garret providing the shield throughout.

      Ava had learned a lot more control over her shield technique, but still lacked the strength needed to reliably block attacks.

      Her own blasts of Ki were as impressive as ever, though, and soon the first round of dummies were defeated.

      Garret formed a final shield, and approached the full-powered dummy.

      The machine struck, shattered his defense, and knocked the young man unconscious. Ava had tried a different tactic than Wyatt, suspecting her partner’s defenses would fail.

      As soon as the machine struck, she rolled to the side and attacked.

      Yet though her Ki ability struck the machine, it didn’t do so with sufficient force to stop it. Before the Ki technique fully faded, the dummy had spun on Ava and counter attacked.

      Ava wisely produced a Ki shield, which blunted much of the force.

      Her defense broke apart easily, though, and she too fell to the ground.

      Round after round, each team succeeded in the first round and failed the second.

      At last, Piper and I were called up.

      “You ready for this, sister?”

      Piper winked at me, a sinister smile on her lips. “Let’s do this, J.”

      As the round began, I cried out my defensive technique, “Gang Chiang!”

      A solid shield formed between my outstretched hands. Rather than the smooth and even curve before, my shield had taken on a new form after I’d named it. Gang Chiang meant simply “steel wall,” but seemed fitting.

      Drael had helped me name this move as well, and we were both proud of how it had shaped the technique.

      I moved the square pane of rigid, purple Ki closer to the first dummy. The machine attacked, and its limbs rebounded harmlessly off of my defenses.

      Piper leapt in and blasted the dummy as she called out, “War Flower!”

      Though some had teased her for her choice of verbal command, the attack it produced was anything but humorous.

      Starting at her elbow, the Ki technique quite literally blossomed, rolling off of her arm and fist in a rippling wave of power. When the Ki reached her fist, it opened up, forming five distinct petals before rocketing forward and striking the dummy with incredible force.

      The first dummy went still.

      We moved about the room, me holding my Gang Chiang steel wall in place, blocking each attack completely.

      Piper blasted every dummy with her deadly flower, her wind Ki beautiful and deadly.

      Finally, the first round was complete.

      I locked eyes with Piper as the final dummy whirred to life and spun to face us.

      She nodded to me, gesturing at my implacable shield. “You ready to give that thing a real test?”

      I smiled, eager to do so.

      I approached with caution, but allowed the shield to dissipate. Piper waited while I focused, took a few breaths, then summoned the technique a final time.

      “Gang Chiang!” I growled, using every scrap of my willpower to forge an unbreakable wall.

      Then I stepped into range.

      The dummy’s attack was so quick I barely saw it coming.

      Deadly claws landed on my shadow-forged Ki shield.

      My heels slid back a few inches as I absorbed the blow. My defensive technique flickered a moment but did not collapse.

      Piper stared at me in surprise before laughing.

      “Come on! You gonna hit the thing or not?” I asked in exasperation.

      She shook her head. “Sorry, I just can’t believe that worked. Okay, once more, J. I’ll bring it down if you can do that one more time.”

      When Piper fell into her normal stance, I focused once more. Imagining my shield as impenetrable and unstoppable, I took a half step toward the dummy.

      The machine slashed at me, aiming for my face.

      I grunted as the blow landed, sending shock waves through my arms and chest. Again, my heels slid back, the blow so powerful even my breath faltered.

      But the shield held.

      Piper dashed in and screamed, “War Flower!”

      Her Ki technique tore through the dummy’s torso, shaking its framework, but the red light remained on.

      “Again, Piper!” I cried, charging the dummy with my shield before me.

      I took two more blows on my shadow-forged shield before it broke apart at last.

      As the dummy wound up for a third attack, I tried to reform my Ki shield even though I knew I’d be too late.

      Thankfully, I was not alone.

      “War Flower! War Flower!” Piper cried as she performed her devastating Ki attack twice more in quick succession.

      Both blasts of Ki rocked the machine, and then the red light in its crystal faded.

      I flinched as a wave of claps and cheering engulfed us.

      Hugging Piper, I shot a glance over at Alex.

      My roommate was beaming, looking pleased to have seen his girl and his best friend succeed.

      I couldn’t help but grin back.
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        * * *

      

      “Normally, such an honor is only bestowed after your second full year of study. You are way ahead of schedule, and also still a little behind,” Kenneth Hawke said as he walked among us.

      I sat with my back rigid, my focus unflinching. I, like my fellows, had my eyes closed and the perfect image of my shadow-infused core in my mind.

      I wouldn’t drop my concentration for anything.

      Hawke continued his pacing. “The fools at Leviathan have chosen to push some of their students even harder. From what Tomi has told me, over half of their first-year students have dropped out, burned up, or died.”

      This last statement gave me pause, and I was tempted to open an eye.

      Just another distraction, I told myself, impressed with how much my concentration had improved in the weeks we’d been at the Temple of Bael.

      “Tomorrow, we head back to Wyvern. Soon after, all who are fit to fight are heading to Leviathan. Some discussion was made, entertaining the idea of canceling the tournament.”

      He paused, coming to rest somewhere in the middle of the courtyard. “But even in a ruled and regulated tournament, there is much to learn and gain. So, Wyvern Academy, including all of you here, will be making an appearance.”

      Hawke’s tone shifted slightly, becoming more intimate, more hushed. “I do not care who wins. Leviathan is a fierce school, and they are considered the best in the world. If we lose every bout, I’ll be pleased as long as each of you fights with savage abandon.”

      I heard Hawke speaking with Bael quietly, the murmur of their voices like wind pushing leaves along a sidewalk.

      Then feet were running about, and Hawke spoke once more. “I had the honor of bestowing a rune upon each of you in the forest not so long ago. That first runed kiss was exquisite, no? The second will be no less intense; however, drawing upon the power of your first rune should bolster your strength.

      “This is not my temple, though. Lord Bael will be the one to bless you with your second rune. Be thankful he lowers himself to do so. For he leads those in pursuit of the Path of Enlightenment. It isn’t common he discusses let alone touches a rune.”

      Hawke’s voice echoed briefly before fading.

      For a time, only the voice of the wind could be heard in the courtyard, and the gentle rhythm of my own heart.

      “Open your eyes,” Lord Bael announced soon after.

      “Open your eyes and prepare your hearts, young heroes. It is time to receive your second rune.”

      Then he began calling our names, one at a time. He chose the closest student to him, Piper, and she rose and kneeled before him.

      An inscribed rune glowed on the stone beneath her knees.

      Lord Bael bowed to her before touching the second rune to her left forearm.

      Immediately, Piper’s body became rigid. She shook with the power and pain of ascension, and I stared in feverish anticipation.

      To hell with pain and discomfort. I’d take one each morning and would never need coffee or tea again, I thought.

      Unlike the first rune ceremony, this one wasn’t accompanied by a chain of screaming students.

      Piper’s first rune flared to life as she drew upon the Ki it offered. Fists clenching and teeth grinding, Piper rode the influx of power until it subsided.

      Then she glanced up at Bael, smiling despite the tears on her cheeks.

      She pressed her hands together. “Thank you, Lord Bael.”

      Wyatt was up next, and though he couldn’t stifle a moan when the power tore through his body, he too resisted the urge to scream.

      One by one, my companions received their blessing.

      Alex alone was skipped over. He walked away, leaving us to walk an altogether different path. All those present knew he wouldn’t need runes, not ever.

      But the serene smile on his face as he glanced back told me how happy and proud he was for the rest of us.

      And why shouldn’t he be? Just makes his own team that much stronger.

      Finally, my name was called.

      With a greedy heart, I walked up to Lord Bael, bowed to him deeply, and then kneeled.

      My skin tingled with anticipation, and a light sweat had broken out across my brow.

      I closed my eyes and breathed as deeply as I could.

      Then Bael blessed me.

      As the rune stone touched my skin, an electric zap echoed through my torso and limbs.

      Muscles tensing, I balled my hands into fists and shook with the intensity of the experience.

      For a moment, I felt like the new rune would overpower me, but then the stream of Ki rushing through my left forearm connected with that of my first rune.

      I drew on that power and fought back.

      My body throbbed with wild energy. My mind floated above a miasma of agony, but somehow, rather than simply enduring the experience, I reveled in it.

      This is the embodiment of raw power, I reminded myself. This is everything I have asked for and more.

      Too soon, the energy faded, and my shuddering muscles grew still. I thanked Lord Bael and stood, my limbs moving with more ease than ever before.

      Then I made my way back around the circle and found my seat.

      The rest of my cohort received their runes as well, but my own restless thoughts continued to circle undisturbed.

      If only there was a way to sustain such a rush, some way to tap into that at will.

      Every voice in my head told me such a life would be short-lived, impossible to sustain.

      But another voice, quieter than the others yet more persistent, reminded me that other routes might be available should I choose to pursue them.

      I forced the chatter to stop, and tried to enjoy the rest of the ceremony.

      No doubt, a meal and celebration would follow. I didn’t mind, in fact, would welcome the chance to thank all of the Cambions who’d sacrificed their time and knowledge to guide our paths.

      I knew a part of me would remain distant, however, still snooping around for a way to return to the ecstatic bliss of ascension.
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      Though it had been almost three weeks since we’d arrived, it felt like I’d just gotten there before it was time to leave again. That was mostly due to my single-minded pursuit of the second stage of Sogai and the brutal training we’d all undergone, but it was still mostly my fault that I hadn’t noticed time passing so quickly.

      It was still a little sad to be leaving again.

      After our little crucible with the devilish dummies, we all gathered for a large feast and it was there where I apologized to everyone for how I’d been behaving lately. J forgave me instantly, but he was too absorbed in his own little world to really pay attention.

      I’d thought it was the high of his and Piper’s win during the crucible, but there was something lurking in his eyes that I hadn’t ever seen in them before, and I didn’t know how to place it. Before I could ask about it, it vanished and J was back to his usual self, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something bothering him.

      We haven’t really talked in a while. Even though we spend probably too much time together, we haven’t had a heart to heart since I don’t know when.

      I promised myself I would ask about it later, but J wasn’t my primary concern at the moment. Piper was.

      She hadn’t said, hadn’t even come close to saying it. She was all smiles and cuteness as she always was, but I knew. She was hurt and I was to blame.

      My reckless disregard for my own life had hurt not just her, but Reagan as well. Neither of them would admit it, but they weren’t treating me the same way anymore.

      They were a little more distant than they had ever been before.

      And it was all my fault.

      I know I screwed up. I just don’t see how I can go about fixing it. I didn’t really know how to go about it. I had done what I’d thought was best. But I’d also ignored their feelings in the process. I’d been stupid.

      I just need to figure out how to make it up to them.

      After the meal, everyone was so tired they all turned in. We would be returning to Wyvern first thing in the morning, so everyone wanted a good night’s rest before then.

      But I couldn’t sleep. I had work to do.

      It hit me like a bolt of lightning. I knew just what I could do.

      There was a spot I had found purely by accident the last time I was at the temple. I’d wanted to show Lilin at the time, but because of what the place was, I’d felt she would have gotten the wrong idea, so I kept it a secret.

      Though it was perfect for what I had planned.

      It took some time, I had to grab all of the necessary items from the shed and tote them over. I wanted to bring something that would keep us warm, but I couldn’t use fire, so I opted for a few hand warmers and a portable heater. A dash of modern convenience in a mostly out of touch place.

      Though the place has running water and an underground irrigation system, so it’s not that out of touch.

      I had to make a few trips and it took most of an hour to get the supplies where I wanted them and set up just right.

      By the time I was finished, it was late, and everyone had been asleep for a little while now. I crept into the room as quietly as I could and went over to Piper’s and Reagan’s beds. They were right next to each other, so I didn’t have to move much to wake them.

      I started with Piper and slowly rubbed her on the shoulder. She woke up almost instantly, her eyes opening and turning to me. I held a finger to my lips and moved over to Reagan.

      She woke much the same as Piper and I motioned for them to get dressed.

      When all three of us were bundled up, we went to the courtyard where we could speak without fear of waking anyone up.

      “Alex, what the hell is going on?” Reagan asked.

      I took both of their hands and smiled at them. “There’s something I want to show the both of you.”

      “What?” Piper asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      I tugged on them, pulling them with me as I led them out of the courtyard. “Then come with me, I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      We went down the steps and deep into the forest. There was an almost-forgotten path that I’d stumbled across during one of the days I had to balance a stone on my head. I’d tripped on a vine and the rock had tumbled to the side, revealing the path to me.

      I led them down it and we stopped at the entrance to a small cave. It was little more than a hole in a rock that led to deeper in the mountain, but what was inside was really cool.

      “Um, this isn’t where you snap and murder us, right? Because this place looks a little murdery,” Reagan said.

      “And kill my two favorite people? I couldn’t live without you both.” I grinned at her, her hand squeezing tight around mine. “C’mon. You won’t believe what’s in here.”

      It was dark and cramped, but our cell phone flashlights were more than capable of getting us where we needed to go. We went down and there was a sharp curve that opened up into a space about twelve feet high and fifteen feet wide.

      I stopped just before we rounded the bend. “Alright, flashlights off,” I said and put my phone away.

      They followed suit and we were immediately bathed in darkness. But it wouldn’t last long.

      “Alright, go on ahead of me.”

      Piper nodded and went around first, her thigh pressed against me as she scooted past. Then Reagan went around the corner. Piper gasped first, then Reagan followed quickly after.

      I walked up behind them and looked up.

      The entire roof of the cavern was lit up with little specks of blue light. They shone like the stars in the sky and were mesmerizing to behold.

      It was caused by bioluminescent glow worms that clung to the ceiling, but I felt that a science lesson would have ruined the mood, so I just let them marvel at the sights while I stared at their beautiful faces.

      My heart swelled at seeing the wonder in their eyes as they spun around the room, taking it all in.

      “It’s beautiful here!” Piper whispered.

      Reagan looked back at me with a smirk. “Romantic too.”

      “That’s what I was counting on.” I returned her smirk before it fell. I went over to them and placed a hand on each of their waists. “I’m sorry.”

      “For?” Piper asked, pouting.

      “For being a stupid, reckless jerk. For ignoring the two of you and everyone else for so long. For not being a good boyfriend.

      “I’m just sorry, and this was the only thing I could think of to try and apologize for how I’ve behaved.”

      Piper turned to me and hugged me tight, wrapping her arms around my stomach and pressing her face into my chest. “I was so terrified. When you collapsed in front of me, I was scared. And then you were gone when I woke up, and I hardly saw you for a week and each time I did, you looked worse and worse.

      “You can’t just go off alone and deal with your problems, Alex. That’s not how this works. We’re in this together, all three of us.”

      “She’s right, Alex. Though I understand your drive to improve yourself, you can’t do that to us. You really freaked us out.” Reagan came over and joined Piper in her bone-crushing hug.

      I leaned down and kissed both of their heads.

      “I love you, both of you.”

      “And we love you,” Piper said, looking up at me. “Don’t forget that, or I will kick your ass the next time you pull a stupid stunt like that again.” She smiled, letting me know I was forgiven.

      “I promise.”

      Once we broke apart, I led them to the area I had set up beforehand. It was just a couple large blankets and a portable space heater, but it was enough as we all sat around and cuddled next to each other.

      “This is a really amazing place, Alex,” Reagan said.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I couldn’t believe it when I found it. I’ve been wanting to show someone since we arrived.”

      Piper tilted her head and looked at me. “So, you didn’t show Lilin?”

      “No, I mean, I wanted to, but this place is really romantic, and she’d have gotten the wrong idea.”

      She frowned. “Do you like her?”

      “As a friend, of course.” I threw my hands up. “But that’s not what you’re asking.”

      I was interrupted from saying anything more by Reagan, who swung her leg over my waist and straddled me. “We can shelve the Lilin conversation for another time, don’t’cha think?”

      “What are you doing, Rea?”

      She smiled down at me and hastily removed her shirt, baring her golden skin to me. “You bring us to one of the most romantic places I’ve ever been to, after three weeks of no privacy for the three of us and ask what I’m doing?

      “You do the math, Sherlock.”

      Rea leaned down to kiss me and reached over to grab Piper by the hem of her shirt, pulling her toward us.

      There wasn’t much for us to say after that.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, we portaled back to Wyvern.

      It had only been a month since the demon attack and three weeks since we’d been there, but whoever Icarus hired to do the repairs were amazing. There was no trace at all of the devastation, no ruined buildings or cracked and crumbling streets. Wyvern was once again pristine.

      As if our fellow students and teachers hadn’t lost their lives.

      A flash of rage boiled up at the sight. I was furious that what we had gone through had just been swept under the rug like it had never happened.

      But my anger quickly cooled when I took a second glance.

      Standing in the entryway to the school was an object that hadn’t been there before.

      It was a solid black stone, like polished obsidian with intricate gold filigree inlaid writing.

      It read:

      

      On February 17th, 2110. Our school suffered a heinous attack by demon kind. On that day, known as Devil’s Dawn, too many of our students and faculty lost their lives defending this school. This statue is to remember those who gave everything against our ongoing war against the demons.

      May we never forget this tragedy.

      ─Tomi Icarus.

      

      I walked over and touched the stone, the names of the people I’d known. Not very well, but enough to miss them when they died.

      A nice gesture, more than I was expecting from Tomi. Maybe she’s not so heartless after all.

      “Guys, you know what this means right?” J asked, glancing toward the shopping district.

      “What?” I replied.

      “Marcelo’s is back open! Who wants pizza?”

      I turned and looked at J, dumbstruck. Then I laughed. It was such a J move. “Yeah, man. it’s been a while since I’ve had a good slice, but no way are we letting you pick the toppings.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “What’s wrong with olive and anchovy pizza?”

      “It’s olive and anchovy pizza,” Ava said, winding her arm through J’s. “We’re getting mushroom and pineapple.”

      “You guys are insane. I’m getting my own pizza, with normal toppings.” I shook my head and chuckled at the sight of all of my friends laughing and having a good time.

      It’s good to be home.

      After we got back, life returned to normal for the most part. Classes and training resumed, so did mine and J’s duties as disciplinary committee members, but it was mostly symbolic at that point. Everyone had seen firsthand what the demons were capable of.

      Those that stayed afterward were those that wanted to be here and were willing to work to make it happen. If I was thankful for one thing from the demon attack, it was that we as a school were closer than ever.

      Weeks passed as we returned to school life and I’d kept what Piper and Reagan had said in the back on my mind. I had to keep on top of my training, and what little schoolwork we had, but I also made sure to make time for both of them. We went on more dates, did things other than studying or training, and generally spent more time together as couples.

      I also made sure to spend time with J, something we both sorely needed.

      It was Friday and after Planar Theory, we were done with classes for the day. As soon as I was out of class, I pulled out my phone and dialed.

      J picked up after only a ring or two. “Hey, still on for our thing tonight?”

      “Yeah, was wondering if it’d be cool to bring a few more people. It’s a nice idea with just the six of us, but I went ahead and bought them in bulk, so we have plenty more.”

      There was a slight pause as J hummed under his breath, then he spoke. “Yeah, no worries. Of course, I don’t mind. I’ll just have to pick up some more steaks and beer─and yes, I got the blood orange Berliner weisse you like so much. I’ll pick up another couple six-packs. We’re getting trashed tonight.”

      He laughed and then hung up.

      I stowed my phone and immediately ran to catch up with Wyatt as he left the class.

      “Hey, Wyatt. Hold up,” I said as I reached him.

      His auburn hair twirled to the side as he tilted his head, his eyes lighting up at my call. Wyatt stopped walking and turned, holding his hand out for me to bump.

      “What’s up?” he asked after I fist bumped him.

      “Got a thing going on tonight. A ‘not party’ party if that makes sense. Good beer, good food and I’ve got a fun surprise after we eat. Wanna join?”

      “Hell yes!” He paused, his eyes looking away. “Is the invite just for me or can I bring a friend?”

      “Mason?” I guessed.

      He nodded, a sheepish grin on his face. “You don’t mind do you?”

      I shrugged. “Not at all. We patched things up a while ago, so there’s no hard feelings. The more the merrier.”

      Wyatt slugged my shoulder playfully and walked off.

      Alright, let’s go get this mess organized.

      The rest of the day was spent helping J, Piper, and Reagan get everything set up. We’d commandeered the garden. Though it was technically against school rules to block access to the public places, it wasn’t like there were that many people coming to the garden these days to relax, so we already had the place to ourselves regardless.

      Half a dozen plastic tables and a couple dozen chairs were arranged in a circle around one of the largest grills I’d ever seen. Next to him was plate after plate piled high with massive steaks which had been marinating all afternoon and were now perfectly seasoned.

      A couple tiki torches around us gave us ample lighting and beside the comically large grill, was a comically larger ice chest filled with at least a hundred beers.

      We’d spent probably a grand in total on everything include the grill, but it wasn’t like we weren’t just swimming in money thanks to our monthly stipend from Wyvern.

      I’d let my dad handle most of the money and he’d invested it wisely. So, I was even wealthier than I had been at the start of the year.

      J and I talked as we both grilled. It was large enough for us both to stand side by side and not bump into each other. A plus.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” J said, almost too quickly.

      “Bullshit. Something’s been bothering you for a while now, I can tell.

      “You can talk to me, J. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Course,” he said and flipped some steaks while he took a sip of beer. “I’m fine though really. I appreciate you checking up on me though. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. You know that?” He poked me lightly in the chest, a bright smile on his face.

      I managed to put a smile on my face to match his. He’s lying to me, but he doesn’t have to tell me if he doesn’t want to. I just hope he’s okay.

      Once the food was done, we all sat around the tables. And we had more people join than I thought. It was our base group of friends: Piper, Reagan, Ava, Scarlet, and Haruki. Along with Wyatt and Mason, Mo, Fitz, and even Thalia showed up. Mo had also brought along a group of his friends, but we’d bought more than enough food for everyone.

      Thalia walked over and sat down at the table I was at. Her rich tawny skin lit up under the fire light as she pulled her dark-brown hair back into a ponytail. “I hear we have you to thank for this delicious meal.”

      “Not just me. J and the girls more than helped too. So, I can’t take anywhere near the credit for this.”

      She laughed and leaned over, a conspiratorial smile on her lean face. Her white eyes somehow knowing just where mine were as her empty gaze bored into mine.

      “I also hear there is going to be some kind of game being played tonight, and that we will be on teams. Can I be on yours?” she asked, her voice lowering, bringing her rich Greek accent into focus. “You still owe me some lessons, so consider this my interest for you not paying up, Alex.”

      I had no idea how that was going to work out, considering the game, but I wasn’t going to dare try and count her out of the fight just because she was blind. Not when she could get around better than most people who still had full function of their eyes.

      “Absolutely. I’d love to have you on my team.”

      “Excellent.” She grinned.

      The party continued for another hour or so, but once everyone had eaten and drank their fill, it was time.

      I glanced over at J, who had Ava in his lap, and they were whispering to each other. He must’ve felt my eyes on him because he looked over and I gave him the nod. He grinned wide and stood. Ava yelped as he picked her up, kissed her on the lips, and set her down.

      J walked over to the several large plastic chests and opened them to pull out the items I’d ordered a couple days before.

      “Alright, listen up!” J shouted loudly to get everyone attention and they immediately quieted. “Now a few of you know this, but most of you don’t. While we were away, our group trained long and hard. We learned much, but it was hard-fought knowledge. And it’s going to be more of the same going forward, so tonight is to blow off some steam while also working on our team-building skills. So tonight, you have but one choice!”

      J pulled out a sleek metal object and tossed it to me.

      In my hands was a large black paintball gun, and I smiled down at it. I looked up at everyone with the biggest smile on my face and anticipation in my heart.

      “You can choose either Team J or Team Alex!”
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      The paintball war dragged on forever, and was without a doubt, the best time I’d had since coming to Wyvern.

      It had been nothing but hours of pure, unadulterated fun, and by the time we were done, we were all exhausted and covered with paint.

      I’d thought ahead and bought glow-in-the-dark paintballs that were biodegradable and water soluble so even if we hit the trees, we wouldn’t do any actual harm to them.

      The highlight of the night was when I’d camped in Fort Alex and waited for the perfect moment to strike. From my hidden treehouse, I spied J rushing with his team, and I jumped out, firing as I dropped.

      J took four paintballs in the back and I claimed a pyrrhic victory because as soon as I lit up J, Ava, Scarlet, and Haruki obliterated me.

      I still had paint in my nose.

      After our first match, we’d played half a dozen more, washing ourselves off with a water hose after each round.

      The sun peeked over the clouds by the time we finished, and we all turned in, passing out as soon as we got undressed.

      In the morning, we all begrudgingly slogged out of bed and went to class. I was bone tired, but it was so, so worth it.

      “Damn,” J muttered as he exited the shower, flanked by Haruki and Scarlet. “I’m beat.”

      “Same. Any hot water left?” I asked.

      “A little,” Scarlet said, laughing. “Sorry.”

      I shrugged and grabbed some orange juice from the fridge, for once not bothering to grab a glass and just chugging it.

      “I’ll just take a quick one then.”

      “Hey, that was my juice,” J protested.

      “Save me some hot water next time then.” I smiled at J and shut the door before he could respond.

      It’s the little things in life.

      I took a very quick shower and then changed into my uniform. J and the others had already left for class, so I hurried to catch up.

      My first class was Demonology and though it was a valuable class, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to sitting through hours of lectures today. I was tired and more than a little hungover.

      But as I got to class and took my seat next to Wyatt, Piper, and Reagan. I noticed something strange. The atmosphere was different.

      Professor Isthmus looked up as the bell rang and rose from her desk to stand in front of the chalkboard.

      “Please listen up, class. I have an announcement to make.” She paused as we all quieted down and gave her our full attention. “In one month’s time, the three Academies of Wyvern, Golem and Leviathan are holding our annual tournament.

      “Our school hosted it last year, so this year it will be held at Leviathan Academy. Participation is optional though school will be closed during the week of the tournament. Normally, us teachers are prohibited from encouraging students to participate, but I urge all of you to do so. As you’ve seen, the threat of the demons is very real. And you all need to know your limits before facing an actual demon in combat. Facing off against the other schools is one of the best ways you can go about this in my opinion.”

      The Professor finished her speech and let us all talk amongst ourselves to decide on our own.

      So that’s what Haruna meant when she said she’d see me in the spring. Though the formal announcement is a little late, all of us have known about it for weeks now.

      With everything that had happened recently, I assumed the school had  other things on its mind, and it wasn’t like announcing it any sooner would have changed anything for me. I still put my all into training, regardless of the challenge.

      But having a concrete date did give me a goal to focus on for the immediate future. Of course I’m participating. Haruna basically slapped me in the face with a challenge. Though I don’t fear her, I’m sure Leviathan has many powerful students.

      It would be fun to test myself against them. I was looking forward to the challenge and I didn’t even have to think twice about signing up for it.

      Though, I’m going to have to get stronger, we all are if we’re going to have any chance of winning against Leviathan.

      The Hatori Institute was the best school in the world for a reason and it fielded some of the world’s most renowned heroes. They wouldn’t be an easy obstacle to overcome, but I had ample motivation to do so.

      Both Haruna and Sifu Yamada were a part of that school; both of them had rejected me, had let Leviathan’s elitist attitude twist them into people I didn’t recognize, let alone could call my friends.

      I would show them, both of them, that just because I was a half breed, that they shouldn’t have discounted me so easily.

      I was going to make Leviathan regret not giving me a chance. They were going to choke on my victory.

      My lips twisted into a dark smile as I relished the thought. I’ve got work to do.
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        * * *

      

      The month leading up to the Leviathan tournament was an exhausting one, even considering what we’d gone through at the Temple of Bael.

      As soon as class was over that day, I called everyone to our dorms for a meeting. As soon as everyone was out of class they rushed over.  Our apartment was packed. J and I had our girls, but also Wyatt, Mason, Mo, and Thalia joined us as well.

      As soon as everyone was settled, I began.

      “Let’s start off with the basics. Did everyone get the same announcement in class today?” I asked.

      “Leviathan tournament,” J said. “Course we did.”

      Everyone else nodded along.

      “Alright. So who’s participating?”

      Everyone’s hands shot up and I couldn’t fight my smile.

      “Alright. I know most of us have already went through a month of hellish training at the temple, but we’re going to have to repeat that process if we have any chance of winning at Leviathan.

      “And make no mistake, I don’t want to just win. I want to crush them, to make them rue the day they ever thought about looking down on us. I’m aiming for first place, and I’m going to push myself to the limit to get there.”

      I looked over to Piper and Reagan, who had conflicted emotions across their faces. I knew exactly what they were worried about, and I gave them a reassuring smile.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to be reckless with my life this time, I promise. But I am going to push my body to its limits. Every morning, starting at dawn. If anyone wants to join me they are more than welcome, but I understand that each of us has our own way of training.”

      The others looked around the room and began to whisper among themselves. I figured Mo and J would go off to do their own thing, but Piper and Reagan would for sure be joining me.

      Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I turned to find Thalia next to me.

      “Do you care if I start training with you?” she asked.

      “Not at all. I do owe you remember.” I smiled at her. “Besides. It might be fun to have my ass handed to me by a blind girl.”

      “Oh you’re in for a challenge, that’s for sure, but I’m not so sure I’ll hand you your ass. At least not yet,” she replied with a wink.

      Thalia walked off before I could ask her to clarify what she meant, but the subtle innuendo and wink made her double entendre incredibly clear.

      I just shook my head. First Lilin, and now Thalia. I’m going to wake up to Piper standing over me with a knife if I’m not careful.

      Though as I looked over at Piper, talking with Reagan, her freckled cheeks lit up with a slight blush. I had to take back that statement. Piper had shown that she was incredibly comfortable being with Reagan just as much as she was with me. It had come as a surprise, but a welcome one. But adding more girls to the budding harem is a delicate situation.

      Especially since Piper had been so jealous of Lilin in a way she wasn’t with Reagan.

      Romance can wait. I’ll figure out what to do about Thalia and Lilin once I’ve crushed Leviathan.

      After everyone discussed it, our groups were pretty evenly divided.

      Piper, Reagan, Thalia, Wyatt, and Mason were in my group. While Ava, Scarlet, Haruki, Mo, and Fitz were in J’s group.

      Unlike our previous night’s games, it wasn’t team against team, it was just apparent that we were forming our own little study groups. and despite my reticence, I was named team leader.

      I sighed. Guess my speech roused them more than I thought it would. Oh well. It’ll be good practice for me. I need to get better at taking charge.

      “Alright everyone. Get some rest tonight, we start bright and early tomorrow morning.”
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        * * *

      

      My alarm blasted noisily at four-thirty and I shut it off and quickly threw on my workout clothes. I drank a bottle of water filled with electrolytes and other natural enhancements that would boost my energy and focus. I needed both after a solid week of training nonstop.

      Classes had continued, but because all of us were now in the accelerated program, they got pushed to the backburner while we focused on the upcoming tournament.

      It wasn’t something I necessarily agreed with, considering I knew the benefit the classes represented, and it was all worthwhile information, but when it came to fighting demons, theoretical issues went away, and practical lessons took over. Which is why I focused on increasing my physical endurance first and foremost.

      I met Piper and Reagan at our usual spot while we waited for the others. We’d started sleeping apart after it became clear that the three of us couldn’t just sleep in the same bed and one too many mornings of waking up after having gotten only an hour or two of sleep were not conducive to bettering myself no matter how much my libido might have disagreed.

      When the others arrived, I set a brisk pace and started our jog.

      We jogged around the school five times, which was two miles around. So, we jogged for ten miles every morning as a warmup.

      Once that was done, we began intense calisthenics, something both Wyatt and Mason had trouble with at first. Having big bulging muscles was all good and well for attracting a mate, but it hindered a martial artist’s reach, power, and flexibility. I couldn’t hold the class back for them, and they both understood that and worked even harder to make up for their deficiency.

      And to give them both credit. They weren’t nearly as bad as some people I’d seen, and they quickly adapted to where there was barely any discernable difference to my eyes.

      After our first workout, we broke for breakfast. Though most of the time we all went and ate together, it made it easier for us to pick things up as soon as we were done letting our food digest.

      We ate small, only getting enough proteins, fats, and carbs to maintain our weight. I actually had Mason and Wyatt at below their caloric deficit to burn some of the excess fat they’d picked up along with their new muscles.

      From there, we spent an hour meditating, not using our Ki, just feeling for it, circulating it through our bodies and letting its presence embolden us. I taught them how to use a little of their Ki to speed up their recovery time. It worked the same way Bael taught me to heal injuries, just not nearly as powerful and only burned through a tiny amount of Ki.

      It was what allowed us to push harder than we ever could have before.

      When everyone was healed and their cores primed after meditation, we sparred. Sometimes in groups, sometimes one-on-one or one-on-two. One-on-three was more like a beatdown and less like sparring for most of them, but it served a useful purpose in teaching us all how to fight against multiple attackers.

      Today, I sparred against Thalia, who’d taken to my lessons with abandon. Especially after I taught her what I’d done to achieve Sogai. She wasn’t there, might not ever get there, but she was receptive to my lessons and was a quick learner.

      She was also a quick fighter.

      We were in the garden, next to the tree that housed Fort Alex. The others gathered around us as we fought.

      Thalia came in quick with a furious jab-cross combination that had me backpedaling. She launched a cross aimed at my chin.

      I slipped the punch and brought a straight lead to her nose. She turned her cheek and tucked her chin. The punch rocked her back, but she shook it off. Thalia threw her hips to the side, setting up a roundhouse.

      As she fired off the kick, I stepped forward and brought my knee up, taking her kick on my calf. I dropped my elbow to the meat of her thigh and backed up.

      I’d weakened her leg, locking her nerves up in pain. But she fought it down and came at me twice as hard.

      She tucked in her core and shot a right hook toward my face.

      Her fist sailed right past my nose as I leaned back and then struck her ribs with my knuckles. It was just a tap, but it caught her breath and she tensed.

      I used that to hook the top of my foot around her ankle and pulled, taking her leg from under her.

      Thalia fell to the ground hard.

      The match went to me. I leaned over and held my arm out to her.

      “Good fight. But you got too used to fighting washed-up drunks in seedy underground clubs. Gotta get quicker than that.”

      She flashed her teeth in a ferocious grin and took my hand. Instead of me pulling her up, she tucked her knees to her chest and pushed off the ground, wrapping her legs around me.

      I was off balance and she took me to the grass, her movements precise as she put me in an arm bar.

      “What was that, Alex?” she asked in a teasing voice.

      She had me in a tight hold, but I could still escape.

      I cinched my hands together to keep her from extending my arm, which also gave me a weapon. I pushed my linked knuckles against her knee and struck, pushing her leg off my chest and over my head. The back of my skull pinned her leg in place.

      When she was slightly off balance, I drove my body forward, arching my back and throwing my legs into a bridge. As I planted my feet to stabilize myself, I turned and pinned her body underneath mine.

      Our bodies pressed together, the beat of her heart resonating through me.

      I smiled down at her, reveling in her shocked expression. “You can thank Piper for teaching me that move.” I held my hand out to her for a second time.

      She took it, smiling wide. “Damn, that was awesome.”

      “That it was.” I stood up, pulling her with me and turned to the others. “So, who’s next? Besides me. Think Thalia just tried to take my arm out of its socket.”

      Piper laughed and walked over, kissing me. “You had good form there, I’m glad my lessons are paying off.”

      “Which ones?” I asked and kissed her cheek. “Because there’ve been several.”

      “Alex.” She blushed and leaned into me. “You care if I sleep over tonight. Just the two of us?”

      I nodded. “Of course. I’ve missed you this past week.”

      The two of us watched as the rest of our class took their turns and sparred like their lives depended on it. Which it might in the very near future.

      All of them were excellent fighters, some of the world’s best, but like Reagan and Piper whose preferred martial arts lent themselves to tournaments and point scoring, or were just ineffective in actual combat, I’d had to weed out a few bad habits.

      Though they’d developed them over many years. It would take more than a couple weeks to break them, but I helped get the process started at any rate.

      When our sparring was over for the day, we took another short break for water and to rest our aching limbs, and then began practicing our Ki.

      I was nowhere near the teacher Lord Bael had been, but he’d taught me well, and I’d mastered the basics enough to be able to help the others when they needed it. We spent the next hour going over what we’d all learned at the temple and using our Ki safely, but also draining a good portion of it each day.

      We had to be careful and not drain too much in one day since it would take longer to replenish if we did that, but I pushed them to the line each day.

      It was one of the only ways we could get used to using our Ki and to strengthening it. Our cores were like any muscle and could grow stronger the more we used them. The same was true for our Ki channels, though they had theirs forcibly unlocked so I couldn’t relate to them in that way.

      Because using Elemental Expression took so much out of everyone, we couldn’t train our unique attacks and push our bodies the way we had been so I had to pick an area to focus on. I chose the physical.

      After Ki training, we were done for the day. And everyone dispersed until the next day.

      Our routine continued for the entire month.

      Until the day before it was time to travel to Leviathan.

      I had no idea what waited for us at the Hatori Institute, and I wanted everyone to be at their very best before we took on the world’s best school.

      In truth, I was excited. I hadn’t been able to fully test out second-stage Sogai since I unlocked it, but I had a feeling that I was about to get that chance in spades.

      The morning of, Piper, Reagan, and I got out of bed and quickly got dressed. We were leaving fairly early in the morning, so I wanted us to have a good night’s rest and breakfast before we left.

      J had the same idea and was already in the kitchen eating a bowl of cereal when we walked out.

      “C’mon J, let’s at least go harder than coco puffs on our big day. Let’s make the girls breakfast.” I nudged him with my elbow as I walked into the kitchen and looked back with a wry grin. “We have to kick ass today. Can’t do that on an empty stomach.”

      “Fine.” He grinned and pushed the bowl aside. “Let’s master chef this bitch.”

      When breakfast was over, we all changed into our uniforms. I made sure that my gray uniform with the sigil now branded on my chest was clean and pressed. It was a symbol of the trials I’d gone through and I would wear it proudly.

      I tied my long hair back in a knot and grabbed my bag. We all headed to the portal together and with each step anticipation built.

      As we got there, we were actually some of the first to arrive.

      Thalia and my group arrived almost as soon as Mo and J’s group arrived. I hadn’t been paying attention to them since we’d split our groups, but Mo and the others looked different, leaner, and most definitely meaner. There was a fierceness in their eyes, the same one that was in J’s.

      We won’t lose.

      That was what was written on their faces.

      The same thing that was written across my face.

      We were about to go up against the greatest martial arts students in the world.

      Let’s devour them.
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      The head-spinning lurch from the portal tossed me out into the bowels of the one place I never thought I'd be.

      I was here.

      It's true.

      James Mallory, son of former CFM Mallory, had just arrived at mother fucking Leviathan.

      If I'd thought the sleek luxury and upscale aura of Wyvern was obnoxious, then Leviathan had just taken it to a whole new level.

      A line of portals lined the four walls of the vast chamber I found myself in. The entire space was so large and surreal it reminded me of a sports arena or amphitheater.

      As I took in the expanse, I realized it was more like an airport hub with fewer people and more square feet of shimmering glass.

      One feature tugged at my eyes instantly. Straight ahead, dangling from the ceiling by a webbing of cables, hung a five-sided block of massive television screens.

      News from around the world flickered endlessly.

      Not only did it seem like Leviathan had more money to spare than Wyvern Academy, but their interior decorators had differing opinions as well.

      I certainly wasn't an expert, but I'd say the architecture was meant to feel somehow antagonistic.

      A nearby couch for instance, remained perfectly camouflaged if anyone observed it from a distance. Until that is, when I noticed the soft cushions between the harshly angled spikes jutting around it like the spines around a Venus fly trap.

      The two students hunkering within the cage thumbed the screens of their phones as if the couch were completely normal.

      Thankfully, we weren’t forced to wait long.

      By the manner in which our guide approached, I knew we were in for an old-fashioned tour.

      “I’ll take the first ten of you,” she said, picking us out with efficiency. “If you weren’t chosen, please stand by. Another guide will meet with you shortly.”

      True to her word, another guide approached a few minutes later.

      He was 20, maybe a little older. He wore what must pass for a Leviathan uniform. And though he wasn't big or intimidating, the faint press of his Ki aura informed me I did not want to mess with this, that I did not want to take this man lightly.

      “Welcome to Leviathan. My name is Jin. I hope you haven't waited too long.”

      His voice rung with the faintest Japanese accent, and his English was perhaps more proficient than my own. I tried not to but formed a snap judgment about the guy, assuming he was a rich kid.

      Our host didn’t wait for a response. Rather, he turned and gestured us onward.

      We followed him across the central hub and out of one of many tunnels along the wall.

      Jin’s pace was measured and confident. Though shorter than me, the bastard still had me stepping it out to keep up.

      When we emerged from the tunnel, I stared up at a gray, cloud-strewn sky.

      Blinking to take in my surroundings, I found myself standing in the center of an artificial island. From this angle, I could see how one might mistake Leviathan for Wyvern if not for one floating in the Pacific and the other above it on the opposite shore.

      Many of my qualms fell away as I breathed in a lungful of ocean air.

      This much, at least, Leviathan got right, I mused.

      Considering it again confirmed if I had a choice, though, I’d take the chill breeze that streamed over Wyvern any day.

      The grating cry of a seagull confirmed this suspicion.

      “Please, excuse the gulls. We keep them for they help to balance the ecosystem surrounding the school,” Jin said apologetically.

      Hoping to break the ice in our group a little, I replied, “If there’s salt in the water, seagulls are sure to follow.”

      Jin smiled at me, his face looking tight around his eyes. He looked caught between wanting to placate me as one of his tour members and testing me out in an arena duel.

      Nodding slightly, Jin said, “Americans always have such quaint expressions.”

      He turned to face the rest of the group, angling his back toward me. Well, I think I already lost a friend.

      The thought made me chuckle, and Jin’s wary eye flickered over me again. “As you can see, the school commonly known as Leviathan is more or less an island. A few outdoor restaurants, some entertainment, and an array of benches and gardens can be accessed up here.”

      Gesturing around, Jin added. “We call this the Observatory. We came from the Welcoming Hub. You’ll have plenty of time to explore later, but for right now, let me show you a few more reasons why Leviathan Academy is commonly known as the best in the world!”

      I grinned at the man as he shot me one more glance before walking away.

      I flexed my fists, knowing that though I was miles away from where I wanted to be on the Path of Ascension, I would still rejoice in the chance to wipe the floor with this asshole.

      Good thing we pushed so hard in our training. And if these pricks think of themselves as the very best, then there’s a chance they might underestimate us. If so, things are going to get ugly.

      As I followed the guide heading for yet another tunnel, I thought back on the hundreds of hours of training we’d gone through.

      Normally, I weighed in between 210 and 220 pounds. The scale in our apartment read 198.

      True, I’d sacrificed some strength in the process, but the bottomless well of Ki I had access to more than replaced it. What mattered most now was skill, timing, speed, and precision.

      If only my old master could see me now.

      Perhaps a hundred feet wide and just as high, the tunnel plunged below the surface of the ocean rapidly.

      It reminded me of a subway on steroids, the stairs leading into the bowels of the academy stretching down far into the distance.

      And they didn’t hide the fact the school was underwater. Surely, some visitors or students had trouble viewing the gleaming blue depths of the ocean as they stepped deeper and deeper. Both walls, and even a strip running in a wave pattern on the ceiling, boasted panes of clear glass.

      Little more than schools of tiny fish could be seen, but it made for an impressive entrance.

      As we descended, I noticed the tunnel was spiraling ever downward like an enormous corkscrew.

      After five minutes of rocking the stairs, my thighs had begun to burn. The corkscrew continued downward, but our guide veered off into a side tunnel.

      At first I thought it might lead to yet another tunnel, but instead, the space opened up as we walked out onto an entire floor.

      Jin stopped partway in, and pointed to a glowing sign. On it, the horizontal layout of Leviathan could be seen in neon-blue lights.

      A disc shape sat atop the structure, the Observatory. Below it, a bubble labeled Welcoming Hub.

      And there was the corkscrew, a long tunnel that wound down toward the ocean floor beneath the island.

      Jin pointed to one of the rectangles that shot off to either side of the corkscrew. “Each of these are distinct districts. Each district is maintained by its own atmospheric generators and Perpetual Light Source.”

      Walking further in, Jin stared up at a gleaming sphere of light. It looked to be made of Ki, somehow, but I suspected the fixture was simply the best artificial light source available.

      “The PLS units provide pleasant and continual lighting for all, and even boosts the marine plant life outside.”

      When I examined the tall, sweeping walls and the tangle of kelp and sea life swimming so close, I was impressed.

      Jin smiled smugly and continued his sales pitch. “Behind me is the Shopping District, close to the surface and Welcoming Hub so as to encourage visitors to enjoy the many fine products and wares available for purchase at Leviathan.”

      A tall guy I didn’t recognize grunted, drawing Jin’s attention.

      The tactful guide ignored the rude gesture, and soon we were strolling along an uninterrupted barrage of shops and stores.

      When Jin pulled ahead, I took a chance and started up a conversation. “You aren’t from Wyvern are you?”

      “No. Golem, actually. Name’s Hamadi,” the man replied, reaching out his hand to shake.

      “I’m J. You’re the first Golem student I’ve met. I hear it’s an amazing school.”

      Hamadi laughed, exposing an immaculate set of teeth. The way they flashed white, standing out against his mocha skin, reminded me a little of Ava. His features were much different though.

      “I was recently told that Golem is the worst school on the planet,” he said as his laughter subsided. “To think, all along I hadn’t known at all.”

      I shook my head and whispered, “If we ask someone like our guide here, I am sure any academy but this one is utter trash.”

      Hamadi and I chatted in between being shown the latest in Japanese fashion, electronics and entertainment. I’d found a friend for sure, and considering how new and uninviting this place was, I was glad for it.

      The tour moved on to another district. We took an elevator to the District below and explored a maze of restaurants and eateries.

      A basketful of gyms followed, most easily matching the sophistication and excess of Wyvern’s four major gyms. Predictably, Leviathan boasted a much greater variety of training environments.

      Well over an hour later, Jin led us into the Residential District.

      Standing just outside of the elevator, three figures immediately caught my eye.

      Two men and a woman, all dressed in fantastical combat gear made of Kevlar and synthetics, stood to greet us.

      “As honored guests, the headmaster of Leviathan Academy thought it fitting for every visiting student to meet a few of Japan’s most revered Ascendant Heroes,” Jin said before approaching the heroes and bowing deeply.

      “No need to bow,” one man said, his voice deep and confident. “We were once students like you.”

      “Please, forgive me, I didn’t mean—“ Jin tried.

      But the man who’d spoken cut him off. “No offense taken, really. Just call me Hiroto.”

      It was plain to see that Jin was fanboying over the hero, and though I relished Jin’s discomfort, I couldn’t blame him.

      Hiroto’s form emanated more power than anyone I’d ever met with the exception of Lord Bael.

      He wore thin slats of black armor covering his shins, forearms, thighs, and shoulders. His chest, too, had a slim layer of Kevlar protecting his sternum.

      The rest of his body was covered in a stretchy material that had a shifting color pattern that moved easily between black and deepest blue.

      “These are my companions, Amaya and Kenji. We welcome all to Leviathan, and we hope you enjoy your stay, young heroes.”

      Though Hiroto was obviously reading from a memorized script, his words were sincere, as was his smile.

      Amaya bowed but did not smile, her uniform identical to Hiroto’s yet entirely more flattering.

      Hips like those have that kind of effect, I thought, knowing Ava would’ve been drooling by now.

      Kenji alone remained unmoving.

      The tallest of the heroes by several inches, Kenji stared at us like we were a blight upon the world itself.

      Sensing our discomfort, Hiroto spoke again. “Sorry, we were called in last minute to make this appearance. We… aren’t exactly used to PR tours.”

      It was Hamadi who replied. “I’d have been pissed too if I was called away from the field at a time like this just to shake hands with a bunch of brats. Being one of those brats, though, I will say it is a great pleasure to meet you all.”

      This comment finally broke through Kenji’s facade.

      The big man shook his head and released a cloud of tension. “It’s as you say. From the looks of it, however, I’d say only a few of you are brats.”

      More laughter followed, and we at last all walked close enough to shake each of the heroes’ hands.

      Closer up, the Ki each commanded was palpable.

      If this is what the Path of Ascension offers, I’m down.

      At last, we bid the heroes goodbye who promptly wished us all good luck and promised they’d meet up with the winners of the tournament.

      Jin led us into the Residential District, confident we’d all been thoroughly awed.

      “The guest quarters are over there. Do you see it? The building is reminiscent of a strawberry, a reminder to all who stay that we wish everyone has only sweet memories at Leviathan.”

      I turned my head and let slip a belly laugh. Knowing our guide’s sensitivity, I really would have held it back.

      Witnessing a five-story brick building with a near exact form of a strawberry though, with dangling fans of green metal atop for the leaves, was simply too much for me.

      “Is something the matter?” Jin asked, crossing his arms.

      Hamadi bobbed his eyebrows at me, imitating worry. With discipline alone did I compose myself. “Sorry, Jin. It is very strawberry like. That’s all. I just wasn’t expecting such realism.”

      A few of the others in my group chuckled as well and Jin’s face grew red.

      Exasperated, he sighed. “I see. Well, enjoy your stay. For further guidance, check into the Registration Office located at the end of the… strawberry-red path.”

      Jin eyed me coldly as he completed his duties and added a bit of his own personal insight. “Enjoy the comforts Leviathan has to offer. I’m sure none of you will ever have such a wonderful opportunity again. Oh, and do rest up. You’ll need every bit of strength you can muster in the days to come.”

      With that, our guide retreated.

      The group broke apart, meandering toward the massive display of fruiting architecture.

      Hamadi and I walked together, getting to know each other a little more.

      He was excited to hear more about my Western Wolf style of kung fu. Hamadi practiced his own blend of martial arts, drawing inspiration from Krav Maga and Muay Thai.

      “You must be a hell of a striker,” I commented.

      Hamadi grinned, beaming with pride. “Some may call me the Golem’s Fist. It is a stupid name, but I won’t be the one to complain about it.”

      We shook hands once more and went our separate ways after checking in.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a message from Ava telling me we all needed to meet up soon. The crew was to have drinks up on the Observatory in two hours.

      Finding myself with some free time, I checked into my room, expecting to find it a veritable paradise.

      When I opened the door, the quality and comfort of the room was apparent. What I didn’t expect was the sudden and heavy feeling of loneliness.

      Getting soft, J, I chastised myself. Get a nice roommate and suddenly you’re afraid of the dark.

      So, I sat on the edge of the bed, slightly ostracized by the indefinable material of the coverlet.

      Questions like where the fuck am I and how can anyone think I belong here plagued my mind. Fear and anxiety swam lazy circles in my gut.

      I clenched it all in the fist of my will, demanding a little peace and quiet.

      Sure, I felt completely inadequate for this place, but I’d felt the same upon arriving at Wyvern. I’d survive this tournament.

      That last thought, and imagining stepping foot into a ring against an opponent, calmed me somewhat.

      I fell back on the bed, the damn blanket proving more comfortable than I’d imagined. Regardless of how you feel, J, this is nothing more than another fight. You’ll kick a little ass, maybe bleed a little, and live to see another day.

      Then I closed my eyes, intent on smothering my doubts with a well-deserved nap.
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      Compared to Wyvern, Leviathan was something out of a surgeon’s wet dream. Everything was clean, precise and perfect. The stainless-steel support beams, the gray tiled floor and whitewashed walls gave the place a neat freak vibe, that set my teeth on edge.

      Everything was in its proper place. And it really pissed me off.

      Wyvern was just as clean, just as polished, but there was a slight undertone of chaos to the layout, just enough that you wouldn’t notice it unless you were looking for it, but it was there.

      I’d never been a proponent of feng shui but if I had been, I’d have probably blown my brains out just by taking one step on Leviathan’s campus.

      I hated being there immediately and longed for the opened skies of Wyvern.

      A thought that made me want to burst out laughing.

      I’d wanted so badly to attend Leviathan. To become one of its students and the first thing I think when I actually arrive is that I want to leave. If that’s not poetic I don’t know what is.

      Here I was in my home country, and all I wanted was to leave.

      I chuckled to myself and kept walking, trying not to let the pressing atmosphere get to me.

      “What’s so funny,” a familiar voice said as they sidled up to me and wound an arm through mine.

      The suddenness surprised me and I stopped walking, turning my head to greet my new guest.

      “Lilin!”

      The pink-skinned Cambion beamed at me. “Alex!” she responded in the same tone.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked and then stopped, getting a better look at her.

      She wasn’t wearing her usual clothes, the clothes we’d all worn back at the temple. Instead she wore an almost-identical uniform to mine. The same gray blazer, and slacks. The only difference was the slight white coloring of the wolf hair around her collar and the sigil etched on her breast pocket.

      The symbol of Lilin.

      “You’re going to Wyvern?”

      She nodded. “Lord Bael wanted me to go to Leviathan, but I was adamant about Wyvern. In truth, he’d been pressuring me for months to go, saying I’d stagnated at the temple, but I was terrified to leave. But when you showed back up and then left, I realized that I didn’t want you to leave me again.

      “So, I made my decision. It just took some time to get everything in order. But I’m here now.”

      “Are you participating in the tournament?”

      “You bet your skinny ass I am. And I’m going to win. Even if I have to go through you to do it,” she said, her voice sultry, teasing as she pressed herself against me.

      Despite her obvious flirtations, I’d missed her terribly and pulled her in for a hug.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      Lilin wrapped her arms around me and clutched at my back. “I’ve missed you too.”

      We broke apart a minute later and I smiled down at her. “So, you want to explore the school with me?”

      “Hell yes.” She nodded.

      With that we set off.

      Leviathan was set up in a corkscrew fashion, so we walked in a circle, each level bringing us closer to the ocean floor.

      Though the lower floors were off limits, as well as a few of the wings that led to the student dorms and classrooms, most of the school was open to us.

      If Leviathan was one thing, it was huge. It could fit two Wyverns and still have a little bit of room. It was nice, but it meant we got lost more than once trying to find our way around, but there were helpful maps and guides located around the school.

      I hadn’t seen the others since we’d split up to explore. Piper and Reagan had gone off with Ava and Scarlet for some girl time and J and Mo had immediately taken off with a student from Golem. I knew it wasn’t their intention to leave me alone, but that was the end result regardless. Until I ran into Lilin that is.

      We explored the shopping district, which should have been renamed the shopping city, because it was the size of a small town.

      The gunmetal-gray ceiling a couple hundred feet above us had incredibly bright lights fixed into it, giving us a facsimile of the midday sun, but it couldn’t hope to measure up to the real thing.

      Though I had to give Leviathan credit. The shopping district was absolutely amazing.

      Lilin and I wandered around for a time before we stopped at a bar. It was a classy upscale bar, Leviathan being too proper to ever have a dive bar, and Lilin was enraptured. She basically dragged me to the bar.

      “C’mon. I haven’t had a drink in over a year. Share one with me.”

      I couldn’t fight her energy, so I let her pull me along like a puppy on a leash while she ordered a few stout porters.

      It was my first time buying anything at Leviathan, so I had no idea if my money was accepted.

      “Do you accept Wyvern cards?” I asked the gangly bartender as he handed us our drinks.

      He nodded, swiped my card, and handed me the receipt with a grimace.

      Prick.

      It had been a constant thing since we arrived. The pompous superiority in everyone’s eyes since we stepped out of the portal. I’d only been here a couple hours and already I could tell that this environment was toxic.

      Haruna’s attitude makes even more sense now, as does Sifu Yamada’s. It’s not their fault the school sucks every drop of self-thought from them. I understood their actions now, but I didn’t forgive them.

      Both Haruna and Sifu had made their choice. They didn’t have to become mindless puppets of Leviathan but that was exactly what they chose.

      I understood, but I would still show the both of them what it meant to be a student of Wyvern.

      I was going to show the entire damn school that they weren’t better than me.

      Lilin nudged me out of my head and pushed my beer towards me. “C’mon, drink with me!” she pleaded, her golden eyes lighting up with humor and mischief.

      There was no way I could fight her energy, so we clinked our glasses together and we drank deeply. The beer was malty and rich, but delicious.

      I’ll have to show this to J, he’d love it.

      J was more of a beer guy than I’d ever be, but his enthusiasm for the drink had rubbed off on me and we’d tried every single beer Wyvern had to offer.

      Wonder if me and him can try every beer Leviathan has before we head back home. It was a fun challenge, and I was excited to talk to him about it.

      But it would have to wait until after I entertained my tipsy Cambion friend.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because Lilin was so small, or that she hadn’t drank in a long time, but her cherry-blossom cheeks were tinged red and her eyes glazed over by a fraction.

      “Let’s get another,” she said, tapping the small black menu at our table and ordering more drinks.

      The grouchy bartender brought them over and the money was automatically deducted from my card.

      As soon as the bartender left, she grabbed her drink and immediately began chugging.

      “Woah there, slow down. You’ve got to pace yourself.”

      The correct way to drink was to drink a glass of water for every beer or shot of liquor and to eat at least a bite of food.

      From what J had told me, eating food while drinking was actually the secret behind the Russians’ supposed ability to drink so much and never get drunk, though to this day, he refused to tell me how he knew that.

      Lilin on the other hand, kept slamming them back like they were nothing.

      “You know, I hated being at the temple when you were gone.” She paused, looking down at her half-empty drink. “Michael and Francesca weren’t the best company in the world, but even they were better than the monks. They at least talked to me. But after they left, I had no one to talk to, and I was so lonely.”

      Ah, hell. I hadn’t even considered that she might have felt that way. I didn’t hang out with Michael and Francesca because they thought they were above a human, but they were at least friendly with Lilin. After we were gone she would’ve been alone for months.

      That must’ve been miserable.

      “I’m sorry, Lilin. I wish I would’ve known. I wish I had thought about it. I was so focused on getting back home the first time that I didn’t even think about it and then I left you again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded and reached across the table for my hand. I took hers and squeezed.

      “I didn’t bring it up because even if I was lonely, I didn’t want to face the prospect of leaving the temple, of going back to humanity.”

      “Why?” I asked, then stopped. “Sorry, you’ve made it clear you don’t want to talk about your past. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Lilin looked up at me, and an emotion I couldn’t place filled her eyes. It was hurt, and misery and longing, all rolled into one horrified expression.

      “I…had a family. A husband that I loved, and a beautiful daughter. Her name is Amara.” She smiled at some forgotten memory before she drained the rest of her glass. “When I became a Cambion, my husband left me. Said he couldn’t be with a monster.

      “So, he took my baby girl and vanished. I couldn’t find them. I tried.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks as she tried not to break down and sob. I got out of my chair and went to sit by her.

      I wrapped my arms around her and held her close as she cried softly into my chest. I understood why she didn’t want to talk about her past.

      The pain she must’ve felt, must still feel would make it hard to talk to anyone about it.

      As much as I wanted to fix her problems, and I would’ve done anything to stop her tears, it broke my heart to see her cry.

      There was nothing I could do.

      There was nothing I could say or do that would get her family, her life back.

      I couldn’t do that for her, but I could be there for her when she needed me.

      I kissed her hair and stroked her arms, whispering that it would be okay as she cried. I didn’t care that the tables next to us kept shooting dirty looks at us.

      Fuck them.

      I was going to be there for Lilin and everyone around us could go straight to hell.

      It took several long minutes for her to compose herself and as soon as she was, I slid over my untouched drink and let her have it.

      “You need it more than I do.”

      She smiled and drank it slowly. “Thank you, Alex,” she said when she finished.

      I nodded. “I’m sorry about your family. And I know there’s nothing I can do that will take away the pain, but I’ll always be here for you if you need to talk, to vent or just need someone to be around. You can count on me, I promise.”

      Lilin looked up at me with tear-filled eyes that still held so much pain, but there was something else in them now that hadn’t been there a minute before. Hope. That I wouldn’t abandon her.

      Even though that’s exactly what I’d done, even if that hadn’t been my intention.

      “You’ve never cared that I was Cambion, and you were always kind to me. I think that’s why I gravitated toward you, because I could just be myself for a little while. I can never thank you enough for those moments, Alex.”

      She paused for a long minute, her eyes darting back and forth as she lowered her head.

      “It’s the main reason I fell in love with you.” She blushed as she spoke.

      Dammit. It wasn’t like I didn’t know Lilin had feelings for me; that had been clear from our many flirtatious interactions, but I’d just assumed it was a passing attraction, that she would get over it and move on.

      Her confession complicated matters. Because I couldn’t deny that I cared for her too.

      She’d been there for me as much as I’d been there for her. As strange as it was to say, she kept me human in a place filled with Cambions. I could also be myself with her when I couldn’t with anyone else.

      I liked being around her, and I wanted to keep being around her.

      But I already had two girlfriends, and Piper was already jealous of Lilin.

      This is going to get complicated.

      I squeezed Lilin’s hand and smiled at her. “I care for you too, maybe it’s love. I don’t know. But I don’t know if I can be with you. You know what my situation is like.”

      She nodded as she picked up a menu and ordered more drinks. “I know. But I’m not going to let that stop me.” She slid me a wink. “I’ve got a plan. I just needed a little liquid courage so I could work up the nerve.”

      Our drinks arrived and she drank hers quickly and stood. “There’s something I have to do,” she said as she leaned over and kissed my cheek. “But, thank you for listening. I think I needed to tell someone, to get it off my chest. I haven’t spoken about my family in years, but I needed to. I’ll see you later. Promise.”

      Then she was gone, off in a hurry to do god knows what.

      I still don’t understand women. But I doubt that will ever change. I sat back in my chair and drank my beer slowly before closing out my tab and standing.

      After that, I wandered around the shopping centers for a little while, not really buying anything, just window shopping, and eventually I made my way to the lower levels, where the training rooms were.

      Wyvern had an impressive array of rooms, but Leviathan blew them out of the water. There were the normal gyms that didn’t offer anything special, then they had the elemental gyms like the fire gym and air gym.

      They also had specialized gyms. Like a forest gym, beach gym and even a damn mountain gym. All simulating the environments they represented.

      It was damned impressive for sure.

      I peeked into a few of them, but there were classes going and I didn’t want to disturb them.

      So, I wandered about until I found a smaller gym that was empty. It was set to resemble a traditional Japanese dojo and it reminded me of home.

      Tatami mats and wooden walls. There was even a bamboo fountain that trickled water pleasantly. It was homey in a place that was alien.

      I walked in and glanced at the row of shinai along the walls. How long’s it been since I practiced with a sword?

      I’d had a fascination with kendo when I was younger, too many samurai movies, and I wanted nothing more than to be a samurai. That was before I found out about the demons and heroes. My world changed then and so did my dream.

      Once I knew about heroes there was never any other path for me. But that love of the samurai was still with me.

      Wonder if anyone will get mad at me for using the dojo.

      There were a row of wing chun dummies along the far wall and it would be a good way to warm up.

      After talking with Lilin I had a lot of conflicting emotions inside me and I didn’t really know what I needed to do about them.

      Combat would soothe my mind and help me focus. It always did.

      I settled into my Bai Jong stance and began a soft combination.

      Working on the dummies, on my speed and coordination, soon flowed and I lost myself while I worked up a sweat. I spent a few hours there, working through a few rounds of qigong and some calisthenics, just looking for something to do.

      “Well, look at what we have here,” a voice said from the doorway.

      I turned to find the very last person I wanted to see standing there.

      “Haruna,” I said.

      She was dressed in a tight-fitting Gi in the royal-navy colors of Leviathan. Her raven-black hair tied back in a simple no-nonsense tail like mine.

      Even I had to admit that she looked good. She’d filled out since coming to the school, put on some lean muscle.

      “I was practicing, what does it look like I was doing.”

      “Looks like you’re somewhere you don’t belong,” she said, coming to walk over to me.

      “The dojo?”

      “Leviathan. You shouldn’t be here.”

      I chuckled. Shouldn’t be surprised her attitude has worsened. “Even after I shut you down, you’re still holding onto your superiority? That’s just sad.”

      Her words had nothing on me. If she wanted her life to be filled with the poisoned voices of others telling her how she should think, it wasn’t my problem.

      The Haruna I knew was gone, and she wasn’t coming back.

      I’d known that for a long time now.

      Responding to her would earn me nothing but more sadness, so I ignored her and walked out of the dojo. Only to run into Sifu Yamada leading a group of students to the dojo.

      “Alexander?” His eyes lit up in surprise and humor. “What a surprise. I certainly wasn’t expecting to see you in my dojo.”

      My eyes raised. “Your dojo?” I sighed. “That’s why it felt like home.”

      “Yes, Leviathan was gracious enough to allocate me a place of my own to train my students.” His eyes flicked to the doorway where Haruna stood. “I see you’ve already met my star pupil.”

      “Yeah, we’ve had the displeasure.” I glanced at Haruna before putting her out of mind. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      His hand shot out and stopped me. “Come now, my boy, why don’t you stay, watch the class. You might learn something useful.”

      I brushed him off. “I have nothing more to learn from you Sifu─Mr. Yamada. This school has poisoned your way of thinking. I won’t let it do the same to me.”

      His eyes widened at the fire in my voice and I pushed past him and his students, more confident than I’d been in a long time and more heartbroken than I’d ever been in my life.

      Fuck them. All of them.

      I didn’t need them in my life. I had so much more than I’d ever had before. I had friends who actually respected me and I them in return. I had two amazing girlfriends whom I loved, and I had a future that was brighter than the false sun in this underwater prison.

      I don’t need them!

      They chose to cut me out, to let status and prestige blind them to anything else. That thought struck me as incredibly hilarious considering Mr. Yamada was the one who invented Shitsumei in the first place. Blindness, the lesser version of Sogai.

      If Haruna is his student, that means he probably taught it to her as well, which makes her twice as dangerous as when we were kids. Too bad it won’t help her.

      I was going to do everything in my power to defeat them, and prove that I wasn’t someone they should’ve discounted so lightly.

      But enough of that. This place is gloomy enough.

      I shook myself and smiled. I went to go find J and I planned for the both of us to get really drunk in our attempt to sample every single beer this damn school offered.
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      Our first day was to get us settled in Leviathan, but the tournament began the very next morning.

      The “Ki Lamp” had to be the lamest name for a challenge, but when it was described to the group of challengers, I knew it would push me to my limits.

      Not only was the Ki Lamp designed to test the control with which one used their Ki, it also tested the strength.

      Knowing I relied exclusively on shadow Ki, my nerves were already frayed.

      “To complete the task, you have but to light the lamp,” a Leviathan instructor repeated. “It may seem simple, but believe me, considering the circumstances, Task 1 is guaranteed to challenge you all.”

      I stared at the contraption sitting dull and devoid of energy beyond the glass wall.

      It looked like an archaic bulb, but rather than filaments waiting to be charged with electricity, the Ki Lamp’s bulb was filled with a thick, blue smoke.

      Bleachers had been set up along three sides of the room, the fourth facing the ocean outside. I sat beside Ava, Scarlet, and Fitz. We all missed Haruki by now, but she was seated with the second-year students. She’d received her third rune around the time we’d gotten our second.

      Knowing we’d all be at the same level at the end of our schooling was comforting.

      It was hard enough to stay in a relationship with three women if everyone had different schedules.

      The instructor clutched his clipboard and sighed, looking bored enough to nap. “If there are any questions, feel free to ask one of the trainers. Now, let’s begin.”

      Having completed his job, the man slunk away yawning.

      Then a voice of iron cracked out, demanding attention. “First to challenge Task 1, Hamadi Ibrahim of Golem Academy. Good luck, challenger!”

      I turned in my seat to see the charismatic face of Hiroto, the Ascension Hero I’d met upon first arriving.

      “Isn’t he so cool?” Ava whispered, nudging Fitz with her elbow to get her attention as well. “The other heroes are so stiff, but Hiroto took like a dozen pictures with me.”

      I smiled and threw out a verbal jab. “I’m sure that was so hard on you. I know you never like being around powerful, handsome men.”

      Scarlet giggled, adding, “He’s okay. It’s that Amaya I’d like to get to know better. I’ll bet her hips are made of pure gold.”

      Even Fitz laughed at this last announcement, but we all fell quiet as Hamadi entered the competition room.

      Two instructors closed the four-inch-thick slab of bullet-proof glass behind him, then started scrawling notes on their digital clipboards.

      A few cheers for the Golem student rose up from a section below. I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. They were silenced quickly though, so I could only assume the students had been from the same school, excited to cheer on one of their own.

      The bleachers hushed as a timer counted down from ten.

      Hamadi didn’t seem overly concerned.

      He cracked his knuckles, stretched his neck, and stood within the designated area.

      The Ki Lamp rested around twenty feet away from the red circle Hamadi was meant to stand in. The inert object looked to weigh at least a hundred pounds, being composed of a stainless-steel frame and a heavy dome that held the bulb in place.

      Then the timer hit zero.

      Hamadi stood in a fighter’s stance, facing the Ki Lamp.

      Several machines rose up from the floor at once.

      The first emitted a simple strobe light, but the flashes were so intense even I was squinting from fifty feet away, and the light wasn’t even pointed at me.

      Hamadi’s face wrinkled as he forced himself to adapt to the scorching light.

      Another machine emitted an ear-splitting series of screeches and bangs.

      Despite the ruckus, Hamadi found his focus quickly and extended a hand toward the lamp.

      A tendril of Ki wound its way through the air, worming closer to the Ki Lamp. When it made contact, the device flickered faintly, then a subtle glow began to form in its center.

      That was when the final machines activated, three small spheres popping up from the floor at various points in the small room. Each fell to firing tiny, glinting objects at Hamadi’s face and chest.

      All we’d been told about the task was that “elements of distraction” would be introduced. By the look of the cut across Hamadi’s cheek, the distractions looked sharp.

      The disciplined fighter dipped lower in his stance and dropped his efforts with the Ki Lamp.

      Assembling his defenses soon after, the projectiles rebounded away from Hamadi’s earth Ki shield as if they were little more than flies.

      The young man performed what very well would have been impossible for most of those present. He moved his shield to his left hand, a feat none of us had been taught at the Temple of Bael.

      Then he lifted his right hand toward the Ki Lamp.

      Nothing happened for long, tense moments.

      The room blared, flashed, and peppered Hamadi with projectiles.

      He held his Ki shield in place and glared at the Ki Lamp, his right hand shaking with the expended effort to perform two tasks at once.

      Slowly, a second ribbon of Ki wormed out of his hand and touched the lamp. Its flickers stabilized soon after.

      When it was bright and clear, a red light flashed atop it, and the machines all fell silent.

      “Congratulations! Hamadi of Golem Academy has vanquished the first task!” Hiroto announced, genuine enthusiasm permeating his words.

      Hamadi let his Ki shield evaporate, and he stood taller.

      His chest heaved from the immense effort expended in so short a time, but other than the single cut above his brow, he was healthy and whole.

      Exiting the challenge room to another explosion of cheers, Hamadi bowed deeply before finding his seat.

      The offending cheerleaders were soon stifled, and Hiroto called the next competitor. “From Leviathan, up next, we have Haruna Watanabe!”

      A polite and restrained round of clapping ensued, quickly followed by heavy silence. The woman who approached and entered the cage looked a lot less devious than the one Alex had described.

      “So, this is Alex’s old nemesis, huh? She looks sweet enough,” I remarked.

      Scarlet snorted. “They always do, J. But you can see, it’s all spelled out clearly right there. The bitch has bangs. Bad sign.”

      “Haruki has bangs,” Ava retorted, glaring at her friend.

      “Yeah, but she gets a pass. Just trust me, Haruna is not good.”

      Our little group quieted, all accepting Scarlet’s silly pronunciation.

      Again, the strobe light and screeches tore through the glass room.

      Haruna, though, didn’t flinch at all.

      Nor did she try to light the lamp. Instead, she shook her left hand, as if performing a weak jab. Blossoming out of her knuckles, a tiny Ki shield formed as Haruna prepared for the onslaught to come. The shimmering dome of metal Ki wasn’t impressive in and of itself. It was that Haruna had done so using only one hand and instantly.

      “How the fuck did she do that?” Fitz growled.

      I had the same question, but kept my attention honed. If there were any secrets to defeating this task, the Leviathan students would know them.

      Haruna held the shield aloft, directed at the firing machines even as they popped up and started their barrage.

      She’s done this before. Fucking Leviathan had their students train these tasks knowing the other schools would be at a disadvantage, I grumbled mentally.

      That was the way too many fighters thought. If you could take an advantage from your opponent, do so.

      I couldn’t get behind it though.

      The entire point of having a tournament was to control the environment in such a way as to force fighters to compete with their peers on equal footing.

      Haruna moved her compact shield from side to side, easily deflecting the silver projectiles.

      She clenched her right fist and lunged, firing a beam of Ki directly into the lamp.

      The force of her attack was so taxing that the small shield faded from around her fist. It didn’t matter, though, as the lamp burst into light and the machines were killed as she completed the challenge.

      “Another winner! Great job, Haruna!” Hiroto shouted, his announcer’s voice still in full swing.

      Time slipped by as we watched the competitors attempt the first task one after another. Most passed by using similar shield strategies.

      Only Leviathan students seemed capable of instantly forming shields either in one or both hands. I promised myself to learn the technique as soon as possible, and settled for hating the rival competitors in the meantime.

      When Fitz competed, she chose to let her shield collapse entirely as she performed her Ki attack. Using all of her effort, Fitz managed to push her attack the full twenty feet. When the thick cloud of Ki struck the lamp, its light burst forth instantly.

      She left the room strutting, ignoring the streams of blood streaming down her face, arms, and chest.

      The next challenger was a slim kid from Leviathan named Fuji. Something about the way he held himself tugged at my mind. His muscles looked rigid, almost like he was cramping up. But his movements were fluid and powerful.

      As he turned to face the Ki Lamp, I noticed a flicker of stray Ki curling around his right forearm.

      He stood placid even after the strobe and screeching assumed their distracting roles. Two runes flared to life on his forearms, yet no shield was put into place.

      I had trouble placing it, but as the young man stood before his fate, Ki crackling around his body, it seemed somehow familiar.

      The projectiles started up, and rather than block them, the young man moved faster than anyone had a right to. Even restricted to a three-feet circle, the Leviathan fighter dodged the projectiles before winding up and launching an infernal blast of Ki at the lamp.

      His Ki took on the shape of a Chinese Dragon that swept across the room and engulfed the lamp. It lit at once and the challenge was over.

      It was when he left, his muscles visibly twitching, Ki still writhing and eager to escape his body, that I remembered who he reminded me of.

      Donovan.

      “Damn, that was awesome. Seems like Fuji is a total badass,” Ava said casually, sipping her iced tea noisily beside me.

      “Sure, but how the hell?” I shot back. “He looked different, didn’t he? How do you think he got so much power with only two runes?”

      Scarlet rolled her eyes. “I heard some of these Leviathan kids are taking Cambion blood. How else are they so strong? Figures, we travel to the opposite side of the planet only to compete against cheaters.”

      “I doubt that’s true,” Fitz argued. “They’d test for it, right? I mean, they do that for drugs in other sports.”

      Aware that my tone was steely, I responded, “It’s only blood. Humans haven’t developed a test for it yet. So, there’s no way of knowing.”

      “Who’s the expert now?” Ava teased.

      The conversation moved on, but my eyes followed the fighter as he found his seat.

      No way I’m gonna tell the girls I’ve been studying up on Cambion blood. Nobody needs to know that, I reminded myself. Besides, they aren’t the ones stuck with shadow Ki. If demons drop down from the sky all around us, I’ll be damned if I don’t have a secret weapon in store.

      I gleaned no further information from the back of the student’s head. He sat impassively as another challenger rose to take his place.

      At least I know who to approach when this shit show is over. I’m gonna have a nice chat with Fuji-san.

      Not all of the competitors completed the course in the same fashion.

      One student from Golem looked to be losing the challenge. The girl hunkered down under the barrage of silver projectiles, blood forming crimson stains on her uniform in a dozen places. When she rose up from the position, however, she let a massive Ki shield explode into being before her.

      The shield was purple.

      Holy shit! That girl has shadow Ki just like I do. I am definitely having a talk with her, I decided as I studied her form.

      She clutched her shield in both hands, making it expand until it blocked even the bright light of the strobe. Then she pushed the shield away from her, and it hovered in the air a few feet away. Finally, the girl pushed the faintest trickle of shadow Ki out from her now-free hands.

      The power of her second ability failed to illuminate the Ki Lamp.

      After a few minutes of strenuous effort, she collapsed, her shield dissipating and Hiroto calling an end to the challenge.

      Others failed as well, of course.

      Some couldn’t stand the intensity of the light and noise. Or perhaps it was simply the pressure of competing before a crowd. But five challengers, two from Wyvern and three from Golem, failed Task One by the time I heard my own voice called.

      Ava gave me a wet kiss on the cheek and Scarlet pinched my ass as I rose to compete.

      Damn girls are making me look like a playboy, I thought, catching a few confused or even angry faces in the crowd. I guess I am, though it was their doing.

      Hiroto smiled and nodded to me, and the stand-by instructors opened the door for me.

      When I stepped inside, I was immediately surprised by how quiet and muffled everything was in the glass room.

      I didn’t stand by and gawk though. I had no idea how I was going to complete this challenge, but I’d be damned if I tapped out before actually punching one of these Leviathan turds.

      The strobe activated at the same time as the screeching speakers.

      Never in all my experience and training had I prepared for the assault to my senses.

      The screeching was so loud I felt the vibrations in my teeth, and I was forced to close my eyes. Knowing what was coming next, I summoned my shadow shield. “Gang Chiang!” I shouted, aware that no one outside could hear me.

      At least my verbal command isn’t common knowledge, I mused as I formed the purple shield before me.

      No sooner had I blocked my body than a series of pinging shocks rippled through my arms. I opened my eyes, squinting despite the shade my shadow Ki afforded me.

      The projectiles were bouncing off of my shield easily enough, but each one that connected cost me a tiny thread of Ki. I couldn’t imagine how powerful Hamadi and Haruna were to have commanded two separate streams of Ki at once while their shield was harassed.

      Nevertheless, I stood strong in the red circle, staring at the fucking Ki Lamp twenty feet away.

      It mocked me, somehow seeming to know I could not use my shield with one hand.

      My mind spun, trying to come up with a way to activate the lamp remotely.

      No brilliant plan came to mind, so I took a deep breath and dropped my shield.

      Immediately, the sting of tiny steel blades cut into the side of my neck, and then collarbone. More cuts followed, but I ignored them all. I knew the pain would fade eventually. All I had to do was focus on lighting the fucking lamp.

      I pulled Ki from my core, filled my fist to bursting, and struck the air. “Bi Shou!” I screamed, forcing every scrap of effort into the attack.

      The purple Ki rippled down my arm and shot out from my knuckles.

      At the Temple of Bael, my technique had extended over five feet with my most profound attack.

      Under the stress and pressure of competition, however, I knew my ability would be amplified. The purple dagger stretched just over halfway to the lamp before it petered out.

      “Fuck!” I cried, pulling my shield up after the failure was evident.

      The single attack, the dozens of small wounds, and my own taxed nerves had already sapped much of my strength.

      My legs shook slightly, and I thought of all the eyes watching me.

      Ava and Alex were among them, two of the most important people in my entire life. I wanted nothing less than to fail in front of them.

      I thought of Fuji, the kid who packed so much extra Ki in his system I was all but certain he was using Cambion blood.

      If only I could tap into that now.

      I stared at the dark lamp, anger boiling within me. And suddenly, the entire situation was too much.

      There’s no fucking way I’m losing here and now!

      Acting on instinct, I funneled more and more of my shadow Ki, pushing out the limits of my Ki shield. Slowly, the dome stretched outward, turning into a warped and elongated projection of itself.

      The strain took its toll, and I felt the muscles of my core and legs threaten to cramp and spasm.

      “I will not lose today!” I screamed, my throat tearing as I condensed my Ki further.

      My vision went dim along my periphery as I lost myself in a crazed war cry.

      The once-rounded shield had turned into a strange and malformed lance, wobbling ever closer to the lamp.

      Having thinned the edges of the shield, I began to receive cuts from the projectiles again as they swept around my guard.

      I knew my tactic was unconventional, but I couldn’t give a shit.

      There was no rule restricting how the Ki Lamp should be lit, and so far, any number of methods had been employed.

      Finally, the tip of my transformed shield touched the lamp.

      A tugging sensation nearly pulled me off balance as the device absorbed my shadow Ki.

      But then it was over.

      The noise, the lights, the stupid, tiny blades all stopped.

      I stood in the center of my ring and looked out to see dozens of shocked expressions.

      As I turned to leave, my leg nearly gave out.

      I caught myself though, refusing to be humiliated further.

      Hiroto called out a congratulations as I exited, calling me the Sacred Shield Master and clapping me on the back.

      I mumbled out a thanks as I was swarmed by a medical team. I’d received dozens of cuts, some that bled freely still.

      They led me to a nearby structure assembled for such occasions.

      Within, I was given a seat and some water as the staff staunched my wounds and healed me with Ki.

      All the while, though I was pleased I’d succeeded, I couldn’t help but recall the name Fuji.

      When can I find a moment to talk to you, Fuji. And more pressing, where the hell did you get that Cambion blood?
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      The first challenge seemed to be tailor-made to counter Sogai.

      The loud noises were ten thousand times more disorienting than the rushing waterfall could ever hope to be, and I knew that if I tried to enter Sogai, I’d fail instantly.

      So I left my cheat alone and faced the challenge myself.

      Having seen the others go about it, I knew what to expect, and when the razor flechettes of doom sliced into my skin, I didn’t let it bother me.

      I formed a Ki shield in my off hand and effortlessly blocked the projectiles until I came up on the lamp.

      There was a technique Lord Bael taught me with my Elemental Expression that I was hesitant to use. I still hadn’t mastered it yet, and it was kind of a second secret weapon he’d helped me fine tune.

      But after watching Haruna ease through the challenge like it was a Sunday stroll, I had to make my attempt good.

      I held my right hand up, two fingers extended as if I were about to deliver a nerve strike. I lined up my hand with the Ki lamp and willed my frigid Ki into my fingers.

      “Aisushotto!” I shouted and released.

      A ball of crystalline ice formed at my fingertips and a minute blizzard whirled around the ice. As if shot by a blast of a gun, the ball of ice blasted toward the Ki lamp and struck the glass with the force of a bullet.

      Glass shattered in its wake, and the Ki lamp lit up brightly before it exploded in a wave of Ki that sent me to my knees.

      I walked out to the shocked face of one of the world’s top heroes.

      That look alone made it all worth it.

      After I completed the first challenge, exhausted to my very core and in need of a good night’s sleep after burning through so much of my Ki, I managed to stumble my way back to the temporary dorms Leviathan had prepared for us and I flopped onto my bed, out instantly.

      When I awoke, hours or years later, I had a metric ton of sleep in my eyes and my hair was greasy. I looked like a hobo that had been bitten by a zombie.

      I quickly took a shower, brushed my hair and teeth and threw on a pair of jeans and a t shirt. After I was clean and moderately more presentable, I went to go and meet up with the others.

      Finding them in the maze that was Leviathan was a challenge, but I pulled out my phone and dialed J’s number.

      He picked up almost instantly.

      “What,” he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

      “Breakfast?” I asked.

      He cursed me in a few different languages before clearing his throat several times and speaking again. “Yeah. Sure, best friend who wouldn’t dream of waking up his best friend after a full day of hell. I’d love to grab food, of course that doesn’t want to make me hurl my empty stomach at the thought.”

      “Are you Ki sick?”

      “Probably.”

      “You know the best cure for that right? Same thing for a hangover. Pickle juice and Gatorade. Get some salt, vinegar, and electrolytes in your body. Boosts your immune system and helps speed up Ki recovery.”

      “Shove your cure up your ass, Alex,” he said in a teasing voice. “Ima go back to sleep for another few years. Wake me up when it’s time to leave the damn school.”

      He promptly hung up and I laughed.

      “Well, guess a bro date is out of the cards, how about an actual date?”

      I dialed Piper, and she immediately picked up.

      “Morning, love. What’s up?”

      “Breakfast?”

      “Sure, but how about you meet me at my dorm, there’s something we need to talk about.”

      I told her I’d be there in ten and hung up.

      Then I backtracked to our section of the dorms and knocked on her door.

      She opened it, revealing an identical room to mine, but she wasn’t alone. Reagan and Lilin were sitting on the bed, all wearing their night clothes. Did they all sleep in here?

      They all looked at me, and I had the strongest urge to run far, far away.

      “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like this?” I asked.

      Piper smiled at me and took my arm. “Don’t be such a baby. It’s not that bad. Come here.”

      She pulled me in and shut the door behind her.

      I just stood there twiddling my thumbs like a jackass while Piper stared at me.

      “What’d I do this time?”

      She walked over and sat on the bed next to Rea. They shared a look and an unspoken conversation went on between them before they looked back at me.

      “Alex, do you like Lilin?”

      This again? I sighed and shook my head. “You’re asking if I like her romantically?”

      Piper nodded.

      “Then…Yes. I do.”

      “Okay.” She turned to Lilin. “Do you like Alex?”

      Lilin smiled wide. “Very much so.”

      “Alright, are you okay with sharing him?”

      “Of course,” Lilin replied. “I have always been fine with that, Alex was the one that refused because of his feelings for you.”

      Piper smiled at the comment and then took my hand, pulling me to her. “Well, there you have it. You have mine and Reagan’s blessing.”

      I just stood there stunned. Well this certainly wasn’t what I was expecting at all.

      “I thought you didn’t like Lilin?” I asked.

      Piper shook her head and glanced at the Cambion. “I never didn’t like her, I was jealous of her, of how beautiful she was and how she immediately took your attention when we got to the temple. I never had a problem with her personally.”

      I nodded, feeling even more like a jackass. She’s not wrong, I completely ignored her for a lot of the time. I was either training, or spending time with Lilin. I tried to make time for both Piper and Reagan, but I always made time for Lilin.

      I was a complete jerk.

      “You’re right, and I’m sorry for that. But what brought on this sudden bout of…generosity?”

      “She did,” Piper said, thumbing back to Lilin. “She came to me and Reagan the other night and told us everything, about her feelings for you and asked if she could have permission to date you too.”

      I looked to Lilin, stunned. “So that’s where you went after our talk the other night?”

      She nodded.

      Though I didn’t mind the situation, I had to admit that it was odd. I had my hands full balancing my love life with just Piper and Reagan, adding Lilin to the mix would certainly complicate my life, but a dark part in the back of my head was thrilled at the prospect.

      A part of me longed to feel her flesh under me, and that part was more than happy with this arrangement.

      “I’m surprised you agreed, Piper.”

      She shrugged. “I was originally going to say no, but that was jealousy talking. I love you as much as you love me, as much as we both love Reagan. Adding Lilin to our little relationship wouldn’t change the love either of us feel for each other…and a part of me thinks that the world is coming to an end. With all the recent demon attacks, why not live life to the fullest while we still can?”

      Though it was troubling to hear her say out loud, for me to even think about what the increase in demon attacks meant. She wasn’t wrong. Something was coming, and it was going to be big.

      It very well could be the end of the world as we know it.

      And I wasn’t ready. None of us were.

      There was no way we could take on an apocalypse in our current states. The current heroes were doing what they could to stem the tide of demonic attacks, but as we’d seen up close and personal, they couldn’t be all places at all times.

      It’s a terrifying thought, but the end isn’t so close now, that I have to give myself an ulcer. Put those thoughts on the backburner for the time being and focus on what’s right in front of you.

      Namely Lilin.

      I leaned against the gunmetal-blue desk that held Piper’s laptop and books; why she brought her textbooks to Leviathan was beyond me, but she did love to study.

      “First, I would like to thank all of you. I feel like I’m being incredibly selfish by loving more than one person, but at the same time, nothing has ever made me happier.” I turned and looked at Lilin, giving her a small smile. “I also want to say that it wasn’t my intention to fall for Lilin…but she made not doing that almost an impossibility.”

      She smiled wide and nodded. “I too, tried not to. Alex told me time and time again that he couldn’t be with me, but as I’m sure was the same for you two, it’s hard not to fall for him.”

      Piper and Reagan grinned. “We definitely know.” As they spoke, they rose from the bed. “Well now that we’ve settled that little issue. Reagan and I are going to go get something to eat. Why don’t you two stay here and…talk.”

      The two of them walked out of her dorm, leaving me and Lilin alone on the bed.

      “So what now?” I asked, knowing, but not exactly wanting to be the one to take the first step.

      Lilin smiled and slithered across the bed to rest next to me. “Now, I get to do what I’ve been wanting to do for a long goddamn time.”

      Her mouth parted as she leaned closer to me, her full lips begging to be kissed. There was desire in her eyes, but reticence in her movements. We’d both agreed so quickly, but now that we were alone, we both had a decision to make.

      It wasn’t even a decision.

      My lips met hers and we greedily drank each other in. She unconsciously pulled closer to me and I placed my hands on her waist.

      I lifted Lilin to my lap, and her ass settled on my thighs. She wiggled her hips into my groin, giving my libido a jumpstart. Her hands wrapped around my neck as she brought her tongue out to play, letting it intertwine with my own as our kisses deepened.

      My hands trailed over her soft skin, over her abdomen and sternum to grasp her breasts. She stiffened slightly at my sudden boldness before she melted into me. Her chest was small where my other girlfriends were not, but I found I didn’t mind the size difference.

      Lilin’s breasts were perky and incredibly smooth as I played my fingers around her erect nipples. I rolled them between my thumb and forefinger and pinched lightly.

      She moaned and pulled back, unlatching herself from me. Her golden eyes smoldered as she lifted her night gown from her petite frame.

      Her chest was spectacular, no matter how many times I’d seen her naked at the temple of Bael, I would never grow tired of looking at her lovely pink skin. Her nipples were only a few shades darker than her skin, and I loved them as I twisted her nipples, eliciting a small cry from her.

      “Don’t stop,” she muttered and dug her fingers into my arms as I played with her.

      “I don’t plan to,” I replied as I lowered my mouth to her breasts.
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      My breath rose and fell in great gulps as I tried to calm my racing heart. I lay on my back and wiped the rush of sweat that fell in rivers down my face.

      “Holy…hell.” I paused, catching my breath. “That was…”

      “Intense,” Lilin finished for me.

      She draped herself over me, pressing her hips into my thigh as her hot, labored breath tickled my neck. I leaned over and brushed her mess of snow-white hair from her head. She too had a sheen of sweat on her neck and chest. It glistened like gems across her cherry-blossom skin.

      “That was something else,” she said and kissed me.

      We took our time with the kiss and I reveled in the softness of her lips. They were just as I remembered and I pulled her to me, running my fingers over her elongated ears and my fingers dug into her scalp.

      “Mhm, keep going.”

      But a gurgling from her stomach interrupted our second round. We looked at each other and laughed.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” I said.

      “Agreed. How about we go and meet the girls and get some breakfast.”

      I glanced down at my sweaty body and chuckled. “Might need a shower first.”

      She laughed in agreement and we both rose off the bed.

      After a quickish shower with only a modicum of funny business, we dressed and headed for the restaurant district.

      It took about ten minutes of walking to reach the restaurant Piper and Reagan had gone to. It was called Holland’s Diner, and despite being labeled a diner, it was far more upscale than any diner I’d ever been to before.

      Piper and Reagan were seated at one of the many tables on the patio outside. When Reagan noticed us, she waved us over and we all sat down.

      Piper nudged me with her elbow and kissed my cheek. “Have fun?”

      “Little bit.” I blushed.

      “Good,” Reagan said, looking over at me. “We’ll get the dirty details from Lilin later, isn’t that right.”

      Lilin winked at me and picked up a menu. “That’s right.”

      “Traitor,” I whispered and went for my own menu.

      I ordered an orange juice to start. Because I absolutely needed to get some sugar in me after my unforeseen workout.

      After only a minute or two, the waiter brought our drinks. Juice for me, coffee for Lilin.

      When he set them down, I grabbed my glass and drained it, then picked up the menu and ordered another one and a coffee.

      “So that’s how your talk went.” Reagan smiled at me.

      I clamped my mouth shut and stared intently at the menu in front of me. “Think I’ll have the Belgian waffles with chocolate chips and a side of sausage. How about you guys?”

      Both Piper and Reagan burst out laughing at my lame dodge.

      “Could you keep the noise to a dull roar?” a angry feminine voice asked.

      I looked around and quickly found the source. Haruna had been walking toward the restaurant when she’d heard us laughing. Now she was leaning on the rails that separated the patio from the other restaurants.

      She had a sneer across her face as she glanced from me to the girls.

      “Alex, who is this?” Piper asked.

      “Her name is Haruna Watanabe.” I sighed, and even to me my voice sounded weary. “She used to be my best friend in the world. We grew up together.”

      “Used to be?”

      “Yeah, used to be. I grew up, got better friends, went to a better school. While you got shuffled off to Wyvern.” Haruna looked from me to each of the girls. “So, these are your new friends, eh?”

      Lilin laughed, but it was dark, devious. A deliciously wicked laugh and I just knew I was going to enjoy whatever was going on in her head right now.

      She stood and walked across the table to stand by me, never once breaking eye contact with Haruna. Lilin leaned down and kissed my neck draping her arm around my shoulder.

      “We’re not his friends, little girl. We’re his. All of us.” Her golden eyes lit up in delight as she bit off each word and wielded them like a weapon against Haruna.

      She blinked. Her eyes going wide as she grasped the implication. She pointed at me and her mouth parted.

      “All of you?”

      “You’re goddamn right,” Reagan said, smiling. “So why don’t you get the fuck out of here. We’re trying to have a nice meal together.”

      Reagan flicked a sugar packet at Haruna, and she flinched.

      Haruna all but fled, scurrying back to whatever hole she crawled out of.

      As soon as she was out of earshot, I smiled so wide at them that I thought my face may split in two.

      “I’ve never been so in love with you as I am right now. That was amazing.”

      Lilin kissed my cheek and went to sit back down. “Don’t thank us, that was fun as hell.”

      “Why did you two have a falling out though?” Piper asked, sipping at her water.

      I shrugged. “I don’t really know. She got accepted into Leviathan and her parents didn’t really want her associating with me after that. It stung like hell, but I understood.

      “Then I ran into her months ago and she’d only gotten worse. I think this school, with its superiority complex, has poisoned the minds of the kids here. Haruna isn’t the person I once knew. I don’t recognize her anymore.”

      “Well, her loss then,” Piper said and leaned her head on my shoulder.

      About that time, our food arrived, and we all dug in.

      We ate, talked, and laughed with one another.

      And despite being at Leviathan, the best school in the world, if I was given the opportunity to go back and change anything, I wouldn’t.

      I’d let things play out exactly as they had. Because if I’d gone to Leviathan, I’d never have met those who’d become my new family.

      I was immensely proud of each and every one of them.

      After breakfast, we all spent the day together, wandering around the school and trying to find our bearings while we explored.

      We had the day to ourselves and the second challenge wouldn’t begin until the next day, so we made the most of it while we could.

      That night, I slunk back to my own room after a full day of exhaustion and was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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      In the morning, we woke up and after a light breakfast were told to meet on the third floor.

      The third floor was similar in a lot of ways to the rest of the floors I’d seen, but it was also different in a lot of ways that mattered.

      The ceiling and floors were still made of the same bluish-gray steel that helped keep the pressure of the ocean from crushing us like a soda can, but the main difference of this floor was that the some of the walls were made of a special transparent plastic that allowed us to see the ocean.

      There were dozens of lights attached to the walls and just floating in specialized containers. The whole section of the ocean was lit up as if someone had taken the sun and dunked it under water.

      It was beautiful to behold.

      A school of fish swam by the window and so did a shark a few minutes later. It got so close to the glass, I could make out its beady, dead eyes.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” I asked J, turning to him.

      He shook his head. “Not to this scale, but I’ve seen plenty of aquariums where they use similar construction. Doesn’t diminish the sheer insanity that is Leviathan, but I understand how it’s possible at least.

      “Being underwater is nothing, a floating school high up in the clouds however, that still freaks me the fuck out.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, remembering my first time stepping out of the portal to Wyvern. “Tristan had to help me get my bearings. Of course, I had Sogai, so it helped but still. It was crazy.”

      “But I’d rather be home right now, than stuck in this giant submarine.”

      “You said it.” I chuckled.

      We were given a minute or two to look around and marvel at the insanity of this level of Leviathan. I was sure most people who came here had our reactions.

      But after we’d all gotten our fill of the scenery a man in a crisp Leviathan blazer spoke to us in a loud, clear voice.

      “If you will all follow me. We have quite a ways to go before we arrive at the next trial.”

      Without further ado, the man set off, walking at a brisk pace down the winding ramp that led deeper into Leviathan.

      For nearly twenty minutes we walked, going past three full levels before our guide stopped in front of a massive set of double doors.

      “This way please.”

      The doors opened at our approach and we entered a giant glass tube. The lit-up water outside was amazing, as I peered out, there were some structures off in the distance that I couldn’t quite make out from here.

      I didn’t have time to get a better look, so I had nothing to go on but a vague outline as we passed through the tunnel and came out into a section of the school that was more spartan than the rest.

      The doors opened into a wide-open room, just like the other places I’d been since coming here. This section of Leviathan had the glowing bright bulbs a hundred feet overhead, and the same blueish walls, but there was hardly anything in their place. It was almost all a vast stretch of nothingness, broken only by a few metal buildings made from the same material as the walls.

      What is this place?

      I glanced around hoping for some clue, but there was nothing.

      The guide led us to the center of the room and stopped.

      “If you will please stand by,” he said and stood still with his hands behind his back.

      We waited for a few minutes, talking in hushed tones while we waited for god knows what.

      It took around ten minutes before the doors opened up again and more students filed in. About a hundred students from both Leviathan and Golem marched in.

      They lined up side by side with us and we all stared waiting at the guide.

      I stole a quick glance at the other schools. Huh, seems they lost a decent number of students during the first task, but then again, so did we.

      Most of the students from Wyvern had held on during the Ki Lamp test, but a few dropped quickly. I didn’t know how many students were still left after the demon attack and Tomi’s push to the accelerated program, but Wyvern had almost a thousand students and only a hundred and fifty had come to Leviathan.

      At least everyone I know passed. But I’d never have forgiven Wyatt or Mason for failing on the first task.

      The guide gestured to the side of himself and there was a subtle hiss.

      A platform rose from the ground with a few important-looking people on it. They were all sharply dressed and refined.

      The person in front strolled over to the podium. He was a stark Japanese man with pulled back black hair and a clean-shaven face. His brown eyes swept over the students and he spoke.

      “Some of you already know my name, but for those who don’t. I am Keita Hatori. The chairman and a descendant of the founders of the Hatori Institute.

      “I would like to congratulate you on passing the first task and making it this far. Though the first task was far from easy, it was the easiest of the three. From here on out, the tests will get much harder and will push you to your very limits.”

      He paused, taking a breath before he continued.

      “In years previous, our trials were not so draconian. They were tough challenges, but I’m afraid this year’s class doesn’t have the luxuries of the past. We must adapt and overcome to face the rising number of demon attacks growing in our world.

      “To that end is the reason why the trials’ difficulty has been increased.”

      Keita motioned to the two men behind him and they stood, walking forward.

      “I will let your task proctors go over the details with you, but I would like to wish each and every one of you good luck.”

      He walked off the stage, pulling out a phone. He tapped a sequence onto the black screen and before him, a section of the gray floor rose to meet him. He stepped into the hallway and then almost immediately, the floor lowered back.

      J nudged me with a laugh. “He knows how to make an exit, I’ll give him that.”

      “Yeah.” I brushed my hair back, a lock of it refusing to tie back and falling in my face. “You worried about this task?”

      He scoffed and crossed his arms. “Me, hell no. This will be a piece of cake, just like the last test.”

      His false bravado was clear. The last test had been anything but easy, and I expected this one to be twice as difficult.

      My Ki is partially recovered, but I’m worried if I have enough to win.

      I’d drained a good portion the day before yesterday.

      But my worrying would have to wait as one of the proctors cleared his throat and began to speak.

      “First off, I would like to mirror what Chairman Hatori said and congratulate those who have managed to pass the first test.

      “That being said, let’s go over the second.”

      The Proctor paused and looked at each of us, making sure we were all paying attention.

      “For the second trial, you will be donning special suits.” As he spoke, a wall rose up from the ground. There were racks upon racks of suits that looked like a cross between an old-world diving suit and a NASA space suit. They were a light-brown shade with a clear fishbowl-like helmet. “The purpose of these suits will be made clear in a moment.

      “You will be grouped randomly in teams of ten, and sent to a facility at the bottom of the ocean. From there you will need to find your way to the center of the building and step through the portal.”

      “It can’t be that easy,” a dark-skinned Golem student asked.

      The Proctor just smiled. “Of course not. The building is flooded, and at those depths, the pressure is enough to render you unconscious and perhaps even kill you. You will need to hold back the water with your Ki if you have any hopes of making it to the end.

      “If your Ki fails you, the suits will snap over you and save your life…probably. Though of course if this happens you lose the tournament. There is no bonus for finishing the maze first. Victory is claimed just by completing the course.”

      With that, his speech finished up and he then led us over to the racks of suits.

      We each grabbed one, and it seemed they were one size fits all, because as soon as I put mine on, it formed around my body like it was tailor made for me.

      I tried to find J, Piper and the others, but in a sea of brown spacemen, it was hard to tell who was who.

      In the end I couldn’t find any of them. I was led to a group that was made up of random people I’d never met before. An equal mixture of Golem, Leviathan, and Wyvern students. I’d seen the Wyvern kids around, but they were in a different class than mine, so I’d never talked to them.

      As we got in place, we waited for our turns to run the course.

      It was a lot of waiting, hours of it.

      Because of the nature of the test, it was obvious that we couldn’t watch the other kids run it, so we couldn’t map out the maze. But that made for a lot of awkward standing around waiting for our turn at bat.

      After a couple of tense hours, it was my group’s turn to run the gauntlet.

      The Proctor walked over to us and motioned to follow him. He led us to the center of the room, like he had all the others and another doorway opened.

      It was an elevator that would take us to the maze. It was the equivalent of an old-world freight elevator so it was massive, yet sleek and silver on the inside like any five-star hotel.

      We all piled in and down we went.

      There was a subtle jolt as we stopped and then a hiss as the elevator connected itself with the building, sealing it against the ocean around us.

      The doors opened into a long gunmetal-gray corridor. With fluorescent lights sporadically placed to give us a little light to see by, but more than enough shadows to make this whole place creepy as fuck.

      Holders were along every wall with silver circles capped over them, a horizontal line through each of them. The floodgates.

      Seeing it sent a shiver through my spine as some primal fear of the darkness met the fear of claustrophobia and the fear of drowning and they all had a dance party in my head.

      It’s meant to freak you out. To disrupt your flow of thought and make using your Ki more difficult.

      As Lord Bael had drilled into my head over and over again, a turbulent mind kills Ki.

      It seemed none of us wanted to be the first ones out of the elevator, but if I didn’t move then and there, I never would again.

      I shuffled through the students and stepped out into the maze. Then I stopped, ready for anything.

      After a minute of nothing happening, I relaxed.

      So too did the others. One by one they each stepped out and grouped up.

      “Let’s get a move on already,” a Japanese kid said and pushed ahead.

      As soon as he got halfway down the hallway, there was a shrill tone that echoed through the halls and the floodgates slowly started opening, one at a time.

      Oh shit!

      “Run for it!” I shouted.

      I took off at a sprint down the hallway, my feet slapping against puddles of water. This whole place would soon fill to the top and we’d have to survive by using our Ki. I wanted to get as far as I could before I had to use it.

      The rooms would fill up in minutes and I didn’t like our chances of navigating a maze while holding back hundreds of gallons of water.

      At the end of the corridor was a fork. One path went left while one went right. I assumed both paths would lead to the end, so I didn’t hesitate on my decision and went left.

      Water sluiced over my feet and I just knew that I had to pick up the pace.

      I’d spent months getting up every morning and running for miles. I ran over a hundred miles a week, probably closer to one twenty-five if I was being honest. I was in good shape.

      But running when you’re terrified changes the game entirely.

      I was winded after only five minutes of running, my heart pounding so loud in my chest I thought it’d burst.

      That thought got a chuckle out of me and reminded me of that old alien horror movie J made me watch, where the girl was chased through a spaceship hunted by a terrifying alien monster.

      It was exactly what running this maze felt like.

      That little bit of humor calmed me down as I slowed my run. Water was over my ankles now and each step sent echoes of splashing thorough the maze.

      I needed to calm myself; getting worked up would only lead to me making hasty and poor decisions as the trial wore on.

      It took only a few seconds and I was calm again, I could think rationally.

      I took off at a slower sprint this time, working to keep a proper cadence with my steps. It would keep me in tune with my body and focused, rather than chaotic like I had been.

      Two more turns right and then a left. I had no way to tell if I was going the right way or not, but I just relied on gut instinct to make decisions for me.

      But after a few minutes, I started running into dead ends.

      Which meant I had to back track and find new ways around. It took precious seconds off that I needed. And it seemed with each passing minute the water rose that much faster.

      It was at my calves, and now it slowed my speed drastically. I had to alter the way I ran, bringing my knees higher as I almost hopped through the water.

      I kept running though.

      I ran through hallway after hallway taking turns at random as I tried to find my way out. I passed by numerous other students, who were each having just as rough a time as I was trying to navigate the maze through waist-high water.

      Even with the suits, the water was damn near freezing and it sucked the breath from my lungs as it cradled against me as I waded through it.

      It was hard, miserable work that strained my entire body to exhaustion. But I kept slogging along.

      Though if I thought it was hard when the water was at my waist, when it reached my chest, I could go no further without the use of my Ki.

      I tugged at the water circulating around me and willed it to bend to my command.

      Much like the Ki shield Lilin taught me, projecting a barrier was another vital skill we’d learned at the temple under Bael’s rigorous teaching.

      Though each barrier was unique to the user, depending on their elemental expression.

      Because my element was water, and in its purest form ice, my barrier reflected that.

      I willed my barrier forth and there was a swirl of winter around me, a howling wind that cascaded around me like a tornado and brought with it a rain of ice.

      Shards of pure white spikes exploded in a circle around me and circled, forming a spinning ring of ice that enveloped me completely.

      Water crashed against it and froze solid, cracking and falling off as my ice wall spun around me. It pushed back the ocean around me and let me walk comfortably on dry land once more.

      Though each time pressure touched the barrier, it shaved off a sliver of my Ki and I only had so much time before I succumbed to exhaustion and fell unconscious.

      The swirl around me made it hard to see past vague outlines. But I could still make out the lines of the halls and the sharp corners as I approached them.

      I pushed on, keeping my pace steady, but not reckless despite my overwhelming urge to run as fast as I possibly could to escape the maze by any means necessary.

      As I walked, I passed more students, each one having a different barrier. I passed a guy who was surrounded by an actual tornado rather than the whirling blizzard mine was. There was a man further on who was entirely on fire.

      It covered him head to toe in a raging inferno. At the center of his chest the fire was white hot but turned blue near his neck and orange at his head and legs. He moved with confidence and rushed forward.

      The water broke against him and turned to hissing steam as he barreled through it, filling the cramped hallways with clouds of vapor.

      I matched his speed and followed after him, making use of his ability so that I didn’t expend my Ki. I was probably one of the only few who could as the temperature rose considerably in the dark maze.

      The man was a beast as he charged through the water and I kept pace with him but after only a few minutes, he slowed.

      It was subtle but with each step, his stride shortened and his flames pulled back, inch by inch. After holding it for only ten minutes or so, his flames began to flicker, casting dancing shadows along the cold steel walls. The water began to build against him and even started slipping around the man, only to get frozen solid by my ice.

      His flames stuttered one more time and the man stumbled. He sank to his knees as his barrier dissolved.

      Hundreds of pounds of pressure now had only one avenue of escape, and the student was right in the way of it.

      I sprinted ahead of the kid and used my barrier to hold off the wall of water. I glanced down at the student who dropped. He was a young man; his deep chestnut skin meant he was probably from Golem. As his flames vanished entirely, he collapsed, unconscious.

      His suit lit up, and expanded, blowing up like a balloon as his fishbowl helmet closed around his head.

      The suit had to act like a life-saving device, so I couldn’t worry about the student anymore, not when I had my own problems to deal with. I eased forward, shrinking the barrier so that it covered just myself once more. A rush of water slipped around me to engulf the kid, but he soon began to float near the ceiling.

      Once it was confirmed he was safe, I continued on.

      I’d been following the Golem student, which meant I wasn’t going the way my intuition told me and I’d gotten lost.

      There were no students around me, but their splashing reverberated off the walls in front and behind me.

      Echoes? That thought brought a devious grin over my lips. Echoes. Why didn’t I think of that earlier. I can use the sound and the water to map out the maze.

      I immediately slipped into Sogai.

      My hearing expanded as I shut off my senses. But a rough sensation tore at my skin and set my nerves on edge.

      The suit blocked my sense of touch from helping me, leaving only a hindrance.

      Well fine then. I gritted my teeth and focused entirely on my sense of hearing. I’ll just shut down my sense of touch then. I don’t need it right now and it’s hindering me.

      Though it was easier said than done, as I’d never worked at shutting down that particular sense before.

      It took effort, but I’d spent years working on Sogai, perfecting it and expanding what it could do. This was just another part of my experimentation.

      Since I’d broken through to the second stage of Sogai, my body autonomy had grown by leaps and bounds and if I hadn’t broken through that level, I don’t think I’d have been able to shut down my sense of touch.

      I focused on a single nerve. There were millions and millions of them across my body, but I just needed to work on one and then move on from there. I focused on a single nerve in my fingertip and willed it to dim. It took a few moments, but I could tell when a tiny part of my fingertip deadened.

      It worked!

      So I repeated it for my entire hand all at once. It was easier than I thought because all of my nerves were linked like a chain. I shut them down in a wave and my body went numb. No pins and needles, no nothing.

      I lost my balance for a second as my feet stopped sending signals that I was standing on anything.

      For a brief moment and an eternity, I was weightless.

      It was so disorienting that it blew my concentration and I fought to get it back. I focused entirely on my sense of hearing, pushing it to its limits as the sounds of water and the breaking of water as students traversed the maze came to me. Hundreds of minuscule sounds poured into my ears and I fought around them.

      I focused on them and the patterns they made. The maze was unformed, all lines and no curves, water rushing over every inch of it. All I had to do was follow the sounds as I pushed Sogai out.

      I traced the sounds back to their source, which was the start of the maze and then I went to the opposite.

      There, at the far end of the maze, was the exit. An empty room that swirled with oxygen, there was air, along with an ethereal humming noise that I couldn’t place.

      But it didn’t matter, I had the goal in mind.

      All I had to do next was follow the path that led to where I was standing.

      Got it!

      I broke Sogai and immediately, all of my senses snapped back into place.

      An overwhelming sense of vertigo came over me as my nerves lit up and the backlash of shutting my senses overwhelmed me. I bent over and hurled my breakfast on the floor. A fierce headache pounded in my skull and the fluorescent lights drove icepicks into my skull.

      I fought everything down and took off at a dead sprint.

      My time using Sogai had drained much of my Ki away; it had been a gamble, but now I knew the exact path to take and in ten minutes, I reached the door.

      It was submerged to my chin in water, but as I strolled forward the ice from my barrier froze and it cracked and fell to the ground and shattered, sending slivers of ice everywhere.

      The door opened at my approach and a few gallons of water rushed in behind me before the door could close with a hiss.

      Standing inside the room was a portal.

      It glowed effervescent, already primed. All I had to do was walk through it.

      And I did.

      After I cancelled my barrier and stopped draining my Ki, I passed through and found myself back on the island we’d arrived on.

      Only this time there was a banner hanging overhead that read “Congratulations.” There was no one else around when I stepped out of the portal.

      I was the first of my group to win.

      Awesome. I need to rest. And a drink. Wonder how J did on his?

      Hopefully we can celebrate.
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      Fate was merciful.

      Task 2 didn’t push me to the limits the first had.

      It wasn’t a walk through the park either, not by any means, but I managed to stumble away coherent and not completely ruined.

      I dried my hair with a towel, tossing it in the pile of used laundry after. Then I stripped and wriggled into a fresh uniform. It felt good to be dry, grounding, and comforting as well. Being dry after such a crazy trial felt almost like a promise.

      If I have to get wet even once more while at Leviathan, I’ll take it personally.

      Normally, I liked swimming, but the insane pressure and lung-burning intensity of the second task had reminded me just how dangerous water could be.

      It made sense too. Why wouldn’t Leviathan use the one element they were most acclimated to in an attempt to show dominance?

      My mind flashed back to the competitor who’d lost consciousness in the race near me. Sure, the girl’s suit had taken over, protected her body from further harm, and even stabilized her vitals.

      Watching her eyes flutter closed, though, hadn’t been a comforting image.

      I sat down in the gym’s locker room, nursing a protein shake and trying to relax a little. I’d finished the first two challenges, and if Leviathan had any self-respect, the third would be a proper tournament.

      Any tournament, no matter how difficult, was familiar ground.

      I could trust a tournament.

      There were rules, order, structure, all working together to create an environment that could be trusted.

      Of course, people died all the time in such events. That was part of the risk. But at least I knew that when I signed up, I’d end up walking into a ring and fighting good and hard against an honest opponent.

      The Ki Lamp, with its side-kick gadgets meant to throw off your game, had been an elaborate lie.

      Though the underwater course in task two had a straightforward goal as well, it still seemed dishonest. Little to no odds placed me fighting demons in the future while swimming through underwater tunnels.

      So, from where I was standing, the hard part was over.

      It wasn’t as if I thought I’d take an easy win. Rather, I felt in some ways I was still recovering from that first, cursed task.

      When I’d walked away, it had taken all of my strength not to pass out from exhaustion. And thankfully, when I did finally black out soon after, the med team had been there to take over the rest.

      Who gives a shit about this tournament? I asked myself, head held between hands still trembling from exertion. How can I become strong enough to save Ava, Scarlet, and Haruki?

      I laughed at the second question. Who am I kidding? How can I save myself is a better question.

      I knew I needed to calm down and put things into perspective. That was what Ava would say at least. I’d seen but a glimmer of the monsters who hunt us. How much worse would it be when we faced their full numbers, or came up against the more powerful demons?

      My musing ceased as the next round of contestants came into the locker room. The second task continued without me, so I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      And then I saw him, Fuji, the kid whose Ki felt… altered.

      He went through the motions of dressing, ignoring everyone else, and going about his business with quiet confidence.

      I waited for him to leave.

      Then I slung my gym bag over my shoulder and followed.

      I let Fuji take a healthy lead. He bee-lined to the main corkscrew and started taking the stairs up toward the surface.

      Two to three hundred feet separated us as I kept a measured pace behind him. Up and up he went. My legs, already tired from the challenge, resented the man’s choice of transportation.

      Why not take the damn elevator?

      Eventually, he exited the tunnel at the Residential District.

      By the time I reached the district’s entrance, Fuji had disappeared.

      I sped up, heading down the central pathway, hoping to catch some sign of him. A large crowd of visitors crossed in front of me. I sighed, angry to be slowed down, but then I caught sight of the man I was following as he ducked down a side street.

      A woman practically growled at me when I bulled my way through their group and ran after.

      My secret chase led me deeper into the Residential District than I’d gone before. We weren’t anywhere near the visitor’s quarters, and several of the students I passed shot me withering glares.

      I didn’t blame them. My looks alone proved I wasn’t Japanese, and this was their home.

      I had no business being here.

      Just a little chat, I told myself. Then my buddy Fuji can go his own way.

      Turning one more corner, I slowed down, wanting to be cautious. Nothing could be worse than if he caught me following.

      Strong hands clutched my shirt and spun me against the wall. My head struck the tiled building, and the furious face of Fuji stared me directly in the eye. “What’s the deal? You’ve been following me since the stairwell. What are you about?”

      I registered the placement of his hands, knew I could pull him into at least half a dozen counter attacks. But instead of breaking his hold and pinning his arm in a lock, or striking him in the sternum and throat, I held my hands up.

      I wasn’t here for a fight, after all.

      “I’m sorry. I was following you, I’ll admit. I just want to talk.”

      “Talk about what? I don’t even know you!”

      I took a breath then gestured to his hands. “Please, do you mind? I promise, I only want to talk.”

      Fuji let go and took a few steps back. He looked both ways down the alley and ran a shaky hand through his short-cropped hair. “Fine. Sure. What’s so important you followed me halfway across the school?”

      This next step would be delicate for sure. A wrong move and I’d be brawling with this kid or else trying to chase him down.

      “Listen. I think I’m just like you, okay? I think I want to be strong. Hell, everyone does, right?”

      Confusion crossed Fuji’s features. “Come on, man. You aren’t making any sense.”

      Nodding, I admitted it. “I know. Sorry.”

      Then I threw caution to the wind and aimed for clear and hopefully not blunt. “I… noticed your Ki seems different. Just a little.”

      Fuji’s eyes betrayed just a hint of anxiety, widening briefly before his face hardened further.

      Both reactions let me know my hunch wasn’t wrong.

      “I want to know where you got the Cambion blood. And I want some for myself.”

      Fuji spat on the ground and started back-pedaling. “Fuck this, man. I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about.”

      Before he could leave, I stepped in his way.

      His responding kick caught me in the stomach full-on.

      Bracing myself, I locked onto his leg, pulling him toward me. When Fuji was in range, I grabbed his collar, and then used both trapped limbs to throw him off balance.

      This time when we slammed into the building, it was Fuji whose back pressed against the wall. “Just tell me, asshole. I don’t want to get you in trouble. I just want to be str—“

      My words were cut off as Fuji struck my throat with the bladed tip of his fingers.

      Gagging, I released him and narrowly ducked a left hook.

      “Chill out, man! I’m not here for your wallet,” I tried, but Fuji was determined.

      He threw two more punches, and then flew into a leaping knee. Had I not seen his technique coming, I might have been in serious trouble. The power behind Fuji’s attacks were undeniable, his limbs pulsing with released Ki.

      But his panic had made him predictable.

      I side-stepped his knee, and backed away, slapping away another few follow-up jabs. He managed to land another kick to the side of my thigh, but I absorbed it, pulling on my runes to fuel my body with the Ki it needed.

      Growing angry, I upped my game and caught his next punch, turning his momentum into a throw.

      Fuji slammed onto his back, but evaded the two stomps I aimed at his chest.

      The man spun, kicking out with both legs in an aggressive sweep.

      I jumped only just in time, and brought my fist down in an arcing punch, a trail of purple Ki staining the air behind it.

      My adversary surprised me when he didn’t try to roll away. Instead, he trapped my fist as I’d done to him. Being on his back, though, he tugged me off balance, planted his foot on my chest, and sent me tumbling down the alley.

      I rolled clear, buying a little more space, and popping back up ready to strike.

      Again, though, rather than stay and continue this useless fight, Fuji decided it was in his best interest to turn tail and run.

      He had made it fifty feet by the time I had cleared my throat enough to say the one thing I knew I had on him. “I’ll tell Tomi Icarus herself!”

      Fuji skidded to a halt.

      When he turned to me, his face twisted between various expressions of panic and dismay. He held up his hands and rushed back at me. “I had to, okay? I needed to be stronger. They were going to expel me. What the fuck else was I supposed to do?”

      “I don’t give a damn,” I growled. “I don’t care who you are, who you screw, or what style of Shaolin you think is the coolest.”

      Stalking close enough to force Fuji into a defensive stance, I whispered, “I just want to know where to buy some fucking Cambion blood.”

      For a few strained moments, we glared at each other.

      Distrust and outrage warred for dominance in Fuji’s eyes. I really couldn’t blame the guy. He’d just been doing what he thought was necessary.

      And in this much, at least, we were united.

      We were both desperate, both up against a metaphorical wall. We both wanted the same way out, more power, right away.

      Then something hidden shifted in Fuji. He released a cloud of tension. Shaking his head as he stared at the ground, he conceded at last. “Okay. I can get you some.”

      Meeting my eyes again, he finished. “Stay right here. If you give me five minutes, I can get you what you want. How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds like a lot of trust. Can’t I come with you?”

      Fuji shook his head, obstinate. “I only have a little, and my roommate knows. If you come, he’ll know about you. Besides, if I do this, you gonna leave me the hell alone?”

      When I nodded, he added, “Sounds like a lot of trust.”

      I found a short bench to sit on not so far away, and watched Fuji walk deeper into the alley. Then he turned out of sight, hopefully heading for his room somewhere.

      I wasn’t proud of myself, not by a long shot, but pride could go sit and spin.

      What I wanted, what I really needed, was some insurance.
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      True to his word, Fuji had delivered.

      After only a five-minute wait, I’d been handed a small envelope with a bulge in its center. “Is that all?” I’d asked him.

      Fuji had laughed, shaking his head. “If you took the whole thing you’d damn near explode. I suggest taking a tiny amount first so you know how you’ll react.”

      I’d taken his warning to heart, and now that our first free day since arriving at Leviathan had come, I knew what I was going to try.

      The Cambion blood ran as red as any human’s. When I looked at it closely, though, shifting around in the syringe’s chamber, I could make out faint, wriggling lines of Ki. It wasn’t the pale blue of pure Ki, or any of the colors of Elementally Expressed Ki.

      No, this was the stark red of demonic Ki.

      “Just push one or two CCs into your bicep or shoulder muscle,” Fuji had suggested. “Avoid the vein unless you are dying for the rush. It hits too hard that way.”

      Then, after a warning that he’d kill me if I ever showed up again, the young man left, his own unstable Ki crackling slightly as he went his way.

      The buzz of my phone pulled my attention back to the present.

      I was standing shirtless before my room’s bathroom mirror, more shredded and powerful than I’d ever been, twin runes pulsing on my forearms.

      And I was holding a needle that promised to take me to new levels immediately.

      I looked at the phone and saw it was Ava.

      

      “Why so distant? Thought we could have like seven adventures today! I want to try as many types of ice cream as possible for one, and did you hear that Leviathan has a Nude Survivalist gym?

      Text me back when you get up, sexy. The girls and I have a brunch surprise for you.”

      

      Smiling sadly, I sent a quick reply.

      

      “Just want a little space. Ice cream and naked grappling sounds great though. Can I meet you in three or four hours?”

      

      Fuji had neglected to mention how long Cambion blood worked its magic. I’d been too damn nervous for my brain to work right.

      Three to four hours would have to be enough.

      Staring into my own eyes, I took a deep breath and found a place in the thick of my bicep to inject the blood.

      I didn’t have alcohol, so I washed my arm with antibacterial soap.

      My hands shook slightly, and I sighed. God damn it all. Do I even want to do this?

      I held up the needle before me and studied its contents.

      Is this what I want? Or, to hell with what I want, is this what I need?

      My mind played the moment Lord Bael had forbidden us to use Cambion blood. It wasn’t only his concern for our wellbeing, but the wise master’s voice had been filled with outrage.

      Who would blame him? What kind of man could stand to watch his own people used as a drug.

      But if this can unlock some hidden potential… maybe my shadow Ki won’t hold me back any more. Maybe it’ll grow and become something unheard of.

      The temptation tugged at me. Not only my own fear and desperation to increase in power, but if I was being honest with myself, I craved the surging high of ascension. Surely, I wasn’t the only one on the Path of Ascension who wanted to relive the kiss of a rune stone.

      Twice more my phone rattled, twin texts coming in from Scarlet and Ava.

      I glanced at my phone.

      Ava had sent me a highly inappropriate image of a bundle of chocolate-flavored Pocky sticks wedged between her breasts.

      I laughed despite my mood, and checked Scarlet’s text.

      

      “You can’t hide all day. Some of us have pasta to eat and orgasms to achieve. You up yet? If you don’t answer soon, I’ll call Ava.”

      

      The mild threat made me smile.

      Scarlet had started out as fun, and though she still made more jokes than everyone else, and possessed a sexual appetite that rivaled even Ava’s, she’d become dear to me.

      Hell, Ava too.

      In fact, just last night I’d been told that the two girls were going out to show these “Leviathan prudes what two lipstick dykes can do,” Scarlet’s own words of course.

      Rather than head out and meet up with them, sharing in their social antics as I normally would have, I’d stayed up late, staring at a fucking syringe till one in the morning.

      Again, I felt the nearly silent tug of my body, craving the thrill I’d felt each time a rune touched my skin.

      I wanted my body to sing in that terrifying rapture once again. And if I were being completely honest, if I let the other lies fall away one at a time until only a single truth remained, what I wanted most was for my mind to be enveloped in the same rush.

      I wanted to numb out and release myself from my worries.

      I chuckled, shaking the syringe slightly.

      What I want is to get high, damn it. I just want to be high.

      An image of my father asleep on a couch, still dressed and clutching a half-empty liquor bottle, came to me.

      It was one of many such memories. I didn’t have to look deep or search long. My childhood had been chock full of them.

      Suddenly, a wave of disappointment washed over me, and my eyes burned.

      The bullshit I’d been shoving down my throat ever since the demon attacks at Wyvern had finally filled me up.

      I couldn’t take any more of it.

      I held up the syringe, placed my thumb on the suppressor, and squeezed.

      Crimson trickled out into the sink where it drained away. I ran the faucet after, encouraging the rest to follow. Finally, I sucked up fresh water and flushed the syringe several times.

      Tossing it in the trash, I felt confident that nobody would use the Cambion blood I’d so desperately sought out.

      Then a fierce knocking at my door nearly stopped my heart.

      I took a deep breath and then strode through my room and answered it.

      As soon as the door opened up, Scarlet and Ava burst through, Fitz on their heels. “Three or four hours my ass!” Ava declared, throwing her arms around my neck and kissing me on the cheek.

      Scarlet strutted in, hands held out to either side like a diva. “You need to turn the lights on in here. Or do you prefer to live in a cave?”

      “Oh, he’s a cave-dweller for sure. You should have seen his place before Wyvern. Not exactly upscale,” Ava said back even as she examined my face. Pausing, perhaps sensing my emotions, she asked, “You okay? You have sad eyes, J. What’s up?”

      I laughed, kissing her on the mouth and then tickling her ribs.

      She wriggled away and stood beside Fitz who was busy studying the wall, arms folded and business-like.

      “First off, you loved my place. Sure, made your clothes smell like noodles and fish, but the view!”

      Ava gaped. “The view of what? Ms. Lieu’s herb garden or her son’s underwear hanging from the line outside your window?”

      I shrugged. “Fair enough. I still miss it though, so be nice.”

      Not having been satisfied, Ava stepped closer and placed her hand on my forearm. “Seriously, J, are you alright?”

      For a moment, I only eyed the three beautiful women who’d called on me.

      Ava and Scarlet were dressed up for shopping, only their footwear showing signs of pragmatism. Ava always swore that a proper shopping spree couldn’t commence unless your feet were comfortable.

      Fitz, though, wore a plain t-shirt, the faded faces of a K-pop boy band on the front. Her jeans were intentionally ripped in places, exposing her brown knees and the side of her thigh.
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      All three were here for me though. They had come to check on me, to make sure I was well.

      Moved by their compassion, I walked into the bathroom and removed the syringe from the waste bin. “This, guys,” I said when I returned. “This is what I’ve been wasting my time on.”

      Scarlet wrinkled her nose. “Don’t tell me you’re taking steroids, J. Those are terrible for your heart, let alone your mood.”

      I shook my head. “No, not at all. In fact, I am taking nothing at all. I promise. I did consider taking Cambion blood though. I even bought some from that Leviathan kid, Fuji, the one who activated the Ki Lamp with a dragon-shaped Ki attack.”

      My sudden confession left my companions speechless.

      Then, Ava melted.

      Her face contorted and she fell into me, hugging my chest. “Why, J? Why would you—“

      Scarlet cut her off, anger flaring, cheeks burning with indignation. “What the hell were you thinking? You could have died, did you know that? Or become utterly addicted. And that isn’t even taking into account what Wyvern Academy would do with you or the poor Cambion who gave up their blood!”

      I couldn’t deny any of Scarlet’s arguments.

      I didn’t even try to.

      Instead, I held Ava till she stopped crying, then the four of us sat on my bed as I told them the whole story.

      From how I’d felt when facing the Devil to the undeniable rush of ascension, the girls listened to my every word.

      When I finished, I knew my honesty had paid off.

      Scarlet’s anger lingered, but she admitted it was mostly due to fear. Ava, too, was upset, but we agreed to talk more openly in the future. Sure, this was a lesson I’d already learned, but the hardest ones are those that don’t stick right away.

      It was Fitz, surprisingly, who related with me the most. “I did all I could to hurt the Devil,” she said in a quiet voice. “I used all of my newly acquired Ki and nailed it on the outside of its damn knee. But rather than wound it, I almost broke my own leg. Then it turned and hit me back.”

      Her hands shook until she clasped them together. Shaking her head as tears rolled down her cheeks, Fitz added, “I haven’t felt so small since I was a kid. Not sure if you guys noticed, but I’m not very big. Used to get bullied all the time. Until I learned kung fu, that is.”

      The four of us chatted about the recent attack on Wyvern Academy as well as the constant pressure to gain in strength.

      More tears were spilled, not all of them from the girls.

      Yet, despite the major check to my ego, our exchange helped bridge the gap that had been forming for weeks now.

      “I say we have a talk at least once a month,” I suggested. “That way, we can all know what each of us is going through.”

      “Twice a week sounds more like it,” Ava said, only half kidding.

      The sound of my belly rumbling made everyone laugh, and Ava stood up from the bed and smoothed down her day dress. “Scarlet, I think it’s time, love. I won’t even entertain a rest until I’ve found at least three new pair of shoes.”

      Scarlet rose as well, a smile covering her face. “I’m right behind you, Ava. And remember, you owe me a boba. The last time we tried, a legion of demons came down around us.”

      Oddly, Fitz remained seated on my bed even as the girls kissed me on either cheek and headed out.

      “You two have a lovely… brunch! I’m sure you’re both famished!” Ava said just before shutting the door.

      Well, they sure made that obvious enough, I thought, hoping poor Fitz wasn’t too nervous.

      I glanced to see how she was, and the woman was fussing with her nails. I could see she was chewing her lip as well, yet another sign she was nervous. “Hey, Fitz. I don’t know what this is about, but you seem really nervous.”

      Fitz’s eyes flicked up to meet mine. Rage, and some other emotion, swam circles behind her amber gaze.

      Then she moved.

      Shoving me gently on the chest, I fell back to the bed as Fitz climbed over my hips, straddling me on the edge of the bed. “I’m always nervous about relationships. And you had to be so macho. Who dates three women anyway?”

      I made to answer, but the woman collapsed over me, her lips pressing against mine.

      I breathed her in, quite aware how long I’d been attracted to her as well. She smelled of vanilla and the clean-scented soap Leviathan left in their showers. Below it all, she smelled like a woman who desperately wanted a man.

      We kissed for an eternity.

      My hunger, fear, and constant worrying melted away as our tongues danced.

      It wasn’t a furious exchange.

      Fitz was a patient lover, I soon found out, one who savored each moment.

      I sucked on her full lips, biting the bottom one and making her laugh.

      Then she dove into my neck.

      Goosebumps covered my naked arms and chest as she kissed every sensitive spot between my ear and collarbone.

      Eventually, Fitz pulled away.

      She backed up a few feet and undressed.

      Hoisting myself up on my elbows, I grinned at her, happy for the show.

      Fitz removed her shirt and bra first. Her small breasts were perfectly shaped, her nipples a brown so dark they were almost black. I’d seen her belly plenty of times before, but watching the muscular expanse of her torso extend down into her hips, pelvis, and legs was another treat entirely.

      Her sex was bare, the gap between her thighs clean and open for inspection.

      “I won’t undress you, J. You can do that yourself,” she said as she lowered a hand to her mound.

      I watched her tease her bud, making small circles on her most tender flesh, waiting for me to strip.

      I didn’t tease her.

      Rather, I slipped my pants off and threw them against the far wall, making both of us laugh at my enthusiasm.

      Her gaze lowered, and she took in the sight of my arousal.

      When she came at me, I crawled backwards to make use of the full bed.

      Then her silken thighs caressed my hips as she again straddled me.

      Guessing from how she’d conducted herself in our initial bout, I wasn’t surprised when she began with teasing at first.

      Reaching a hand between us, Fitz stroked the length of me, her fingers barely tracing my skin. I shivered, my manhood aching for release.

      “Ava always said she loved your cock,” Fitz growled in my ear. “I can see why.”

      Pushing down, Fitz ran her sex down my lower belly. Then she stroked the length of me with her slick womanhood.

      Soon, I was coated in her excitement. Her rhythm was impeccable as she rocked back and forth, gliding atop my shaft.

      I was content to wait as long as she wanted, enjoying each tantalizing movement. In fact, in our early days, Ava and I had finished like this, and happily for all that it took an hour.

      Fitz, I discovered happily, wasn’t that patient though.

      Placing both hands on my chest, Fitz moved up again, rocking her pelvis forward until my tip pressed between her sweet lips.

      A fire lit behind her eyes, and her hands clenched my chest.

      Baring her teeth like a feral beast, Fitz dropped into position.

      I gasped as we united, her sex so tight and feverish it felt like I had plunged into a pool of ecstasy.

      “Yes. Dear god, Fitz. Fucking yes,” I groaned, chuckling slightly.

      She didn’t find the situation funny in the slightest. Instead, the woman rose up, her delicate breasts dangling above me, and she closed her eyes.

      Fitz took me then like only Ava had done before.

      I was no meek girl awed by the power of her lover, but to deny I’d quieted my mind for the sake of admiring Fitz in the throes of passion would be a lie.

      The woman was divine, a true practitioner of Leopard form.

      Each time she rocked forward, dragging her sex over mine, I felt her inner walls contract. The timing was too deliberate for it to be coincidental. And soon I was focusing my mind, delaying that inevitable explosion.

      Fitz growled, and a tremor ran up her core.

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her, running my hands up her smooth thighs. “You’re a fucking goddess, Fitz. Take everything you need.”

      Eyes still closed, the woman increased her tempo. She spread her hips wider, grinding harder against me. My manhood plunged deeper and deeper inside of her until she’d taken all of me.

      Her mouth parted, and a husky gasp escaped.

      Knowing she was close, I matched her movements, helping her guide our bodies closer to release.

      Fitz reached down and grabbed one of my wrists. She lifted my hand to her breast, but still didn’t open her eyes. When I pinched her dusky nipple, Fitz gasped.

      A trail of goosebumps ran up and over her chest. I teased her other nipple, and a tremble shook the woman’s core.

      Moments before she finished, Fitz fell onto my chest. Her cheek pressed against my own, and she let me hear the sounds of her pleasure.

      She sighed, gasped, and moaned as her body grew more and more tense.

      Then, in a whisper, Fitz said, “I love you, James Mallory.”

      As if the admission were all she needed, the woman’s body began contorting above me. Her pelvis rocked forward, and her torso flexed and writhed as she came long and hard.

      I held her in my arms, grateful I’d been able to hold off long enough for Fitz to reach her climax.

      She deserved it.

      So small in my arms, yet so powerful were the feelings that gripped me.

      Then I squeezed her in a fierce hug, crushing her ribs until she laughed properly.

      “Come on, J. You’re killing me,” she begged.

      I released her, but twisted my torso and popped my hips.

      In a blink, I was atop her, my manhood still buried in her sex.

      Fitz stared up into my eyes, her gaze betraying some of the fear and anticipation she’d felt before we began.

      “No, Fitz. I’m not killing you. But I am going to make you cum again.” She smiled shyly, and she opened her mouth to respond. “And this time… no closing your eyes. Do you understand?”

      All humor, fear, and unwarranted nerves drained from her face.

      All that remained was desire.

      Still dripping from the expression of her love, I clutched her hips in my hands and bucked forward.

      Fitz opened her mouth and moaned again.

      Then, eyes locked together, I began my rhythm slow and steady.

      It felt right, moving this way, with intention and patience both.

      There would be plenty of time for more aggressive love. I needed to show this woman who I was though. Not the desperate boy who’d learned Canton too young in his life, not the fool who’d nearly sold his pride and dignity for a temporary rush of Cambion blood.

      No, she needed to know what Ava and Scarlet had already found out, that James Mallory was a more loving partner than he appeared.

      Famished though we were, another hour had passed by the time we finally left my room, rubber legs and endless giggles carrying us out into the absurdity of Leviathan, not a single regret between us.
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      After I got back to my room after the maze, I all but collapsed onto my bed. Which was rapidly becoming the norm during this fucking tournament.

      I was utterly exhausted and Ki sick from using too much at once. Ki sickness happened when a user drained their Ki in large doses, but didn’t drain it completely. I’d used a massive amount to keep the barrier active and it’d had a pretty nasty backlash.

      So when I got back to the room, I passed out and slept for over twelve hours.

      When I awoke, I was surrounded by warmth. I lifted my head to find Piper, Reagan, and Lilin crowding the bed.

      The bed wasn’t made for more than one person, but they’d managed to cram all three of themselves onto it.

      Piper was on my right, while Lilin lay on my chest and Reagan curled into my side.

      They were adorable to look at, and I didn’t want to wake them, but I was also incredibly uncomfortable.

      My extremities were numb from them lying on me. Pins and needles crawled up my skin as I tried to move.

      “Morning, you three. Can I get up…please?”

      I shook myself, bumping against each of them and they quickly woke up.

      “Morning,” Lilin said, smiling at me.

      I told her good morning again and then the others as they all got up. When they were up, I swung my legs over the bed and tugged my shirt off me. I was sweltering from the heat and very sweaty.

      Ugh. Need a shower.

      “How about we go grab breakfast?” I asked the three. “After I shower.”

      “Want us to join you?” Reagan purred in my ear.

      Her breath was warm as she took my ear in her mouth and nibbled on it.

      My libido shot up as she chuckled, a throaty lilting laugh that sent my nerves alight with desire.

      “We’d never fit, much as I like the sound of that. Definitely a rain check for when we get home though.”

      She pouted, but nodded and the three of them quickly left, back to their own rooms to shower while I took my own.

      The hot water was wondrous and it helped work out the tension in my muscles. Ki sickness combined with the backlash of Sogai meant that my whole body ached. I was going to need to use even more of my Ki to work out the aches in my muscles, but it would have to wait until I had more Ki to burn.

      Later tonight, after I get some proper fuel in me.

      When I was squeaky clean, I got dressed and met the girls at a restaurant in the heart of the shopping district. It was nicer than most we went to, nice enough that I felt underdressed even wearing the uniform I received from Bael.

      We sat down and I ordered a Ki refreshment. Apparently it was a staple here, and offered everything my body needed to kick start my Ki recovery.

      “Might need two,” I said as I ordered.

      “You’re telling me. That maze was too intense,” Piper said.

      “How did you guys do?” I asked, since I hadn’t seen them after the test.

      “Passed, just barely. Think I was running on fumes at the end there,” Piper said.

      Reagan hummed under her breath as her fingers traced the lacquered table. “I…failed. My stone barrier held for the most part, but I got lost in the maze and couldn’t find my way out in time. I didn’t want to completely drain my Ki, so I dropped my barrier and let the water take me.

      “Woke up in the infirmary. Unharmed, but very drained of Ki.”

      I placed my hand on hers and gave it a quick squeeze. “I’m sorry you lost. That maze was ridiculous and you shouldn’t take it to heart.”

      “Says the man who cleared the maze in record time,” Lilin piped up.

      I jerked up at her comment. “What?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Heard it from the Proctor after I won. Said you had the fastest time the school’s ever seen.”

      I tried not to let myself get swept up under the wave of pride that rose in my chest, but it was hard.

      Take that, you Leviathan bastards.

      I couldn’t hide my grin, so I lowered my head as our waiter came forward and delivered our drinks.

      My Ki refreshment was a light orange, served like a mimosa. I picked it up and knocked it back. it was indeed a mimosa, but it had a strange flavor that hit my tongue in several different waves. Sweet and salty at the same time.

      It was delicious and almost instantly, my Ki was reinvigorated. It circled throughout my body just a fraction at first and built.

      It wasn’t by much, but it was enough where my pounding headache eased, though it didn’t fade entirely.

      “Well, I won’t say that doesn’t make me happy, because it feels really good to stick it to Leviathan, but I am sorry you won’t get to take part in the rest of the tournament, Rea.”

      “It’s okay,” she replied before taking a sip of her drink.

      We talked a bit more, about stupid, mundane things. Anything but the tournament. It was nothing more than pleasant conversation, but I enjoyed it for what it was.

      Spending time with the girls that I loved.

      When breakfast arrived, we all dug in with gusto and when we were done, the girls took off to their own devices, and I went to find J. I wanted to know how he did during the maze.

      Though I had no doubt he was doing great.
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        * * *

      

      “J, are you kidding me, Cambion blood?”

      He hung his head. “I know, believe me. I do. No one feels more like a failure than I do, but I didn’t go through with it. Flushed it all down the sink. Didn’t touch a drop. I swear.”

      I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. It was something at least.

      “That’s good, but hell, man. Why didn’t you come and talk to me about it? You know I wouldn’t have judged you.”

      J shrugged and looked away.

      There wasn’t anything that I could say that he hadn’t heard already or thought himself, so I let the conversation drop.

      I said my goodbyes to J and went back to my own room, my head heavy. I was proud of J, but worried at the same time. He seemed troubled, even more so than before. I didn’t know what was going on inside his head, and despite how hard he kept trying to hide it, it was obvious.

      I’m sure it’s obvious to everyone that’s close to him. He’s not his usual self.

      Ever since we’d come back from the Temple of Bael, he’d been distant. I’d assumed it was due to his Elemental Expression. That he was bummed he’d gotten shadow, but that wasn’t just it.

      He’d used his defensive abilities to power through the maze, winning. It didn’t matter if you won by a foot or a mile. A win was a win.

      But I guess not everyone saw it that way.

      We hadn’t had much time to talk lately; our training had consumed most of our time and then dealing with Piper, Reagan, and now Lilin had eaten up the rest of mine. We hadn’t had a good bro date in a long time.

      Oh we’d hung out, but it was always in the company of others. He’d brought along Mo to our beer sampling quest, and while fun, it hadn’t been exactly what I was trying to accomplish.

      When this damn tournament is over, and I’m holding that fucking trophy in my hand. We can go back to Wyvern, grab a 24 pack and bottle of lighter fluid.

      Get drunk while we watch the trophy burn.

      Then we can talk, and he can get whatever is bothering him off his chest.

      I smiled at the two-fold plan and figured J would enjoy it almost as much as I would.

      With nothing else to do, I headed down to one of the environmental gyms. I chose the beach gym. It boasted white sand and an actual ocean. A small one that was contained, but a piece of the ocean nonetheless.

      An ocean within an ocean. Funny.

      I put in my earbuds, turned on some Elijah Nang and just started running.

      The beach was about a mile around. It looped in a circle and made running easy.

      Easier. At least.

      Running on the sand was something I hadn’t had much experience doing, but it was a vital skill to master. Running on uneven or unfamiliar terrain was something I needed to keep working on my footwork.

      After only a mile or so, I began to get winded. After three I was panting, my legs burning with the strain.

      I pushed another mile. And was sweating bullets by the time I was done.

      My legs were jelly, but I just managed to run to the far wall and grab a bottle of water from the dispenser attached to the wall. The water was filled with electrolytes and a bunch of other vitamins and minerals.

      I drained it and sagged to the ground as I stared out at the artificial waves under a burning orange sunset. The time of day shifted from midday to sunset every three hours.

      And I had to admit, staring out at the fake sun casting shimmering flames on the sky-blue waves, it was gorgeous.

      Sand sprayed across my legs as someone sat down next to me.

      I turned and found Haruna sitting down, staring out at the waves.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, pulling out my headphones and stowing them in my pocket.

      “Catching my breath,” she said simply.

      “There’s plenty of other places than right next to me. What the fuck are you doing, Haruna? You hate me.”

      She uncapped a bottle of water and drank it while staring out at the sea.

      Whatever.

      I ignored her and went back to my bottle while I recovered.

      We stayed that way for a long time as a false wind blew through, sending sand scurrying around us. I drained my water and folded the bottle up and put it in my pocket.

      I stood and was surprised when Haruna stood too.

      “Care to race?” she asked.

      I raised an eyebrow as I turned to face her. “What? Why? Why are you asking me to race out of the blue?”

      “Do you want to or not?” A fire burned in her dark eyes as she tied back her hair.

      I shrugged. “Fine. Whatever.”

      We both took our positions.

      “Twice around the track?”

      I nodded and she called it.

      I took off at a dead sprint. Not caring that I was tired, not caring that I’d just ran myself to exhaustion. I wasn’t going to let her win.

      Haruna kept pace with me, sweat beading on her neck to drip down her chest and soak her sports bra as she matched pace with me. I didn’t break stride, nor did I slow down.

      We were neck and neck for most of the first lap.

      As we started the second, I began to focus on my form, and my stride as I ran. I wasn’t going to enter Sogai, that would have given me an unfair advantage and I wanted to beat her with my own natural ability. I wanted to crush her without relying on my cheat.

      Though I didn’t enter Sogai, its practice and breaking into the second stage had given me greater insight into my body and how to precisely place my feet when I ran to maximize the effort I put in. It was amazing to be so in tune with myself.

      I used this newfound ability to its limits as I pushed myself as fast as I could go. I pulled ahead. First by a foot, then by a yard, and soon I was fifteen feet ahead of her when I passed the finish line.

      My breath came in great gulps as I bent over and tried to calm my racing heart. Blood pounded loudly in my ears as Haruna kicked up a sand cloud as she stopped next to me.

      She didn’t say anything but walked to the dispenser and brought back two bottles of water. She handed me one with a nod and drank hers down.

      When we were both hydrated, she looked over to me, her eyes holding an emotion I couldn’t place.

      She left without a word, leaving me very confused.

      What the hell was that about?

      I didn’t have an answer.

      I polished off the water, threw my bottles in the trash and went to get a full night’s rest, undisturbed by my harem of women this time.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, so began the third and final trial for the tournament. An actual tournament.

      It was more straightforward than the mid-terms fight we’d had last year.

      It was a bracket tournament. If you lost that was it. Each fighter would have a number of fights until it drew down to the last two standing. The preliminaries, then the semifinals, and then the finals.

      Whoever won the finals won the tournament.

      A fighter could have up to five fights if they made it to the finals.

      I aimed to be the winner. And if not the winner, then I hoped more than anything for another Wyvern kid to take the victory.

      We’d fought long and hard, lost classmates and friends. Bled for this. We deserved the win.

      The rest of the students that had passed the second trial all gathered around at the very bottom of Leviathan.

      At the bottom of the sea lay a massive arena.

      In the center of the building was a large arena that was shrouded in mystery. And surrounding it were nine smaller arenas.

      Each of these boasted an environment similar to the gyms we’d been practicing in. Though where the gyms up above were all nice, temperate weather, the gyms down here boasted fierce storms, harsh terrain, and other environmental hazards that would make fighting in them a giant pain in the ass.

      We all gathered around as the brackets for the tournament were decided.

      A giant LCD screen lit up and randomized the remaining students.

      Names flashed on screen and I quickly found mine. I scanned all of the names I was matched with; my first fight was with a girl. Her name was Adana, and she was from Golem.

      If I won that fight, and if she won her first fight, my next opponent would be Haruna.

      Is that fate, or just bad luck?

      I shook my head. It didn’t really matter; I would hold nothing back. I would win, and she would lose. It was as simple as that.

      My next opponents could have been anyone. If I made it through the semifinals, I would fight whoever also made it through all their fights.

      The matches began soon after.

      I would fight in the first wave, but there were a couple of people before me.

      None of them were people I knew, so I only paid enough attention to their fights to study their forms of combat and gauge their strength.

      The first fight was between two Golem students and while both were highly skilled, the match went to a gangly African student who used his longer reach to dominate his opponent.

      After the first match, the second went even quicker. A spry Leviathan student got one of Mo’s friends in a choke hold in a matter of seconds and knocked him unconscious.

      The second match went to Leviathan.

      And then it was my turn.

      I broke free of the screens and amid a torrent of well wishes and good lucks, I stepped onto the elevator that would take me down to my gym. I wouldn’t know which terrain I’d be fighting in until I got there, but that wasn’t a huge deal. I was confident in my own ability enough to be able to take any surprise.

      When the elevator doors opened, I walked out into a monsoon.

      Tall and craggy gray mountains rose around me while luscious green grasslands spread out as rain the size of bullets hounded me mercilessly from an array of sprinklers far overhead.

      The sun was set for overcast and the rain soaked me to the core in seconds. My shoes squelched underfoot, and I grimaced.

      Slippery terrain. Need to be careful here.

      On the other side of the field the silver elevator doors opened, and my opponent walked out.

      She was tall for a girl, probably six feet and broad shouldered. Her dark skin was well toned with muscle and her equally dark eyes narrowed as she strolled forward. She held fire in her eyes that matched mine.

      Neither of us would lose to the other. That was the promise we made to each other, but one of us was lying.

      Adana and I bowed to each other, keeping our eyes locked and when the buzzer sounded, we went to war.

      I raced forward, eager to make the first move. My suddenness surprised her and she immediately went on the defensive.

      Her arms came up in a familiar stance. Aikido. Shame for her.

      Aikido focused on using their opponent against them, which made planning my move easy. The principle behind Aikido was noble for fighting humans, but it was the entirely wrong philosophy for taking on demons.

      To win, all I had to do was keep her on the defensive and not set myself up for failure.

      Most of Aikido revolved around complex takedowns that minimized the damage dealt to the attacker in the process.

      Noble, but foolish.

      I threw a few light jabs to test her defense. I snapped them back before she could grab hold of my arm. She was quick, good instincts. Adana tried for a hold when I threw another punch. Her hand went to my wrist, trying to apply pressure to my nerve and immobilize me.

      As her hand gripped mine, I stepped forward. I shoved my hand she was gripping toward her chest, throwing her slightly off balance and making her work to reestablish dominance as she fought to control my hand.

      While her focus was on my arm for a split second, her eyes flicked away from me and to my right arm. I tucked my core and threw a shovel hook to her solar plexus.

      Her breath wheezed as her face writhed in pain. Rain lashed around us, soaking every inch of us.  Adana’s grip loosened on my wrist as water trickled down our arms. I took advantage of this and shifted my fingers to grab her wrist instead. I ducked and stepped toward her as I pulled her arm over my head. In a second I was behind her and had her in an arm lock.

      I took even more advantage and put her hand in a wrist lock while her arm was pinned behind her back. When her arm was mine, I kicked the back of her knee and took her to the ground. My right hand slithered across her neck like a snake and constricted her windpipe as I put her in a choke hold not dissimilar to the one the Leviathan student had displayed just minutes before.

      Adana was utterly mine.

      “Yield,” I said.

      She tried to speak, but her breath caught, and she coughed up a storm. When she regained control of her breathing, she nodded.

      “I yield!” she shouted over the thunderstorm.

      I immediately released her and pulled her to her feet.

      “Good fight, but Aikido won’t help you against a demon. Believe me. Honor is for humanity, you should think about finding a simpler, more brutal method of fighting.” I held out my hand.

      “Maybe you’re right, but I was taught Aikido by my father, it’s special to me.”

      I shrugged. “And you don’t have to give it up. But I would focus on the quick attacks. Long, complex moves, and holds are fine when fighting in a dojo. In the real world, complex gets you killed.”

      “But it’s your choice.”

      I turned and walked away after I finished speaking. I don’t know why I went out of my way to offer her advice. It wasn’t my place.

      She had skill and talent. Though even if she’d used her Ki and Elemental Expression, I doubt it would’ve changed much.

      That fight was always going to go to me.

      I just hated seeing good fighters being held back by the limitations of their martial arts. Not that I was saying Jeet Kune Do was the best martial art in the world. It was certainly one of the most versatile and adaptive.

      Even well over a hundred years after his death, Bruce Lee’s influence continues to spread.

      Some people even worshipped him as a living god. Those people were idiots, but I understood the reverence people placed on the impact he’d had over their lives, even in death.

      I walked back up to the viewing platform to watch the rest of the matches for the day. I was excited to see who won theirs, but I was even more excited for the next day’s match against Haruna.

      My match against Adana had been over far too quick. I doubt that will be the case against Haruna.

      She’s going to give it her all and so will I.

      I smiled to myself as Piper went to fight her opponent. A Golem student.

      Should be a fun match. Both of them.
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      After Fitz and I had… come to know each other on a much more intimate level, another shift occurred in the intricate webbing of my complex relationship.

      Ava, having been the alpha girl since day one, seemed to take a step back.

      It was Scarlet who’d delighted in commanding the other women around, at least until I got too excited to restrain myself. I couldn’t image how things might evolve once Haruki was back in the picture as well.

      How I’ll be strong enough to manage all four of them at once, no idea, I mused, remembering the leg-shaking marathon the girls and I had reveled in the night before.

      With Ki, I suppose.

      The thought made me chuckle quietly.

      “What is it? The environment? I think it’s a little much as well,” Alex said, his eyes studying the arena before us.

      “No, just something that came up the other night. Just thinking about my own… limits… when it comes to being the center of a flourishing harem.”

      My honesty made Alex choke on the black tea he’d been sipping. Then he fell to laughing, fixing me with an amused look out of the corner of his eye. “I’ve had the same self-conversation. Have you come up with a solution?”

      I rolled up my sleeve and exposed the glowing rune etched there.

      This time, we both laughed.

      The lights dimmed over the crowd, signaling the bouts would at last begin.

      Alex and I quieted, grateful for a chance to hang out one on one, but also eager to study our competition.

      Leviathan boasted environment-themed arenas, nine in all. At the very bottom of the huge cork-screwing staircase, a single, enormous arena formed the center of the bottom floor.

      Ringing the main arena, the nine environment arenas were much more unique if slightly gimmicky.

      An earthen arena had been assigned for the next fight.

      It was blatantly a tribute to Golem, but also slightly mocking in design. A Leviathan specialty to honor and yet mock with the same hand.

      The floor was covered with sand and gravel and large boulders stood in clusters in and around the arena.

      Alex gave me his input as well, that the simple addition of rocks made the Golem tribute arena little more than a cheap trick. But as the first round began, and the floor of the arena shook for the first time, I reconsidered.

      “Those fighters are handling it well, but any wrong step and you’ll be flat on your ass,” Alex said, watching the bout unfold.

      Two women, one from Leviathan and one from Golem, held their stances as the ground trembled with the force of an earthquake.

      A mechanical voice spoke from the speakers above the stands, informing us that, “The arena floor has been programmed to emulate the power of a 6.0 earthquake. This magnitude will increase by one every minute the match unfolds.”

      Excited whispers passed through the stands.

      I groaned. “This school is ridiculous, man. So much money and innovation. Just seems like half of it is a waste.”

      “I get it, man. Don’t need much more than a mat, some heavy bags, and maybe some wooden dummies,” Alex replied. “Wyvern isn’t much better.”

      “I know, man. I know.”

      Someone hushed us, forcing me to show the man my “just try it” expression.

      Grumbling, the bastard shut up as the match got underway.

      When the ground became still at last, a clock was projected onto the side of the far wall.

      The competitors fought.

      The match proved to be even, both girls quick on their feet, preferring to strike rather than go to the ground.

      Both had typical MMA styles, nothing too fancy to watch but effective.

      Golem’s girl was getting the upper hand, and pressed her attacks. Leviathan chick back-pedaled till she was up against a cluster of boulders. She blocked most of the kicks and punches thrown at her, but when a left hook rung her bell, the fight turned.

      Leviathan struggled, using a Ki shield when she could to deflect or block her opponent’s strikes.

      It was only a matter of time though.

      The counter bottomed out.

      When the second earthquake hit, the fighter from Golem Academy had already committed to a roundhouse kick.

      Her leg arced through the air, but her standing foot slipped free.

      She crashed to the ground and her head struck the arena floor.

      The shaking stopped, and before Golem could raise a shield, the fighter from Leviathan dropped a heavy-hitting Ki attack down onto her opponent’s chest.

      It was enough to end the bout.

      Alex’s sigh was almost like a hiss. “They are practically rigging these challenges. Did you see it, J? That girl from Leviathan glanced over at the clock like two seconds before the earthquake hit. They’ve been practicing this too.”

      “I think you’re right,” I admitted, less angry than my noble friend.

      “Be quiet up there!” the same man shouted rudely.

      I turned in my seat, intent on giving the man a display of Army slang when my meek roommate let it fly. “If you’re gonna sit there and whine like an asshat, I’ll be more than happy to make you cry like a bitch. So shut the fuck up.”

      I wasn’t the only one who laughed at the rebuke, and no further comments were made.

      When the chatter caused by Alex’s outburst died down, I leaned closer and whispered, “Asshat? Who’s the military brat now?”

      We shared a chuckle and hunkered down to watch for the next round of competition.

      I reached down and pulled out a bottle of electrolytes. Swigging some, I forced myself yet again to relax. My own round was coming all too soon, and I did not plan on losing.

      Alex cleared his throat and leaned his head a little closer to me. “Hey man, I know it is technically not my business, but I wanted to bring it up again since we didn’t really get a chance to talk about it too much the other day.”

      I shook my head, smiling. “Yeah. I figured you wouldn’t let it go, that’s what I appreciate about you though. You never give up.”

      “Learned that from you,” Alex admitted. “Learned a lot from you, actually, but talking about my problems, that I learned from my mom. She’d never let me stew over anything, I had to come clean no matter what.”

      An image of the syringe I’d nearly used filled my mind once more. I’d come too close for comfort, and though I trusted Alex to keep my confidence, a little shame crept over me.

      Then a hand touched the center of my back.

      It was Alex.

      He just placed it there, then gave me a few gentle pats.

      “Jesus, Alex. You don’t have to be weird about it,” I teased.

      Alex threw back his head and laughed. “I didn’t know what to do, sorry. Shit, man.” When he composed himself, Alex tried again. He threw his arm over my shoulder and pulled my head in close. “Listen, I just wanted to let you know I’m proud of you. You’re a raging basket of assholes at times, J. But I love you like a brother. I don’t do talking to others so well, so I felt awful that I haven’t been able to get you to open up. I just want you to know that I’m always here for you and either I or one of your girls will make sure you don’t lose sight of the big picture again.”

      “Big picture?” I asked. “Like how my roomie is showing signs that he swings both ways?”

      This time a jab to my ribs followed our shared laughter. “You wish, man. Also… dare I ask? Fitz? Was it—“

      “Yes, man. Hell yeah, it was lovely. And… I won’t, Alex. I won’t lose sight of shit anymore. I learned something that was just dangling right in front of me. Only a little embarrassed it took me so long.”

      Releasing me and folding his hands before him, Alex asked, “Sounds cool. Care to share the epiphany?”

      I looked at the young man I’d grown so close to, part of me still amazed how easy it was to share things with him. But he was part of this too. Without Alex’s constant kindness, support, and friendship, I never would have broken out of my shell.

      “It’s pretty simple. I thought I had to be strong enough to protect the whole world, all by myself. Sounds stupid, but inside, that’s how I felt. Then it dawned on me, I’ve been given a shield, Alex. Shadow Ki felt like a curse at first, and I’m still frustrated I can’t pack the wallop you, Piper, or Ava can dish out. Not yet at least. But think about it, what could have fit my goals more?”

      I opened my hands, looking for the words between them. “What I really want is to protect everyone I love. So, Alex, you little shit, you can be the spear. All of you for that matter, can be the sword, spear, hammer, or whatever else your Ki decides to be. I have the privilege of being the shield. What could be cooler?”

      Nodding sagely, Alex admitted, “We’ll certainly need it. Glad you found that perspective, J. You’re still one of the best fighters I’ve ever known.”

      We hunkered side by side in silence for a few minutes until Alex threw me a rope. “Excited to see your first bout. Wish I knew more about who you are fighting.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter who I face anyway. Or what they can do. Not sure why, but damn if I’m not confident today,” I said with a grin. “All I got to do is keep my head.”

      The next match proved more entertaining. The arena shifted to one of a volcano, with simulation lava surrounding the arena. It couldn’t have been real, but I bet it still burned like a bitch. Both contestants were rightfully wary of the heat, steering well clear.

      One, a Krav Maga fighter, and the other, a Jiu Jitsu expert, the match came to grappling before long. The most impressive part was observing how the fighters continued their wrestling even while the lava inched closer.

      And for the second time, the environment proved decisive.

      The Jiu Jitsu kid tossed his leg over his opponent’s hips, gaining top mount. Rather than finish him off though, he ended up losing his advantage when heated faux lava touched him. He yelped and shook loose, failing to get the arm bar he was striving for.

      Given a short reprieve, Team Krav Maga shrugged free and made to regain their standing position.

      Jiu Jitsu followed but caught a heel kick in the jaw for his trouble.

      It was an instant knock out.

      Alex clapped me on the back, knowing I couldn’t watch the next round. I had been slotted for the fourth bout of the day. “Don’t hold back, buddy. Do what you do best, okay?”

      “Fuck yeah, bro,” I growled back, my adrenaline already spiking.

      I made my way around the back of the enclosure where locker rooms were set up. I didn’t need to change, only got the usual quick health checks from the medical team.

      They smeared Vaseline over my brow, bridge of my nose, and cheekbones. I’d seen this in televised entertainment fights before, but it was rare in the world of martial arts abroad.

      Then my name was called, and I was striding through a narrow passageway.

      When I stepped out into the arena, I was forced to squint my eyes. Dust hung in the air like a miasma, a consequence of the biome. After a number of rounds, it was back to the dusty earthquake area for me.

      And there he was, a veritable giant of a man.

      There were so many fighters signed up for the competition that I hadn’t had a chance to see them all. Kenneth Hawke had given us a rap sheet of every fighter though, so we knew our competitors’ various styles as well as general specs.

      Having studied the sheet as thoroughly as Alex had, I knew I was facing Ahmed Mandani, a seven-foot kickboxer from Golem Academy.

      “At least it isn’t the Golem’s Fist,” I grumbled to myself as I brought up my hands and found my stance.

      The bout was called, and immediately, the world around me started to shake apart.

      I’d known the quake was coming, and still it took considerable concentration to keep my footing.

      Mandani seemed less affected than me, however, and launched his attack right out of the gate. His leading leg snapped out in a tight kick, clipping the side of my thigh. The man’s movements looked minimal, but when the blow landed, a ripple of power ran up my limb.

      Jesus. That guy is definitely augmenting his strikes with Ki. Yet why hold off on a legit Ki attack?

      Willing to please, Mandani did just that.

      “Raklat barda!” echoed through the arena, and a vorpal pattern of ice Ki formed around Mandani’s leg.

      The kick sped up, aided by Ki’s bottomless hunger. Unable to form a Ki shield in time, I took the kick across my forearms.

      I sailed backward and crashed into a nearby boulder.

      “Come on, Wyvern boy!” the big man shouted, keeping his distance despite my brief vulnerability.

      He doesn’t like to take things to the ground then, I deduced. Maybe I can use that to my advantage, or, at the very least, use a damn shield next time.

      When I rose to my feet, I discovered my balance had been compromised. The room spun on a slightly tilted axis, another indication of a head injury. No time to bother now though. A healing could fix me up good as new once I brought Captain Long Shanks down a few notches.

      Mandani launched himself at me, another ice kick flashing out with full force.

      He might have hoped for a quick victory, but instead, he learned the strength of my shield.

      The shadow Ki formed in a blink, and when the Ki attack landed, a mini explosion of energy pulsed away in all directions. The Golem fighter almost lost his balance, but from my end, the shield only shuddered in my hands.

      As if encouraged by his first thwarted attempt, Mandani doubled down and lashed out with a series of Ki attacks.

      Each of these had a slightly different verbal command, but I couldn’t make the words out over the jarring reverberations of my Ki shield. Coming from punches and kicks both, the ice attack became diffuse. Rather than a single, enveloping Ki field, the Golem fighter’s new attacks erupted from his limbs like a group of my smaller Bi Shou dagger attacks bundled into one.

      No doubt, the attacks could be described as deadly, terrifying, even inspiring in their concentration and intensity.

      Mandani had a well of Ki to draw upon, and it seemed he hadn’t yet come close to depleting himself.

      Still, my own defensive technique was efficient. I could do this longer than he could, and already, I was growing bored.

      “Do you want to fight, Mandani?” I teased. “Or should we both hide behind our Ki?”

      The twin rows of white teeth Mandani exposed told me my challenge had been accepted. “Fine. No Ki then. Let’s see how long you last.”

      Again, the tall man favored a kick to start off the next series of attacks. I had suspected as much, and being a full head shorter, slid beneath the devastating roundhouse.

      Popping up on the other side, I spun and tore the tendons at the back of his leg with a fanged Wolf attack. Someone Mandani’s size could hardly be disabled by such an attack, but he did cry out in pain, his balance compromised.

      He flung an elbow at my face, hoping to catch me napping.

      I ducked this as well before sinking my own roundhouse into Mandani’s ribs.

      A brittle crack told me just how precise my blow had been.

      Grunting, Mandani cursed and reset his fighting stance. He bounced on the balls of his feet, showing the crowd how resilient a fighter he was.

      We stepped together again, fists flashing in quick and blinding combinations. A stray hook caught me on the temple, but I let the punch roll off. Ears ringing, I blocked Mandani’s next hook on my forearm and fired three quick finger strikes up his inner arm, sinking a fourth into the nerve below his collarbone.

      The giant growled, shaking his affected arm.

      “Bee stings!” he bellowed, rage truly taking over his mind. “You hit like a little fucking bee!”

      I laughed, letting my stance relax for an instant.

      Mandani took this for an invitation apparently, for he redoubled his efforts to murder me with enthusiasm.

      A massive knee swept up into my gut. Using interlocked forearms, I blocked the attack. The man was so powerful, though, that I felt my feet lift off the ground. Thinking he’d stunned me, Mandani threw an elbow at my unguarded face.

      As my feet touched back down, I fell forward, narrowly missing the heavy elbow attack.

      My foe’s legs were so long that over two feet of empty space lay between them.

      I tucked and rolled between his legs, rising up behind him.

      Mandani spun, trying to find me, but my counter attacks were quicker. Focusing on his more powerful right leg, I dropped two thumb strikes into the back of his knee and tore the same tendons I’d targeted early in the round.

      The big man bellowed in pain and outrage, and swung a heavy kick to finish me off.

      I leapt and rolled clear of the brawl again, but when I pulled up into a low Wolf stance, Mandani had settled into an unbroken chain of sweeping kicks.

      His kicks remained low from then on, darting out to trip me.

      I back-stepped the first two, then timed the third.

      As the tall man opened his hips to add a little extra power to his low kick, I countered. Slamming my shin directly into his, I counted on years of body hardening to decide the matter for me.

      The second bone that cracked in the tall man’s body wasn’t so quiet as the first.

      The Golem fighter screamed, landing hard on his back in the arena a few seconds before the next quake was set to rumble. The sickly pink and white of exposed bone told me Mandani would be spending some quality time with the medics.

      He writhed in pain, clutching his knee and trying to stabilize his broken leg.

      He glared up at me. “You fortified your kick with Ki! You’re a coward!”

      A team of medics rushed out to carry the man away.

      I’d won my first real bout, but before I would allow myself to celebrate or wave to the cheering crowd, I had to get one thing straight.

      “Mandani! That wasn’t Ki, buddy!” I shouted. The defeated fighter ground his teeth to handle the pain, but I saw it in his eyes: realization.

      Raising my hands to bid the defeated foe farewell, I added one more taunt. “Make sure to remember that, okay? If you fuck with James Mallory, you’ll wind up with broken bones and a string of regrets.”
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      Piper was amazing as she fought, graceful yet brutally efficient. The Leviathan student never had a chance.

      She’d taken my lessons to heart and had combined her Jiu Jitsu training with the JKD lessons I’d taught her and developed a nice balance between the two that still focused on holds and takedowns, but she had some quick and simple moves in her repertoire as well.

      They fought in a desert biome different from the earthquake biome but maybe just as intense.  Even from the screen, the heat dried my mouth. Heatwaves rose in great gulfs from the sand dunes as the too-bright overhead light shone down on the two students.

      Sweat beaded on Piper’s skin from the second she stepped foot out onto the gym. She looked down at her arms and grimaced at the blazer she wore. She quickly discarded it and stepped forward to the other student.

      When the buzzer sounded, they attacked.

      The Leviathan kid came after her fast, but Piper took it slow. He threw a few jabs and then set up a strong cross meant to break her guard. Piper absorbed the punches easily. As he set up the cross, she stepped forward and shot her left hand to his bicep and she brought a right palm strike to his throat.

      The Leviathan kid’s hand went to his neck as he seized up, his breath catching in his lungs.

      Piper followed through with the palm strike by locking her leg around his ankle and taking him to the ground.

      His back hit the sand and he floundered, trying to recover. He wrapped his leg around Piper’s much in the way she’d just done and tugged hard. She flew off balance as her leg came out from under her and went sideways.

      She righted herself instantly and put her hands to her side. As she hit the ground, her hand supported her and she used the momentum to perform a side cartwheel. Piper landed out of the move and smiled as sand whipped up around her.

      Holy shit!

      I jumped up and shouted as she stuck her landing, not caring who looked at me strangely. I cupped my hands and shouted for all I was worth. That was one of Rea’s moves. Since when did Piper start learning Capoeira?

      I smiled wide as Piper strode forward and mounted her combatant. His hands instantly went to his face as he prepared to defend himself.

      But Piper had other plans.

      She threw a sharp combination of attacks to his ribs and sternum. Punching with her knuckles in sharp, precise strikes.

      The kid dropped his guard as he tried to buck Piper off of him, but she capitalized on his lapse in judgment and slammed her elbow across his jaw three times in rapid succession.

      His eyes rolled back in his head.

      He was out.

      Piper stood, victorious.

      The crowd went wild at her win as she walked confidently off the field.

      Reagan and I were there to congratulate her when she returned to us. I wrapped my arms around her in a huge hug and smiled wide.

      After Piper’s fight, there were a few more matches.

      Mason fought a Golem student who was at least as big as he was and though the fight was epic and each gave it their all, after five minutes, Mason lowered his guard too much and took a right hook to the chin, knocking him out.

      It was a solid attempt, but I was still a little sad that neither Wyatt or Mason would make it to the semifinals. Wyatt, like Reagan, had lost during the second test.

      J’s fight was as badass as I thought. So was Lilin’s. They both gave it their all and came out the victors of their matches.

      Lilin was a nightmare to behold. She fought in the same mountain biome I fought in.

      She was nearly as fast as Bael and against the first-year Wyvern student, they didn’t stand a chance. Lilin slipped under her opponent’s overextended fist to land a devastating uppercut that sent her opponent to the grass.

      It was incredible. I was so proud of her, of both her and Piper.

      I wanted to congratulate her on her fight, but I had to get ready for my next fight and I headed down to the arena before she got back up.

      We’ll celebrate when this is all over with. Let’s go out to dinner someplace ridiculously expensive when we get back to Wyvern.

      The thought helped to combat the nerves that were running rampant in my chest. I was about to face off against Haruna, and despite everything that had happened between us, I think, deep down, I still considered her a friend.

      I still thought of her as the girl that I grew up with, that I spent countless hours training with while we both fought so hard to be heroes.

      That girl was still there, somewhere under the miserable shell Leviathan had molded her into. The other night on the beach was proof of it. That the Haruna I knew and loved was still there.

      I was going to break through that shell. Even if I had to break through Haruna to do it.

      And maybe I was wrong. Maybe my friend was well and truly gone.

      If that was the case. Then so be it. She wouldn’t stand in my way anymore.

      One way or another. I was going to win this fight. No matter what. There was too much on the line for me to lose.

      The elevator doors opened out onto a frigid tundra. Bracing wind tore at my clothes and a rotten chill sunk deep into my bones. The area was dead grasslands in a large circle as ice rose in great sheets around us.

      The cold was intense, but I’d spent weeks at the Temple of Bael plunging myself in ice-cold water again and again while I mastered the second stage of Sogai. Cold was no longer my enemy. It was my ally.

      It was my Elemental Expression.

      I smiled as the windchill bit into my cheeks and chapped my lips.

      Haruna stepped out and there was a small pit of delight that filled my gut with warmth at seeing the breath get sucked out of her as the chill sucker punched her across the face.

      I strolled forward, my head held high as I brushed off the cold. It was nothing to me anymore.

      Haruna stood and met me halfway as tufts of dead grass tore free from the ground and swirled around us in a flurry.

      “You ready for this?” I asked.

      “I’ve been waiting for this moment all year.” She smiled. “You may have grown stronger since you joined Wyvern, but you still can’t hope to match Leviathan’s strength. I’m going to prove that to you as soon as the fight starts.”

      I smirked. “We’ll see.”

      She settled into her stance. Her fighting style had been Hapkido when we were younger but like me, I was betting she’d upgraded since then and I wasn’t going to make any rash assessments based on what I thought I knew about her.

      Haruna surprised me by settling into a Bai Jong stance.

      My stance.

      I growled. “So, Mr. Yamada taught you his fighting style too?”

      She smiled at me as the buzzer sounded.

      “Not just his fighting style.” She closed her eyes and stepped forward. “He also taught me Shitsumei as well. Something you never managed to learn.”

      My eyebrows raised as she shut her eyes. The moment I saw her with Mr. Yamada, I figured he was teaching her. But his Shitsumei technique wasn’t something just anyone could learn and master. It took me years of trying before Sifu had given up on teaching me and then a year after that to learn it. It was a year of stubbornness, born of my inability to lose. I was ashamed that I’d disappointed my teacher and I’d fought with every breath I had to overcome that and learn his special technique.

      And after I learned it, I had no choice but to take it a few steps further and turn his Shitsumei into Sogai.

      Sogai was mine.

      And I was finally getting the chance to see how it measured up to Mr. Yamada’s technique.

      “I’m surprised you learned it so quickly. It took me years to master,” I said as I closed my eyes and entered Sogai.

      The world went away as my senses were inhibited. I smiled and could feel each individual muscle respond as my lips curled over my teeth.

      “Unfortunately for you, I’ve far surpassed Mr. Yamada.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Haruna didn’t wait and launched into her attack.

      I assessed her instantly. Breathing fast. Heart rate elevated, but not from fear. Excitement. But she’s let it affect her, her balance is off by a fraction. She’s compensating for it unconsciously, but she’s leaning too far on her back leg.

      It was a weakness.

      Her left arm came up as her right struck in a straight lead punch, angled for my chin and nose. I stepped back as she threw a left cross. She threw a sharp combination at the start, probing my defenses.

      I blocked her cross and countered. I lunged forward with a jab.

      Haruna stumbled back, putting even more weight on her back leg as she danced away from my strike. If she takes even a moment to examine herself, she’ll notice her deficiency. She’s likely too focused on me to pay attention to herself.

      I had to capitalize on her weakness. I shuffled forward and brought my back leg forward as I kicked out with my right leg. The pendulum kick sailed between her legs as she moved out of the way. I didn’t expect it to hit, it was just to get her to keep on the defensive and give me the set-up I needed.

      I pivoted, throwing my hips to the side as I struck with a devastating side kick.

      She saw it coming too late and tried to dodge, but with most of her weight imbalanced, she wasted a fraction of a second correcting for it and she ran out of time.

      My kick took her in the side, just above her hip. She grunted in pain as she stumbled and rolled across the ground. Grass tore free and stuck to her clothes, the rustling of the fingers against cloth just barely audible to my enhanced ears.

      “Should’ve paid better attention to yourself instead of me.”

      Haruna growled as she stood. “Bastard.” She spat. “I’ll make you pay for that.”
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      Her right arm lit up as she began to channel her Ki. It flowed through her body like a river and rolled off her skin in droves. She had a lot of power, but she had yet to tap into her element.

      For now I was confident I didn’t need to use my Ki to beat her. I wanted to save it for my next fights which would surely be more difficult than this.

      Haruna hasn’t even fixed her form. Is she begging for me to beat her?

      I rushed forward, intent on teaching her a lesson. She threw a low hook, sinking her hips as she did so and leaving herself vulnerable. I slipped the hook and placed a hand over her rune, tugging at it with my Ki, trying to steal hers.

      But nothing happened.

      She smiled; her lips shifted over her teeth as they rose. “Did you really think I’d let you pull the same trick twice.” Haruna grabbed my shoulders. “Shouldn’t have gotten cocky.”

      I realized too late that she’d baited me. Had left herself vulnerable for this very reason. She brought her knee up into my solar plexus.

      Agony stole every last drop of oxygen from me as I doubled over, coughing up blood as her Ki-enhanced strike crushed into me. Warmth pooled in my mouth as a new pain blossomed on my face as Haruna struck me again with her fist.

      Rage and fear hit me at the same time. The pain was secondary to the fact that I’d fallen for her trap and that my foolishness might have cost me the tournament.

      I will not lose!

      Haruna’s fist came back again. But she’d made the same mistake she’d just lectured me about and had left herself open when she reared back. I flicked my hand out in a quick jab to her nose, stunning her.

      I rose, using the momentum to fuel my knee to her chest. Turnabout was fair play and she groaned as she bent over from the force of the blow. I wasn’t done. I didn’t let go of her, instead I wrapped my hands around the back of her neck and brought my leg up twice more.

      On the first, I cracked her ribs, on the second, I broke at least three of them.

      I’m not done yet!

      I pivoted, taking her arm at the bicep and shoulder. I dropped my center of gravity and using my back as the fulcrum, I threw her over myself, sending her crashing to the ground in a perfect shoulder throw.

      I knelt on top of her and bashed her across the face again and again.

      My fist crashed across her face; warm blood splashed across my knuckles as they tore on her teeth.

      Our blood swirled and mixed over my fingers to drip down to the dead ground beneath us.

      Haruna lay still, unmoving save for the rise and fall of her chest.

      My breath came in ragged gulps and everywhere hurt. I couldn’t hold on to Sogai any longer. The second stage had pushed my nerves to their very limit, and they were overloaded. My arms and legs locked up in response and I had to open my eyes, or I would pass out.

      I blinked them open, trying to counter the intense backlash and mostly failing. I sank to my knee as I knelt over Haruna.

      I’d been able to tell the visceral damage I’d inflicted from Sogai, but because I’d shut off my senses, I hadn’t been able to tell the full extent of what I’d done.

      I hadn’t just won.

      I hadn’t just beaten her.

      I’d crushed her fucking face in.

      Her nose was shattered, twisted at an unnatural angle and teeth were missing beneath her bloodied, torn lips.

      I could barely recognize her through the blood.

      Her breathing came in labored, stilted thanks to the broken ribs and punctured lung. Even without Sogai, I could tell I’d done far more than she deserved.

      Haruna had been a bitch, had taunted me, pushed me. But she didn’t deserve the abuse I’d just laid on her.

      I wanted to turn from the sight; my skin grew clammy and bile rose in my throat. I wanted to look away, but that would have been cowardice. I would look at what I’d done, and I would feel the full weight of shame that I deserved.

      She needed medical attention. And though I hadn’t used my Ki during the fight so I could save it for my next match, she needed to be healed immediately.

      I placed my hand on her chest and poured my Ki into her. It filled her chest and face. I willed her better, not caring about how much Ki I was wasting. I poured as much as I could into her and healed her injuries.

      After a few minutes, she was stable, the worst of her injuries having been healed to the point where she could be moved.

      An elevator dinged and footsteps crunched on the tundra as a team of medical personnel surrounded her and more or less shoved me out of the way. I just stared as they picked her up and took her away.

      A hand gripped my shoulder. “You did well, my boy.”

      I looked up into the smiling face of Mr. Yamada.

      “What do you want?” I asked, spitting my question at him.

      “To congratulate you of course. I thought for sure, you never stood a chance against Haruna. Yet here you are the victor. And not by any slim margin. That fight was yours from the moment she threw the first punch.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe you mastered Shitsumei. I’d given you up as a loss for that but that was my mistake.”

      I stood and shrugged off his hand. “It wasn’t your mistake, it was my saving grace. I was only able to unlock Shitsumei because you gave up on me. But I wasn’t satisfied with just mastering it, I wanted to take it beyond.”

      His eyes rose and he brushed a hand through his hair as we walked out of the arena and toward the elevators. “What was that? Because I’ve spent decades perfecting Shitsumei and that was something like I’ve never seen before. You must tell me what is this power you’ve acquired.”

      I snorted and turned back to him, narrowing my eyes. “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing. Your student is on her way to the hospital and you’re here begging me for power.

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      I turned and walked away from him, leaving him in stunned silence.

      The elevator doors closed on his shocked face and only when they were shut, did I let go of my hard stare and sagged against the polished silver back.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I was supposed to win the fight, not brutalize her.

      I didn’t like what I’d done. The kind of person I was becoming.

      Since the demon attack, all I’d been focused on was power and getting stronger. I’d forsaken even those closest to me in that pursuit and I’d found my power. And the first thing I’d done with it was to beat Haruna’s face in because she was mean to me.

      Her anger and taunts didn’t matter. What mattered was how I reacted to them. I’m no better than she was. I beat her down because it felt good to use my power. To show them what I was capable of.

      Crushing her had been so easy.

      But that wasn’t what terrified me.

      What scared the absolute hell out of me was that I hadn’t even used my Ki to do it.

      I’m turning into a monster…and the bad thing is, with the coming demon threat, I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.
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      Having finished the first round of competition, our crew managed to catch up and spend a few hours together before everyone hobbled off to their rooms to pass out.

      Nothing like a martial arts tournament to tire you out.

      Ava refused to sleep alone, and I didn’t mind.

      Considering how exhausted we were though, little but snuggling and sleep took place.

      The next morning, the two of us woke and made our way outside to read the semifinal listings. The semifinals were being posted just outside of the visitor’s quarters.

      Hair a mess and belly full of nothing but black coffee, Ava and I read the long list of names.

      In a stroke of bad luck, Ava had been matched up against Fitz.

      “I guess it’s good I haven’t slept with her yet,” Ava said frankly. “And also nice she’s had her fun with you. Poor thing’s gonna need some ice and a cool drink when I’m done with her.”

      I coughed into my fist, feeling incredibly awkward about my opinion of the impending match.

      Catching on, Ava shoved me. “Seriously? You think she’s gonna beat me?”

      “I didn’t say that. I honestly don’t know,” I admitted. “But if you walk in cocky, Fitz will knock your teeth out. She’s a tiny badass just like you.”

      I blocked a few punches, but soon, Ava’s curiosity won out. We scrolled down the list of names again until I found my own.

      There, close to the bottom, was James Mallory of Wyvern Academy pitted up against none other than Hamadi Ibrahim of Golem.

      A tiny kid from Golem Academy glanced up at me when he saw my reaction. “You’re gonna fight the Golem’s Fist? Good luck, man.”

      Without waiting for a response, he shook his head and walked away.

      “Not exactly confidence-building,” I remarked, wishing the kid might trip over his feet.

      Ava chuckled. “Serves you right. Now, let’s eat something quick. I’m starving.”

      We found a cafe in the Restaurant District and nabbed a prime table. After a series of texts, our friends showed up one at a time. Scarlet had lost her first match against a Leviathan fighter, and not once had she let anyone forget about it.

      I was only grateful that Fitz showed up with her manners in order.

      The women were scheduled to fight, but that didn’t mean my budding harem needed any hard feelings about it.

      Then, as happens in grand tournaments like these, we went our separate ways.

      I had a couple of hours before I was due to fight, so I packed a few protein bars and some coconut water then headed to the stands.

      Thankfully, Leviathan had thought ahead. The fighters had their own, relatively small section of seats. It was blocked off from the already-raving crowd. I took my seat and reclined a little, hoping to enjoy a good show.

      Half of Japan felt the same, apparently.

      The stands of the Water arena were stuffed. Whereas most of the first-round matches had been viewed primarily by fighters, staff, and a handful of visitors, the semifinals and main events were available to the general public.

      I’d even heard some students bragging that the main arena was sold out, a full half-million people paid and ready to funnel all the way down to the bowels of the school.

      Much smaller, the Water Arena boasted 100,000 seats, which to me was damn near the same thing.

      And considering the layout of the elemental arena, I’d pay plenty to see the event myself. The Water Arena currently stood dry and empty. A series of cement islands dotted the one-hundred-foot-wide pit. At least five feet separated each island.

      What concerned me and the other competitors more than having to fight on the islands, all ranging from ten feet across down to as little as two feet across, was the deluge of water that would flood the arena at a steady rate.

      A clip of the arena in action played on a tight loop above the crowd.

      At one end, huge pipes yawned threateningly. In the other, a broad drainage grate. When each round began, the water would pour out while the competitors fought. It provided many disadvantages, especially when the water level came up above the surface of the islands.

      For this reason, the islands had different heights as well.

      Two ten-foot-wide islands were the tallest, and I knew a drawn-out match would occur on one or both of them.

      Hopped up on cheap beer and popcorn, the crowd had already grown impatient as they waited for the semifinals to begin.

      When the first match was announced, the breathy milieu of 100,000 voices merged into one ecstatic demand. They’d come to see the world’s best fighters, and when the two competitors stepped into the ring, I knew they wouldn’t be disappointed.

      Two Leviathan students, rivals I’d guess by the looks on their faces when they bumped fists, entered the main arena with stoic expressions.

      A blonde Wing Chun artist and a brunette Judo master had me unsure as to which side might prevail.

      Blondie was spry, slight of build and quick on her feet. The brunette was a thick-hipped woman who seemed capable of kicking down a telephone pole. Chick’s got twenty pounds on her competitor, minimum. Little girl better stay on her feet or it’ll be over in a heartbeat.

      Try as she might, though, the Judo champ couldn’t pin down her foe.

      She was playing the striker’s game but paying the price for it, and each time she feinted a kick only to sweep in to grab Wing Chun’s leg, she found herself empty handed with a few more bruises on her face.

      Meanwhile, the water poured into the arena at an incredible pace. Only thirty seconds in and some of the lower islands were being covered up with water.

      And the women fought on.

      It must have been pride or frustration, but the larger woman tried the same leg grab again only to find a kneecap in her mouth.

      She didn’t lose consciousness immediately, but when her foe committed to an up close and personal blast of Ki, the fight was over.

      I stood up and clapped. “Fuck yeah! Come find me when you’re done, blondie! I’ll have your babies!”

      My voice had gotten swept up in the roar of the crowd, but I’d made myself laugh at least.

      A few more matches came and went until the ultimate torture match arrived. Ava and Fitz both looked tiny when they entered the ring, hopping from island to island to take their place in the center of the ring.

      Their faces were grim, and I knew neither of them could throw the match no matter how much it cost them.

      When the fighting started, I eased my tension by crushing the handle of my seat. The downpour of water only served to heighten my anxiety. Ava came out strong, swinging and ducking with precision.

      Fitz blocked or dodged four punches in a row, but the lightning-quick kick Ava threw at her landed on the outer thigh. I knew Fitz could take a blow like that, but the force behind it left her limping slightly.

      Pushing to match Ava’s intensity, Fitz blocked the next strike on a Ki shield, and then blasted Ava with a surprise Ki attack.

      The condensed ball of water Ki poured out of Fitz’s outstretched palm, taking on the shape of a long, thin serpent. She’d told me about developing this attack. It lacked the power of her other water technique, but it made up for it in speed.

      In the blink of an eye, the Ki blasted Ava in the chest, sending her tumbling off of her island.

      Swimming wouldn’t get you disqualified, but by the look of terror in Ava’s eyes, she knew Fitz was on the way to finish her off.

      Ava threw her arms over the edge of the nearest platform but ducked back under water when Fitz threw another Waterspout at her.

      Popping back up a moment later, my girl sent a roiling whip of fire Ki in Fitz’s face.

      Fitz retreated, finding refuge on a nearby island, and by the time she was preparing another attack, Ava stood ready for another go.

      One by one, the platforms disappeared as the fight dragged on. The fighters, both my sweethearts, barged ahead, ignoring injuries and pain alike.

      I didn’t look away.

      Not even after Ava had a gash over her brow, and her eyes and even teeth were stained crimson with her own blood.

      I didn’t even look away when she broke a few of Fitz’s ribs with a perfectly timed forward kick that nearly ended the match.

      When Fitz managed to take Ava to the ground, though, and crawled into top mount and rained a few Ki-infused elbows down on Ava’s sweet face, I studied the ground between my feet until it was over.

      The crowd cheered and I looked up to see a dazed and bloody Ava being lifted up from the arena floor by her friend and competitor.

      Fitz even hugged Ava, and I saw them conversing privately a moment.

      As generous as she always was, Ava hoisted Fitz’s fist in the air, prompting more applause.

      They limped away together.

      I still had a half hour, but didn’t care to watch any more bouts. Instead, I shouldered my pack and walked the short trek around the arena.

      When I arrived in the staging area assigned to the Wyvern competitors, I found myself face to face with two people who’d previously been caught up in a string of uninterrupted meetings. “Feeling confident, J? Your opponent is one of the strongest two-rune fighters in the world,” Kenneth Hawke said with an obnoxiously handsome grin on his face.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, Hamadi is no joke. I’m ready though. Not gonna say I’ll win this, but neither will I lose face. It’s gonna be messy for sure.”

      Tomi Icarus eyed me, her manicured nails glinting onyx and silver. “Fair enough, James. A win would certainly help us with funding in the upcoming year though. Just do your best.”

      The two grew uncomfortable when I didn’t smile at her shallow request.

      At last, I answered simply, “Wyvern has plenty of money and we both know it. As I said, I’ll do my best.”

      Hawke did a marvelous job at not grinning too widely from my remark.

      I shook both of their hands and made my way to the line of medics and trainers. A cute girl with a ponytail gave me a brief shoulder and neck massage. One doctor checked my eyes for a concussion while his partner examined my core for any signs of Ki strain.

      All cleared, I listened to my heart thumping steadily as the minutes ticked by.

      Then the announcer’s voice blared through every speaker in the entire, gaudy building. “Up next, specializing in Western Wolf kung fu, James Mallory!” The crowd erupted in cheers as I jogged out into the Water Arena.

      I wanted to be nervous, afraid of getting my ass handed to me in front of a hundred thousand fans. My mind was too busy studying the layout of the various platforms.

      Even the arena floor was impressive. Not only would I need to keep the room’s layout in the back of my mind while I fought, but the distance between each platform stretched much further than I’d thought. Seeing the gaps up close made me wary.

      Well, worst case, I’ll boost my jumps with a little extra Ki.

      I shook my head, trying to forget everything but my opponent.

      Rattling my jawbone, the announcer’s voice belted out again, helping me do just that. “Standing against him, with a rare combination of Krav Maga and Dambe boxing, the one and only Hamadi Ibrahim!”

      The prick stretched Hamadi’s last name out so it lasted a full ten seconds.

      My ears were ringing by the time I saw my opponent approaching.

      We bowed to one another, and I couldn’t help but crack a grin. “Good luck, Hamadi. Whoever wins buys the first round.”

      “I do not drink, my friend. Most Muslims don’t,” Hamadi replied, his teeth flashing in a broad smile. “Either way, I’ll have a cola. Good luck to you, J.”

      Pleasantries exchanged, I slid into the cold and distant mindset that always reminded me of my youth. I’d survived a handful of street fights that should have ended me, and every time, it was this quiet place that allowed me to move even when fear threatened to lock down my every joint.

      By the looks of the thin, white scars along Hamadi’s hands, arms, and face, he’d had plenty of time to learn the same lesson.

      Having gained considerable control over my Ki since spending a month at the Temple of Bael, I’d modified my Western Wolf slightly.

      Granted more power, I found myself capable of a deeper position than before, and switching between Leopard and Wolf was easier than ever.

      For this fight, I’d be favoring Leopard as it allowed for more graceful jumps and evasions.

      Hamadi took a traditional fighting stance, looking almost like a boxer.

      His reserved and subtle movements told me he had more than strikes at his disposal though. With Krav Maga, I could expect any number of joint locks and throws as well.

      My analytical mind shut off as the round began.

      Hamadi immediately leapt across the gap separating us and landed a few feet before me. Before he had both feet on the ground, the man’s right arm shot forward, sending a huge charge of earth Ki my way.

      “Golem’s Fist!” Hamadi screamed, living up to his namesake.

      “Gang Chiang!” I shouted, forming my shadow Ki shield in just enough time.

      My arms shook as the blow connected, and I felt my heels slide back an inch.

      Hamadi didn’t stop.

      Darting to one side, he flashed two kicks at my lower and mid leg.

      I back-pedaled away from the first and caught the second on my shin.

      Before he could attack again, I countered. “Bi Shou!” I bellowed, sending my Ki dagger out toward Hamadi’s gut.

      The Golem fighter twisted, narrowly avoiding serious injury. The side of my blade cut across his ribs.

      Hamadi growled in anger when he felt the trickle of blood running down his flank.

      By now, the water had reached the lower platforms. We had a little over a minute left until this shit show was over. And I wanted that win.

      I threw myself at Hamadi, falling into Wolf to sail below a roundhouse. My own foot lashed out and caught the side of Hamadi’s ankle, and just like that, my opponent was on his back.

      I filled my legs with Ki and sailed into the air.

      Once above Hamadi, I attacked again. “Bi Shou!” I hollered once more, this time envisioning the bladed Ki attack as more narrow than ever, but faster as well.

      Like magic, the Ki technique did as I’d imagined. The rod of Ki flashed down towards Hamadi’s chest like a lightning bolt.

      “Slate Skin!” Hamadi shouted and the strangest thing occurred.

      All along, I’d assumed Hamadi had earned his name from the earth Ki attack he favored. But as the shield of shimmering, brown energy surrounded his body like plates of armor, I second guessed my assumption.

      My modified Bi Shou reflected off of Hamadi’s armored belly, sending flashes of released Ki into the air.

      Then he stood, the Slate Skin still wrapped around his body.

      His appearance was more than impressive, his normally muscular physique enhanced by the hard angles and glowing aura of Ki armor.

      As a quick test, I sent another dagger attack at the man, and he didn’t even try to dodge.

      Again, the spear of shadow Ki bounced off of Hamadi’s earth armor, causing little more than a loud clang.

      Hamadi laughed, most likely reacting to my expression. “Come on, J! Surely, you have more in the tank for me!”

      I circled around him, aware only the upper platforms were left clear of the water by now. “I’m willing to bet you can’t attack while holding that technique in place, Hamadi. Why don’t you drop it and we’ll move on?”

      “And lose this advantage?” Hamadi asked. He attacked instead of answering his own question.

      It was easy enough to see Hamadi’s blow coming. With the added power of his bullshit suit of Ki, the flying knee he sent my way wound up connecting a lot sooner and harder than I’d assumed.

      I’d only half formed my shield when Hamadi barreled into me.

      My feet left the platform.

      Wind whispered in my ears.

      Then I splashed down into the coldest fucking pool of water ever.

      Gasping for air, I surfaced nearby only to see Hamadi throw a new form of earth attack. “Meteor Shower!” he screamed, hurling a compact wad of earth Ki my way.

      I ducked under the water, throwing my arms before my face. Though I couldn’t hear the words, I shouted my verbal command anyhow.

      This time, my shield was in time to protect me.

      But there I was, swimming underwater, trying to find a way to get out and attack my opponent. If I stuck my head up again, I knew Hamadi would end me.

      Diving down, I swam to the bottom of the arena, until I knew Hamadi couldn’t see me. Then I kicked off and headed for one of the two tallest islands.

      Circling around this, just in case Hamadi followed me, I at last burst from the water.

      I infused my arms and hands with Ki and tore myself up from the frigid depths. Hamadi spun and saw me, too late to stop me from gaining the platform.

      Cursing, the Golem fighter jumped up to the opposing platform.

      As he walked to the edge closest to me, he grinned. “You make me bleed, and I make you shiver. Enough of this, J. I’m ending this now.”

      My limbs shook violently, and I hoped Hamadi wouldn’t cross over to fight me in his Ki suit again. I doubted I could survive twenty seconds in this condition.

      He didn’t though.

      Instead, I watched as Hamadi closed his eyes, lowering himself into a deep squatting position.

      He opened his palms and growled as if in pain. Sure enough, his hands filled with earth Ki, and then his arms as well, coiling the energy up around his limbs like bands of power.

      Well, fuck that. I’m not gonna sit around and wait for him to kill me, I thought.

      I closed my own eyes as well.

      Just like that, I was standing before Lord Bael.

      He didn’t speak, only smiled at me, the sun making his white hair glow atop his head.

      I felt his affection like I hadn’t before. This was Alex’s mentor, not mine. But it was there nonetheless, like an engulfing blanket, warming my chilled body.

      Lord Bael was proud of the strength I’d gained. Lord Bael was proud I had refused the seduction of easy power.

      I recalled the Shaolin forms he’d taught us, the qigong and tai-chi we’d practiced for endless hours all in the pursuit of excellence.

      This was where I needed to be at the moment. No other errand or task could compare, for though Hamadi was just another tournament foe, this fight represented one more step in the Path of Ascension.

      When I opened my eyes, Hamadi was ablaze with earth Ki.

      The man screamed so loud the churning water seemed quiet in comparison. I watched his muscles tense.

      Hamadi lunged and extended his mighty fist.

      And a storm of earth Ki followed.

      Like massive stones assembling into one giant fist, Hamadi let fly with his fully powered Golem’s Fist yet again.

      Though his own technique took several seconds to charge and release, my own was but a breath away.

      “Gang Chiang,” I said with a calm voice.

      Moving my hands before me, I projected the shadow Ki outward before me in the shape of an enormous shield.

      Bigger than before, my Steel Wall technique burst into position until it spanned twenty feet tall and twenty wide, even scoring the water below my feet.

      Golem’s Fist crashed into Gang Chiang with the force of a fallen mountaintop.

      The water in the pools around us exploded. The air became suffused with spray and droplets, our opposing Ki fields so powerful that much of the water had been instantly vaporized.

      Distantly, I heard the gasps of a shocked crowd when they beheld their two champions in a deadlock of techniques.

      Hamadi glared at me, his eyes wide in surprise and fury. How dare you defy my strength? they seemed to be asking.

      I chuckled to myself, aware that although Hamadi’s arms shook as he pressed ever harder into the center of my shield, hoping to shatter it, I was composed.

      Sure, my limbs were half numb from the cold, and my Ki stores were as limited as Hamadi’s.

      It wasn’t me forcing the offense, though.

      While Hamadi tried to crush my defenses, every ounce of my power funneled exclusively into forming and maintaining my magnificent shield.

      I smiled as the time ticked by.

      The countdown clock got lower and lower, and Hamadi got no closer to finishing me off.

      I might not have it in me to beat you, Hamadi, but you sure as shit won’t beat me, I swore as I hunkered down into a deep Wolf stance and bolstered my shield yet again.

      Twenty-five feet, and then thirty, my shield became a solid and immutable object that few heroes could dismantle.

      No matter how world famous, a two-rune student like Hamadi didn’t stand a chance.

      Realization filled Hamadi’s gaze, and he screamed again and again.

      Golem’s Fist formed and slammed against the shimmering dome of my defense repeatedly. Each time, another wave was formed, the air filling with even more mist.

      And then a massive wave struck me from behind, rebounding off the rear wall no doubt.

      I teetered a moment, just long enough to see Hamadi face the same fate.

      When I found the edge of a platform again, the water was already draining away. The crowd’s scream grated in my ears, but to me, it sounded only like victory.

      The announcer babbled ecstatically, ending his improvised speech with a single echoing word.

      “Draw!”

      Wobbling slightly, I looked around and saw Hamadi staring at me. He was shaking his head in disbelief, coming forward with his arm stretched out.

      This time, he aimed to shake my hand, not punch me.

      “That was insane, J. I swear to god, I didn’t know that was possible,” Hamadi admitted with an easy grin.

      “I’m assuming you’re talking about that Earth-shattering attack you sent at me.”

      Hamadi pointed up at the stands. “This might count as a draw, but they aren’t shouting my nickname, are they?”

      Then I shifted my focus and heard the repeated words the crowd was chanting over and over.

      My jaw dropped, eyes widening in surprise as I heard it for myself for the first time. “Wyvern’s Wing! Wyvern’s Wing! Wyvern’s Wing!”

      Hamadi laughed before throwing his arm around my shoulder. “Let’s go, Wyvern’s Wing. You’ve got some fans to meet.”

      “Ha! Once they find out who I am, my fame will be over.”

      “Maybe so. For now, though, if you don’t mind,” Hamadi said into my ear. “I think it best if I get your autograph.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Final Fury: Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t really in the best of moods after my fight with Haruna, but my mood didn’t matter as I sat surrounded by the girls. They stole every ounce of depression and guilt in me and replaced it with excitement as we watched the rest of the second-stage battles as fighters hopped from island to island in the centralized water gym.

      It didn’t make sense to me to have the first-rounders all fight in a mixture of biomes, and then have the semifinalists fight on the same biome, but I guessed it was because of the crowd. It was easier than having to switch every single match and have the spectators grow bored waiting.

      How quick the crowd was willing to turn.

      Because of the way the tournament was set up, most held their Ki until the literal last second, but in some matches the students were literally so overpowering that it was either use your Ki or lose hard.

      Like J’s fight with the giant Golem student. That match was insane.

      The Golem kid gave J everything he had and J more than returned the favor in spades. I was on the edge of my seat the entire time, watching to see who would win.

      I thought for sure the Golem was about to break J in half when he came down with his massive attack, but J pulled out a move of his own and surprised the hell out of everyone in the crowd as he withstood punch after punch from the literal golem trying to destroy him.

      And then the match was called in a draw. The first draw of the tournament.

      It meant that neither fighter advanced, which was a shame, but it was something I was also a little relieved for.

      I didn’t want to fight either man.

      Then the next match ended in a draw since one of the Wyvern students won, but they shattered their arm and couldn’t continue the tournament.

      A half dozen more matches. A half dozen more wins and losses. And then it was my turn to fight again.

      I don’t even remember heading down to the arena. One second I stood in front of a spry Japanese student with the sharpest knuckles I’d ever seen on a kid before.

      Neither of us wanted a long, drawn-out match, so I edged the kid over to the ocean with a barrage of jabs and crosses and then tripped him as his leg slipped into the water.

      The Leviathan kid went into the drink and then I poured a little of my ice Ki out and froze him in place as his head bobbed to the surface.

      All he could do was glare at me while he shivered.

      I won by immobilization and walked off, not even paying attention to the applause of the crowd. I didn’t want to hear it.

      After my match there were a few more. Piper lost, so did Lilin.

      One by one, my friends lost as others climbed the ranks and then lost in turn.

      I fought once more. Against a Wyvern student I’d seen around before. She was tough, but against me it wasn’t even fair, and I won after knocking her out.

      My fight was the last one for that round.

      Which meant the semifinals were over, and I advanced to the finals.

      Out of the couple hundred students who’d arrived. Only two remined.

      Me and my opponent. A Leviathan student named Jin.

      I hadn’t seen him fight, but if he was strong enough to make it to the finals, he would be a challenging opponent to beat.

      My nerves built in my chest as I went to face my final fight.

      I went to the elevator that would take me to the arena for my final match.

      As the doors shut, my nerves exploded. I was still incredibly conflicted about my fight with Haruna, but I had to shove those feelings down as they would only hinder me when I fought Jin. I needed every bit of my strength during this fight and I wasn’t sure it would be enough. I’d used a lot of my Ki healing Haruna and for my final fights during the semi-finals and that put me at a major disadvantage.

      Get over it and give him hell.

      The doors opened and I stepped out onto the water arena once more. The dusty brown islands had changed. Now where a series of small islands had been in a circle around the arena, there was only one in a circle with a small hole in the center. It looked like a donut, but I wasn’t going to complain. If I could knock Jin into the water, it was over.

      A series of small steps rose out of the water in front of me to lead me to the island and they immediately retracted as I stepped onto the island.

      When I looked back, Jin had joined me on the donut island.

      He wasn’t what I expected. In fact, he looked a little like me. Not so much in the face, but in the build. We were about the same height, similar muscle tone too. Jin was clearly full-blooded Japanese with sharp cheekbones and a pointed chin. His long black hair was tied back into a ponytail. And he wore his navy-blue Leviathan uniform.

      We bowed to each other, our eyes never leaving the other.

      When we stood. He grinned. “Watched your fight with Haruna. You can move, I’ll give you that. but I didn’t see anything that I need to worry about.”

      “I wouldn’t get cocky if I were you. I’m giving this fight everything I’ve got.”

      He shrugged. “Matters little. I will be victorious here. I have no doubt of that.”

      The buzzer sounded and the final fight of the tournament began.

      Immediately Jin activated his Ki.

      His body lit up like a Christmas tree as his runes surged with power. And I found out why he’d been able to make it to the finals.

      Unlike most of the students during this tournament, he didn’t have two runes, he had three.

      Which gave him a considerable advantage to be sure, but also confused the hell out of me. The third and fourth-rune students were not allowed to participate in the tournaments. One because they were too powerful in comparison to a second-runed student and also because they were far too valuable to waste competing in a tournament, even one as prestigious as this one.

      Guess Jin was either held back, or he’s Leviathan’s ace in the hole to win. Wouldn’t surprise me. They’ve been cheating at every other stage in this damn competition.

      I didn’t have any more time to process this as Jin attacked. He ran and jumped, angling for a drop kick. Normally he would have had to jump off a much higher surface, but with his legs infused with Ki, he didn’t need to.

      Air whistled as it was displaced by his foot as it sailed toward my face. I sidestepped as he came down. The rocky ground below us cracked as Jin struck, sending a cloud of dust and shards of dirt and rock everywhere. Jin didn’t stop there. He pivoted as he landed, bringing his back leg up in a roundhouse. I couldn’t dodge it in time. I let my Ki reinforce my arms as his kick struck.

      Bone-jarring pain sent me flying back. I crashed into the ground a few feet away, my arms numb from the strike. I shook the pins and needles out and stood, preparing to engage Jin again.

      He was on me even as I stood. Jin sunk his hips and threw a right hook. I stepped forward and caught the punch, blocking his arm at the bicep.

      Before I could react, his left hand struck me in the kidney. My body was reinforced with Ki, but it didn’t matter against him. He obliterated my defenses and I coughed bloody pain as iron spilled around my teeth.

      I was slow in recovering and another punch sent me to the ground.

      Dirt rose in a miasma as I landed. It clung to my uniform and bloody lips. The rough granules grated against my tongue as I fought for the strength to stand.

      The fight had just begun, but Jin was outclassing me at every turn. His power dwarfed my own. He had three Ki channels, I only had one. There was a power imbalance, that I just had to overcome.

      Okay, no more playing around. This isn’t a fight I can win with just determination. I need to bring every weapon I have at my disposal to bear.

      “C’mon, Wyvern,” Jin taunted. “Is this all you’re made of, get up.”

      He turned to the crowd, giving them a show like the gladiators of old. They went wild at his taunts, cheering him on while he stood over my bloody body.

      I was not about to lose to the thundering applause of a bunch of hyped-up sycophants with too much money and not enough sense.

      I was not going to lose here.

      As I rose, I infused even more Ki into my limbs, I didn’t want to waste the Ki at that moment, but I didn’t have a choice. If I didn’t, his hits were going to destroy me, and then it wouldn’t matter how much I saved in reserve.

      I also slipped into Sogai, shutting my eyes tight and focusing entirely on Jin.

      Like Bael, his Ki-induced aura was overwhelming to my heighted senses. But I wasn’t the same kid I’d been during that fight. I’d pushed my body to its limits to see even more.

      I pushed my senses past their limit as second-stage Sogai.

      Like a fog had been cleared away, Jin stood out in perfect detail to me. His breathing was increased but it was because of the adrenaline rushing through his veins. His Ki increased his body temperature, causing sweat to bead and drip down his skin. His stance was balanced, and Ki slipped around his muscles and bones, reinforcing his body against the abuse he was subjecting it to.

      There wasn’t a single weakness in his form.

      But at least I’d be able to see what moves he was going to make before he made it.

      Jin turned as I stood, the skin around his lips rubbing against his cheek as he smiled.

      “Ready for more?” he asked, his voice incredibly loud to my ears, but I’d long since learned to deal with the pain.

      I didn’t bother responding. I just attacked. Jin turned, grounding his stance as he stepped forward. His right leg came up for a push kick. I angled my body just as he threw it. His leg missed me by a millimeter. I brought my elbow down on his knee.

      Normally I’d have shattered his leg, but with his body reinforced, all I was rewarded with was a grunt of pain.

      Considering who I was fighting, I took what little satisfaction I could.

      As my elbow struck, I pivoted, wrapping my arm around his knee and striking with a ferocious side kick. I aimed for his back leg that held the entirety of Jin’s weight.
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      It struck with devastation and Jin dropped to the ground. I had to let go of his leg as I kicked, or he would’ve taken me with him. Jin crashed back hard, but distributed the impact by slapping the ground with his palms. He was stunned for just a second and I capitalized on my attack. I brought my leg up and down in an axe kick.

      Jin rolled out of the way as my leg came down and cracked the ground as I struck. He righted himself and swept out with a sweep, taking me to the ground with him.

      Jin scrambled toward me, and I couldn’t let him get on top of me and pin me. I drew upon my Elemental Expression and ice formed at my fingertips.

      “Aisushotto!”

      My Ice Shot blurred as it launched like a missile toward Jin. It struck him in the shoulder and exploded, sending chips of ice all around him as the force threw him off balance and he landed next to me, tendrils of frost rolling off him to lick my skin as Ice Shot crawled over him.

      “So that’s how we’re going to play, eh? I wanted to beat you without using my Expression, but I guess that’s not going to happen. Consider yourself honored.”

      Jin stood in a flash, gusts of wind propelling him as he retreated to further down along the island. He rose off the ground as wind launched him into the air.

      Shit, his Expression is wind. Which will make him even faster than before.

      A cold calmness enveloped me as I pulled more ice into me. This is it. No matter his attack, it would be blindingly fast and I would only get one chance at defeating him.

      The tournament would be won or lost on the next attack.

      I had to pull everything I had into this. I focused everything on Sogai, on seeing through Jin’s torrent of wind to his body. His wind, combined with his overpowering aura, meant I had to push even second-stage Sogai to its limits. There was simply too much disturbance in the air for me to get a proper read on Jin.

      As I pushed, my senses screamed at me. But I fought down the pain and a fire rose in my chest. A blazing fire that originated from my core.

      That thought struck a chord in me. I remembered the sensation. It’s the same as when I fought Lord Bael. The same fire that erupted in my chest as I was trying to push myself past my limits.

      It’s my Ki channels.

      I knew it then, that I was close to unlocking my second channel, but Lord Bael had told me I wasn’t ready then.

      And he’d been right. I hadn’t been ready to awaken to even more power, because I hadn’t been in the right mindset then.

      I hadn’t known what my power was meant for then.

      I did now.

      My power wasn’t meant to brutalize those who stood in my way, it was meant to be a weapon against evil. Against demons. Not humans. Not Haruna, or Jin. Or any mortal who stood in my way. That wasn’t what my power was for.

      I refused to ever let myself give into it like I had when I fought Haruna. The stakes were simply too high.

      Jin howled, his voice amplified by the wind and he launched himself at me.

      Time slowed as my reaction time increased because of the amount of focus I shoved into Sogai. I looked inward, at my burning Ki channel and tugged on it, opening it.

      Boiling water flowed through my veins as my second Ki channel unlocked.

      Bright Ki rippled through my body and down my arms and suddenly my core erupted with Ki.

      I’d been dwindling, but now I had more than enough.

      Time to test my new move. Thanks for the idea, J!

      Jin was on me. I had one chance to make this work, but I now had the power to defeat him.

      “Hyoheki!”

      Ice burst from the ground at my call. A thick slab of ice that chilled the air as soon as it appeared.

      Jin was going too fast to stop in time and his fist slammed into my Ice Wall at full speed. There was a splintering crack as his fist shattered halfway through my wall but stopped cold as the frigid winter clawed at him, slithering over his exposed flesh.

      And now for the finale.

      “Kori No Hakai!”

      My fist radiated with an abundance of Ki as I channeled everything I had into my final strike.

      Ice Destruction.

      The Ice Wall molded around my fist as I swung. It opened to reveal Jin’s outline, still surrounded by his wind. Sogai told me exactly where to aim.

      The cascading wind chilled around me as my ice-encased fist broke through his element and I smashed him in the face.

      An explosion of ice shattered around me, sending a cloud of vapor and ice in all directions as my punch landed.

      There was too much sensory information at once and it overloaded Sogai. I had to shut it down or risk falling unconscious.

      Blood ran from my eyes and ears and trickled down my throat. Even more ran down my arms, where razor-sharp shards of ice sliced open my skin. The blood froze on my arms even as it ran, the ice so cold it nearly cauterized the wounds.

      The once-pristine island of the arena was broken and cracked in all directions. Small icebergs rose through the broken ground, splitting the small island in two as ocean water filled the arena.

      Jin lay sprawled nearly ten feet away. His once-pristine Leviathan blazer was filled with holes as ice crawled over his exposed skin. His jaw hung at a sick angle and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      He wasn’t getting back up.

      Which meant the match went to me.

      I won. I won!

      I held my fist up.

      A horrendously loud cheer rose from the hundreds of thousands of spectators, their vibrations thundered through the floor, resonating up my legs, but I couldn’t hear anything. My eardrums had been ruptured as I pushed open my second Ki channel.

      My entire body was nothing but pain, but at that moment, I didn’t care about the pain. It was far overshadowed by the fierce pride that rolled through my chest.

      I had just shown hundreds of thousands of people, and all of Leviathan Academy, that they weren’t the best.

      For a single brief moment as I stood under the thunderous applause of the crowd.

      I was the best.

      And then I collapsed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I awoke in a cramped white hospital bed. The world beyond the bed was obscured by a thin blueish-white curtain.

      “My head.” I sat up and rubbed at my eyes while trying to fight the wave of nausea that came over me.

      “You’re up. Good.” Piper was next to me and she reached out and took my hand for a moment before handing me a few pills and a cup of water. “Drink this. You’ll feel better.”

      I did, swallowing the pills and draining the water in one large gulp. Whether partially because of the fast-acting pills or perhaps a slight placebo, my headache did diminish and I could focus around my pounding head.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “About two hours. Medics came in and healed most of your injuries. But they weren’t why you collapsed. You blew out your core with that stunt of yours.” Piper frowned, pouting. “That was incredibly reckless of you, Alex.”

      I nodded. “Wasn’t my intention. I swear. When I pushed past myself, I opened my second Ki channel and my Elemental Expression just exploded.” I smiled wide at her. “But you have to admit. That was pretty cool right?”

      She tried to act stern, but her emerald eyes twinkled, and a smile bloomed on her face. She leaned over and kissed me, her mouth soft and welcoming.

      When she pulled back, she flicked my nose. “Yes. It was very cool.”

      “Excellent.” I hopped up and slid out of bed.

      “What are you doing? You should be resting.”

      “Yeah, I should be.” I went over to my clothes and tossed them on, not caring that Piper was in the room with me. She’d seen it all anyway. “But I’m not doing it here.”

      I turned back to her and held out my hand. “C’mon. Let’s go home.”
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            Spoils of War: J

          

        

      

    

    
      Every student and staff member had been present to watch Alex fight.

      Even Tomi Icarus found it in her schedule to cheer my roommate on as he duked it out with Jin.

      The match hadn’t been easy to watch, at least not the beginning of it. But, as I’d known he would, Alex found the strength within himself to stand up to the challenge. In fact, I think the ass kicking he received at first helped push him where he needed to go.

      Witnessing the moment he unlocked his next Ki channel though, had been as spectacular as when he’d obliterated Donovan.

      It was so like him too.

      We’d survived the drawn-out awards ceremony, tolerable only because the Leviathan CEO and top students had to concede victory to Alex and Wyvern Academy.

      Shortly after, rather than stay and shop another half day like some of our fellows, Alex and I headed back to Wyvern with our girls.

      Now I couldn’t help but admire the young man. Sure, he’d filled out some, but was still the kid with the slim build, the one with glasses and a shy smile.

      Yet, among all of us, he hit the hardest.

      Having combined Italian and Chinese food to create an ultimate coming home feast, our group lounged in a wide circle of stolen chairs and tables pulled together. Scarlet sat with Haruki, who’d only now gotten back from specialized training with her third rune.

      Ava and Fitz sat on one side of me, both intent on proving their affections for one another. Ava did so by touching Fitz constantly. Little things, like pushing a strand of hair out of Fitz’s eyes or sitting so close their thighs touched.

      Fitz lacked Ava’s outward confidence, but I noted her own kind gestures as well, the boldest of which was when she placed her arm over Ava’s shoulder while they talked privately.

      I groaned, leaning back in my chair to give my stomach some room to breathe. “I feel like I ate that guy from Golem, literally just ate a Mandani-sized meal.”

      Ava giggled. “Not sure if that’s possible. I missed your fight, J, but saw the dude hobbling around later in the Shopping District. Can’t believe you broke his leg.”

      “Big doesn’t mean strong,” Alex declared, a wry smile on his face.

      We all laughed, and Piper kissed him on his now-rosy cheek. Lilin sat nearby, watching carefully, not shy in the slightest.

      It was enough to make Alex blush.

      The grueling sequence of tournament challenges had come and gone.

      Arriving home victorious, we’d been granted a short reprieve before the next step along our path was taken. Worn out as we were, everyone seemed eager to lap up what pleasantries we could.

      There was no telling when another demon incursion would occur. Might as well throw a party now while we could.

      Finding another lull in the conversation, I picked up the one thread that continued to resurface time and again. “So, Alex… how did things go with lovely Haruna? I heard it was quite the show.”

      Scarlet laughed loud enough to make a few heads from a nearby restaurant turn our way. “I am so happy I watched that one. Seriously, Alex, we are still getting to know each other, but I’ll tell you one thing. I know a bitch when I see one. Haruna’s pretty mouth and up-turned nose were just begging to be punched.”

      “It’s true. Normally, I’m not one for bashing our fellow female fighters,” Piper added, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Haruna was a prime exception though. Is it okay to say that it turned me on a little watching you take her down a notch?”

      Alex shook his head, smiling down at his plate of destroyed sushi. “No one here is likely to complain, dear. You can say that any time you want.”

      The shared intimacy warmed more than a few bellies, if the chain reaction of blushes could be trusted.

      With a polite grin, Piper brought up another interesting moment during the tournament. “That fight, between Ava and Fitz, it was… really intense, yeah? I’m glad you both managed to stay friends.”

      Fitz laughed, her expression fluctuating somewhere between self-consciously pleased and embarrassed.

      Ava planted a big kiss on Fitz’s ebony cheek. “I will admit it, she kicked my ass. Not since Julie Wong challenged me at the 15 and under tournament back in my home town had I suffered such a loss.”

      She studied Fitz’s face, enthralled by the tiny myriad reactions there. The twitch of an eyebrow and quirk of the mouth. Then she added, “The only reason I’m willing to let it go, is cause she is so damn fine. So, consider yourself lucky, girl.”

      “I do,” Fitz replied solemnly. “I know how fortunate I am.”

      Fitz’s eyes shot between me and Ava, and for a moment, the mood shifted away from jovial and closer to sincere and sweet.

      Wyatt spoke up next. He sat next to Mason, both of the fighters having become increasingly close. Wyatt’s feet rested on a stolen chair, and his hands were crossed behind his head.

      The shit-eating grin on his face, though, told me a jab was coming. “So, J, are we all going to ignore the fact that it was your sorry ass that was granted an internationally recognized nickname? You can all pretend it didn’t happen, but I certainly can’t.”

      “Might be tough to forget,” Mason added, a mischievous smile spreading across his face as well.

      “In fact,” Wyatt continued, “even now, I can’t help but hear the feverish chanting of a sold-out crowd. Wyvern’s Wing! Wyvern’s Wing!”

      The chant was taken up by the others, and repeated several more times until apparently my blushing and increasing discomfort satisfied their blood lust.

      Alex cleared his throat, bringing the light-hearted teasing to an end. “To be fair, I think you deserve it, J. Cheesy-ass name, but also kinda cool. And think about it, who else could have withstood Hamadi Ibrahim’s full wrath?”

      “And how the hell did he learn so many Ki techniques already?” Ava asked, her face genuinely pissed. “His shield acted like body armor, and he had at least three manifestations of his Golem’s Fist! I think Golem Academy must have their own version of the Temple of Bael.”

      Heat filling her voice as well, Fitz threw in her own two cents. “Yeah, and honestly, guys, the whole school ranking system is bullshit. I’ve been hearing how Leviathan is the best in the world, Wyvern second, and Golem third.”

      “It’s a bunch of bullshit. That is probably the order of how much funding each school has. But would Jin be able to stand up against Hamadi? Or Alex for that matter? And could J have survived fighting against Jin? Ranking heroes and battle schools is not only petty but inaccurate. Each of us is stronger than the others in different situations.”

      This frank admission led to a lengthy discussion.

      Everyone agreed with Fitz, but of course we all had opinions on how strength should be determined and why it might be useful.

      My thoughts drifted back to the insane fight I’d had with Hamadi.

      The big man was as brutal as he was kind. After the award ceremony, he’d approached me. With his usual grin on his face, he told me of his plans. “My mentor has agreed to send me abroad. I will spend some time here at Leviathan first, two or so weeks,” he’d told me in a whisper, aware that others might be listening in.

      Leaning closer still, he added, “Afterwards, I will visit Wyvern Academy. I’ll be busy with intense training, of course, but I was hoping you might show me around a little? No pressure though. I know the Wyvern’s Wing must be very busy,” he’d teased.

      I had agreed to be his guide. Such a task wouldn’t be grueling at all. People like Hamadi were rare. He was not only charming and kind, but genuine as well.

      A deep voice cut through the banter at our table, pulling our focus together. “Well, if it isn’t Wyvern’s most revered second-year students. You all seem to be on your way to celebrating your success.”

      I looked up to find Kenneth Hawke’s sun-blocking figure standing above us, a slimmer yet more imposing figure at his side.

      Before we could respond, Tomi spoke. “We won’t take up your valuable time, students. I wanted to thank you all. This group in particular seems to be advancing faster than our other second-year students. At this rate, you’ll all be ready to strive towards the third rune quite soon. Rest while you can, and enjoy yourselves, just know that your training will intensify soon.”

      Haruki shifted in her seat uncomfortably, no doubt recalling some aspect of her recent challenges.

      Tomi finished her little speech. “The Path of Ascension only grows more challenging from here on out. The third stage is very dangerous as well. Not all of you will succeed, and some, I hate to say, will not even survive. Remain faithful to one another, though, and most of you will. Goodbye for now. Expect to hear from me personally next Monday though.”

      Hawke remained behind for a few moments, his stern features slowly melting into an expression of approval and joy. “She’s right, but screw all that for now,” he said at last when the woman was out of earshot. “Have a blast and forget your worries, at least for the weekend. I’ll see you all next week.”

      The big man departed, leaving us alone with our thoughts and worries.

      Haruki at last stood up and walked away a few paces. I heard the first hitching sobs take her, and I rose from my chair to comfort her.

      Scarlet was faster though. Placing a hand on my chest, she spoke in a voice only I could hear. “One of the students in her group died in their effort to attain the third rune. It was… brutal, I guess. Anyway, I’ve already promised to eat a gallon of ice cream with her and watch movies all weekend. I’ll text you tomorrow, okay? Trust me, she’ll be fine.”

      She winked at Ava, who I suspected already knew the whole story. Then she walked away, sweeping Haruki up in her wake.

      The blonde strutted away towards the apartments, already blabbing loudly in her best effort to distract Haruki.

      Regardless of how we tried, the mood and intimacy of our feast had evaporated at last. Wyatt and Mason rose first to excuse themselves. They had their own plans, and I stood to give both men a quick hug. The girls did as well, and then the two were walking along in the opposite direction, intent on some private mission.

      Alex, a little awkward but as eager as I’d ever seen him, admitted he too had pressing plans. “Maybe we can all see a movie tomorrow, or head up to J’s weird roof place and drink till we’re silly?”

      Piper and Reagan flanked him closely, their body language clearly shouting their attachment to him. Thalia and Lilin stalked behind, having grown close with one another recently.

      “Yeah, sure. I think we would love that as much as you,” I said, glancing at Ava and Fitz.

      The two nodded earnestly, and Ava failed to suppress a savage grin. Her excitement melted into humor as she fell to laughing. “If he survives the night, he should have said.”

      Fitz snorted and covered her face. She seemed intent on remaining coy about the situation, which suited me fine. Few things in this world were more endearing than a woman both ready to indulge her sexual appetite and yet still unable to do so without blushing.

      Sensing that our time today was coming to an end, I strode toward my roommate and pulled him into a savage hug. I thunked him hard on the back before reminding him, “Remember, buddy, you’re the champion of this school. Only question remains, how long will that last?”

      He laughed good-naturedly before returning the hug. Pulling apart, he directed his attention to Ava and Fitz briefly. “Remember, girls, if he has a cry about losing to me, just remind him of his new, shiny nickname. He’s all ego, okay? Just remember that.”

      I took the jibe in stride, and snatched up Piper. I smashed her hard like I would a sister, and did the same for Thalia and Reagan as well.

      Having said farewell to Ava and Fitz, Alex turned away at last and strode into the distance. I could swear I noticed the faintest hint of a strut in his step, yet another sign his confidence was growing.

      Flanked by four sexy women, I could see where it came from.

      Then I held out my own arms. “What do you say, ladies? Shall we head in for the evening? Or does the prospect of a few more drinks sound nice?”

      Fitz clutched my offered elbow and fell into step behind me. “We are spending the night at Ava’s place, isn’t that right?”

      Ava took up my other arm, grinning madly. “Just so! My apartment is completely unoccupied at the moment, as I recall.”

      “Good,” Fitz responded. “Well, if my memory doesn’t fail me, I believe you mentioned a bottle of sake you purchased at Leviathan. If so, I don’t really see why we shouldn’t head back immediately.”

      My belly laugh echoed off the distant walls of the Wyvern Academy. The sun was still up, and though the bite of winter remained, the cold felt invigorating.

      Not caring that I’d get shit for it later, I reached down and grabbed a handful of my companions’ rear ends.

      “Sounds like a plan to me, girls,” I said while chuckling.

      The girls squealed at once, and Ava punched my arm.

      Relenting, I returned my grasp to their waists, knowing that soon I’d have all the freedom in the world to caress their gorgeous bodies.

      We walked in silence the rest of the way back to Ava’s apartment.

      And by the time we got there, I knew by the thick and silent tension that had slowly built up during our walk, that I wasn’t the only one who’d grown impatient.

      

      End of Volume 3
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      If you made it this far, it means you’re a total weeb like us. Please, leave a review if you enjoyed the show.
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