Chapter 1 – Princess Irene – Trigger

"..ai..up.. Hey, Kai wake up."

"Mmm… Ahh…" I open my eyes slowly and find my partner, Leila, crouched beside me peeking through the bushes with a pair of binoculars.  From this angle she looks quite nice…
The wind gently cascades her soft, delicate, golden hair in smooth waves along her shoulders, tapering down to her lower back. Still slightly groggy from sleep, a sweet smile slowly emerges on my face as my eyes adjust to take all of her in. I can get used to waking up like this every day. I slither around looking for a better angle while creating excessive amounts of rustling noises. What am I talking about… She looks good from any angle… Oh I see an opening…
"Leila~" I throw my arms around her stomach from behind and take a big whiff of her lovely scent. I rub the back off her shoulder with my face while continuing to sniff her.  I realize that her shaking could be a sign that she's losing her patience.

"Hey. Stop messing around, he's here."

"Oh? Are you sure?"

"Yeah, have a look. Get off me already." Leila blushes as she struggles to shove me away with the binoculars. In the far distance, two horses lead a single wagon convoy escorted by over a dozen soldiers.

 

There are 15 in total, all equipped in armor surrounding the transport. An enormous man controls the reins of both horses leading the wagon. He has rough-looking brown hair, sideburns, a small beard, and a benevolent facial expression; his eyebrows are raised, and he wears a small smile while his armor is distinctly different from the others. The head of a lion baring its fangs is engraved in front of his breastplate; the national symbol of Xantho. The head is tinted in black while the fangs are tinted in red.  

 

That aside, the state of their equipment is evident that they were in a recent battle. Their weapons and armor are chipped, in need of repair. Dark splotches of blood are smeared onto their armor while fresh blood drips from their weapons. Their mouths are open, always taking deep breaths. Their eyes and postures are drooped, and it looks like another encounter would spell the end of their lives.

"I see," I say. "With that big physique and that face, he matches the profile we received for this mission. 'Grizzly Bear' Dae is a befitting name for him." 

 

I scowl and remember the moment my nap was interrupted last week by one of our messengers. Just because Dae ruined an important mission a while back that took many months of planning, the boss finally ordered us to kill him. 

 

We went on a wild goose chase wandering from town to town in Xantho only to find out he was no longer there. Luckily, we found someone that had witnessed him leading a small group of men around a convoy toward the Kingdom of Elbar. 

 

I waited for his return on the only trail leading from Elbar to Xantho knowing that any high ranked officer of Xantho was kept on a very short leash due to the internal conflict going on in their country. 

 

Fifteen hours is long enough, you son of a bitch. What took you so long? I grimace before speaking up, "Let's get this done quick. I wanna continue my nap."

"We'll surprise them when they make the turn to Xantho. I'll use my magic to… Hey, what're you doing? Wait…" Ignoring Leila, I get up and toss the binoculars back to Leila, put on my white mask and walk to the trail in clear view in front of the convoy. I can already imagine Leila shaking her head behind me in disapproval. "Jeez, impatient as always…"

The wagon clatters in the distance while we wait for them to notice us. Dae pulls back the reins and says, "Stop, there's someone there." 

 

The subordinates that were sluggishly marching alongside the wagon suddenly shuffle their way towards the front.
"What?! Is it more bandits? Those bastards are persistent."

"Oh, there are only two… Don't scare me like that."

"The Human's a dual-wielder, the Elf unarmed." I overhear Dae's subordinates making noise among themselves while they are forming a defensive line in front of us. 

"An Elf? That's rare. I don't know who you people are, but there's nothing of value in this convoy if your goal is money. Even if there were, there's no way you're getting past me. Ahhh, what is it that people call me?  'Grizzly Bear’?" he says with a smile and laughs, but Leila and I stand our ground; we have no intention of leaving. 

 

I stare into his eyes and release murderous intent. While the subordinates haven't noticed the change in atmosphere, Dae does and stops laughing and smiling. 

"That’s right! General Dae won't lose to the likes of you! Leave!"

"It appears that you have some kind of grudge against me," Dae says as he knits his eyebrows and supports his chin with a hand. "Now that I think about it, those masks have been bothering me for a while. Where have I seen those same masks before…and that snake symbol as well…" 

Bullshit, I won't let you forget! After all, I wouldn't have to be here if it weren’t for the shit you pulled. Why'd you have to change your stupid patrol route for that day? That was my precious nap time. 

 

I don't think Xantho's government would be stupid enough to leave a general absent, especially in the critical time their country is facing right now. Assuming that he's telling the truth about having nothing of value, he must be escorting someone important who is crucial for solving their crisis. It doesn’t matter to me, though. 

"Oh, I do recall that I found a suspicious wagon eight months ago with all sorts of illegal goods. I was attacked by a couple of hooligans, so I killed them. They also wore those masks you're wearing now."

"No...no way…" one of Dae's subordinates mutters as he points to us as if he sees a ghost. "I remember now… that snake symbol belongs to Cascabel… "

 

"Cascabel? The one responsible for the incident three years ago?"

 

"Yeah, that atrocious one."

 

"Wait a minute…these two…they match the descriptions of the 'Phantom Swordsman' and 'The Witch…'"

I smile and chuckle. The defensive formation starts to drift apart as they chatter among themselves and, shortly after, they begin dropping their battle stances while backing away slowly, their weapons lowered. 

"What do you think you're doing! Are you abandoning your mission to your country?!" Dae barks. His subordinates don't move a muscle and remain silent. 

"We…We don't want to die." I snicker.
"It's just as they say, 'Grizzly Bear,'" I say. "I'll tell you this much, we only need your head. We weren’t ordered to kill anyone else. Of course, if your subordinates don't fight us, we have no reason to kill them."

"That is right, it is in our interest to prevent any unnecessary blood from being spilt," my partner adds to emphasize our only intention to take Dae's head. 

"Unnecessary bloodshed you say?" Dae bursts out as he contorts his face. "How dare you hypocrites even speak of unnecessary bloodshed when your whole organization kills innocents and civilians day after day!"

Suddenly, something creaks from the wagon. A door on the side opens and someone in a quiet voice says, "What's going on? Why've we stopped for so long?"

I widen my eyes and mouth after a young girl emerges from the wagon. As she steps out, a gust of wind sweeps her long brown hair off of her back. She holds down her dress with both arms so that it doesn’t flip over. She has fair, smooth, white skin and looked about 16 years old. A wave of nostalgia suddenly hits me when I lay my eyes upon her face, resembling innocence and purity. She reminds me so much of her...
Dae turns toward the girl. "Miss, do not come out yet, it is dangerous. Please, go back inside."

"What danger, Mr. Dae? Is it more monsters?" the girl asks as she starts walking forward. I give her a friendly wave in response to her eye contact, but she frowns and backs off. She scampers back into the wagon and then closes the door. 

 

I wipe off the drool seeping through my mask with my arm and pretend nothing happened. I can feel Leila's icy cold glare behind me, though.

"All this effort…all for a single, young, and defenseless girl… Who is she I wonder? She's kinda cute actually, but what should I do?" I ask playfully and lick my lips intending to taunt Dae. His eyes are narrowed, squinted, and his jaws seem clenched.

"You…you bastard... Don't worry about who she is. Because, even if you find out, you will both die right now." Dae jumps off the wagon and grabs his battle axe on his back with his right arm while using his left arm to support the weight. 

 

I sense that the aura around him is completely different compared to a few moments ago, and he directs his bloodlust at me as he enters his battle stance. However, he is focused a bit too much on me. So this is a general ranked officer of Xantho… I'm a little disappointed to be honest.
I look towards Leila and she gives me the nod which means that her end was successful. I sigh before I say, "Sorry, I don't have anything against you, but this battle is over."

"What're you talking about?! I'm no longer waiting for you to draw your weapon! Prepare yourself!" Dae charges towards us while his battle cry rips through his throat with his battle axe raised high in the air along his right side.

 

I merely continue to stand in place without drawing my weapon. I invariably look down and sigh.

Dae reaches a range in which he can finally strike me. "Die!"
A split second afterward, I hear a trigger word behind me from Leila. "Sprout!"

Leila's left arm is raised in front of her. I skeptically smile when I remember when she used the same thing on me. I frown and shiver. I didn't wanna remember that now…
"AHHHHH!"

Dae's armor is broken with his axe lodged inside him, inflicting a deep back wound. He screams in pain, now letting go of the axe that is lodged in his back and he falls down right in front of me, blood oozing out of his wound. His subordinates gape and quiver in shock.

"What...what did you do?" he asks in a raspy voice. His eyebrows are knit close together as if lost in thought. His face twitches in agony. Several moments later, his eyes and mouth widen. He raises his head from the dirt and looks toward Leila. "I see… So it was the Elf… I was careless... What're you going to do now?"

"Who knows… It won't matter since even if you find out, you will die right here," I answer and smirk.

 

As if resigning to his fate, he closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. "Do it."

I smile. Even though he's my enemy right now… I admire true warriors who don't beg for their lives. I'll make it painless for him.
I unsheathe one of my swords with my right arm and make a swift slash to his neck. It cleanly lobs off leaving blood rapidly spouting out of his neck. I pick up his head by the hair and walk towards the convoy. The head continues to drip blood on the trail.

"Ahh… The Witch has done it again. General Dae has been killed," one of Dae's subordinates mutters before falling backward, probably from fear and shock.

"Hey—" I barely get a word out before 14 of the former General Dae's subordinates retreat from the convoy in fear. I recognize the paralyzed one on the ground; it's the subordinate who was kind enough to inform everyone about us. I wasn't even gonna do anything… I'm hurt.
"Hey you, what can you tell me about that girl in the convoy?" I ask the hopeless guy on the ground. He opens and closes his mouth repeatedly as if trying to speak, but unable to. I am unsure if he heard my question.

"Stay… Stay…" he mutters some words I'm unable to understand.

"Stay? Is that her name?" I walk closer to the man and he can't keep composure. A pale, yellow liquid leaks from his armor. I stare at him with a blank expression, unsure of what to do in this situation. Now that I think about it, I'm still carrying the head of his former superior and maybe I do look menacing carrying the sword in my other hand…
I sheathe my sword and toss aside Dae's head for now. I crouch down, careful not to soak my shoes in the growing puddle around him. I take off my mask and smile.

"Hey, listen... I'm not gonna kill you. You can run off wherever you want, I'm not stopping you. What I wanna know is, who's the young girl being transported in the convoy?" I ask again in the most affable voice I can summon while smiling, but I receive no response even after ten seconds have passed. I frown and can feel veins popping out of my head. My face probably shows just how fast I'm losing my patience and now all of a sudden the guy starts screaming for no reason. 

Leila sighs behind me. "I have no idea how you can be so awful at gathering information." 

 

I turn my head towards her and notice that she's looking at me like I'm completely hopeless. "Shut up. He's not cooperating."

She shakes her head, walks to the guy while taking off her mask revealing her beauty, kneels down, and smiles. "Hey mister~ Do you know who the girl is in the convoy?"

The man opens his mouth as if to finally say something, only to let out a loud lingering fart. Leila is still smiling. I laugh hard inside and accidentally let out a giggle.

"Let's kill him."

"Sure," I respond as an evil smile stretches across my face. We reach a mutual understanding as we decide to put him down. We drag him into the woods and welcome the opportunity to try our hand at a little creative rearrangement. 

…

After completing our work of art, Leila and I get up and head back to the convoy area.

"I need to cast a few spells to clean up the rest of Dae's body."

"Right. In the meantime, I'll talk to the girl and find out who she is," I say to Leila as I walk over and then open the convoy door. There, I find the mysterious girl had fallen asleep on the seat. I can't believe any sane person would be able to sleep through what just happened.

How should I wake her up? She's sleeping so peacefully. I smirk as I flare my nostrils furiously all while breathing hard through them. I slowly approach her, then grab both of her breasts. I massage them in a circular motion and witness her cute, soft moans as her face turns beat red, only to open her eyes shrieking.

"What... What do you think you're doing?!" she asks while I'm still shamelessly grinning. She slaps me in the face one with one hand while guarding her melons with the other. 

 

After recovering from the recoil of her attack, I notice her face is still flushed so I reset my facial expressions. "Oh, I was trying to wake you up."

"Oh, okay."

She relaxes and loosens up her guard as if grabbing her breasts to wake her up was the truth. Is this girl an idiot?
I shake my head before asking, "So, who are you?"

"Isn't it proper to introduce yourself first?"

I click my tongue and frown. A small, exasperated huff escapes me before I sit down next to her.

 

"I'm Kai. And you are?"  

"Irene... Kai, is there a reason you have your hand on my thigh?"

I feel a burning fury closing in on me from her glare as it seems to pierce through me with immense murderous intent. I gulp and look down towards her thigh, realizing that my hand is indeed on it. I lift up my hand and then let it rest on my thigh. Crap, I touched her unconsciously… I need to control myself. No matter how similar they are, she isn't the same person.
I cough and clear my voice. "Where were you headed to?"

"I'm not sure… Mister Dae told me that I had to come with him and leave the village. He said I had to go see Daddy."

I tilt my head slightly as my eyebrows furrow, lost deep in thought. This might have something to do with the internal conflict going on in Xantho right now. "What's your daddy's name?"

"Velyn." 

I close my eyes and think of the name Velyn. Velyn… Isn't that the name of the king? Which means this girl is a result of him and a mistress in Elbar. If that's the case, then that would mean she has royal blood in her veins. This explains why a general went through the trouble of seeing this through. Does Velyn wanna make her his successor to the throne? But, no matter how I look at it, Irene doesn't look like she's ready to be a queen of all the citizens in Xantho…especially considering she was raised in a village…
"Where's Mister Dae?"

"Ah... Well, it's complicated, wait here."

Irene tilts her head sideways, scrunches her eyebrows together, and lets out a small sound of confusion. I smile and chuckle as I leave and walk towards Leila. 

"What're you so happy about…? Well whatever, I'm almost done here, did you find out anything from the girl?"

"Yeah, I'll give you the rundown when you're ready." I waltz back over to pick up Dae's head I had tossed aside earlier and catch Leila cocking an eyebrow at me. I ignore her as I turn around and walk to the convoy. 

 

Feeling particularly maniacal, I present the severed head to Irene. "Here he is!"

 

I toss the head onto her lap so that it faces upwards when it lands all while splashing some blood onto her legs in the process. She stares at the object on her lap with a smile only to twitch her face into one of true horror and disgust as she screams upon recognition. I grin and laugh like a child who played the biggest prank ever to only quickly die down as I let loose a lewd grin when I realize she is wide open.

"What's going on?!"

I quickly hide my grin and my lewd intentions as I turn around to face Leila, but it's too late. Leila sees the head on Irene's lap and needs no explanation. I can see her right fist already closing towards my face and I merely panic and close my eyes as I resign to my fate. After a few seconds pass with realizing I am still alive, I slowly inch open my eyes only to realize her fist has stopped an inch from my face as she sighs and slowly relaxes her arm. She retrieves the head from her lap while expecting the rundown now that she seems ready.

"Seriously, I can't take my eyes off of you for even a split second without you going off doing the most stupid things." She takes out an Alrath from her backpack and stores Dae's head in it. She cleans the blood off Irene afterward.

"Okay… I won't do it again, I promise." I reflect a little on my actions, but I probably won't care if another opportunity arises. "In any case, we need to go to Xantho to report our mission anyway, so let's just deliver the girl at the capital along the way."

"Sounds good."

"I'll sit in the convoy with the girl. Can you take the reins?"

Heh… I can enjoy more time with Irene… If she's unconscious she can't say no... It won't be harassment.
Leila glares at me. "Can I trust you…?"

I can practically see the murderous intent seeping through her penetrating glare.  I smile lightly. "Don't worry, I won't do anything… I just need a nap, I'm tired."

"Well, okay then."

She's watching me… I'd better not mess around for a while. I get in the convoy and almost fall over when the wagon suddenly starts moving. Ahhh… I'm so tired… It's been a long day…
I lie down across the large, long seat opposite of Irene and close my eyes. My mind wanders to memories of my childhood where I reflect on all the events that had led to today's adventure as my eyes slowly drift into a hazy slumber.

Chapter 2 – Academy Year 1 – First Day

I can hardly believe it’s tomorrow.

 

"Kai, it's finally time for you to continue your training at the Academy,” Emdos says.

 

I raise my arms in the air with a big smile on my face. "Yeah! I can't wait!”
  

"Now listen, Kai, I know you're excited to finally enroll into the Academy, but you can't let anyone see you use the Mana I have taught you to control."

 

I hesitate a moment before quirking an eyebrow and then ask, "Why?"

 

"Didn't you want to make friends? If your peers find out you have something they don't, they'll be jealous and won't want to be your friend. But you should continue doing the training regimen you have been doing every day."

 

I frown and speak in a soft, conceding voice, "I do want friends… I guess I'll have to listen to you, Emdos. I just need to practice expelling Mana outta my hands and controlling how much comes out, right?"

 

"Yes, you've been doing an excellent job and almost have completed the first step. After you've mastered controlling your flow of Mana, you can begin training more advanced forms of Mana manipulation. You can practice expelling Mana from different parts of your body or cover certain parts of your body with Mana at will."

 

"Okay, then what comes after that?" I ask with a grin.

 

"Oho, don't get too ahead of yourself now. But once you've mastered that, you can open this book and read it. You can take this book with you to the Academy tomorrow," Emdos says as he grabs a book from the top of the shelf. He holds the book in front of me as he narrows his eyes into mine. "But you have to promise me. Don't let anyone else read this book, don't read it until you can manipulate your Mana freely, and don't lose it. Do you promise?"

 

Emdos' tone suddenly deepens, and I feel that the air around me gets colder as I stare into his eyes. I sense that I'm not talking to the kind Emdos that I know. My heart races and I can't help but quiver my eyes as I gulp, all while reaching for the book with my hand, eventually grabbing it. "I… I promise."

 

Emdos continues to stare into my eyes, but I don't dare to move a single muscle while frozen in place as I hold my breath. I feel so scared that I completely lose track of time; with every passing second feeling like years. I don't know how much time passes before Emdos finally lets go of the book as he smiles, speaking in a tone much lighter compared to his last words, "That's good. You can put this in your backpack, keep it safe."

 

Upon hearing that, my shoulders relax as I take a deep breath. Emdos walks out of the room and now I hold the red, tattered book in my hands. I look down at it, touching and squeezing the book, and realize that the binding is loose. I squint my eyes, concentrating on the words in front of the book, but I lose focus and sigh when I see that they are unfamiliar characters. Should I open it and just sneak a quick peak if I can read the contents?
 

My fingers slide through the edge of the book firmly clenched in my other hand. Eagerly, I stroke it and gulp. Since Emdos wouldn't like me breaking the promise, I crouch down and rest the book on the ground. I take off my backpack, open it, and store the text inside.

 

I spend the rest of the day training my Mana capacity. I stand still while keeping my eyes closed as I take deep breaths. I fully extend my arms as I keep my hand stretched back all while channeling Mana out of my palms starting slow, but changing the speed of the outflow every few seconds. I try to switch between a very fast speed and a very slow speed, but I fail; whenever I let out too much Mana it becomes hard to control and the rate it comes out is uneven.

 

After training for an hour, I lay on the floor with my arms by my side staring at the ceiling. 

 

This feels similar to five years ago…when I first learned to release my Mana in the air for the first time. I smile. I was so excited that I did it that I forgot to concentrate on controlling it… I became exhausted from the loss of too much Mana and laid on the floor, kinda like now.
 

I take slow, deep breaths as I close my eyes. Images and scenery from earlier training days play out in my head, and my consciousness fades into my memories.

 

The next day, I wake up early morning in bed. I sit up and yawn as I turn my head left and right becoming more lucid when I realize that I'm in my room. Emdos must've carried me to my room after I fell asleep yesterday. 

 

I turn my head towards the clock. 5:59 a.m...
 

While frowning, I turn my head back and sigh as I lie down. I stare at the ceiling motionless, but then I start to roll back and forth towards the edges of the bed with my arms and legs stretched out like a line.

 

I turn my head towards the right to look at the time again; it's 6:00 a.m. When I turn my entire body over resting on my side, I make an attempt to shut my eyes so that time would pass faster when I'm asleep, but my mind races. In just two hours I could make friends! I wonder how many I'll have! What’ll they look like? What time is it?!
 

I open my eyes widely to glance at the time again, but it hasn't changed. I squeeze my eyes shut and lie still. Even so, I sneak another peak from the corner of my eyes. And another. And another. Once I close my eyes, the past comes flowing back to my restless mind. 

 

Emdos was kind, but he was really strict with my training. He often scolded me for not training hard enough and wouldn’t let me go outside to play with other kids. He was even reluctant about letting me go to the Academy, but after I worked really hard, he changed his mind and turned in an application for me.

 

I grin as I roll around in my bed trying to shake off my excitement, but suddenly an idea hits me, and I lie still with closed lips. Sorry Emdos… I wanna try something even though I haven't completed the first step…
 

I decide to get up and do a different type of training. An hour passes while I'm in a state of complete focus, but I can't stop my Mana from leaking out before it reaches the tip of my finger.

 

"Ugh!" I stretch out all of my limbs as my back falls to the floor. I think about giving up, but an epiphany hits me. 

I was too focused on my finger and didn’t restrict on other places where it could leave… I’ll make a barrier so that no Mana can get outta my hand!
  

I focus my Mana again and try to release Mana from the tip of my right index finger. Nothing comes out as I expected, but then I make an opening at the tip of my finger in which Mana begins to flow out. I examine my hand more closely and distinguish that the only part of my hand that Mana escapes from is at the tip of my right index finger.

 

I did it! I grin and clutch my left fist in celebration of my success. Mana is flowing out too fast out of my right hand. I force myself to stop smiling, but my lip can't stop trembling from the excitement. I slap my left cheek with my left hand in an attempt to regain focus. Afterward, I try to concentrate on slowing down the pace of Mana flow as much as I can. 

 

My attention on my right hand is suddenly broken when I hear a voice from behind me. "Oh Kai, you're awake already? What're you doing?"

 

I promptly stop releasing my Mana and put my palms on the floor behind me to let them support my weight. I can't afford to let Emdos know what I was doing, though I figure that he couldn't see me from the angle he called out to me anyway. I turn my head around and pretend that I was just taking a breather from my usual training routine. "Yeah, I got up an hour ago and did some training. I'm resting now."

 

"Oh is that so? Don't tire yourself too much before your first day." His footsteps gradually get farther away as I turn my head back. I sigh out of relief, but then I hear them stop. "By the way, you were doing some interesting training…"

 

I feel my heart stop for a second while maintaining a stiff posture. 

 

He found out… Is he gonna make me eat carrots again for my punishment? Or maybe one of his concoctions… My lips shake as I frown and gulp.

 

"I'll let you off this time since you've done well. You're free to practice whatever you wish, but don't forget about the basics," Emdos warns.

 

I thought he was going to be harsher for going against his instructions. I take a deep breath and stretch out my arms over my head while my back falls to the floor. I think I'm done for now… I'm gonna take a nap…
 

I fall asleep immediately.

 

…

 

"Kai you're going to be late," Emdos says.

 

 I yawn while I slowly get up and stretch. "What time is it?"

 

"7:44 a.m."

 

"WHAAAAT?!" I yell at the top of my lungs, instantly becoming alert.

 

There's no way I'm gonna be late for my first day! I can still make it if I sprint there! I get up and look for my backpack. I turn my head around and again, but can't find it. I run to the main room and find it against the wall. While panicking, I put it on my back and start to make my way towards the front door. 

 

From the kitchen, Emdos says, "Kai, before you leave you should eat some breakfast."

 

"Ah I'm not hungry. Besides I'm gonna be late!" I put my hand on the door handle, turn it, and start to sprint, but my head hits the door, and I fall down. I rub my head on the place where I hit the door. "Ow… What the heck?"

 

I knit my eyebrows as I frown, unsure of what happened. I get up and try turning the door handle again, realizing that it doesn’t budge. In an angry fit, I kick the door as hard as I can with my right foot. Damn you, door!
 

I feel a hot puff of air escape my nostrils as I turn around. "Hey Emdo—"

 

I rear back in shock when I see Emdos standing right in front of me. His expression seems grim at first, but then it melts into an easygoing grin.

 

"I'm not letting you leave until you eat the breakfast I made you… It's your favorite," Emdos says with a smile and then giggles.

 

"That isn't a funny joke! I'm gonna be late as it is!"

 

"This isn't a joke. Would you rather not go at all?" He looks at me with narrowed eyes and frowns.

 

Geh… He's serious… I sigh before answering, "Okay okay… I just have to eat it right?"

 

I reluctantly run to the kitchen. If it's my favorite, it's definitely soup. I'll gulp it down, and I won't be too late.
 

In the kitchen, I find a bowl ready for me on the table. My eyes widen, and my jaw drops in shock as I look down at the soup. I take a spoon, stir the soup, and then scoop up random pieces of the ingredients. "Emdos wha…what is this?"

 

Emdos laughs. "It's soup of course… but I just changed a few ingredients."

 

"A few?! What did you put in this?!"

 

"Hmm…let's see… I used milk, lemons, Harpy meat, carrots, potatoes, broc—"

 

"Stop!" When I think about what he said, I feel the contents of my stomach turning sour as I imagine what they each individually taste like. I gulp and taste a trace amount of stomach acid. I guess I'm being punished after all… This soup is made with ingredients I despise.
 

I sigh and sit down. I decide it's better if I get rid of the liquid first, so I grab the ends of the bowl with both hands and begin to drink it. I try my best to not think about what's in the broth and use my teeth as a filter to stop the solids from going into my mouth. I purposely hold my breath in so I don't taste any of the warm, milky liquid. With every gulp I drink down, my insides turn, disagreeing with what went down. I finally gulp down the last of it and take a deep breath, but it backfires on me - I immediately taste hell. I drop the bowl and instinctively cover my mouth with my hands. I feel the rush of hot, sour air traveling up my esophagus. I think about delicious food trying to oppose the awful feeling.

 

Bread…steak…hamburger…rice…soup— I immediately think of what I just drank and another rush of hot, sour air stirs in my stomach. Emdos is still laughing. It seems that he's enjoying my misfortune. 

 

I look at the time; it is 7:49 a.m. I uncover my mouth, take a deep breath, grab the spoon, and then start to eat the solids. Unlike the milky broth, I have to thoroughly chew the pieces before I can swallow them. I start with the hardest ingredient; Harpy meat. This type of meat is really chewy, and it forces me to taste it while I grind my teeth against it. I close my eyes thinking about making friends as I chew each piece of meat. I already prepared my stomach with a large amount of liquid, so I don't feel any added discomfort of swallowing the Harpy meat. 

 

…

 

I…I finished… I look at the time again; it is 8:00 a.m. That meant that the Academy is starting right now. I wipe my mouth and run to the front door again. I turn the door handle and push. I see that the door actually opens this time. I turn around, smile, and then wave at Emdos. "Well then, Emdos I'm leaving! I'll see ya in five years!"

 

"Yeah…" Emdos smiles and says nothing else. I run out the door and go north on the main street. I turn my head back while running and notice Emdos still smiling at the entrance of our home. I don't pay too much attention, but I feel that he is a bit distant. It worries me, but I soon forget it thinking about making new friends.

 

Hmm, since my house is near the edge of the city of the Residential District, it's gonna probably take me at least 30 minutes to get to The Academy area while running non-stop since it's on the opposite side of the city… Sometimes I wish Drymo wasn't so big…
Up ahead is the marketplace, crowded with people despite still being quite early in the day. I know that it opens for 12 hours starting at 6:00 a.m., but I have only been here with Emdos in the afternoon to pick out ingredients for dinnertime. I squeeze through the hordes of people, not caring for invading their personal space. I drool at all sorts of appetizing fruits, vegetables, fish, and meat on sale around me. I fight the urge to eat them and move on.

 

I manage to reach a less crowded area out of the marketplace and continue running at my full speed. Five people in armor carry some type of monster meat past me. I stop running and stare at them with sparkling eyes with a smile. Cool! They must be adventurers! One day, I'll be one too!
 

I take a deep breath, wipe off the sweat on my forehead with my shirt, turn back towards my path, and continue running. Eventually, I come to an intersection where going straight would lead me to the Royal District and turning left would lead me to the Trade District. I choose the latter path and run still having plenty of energy left. 

 

I recall a memory with Emdos at the restaurant called 'The Green Boar' on my right side.  It was the first time we ate out and I experienced all kinds of foods I never had before. I swallow a mouthful of saliva and shake my head trying to rid the feeling of good nostalgia at this settlement. I run around the people on the street and avoid the occasional obstruction, like carriages along the way.

 

Just a little more and I'll be in the Trade District…then I won't have to think about what I could've eaten instead of… A cold chill goes down my spine when I think back to the soup. 

 

This district really is big… I didn't believe Emdos at first when he told me it took up nearly 35% of the city… Oh, I see it, a weapon shop ahead of me! I widen my eyes and smile. Wow! There are so many different shops I've never seen before! I wish Emdos took me here so I could've explored a bit more! Oh yeah, I think I need to go this way…
 
I make a right turn and go straight. Unsure of how long it has been, my legs are getting heavier. I shift my weight on every new step I take. My chest and throat burns from not being able to get enough air into my lungs. Sweat drips down my face with every step I take, and a few drops unfortunately make their way into my eyes. It burns a little, but I feel better after rubbing them with my finger. I feel my heart racing extremely fast, but that doesn't stop me from moving my legs.

 

Ahead of me, there's an enormous building which stands on top of a hill; it is The Academy. A smile emerges while I'm still running towards the building. I think I'm still around ten minutes away. I don't know how long it's been, but I haven't stopped running since I started so not that much time should've passed… Just a little more!
 

It is only ten minutes away, but it feels like an eternity as it doesn't feel like I'm getting closer to the building at all. Eventually, the path that leads directly to The Academy is in front of me. It's a curved path that slanted upward so it would be more difficult to traverse. I get on the path and with every step I take, my legs feel like they weigh twice as much. I stop running involuntarily, and it's difficult to even slowly lift my legs to the next step. At some point, I slump over and collapse while frantically gasping for air.

 

"Haaa… Just a little more…" I immediately get up and slowly limp my way towards the top. I completely lose track of time, but that doesn't stop me. I will make it!
 

I grit my teeth as my vision starts to get blurry. With every muscle in my body aching and fatigued, I find myself swerving left and right unable to walk normally. I discover that it's getting increasingly more difficult to keep my balance. So…close…
 

The two people equipped with armor and weapons stand outside the entrance. They turn their heads to each other. I squint my eyes and discern their lips move, but I'm unable to hear anything. They continue talking while glancing at me.

 

"Hey you! Who are you?" one of them asks.

 

As I continue to lumber my way to the entrance, the two figures run towards me. 

 

"Are you a new student?"

 

I slouch to grab both of my legs with my hands. With my head facing down, I shift my body weight towards my arms.

 

"My…name…is…Kai…" I take a couple deep breaths between every word I say and hear something drop to the ground, driving me to move my head slightly up. One of them takes a book out of a backpack on the ground. I listen to the flipping of pages, doing nothing other than struggling to get enough air into my lungs. 

 

"Hmm… Oh, there you are, Kai. It looks like you properly registered to start this year. You know school started over an hour ago right? They probably finished all the tests by now... I will take you to where the first years are right now and explain the situation to the instructor."

 

I barely hear any of the words coming from his mouth, but I decide to follow him anyway. While still gasping for air, I attempt to stand up straight, eventually managing to take a few steps forward, when suddenly, I feel all my strength leave me, and I fall forward.

 

"Hey… Alright?" The words from one of them fade out as my vision goes black.

Chapter 3 – Academy Year 1 – Talentless?!

"Kai, it's time for breakfast, I made your favorite."

 

Huh? Did I just wake up? What was I doing just now? I follow Emdos' voice into the kitchen where a bowl rests on the table, automatically assuming that it would be soup. I feel like something has happened like this before, but I don't remember. While ignoring the feeling of déjà vu, I rush over with a smile on my face and then peer into the bowl. My smile quickly dissolves into a frown as I open my mouth wide. 

 

"Now eat it, Kai. I'll make it easy for you." Emdos takes the bowl with the spoon in hand and moves in on me, closer and closer. Out of instinct, I want to run away, but I can't move. I glance at my legs and arms, realizing my limbs are tied to the wall. Emdos is right in front of me laughing with an evil smile as he scoops up the contents of the horrifying soup. "It's time for your punishment Kai."

 

"Nooooooooooooooo!" I scream, forcing my eyes to shut tightly. I keep them closed for several seconds. When I realize that there's no noise, and I can wave my arms around, I very slowly inch an eye open to check if Emdos is still there. When neither the spoon nor Emdos is there, I sigh and then open my eyes normally. A stone ceiling is ahead.

 

Was I dreaming just now…? Where am I? I sit up and look around; an old man is standing in front of me, leaning backward. He is wearing a red robe with black vertical stripes on it. His gray hair is tied up in a knot and holds something in his right hand. On my left, there is a large crowd of kids like me. They are seated on seven different elevations with about 20 seats per row. Some of the seats are empty, but I estimate that there are at least 100 of them. On the left and right side of the room, stone steps lead up to closed doors on top of each stairway.

 

I'm sitting on what appears to be dirt and grass on top of a table. On my right, there is writing on a blackboard. As my eyes continue to wander around the room, I realize everyone is staring at me, so I smile nervously.

 

"It looks like you are finally awake. The guards have updated me on what happened. I have casted some Healing magic on you so you should feel fine now, but you should take it easy. But since you were late, I will have to give you a punishment," the old man informs.

 

"Punishment…?" I immediately think of the soup and cover my stomach with both hands. I hear my stomach rumble as I feel my insides burn. By instinct, I open my mouth as I turn my head towards my left and face the ground and without warning, I feel hot air rush up my esophagus like I'm burping. I make a gagging sound, and then a burst of dark, yellow liquid waterfalls out of my mouth, onto the floor creating a splattering sound. I taste my vomit in my mouth with trace amounts of the soup and then gag once again spewing more of my breakfast onto the floor.

 

"Gross…" Several kids are whispering among themselves in the crowd. I raise my head as I wipe my mouth with the sleeve of my shirt while looking back at the old man afterward.

 

"Um, sorry I wasn't feeling good…" I give a small smile and laugh a little.

 

"If you are still not feeling well, the punishment can wait."

 

"Um, I'm fine… I'll take my punishment now…" I'm scared of what my punishment is going to be, but I figure that it would be better to get it done sooner than later. I think of all the horrible punishments I got from Emdos, sending shivers down my body. I gulp. "Are…are you gonna make me eat carrots?"

 

There is a brief silence, but then I hear giggling from some of the kids. I realize they are laughing at what I said, so I turn my head towards them with raised eyebrows and respond, "Yeah, carrots! They're scary!"

 

The room bursts into laughter. I feel my face burning red, and I can't help but look down. Even the old guy is laughing.

 

"Haha, you are a funny one are you not? I am not going to feed you carrots, but I am going to have you wear this on your head." The old man holds something that has the shape of a bowl in front of me. I reach out my hands, firmly grabbing it with both hands.

 

"What's it do?" I ask as I knit my eyebrows. My frowned lips tremble, expecting some horrible consequence.

 

"This is a magic item that measures your Mana capacity potential. You see, there are three grades of Mana. Scrap Mana is the lowest quality of Mana, Rich Mana is the highest quality, and Unrefined Mana is in the middle. After putting this on for a few seconds, it gives you a rank depending on how much you have of each type. S is the highest and E is the lowest. It does not hurt, and you will not feel anything. Everyone else has received their results in private, and you would be the only one left who needs to measure his Mana capacity potential. As for your punishment, I will reveal your results to everyone."

 

My eyes and mouth widen in fear as a cold sweat drips down my forehead towards my cheek. I instantaneously recall my conversation with Emdos from yesterday. I can't put this on in front of everyone, or everyone's gonna find out about my Mana and no one will wanna be my friend…
 

I simply stare at the magic item in my hands while holding my breath. I immediately come up with a question and then ask, "How do I know this won't hurt me? I'm kinda scared."

 

"Haha, it cannot be helped. Would someone volunteer to take the test again?"

 

"I will!" A girl in the front row stands up and walks towards me. She is shorter than me with long, straight, brown hair down to her waist and wears a long, white blouse pairing with red shoes. Although she makes eye contact with me and smiles, I blush and look away.

 

She's pretty… She stands in front of me for reasons beyond me. I gulp before muttering, "Wh-what?"

 

"Can you give me that?" she asks as she points her finger towards the magic item in my hand. I forget that I'm still grabbing onto it, and I hold it out in front of her with a loosened grip.

 

"Ah. Here you go."

 

"Thank you," she responds as she takes the item from my hands. I blush lightly; feeling like her smile pierced my heart. She puts on the device as she begins walking to the old man, stopping in front of him inches away from where he stands.

 

"Teacher, is it ready yet?"

 

Oh…so that's who the old man is.
 

"Let me see… Oh my, yes, I remember you now. Your name is Luna right?"

 

"Yes!"

 

"Luna, your Scrap Mana rank is S, your Unrefined Mana rank is B, and your Rich Mana rank is A."

 

I raise my eyebrows as I smirk.

 

Isn't that kinda good…? This means I'll be her only friend… I begin to grin, but I relax and turn towards the crowd of kids when I suddenly hear them roaring. 

 

"Wow, that's amazing!"

 

"Awesome!"

 

I realize that the kids are cheering for Luna. I cock an eyebrow as I skeptically frown. What? They aren't jealous? I thought for sure they would hate her… "Umm… Teacher, are her results that…poor?"

 

"No, on the contrary, they are quite impressive! Over the history of this Academy, only 5% have tested S for Scrap Mana, 25% have tested B or better for Unrefined Mana, and  less than 1% have tested A or better in Rich Mana. These percentages are not mutually exclusive. A few other students this year had quite some impressive results as well. Ahh… Do not worry, most people fail to get anywhere near Luna's results so do not be disheartened. Now it is your turn."

 

I'll show everyone my greatness, and I'll be friends with everyone! I grin before declaring, "Alright! My name's Kai, remember it!"

 

Luna turns around, walks towards me, takes off the magic item, and then holds it in front of me. "Good luck, Kai," she says with a smile.

 

I take the magic item from her and put it on my head. "Thanks Luna, don't feel bad when I have better results."

 

"Um, okay." she forces a smile before walking away.

 

I cross my arms and puff my chest out while holding my smug smile. Luna sits back in her seat while the teacher comes over and examines the device. He knits his eyebrows together and frowns.

 

Is he shocked at my talent? What's taking so long…? The room is silent, and I can only hear my own breathing.

 

"Hmm… This is troubling indeed."

 

"Emdos said I'm special, so I must have some great results right? Now tell everyone my results." I hold my current position and don't move.

 

The teacher scratches his head before finally saying, "All of your ranks are grade E."

 

I stop smiling and relax my facial expressions. Did I…mishear it?
 

Unsure if I heard him correctly I utter, "What?"

 

I focus my hearing to the upcoming words from the teacher, and I frown as I drop my arms to my sides. "Your Scrap Mana rank is E, your Unrefined Mana rank is E, and your Rich Mana rank is E. You have no talent, I am sorry. I did not want to announce it because it seemed too cruel even for punishment…"

 

My eyes and mouth widen in disbelief as the teacher responds. All of my thoughts stop, losing my sense of hearing as I stare into the distance and being unable to bring my eyes to focus. I shake my head, trying to get back to reality. I regain some confidence when I think back to moments when Emdos praised me. "Umm, there must've been some mistake? Emdos said I'm special…"

 

"Hmm… I am sorry there is no mistake. You are indeed special… You are the first student to enroll here to receive the E rank in every category in the history of the Academy…" I stare blankly at the teacher. There is a brief silence until I finally hear the crowd of kids explode into laughter in unison.

 

"Haha, he's special indeed!" I frown and look at the floor, feeling my face burning up.

 

"Hahaha! Didja see how confident he was?"

 

"His name was Kai, right?"

 

I listen to the students continue their gossip and laughter. On my left, Luna laughs through her mouth even while she covers it with her right hand. I tilt my head down as I clench my teeth and my fists, at the same time scowling in anger. I feel the insides of my chest burning and all of my muscles feel tense as my heart rate speeds up. I take a deep breath. "Stop laughing! I'll show you my power!"

 

The room becomes silent, and I hear nothing except my own labored breathing. I close my eyes as I start to focus all of my Mana into my right arm. I fully extend my right arm in front of me just like how I did when I trained. I want to gather as much Mana as possible, so I create a barrier on my hand similar to this morning. This is about right. I'll show everyone…
 

I open my eyes wide preparing to break the barrier in the next moment, but suddenly an icy feeling overwhelms me, and I can't move. I feel so cold that I can't move any part of my body and for some reason I can't even break the barrier. Almost naturally, I think of the moment I stared into Emdos' eyes yesterday and feel fear. My entire body shudders, and it's difficult to breathe, feeling light-headed while hearing ringing in my ears; I couldn't clearly hear anything around me. For some reason, I'm able to dissipate the Mana in my right arm, and I do just that. A moment later the icy feeling is gone, and I take a deep breath, calming down. I spin around, surveying the room, but there's no one suspicious.

 

What was that...? Was it Emdos…? I have a bad feeling. I'm just gonna do what he told me and not reveal my Mana to anyone. Focusing back on reality, I'm still holding my arm in front of me. Everyone stares at me silently. I put my arm down and then scratch my head while smiling.

 

"Just kidding." I laugh out loud as if it's a really funny joke. I expect everyone to react negatively, so I mentally prepare myself.

 

"What the hell? Don't mess with us!"

 

"I was scared for a moment… I thought he was actually going to do something."

 

"Hah! I knew he was bluffin' all along."

 

I keep a neutral facial expression as boos emanate from the crowd. I glance over at Luna to see how she feels about me. She makes eye contact with me and then chuckles. I smile in response.

 

I'm glad she doesn't hate me. I sigh, relieved.

 

"My, you are a funny one are you not, Kai? Well, how about you go take a seat? We still have some more time before my lecture ends."

 

I look around for a seat, and my eyes naturally wander to where Luna sits; the furthest left seat on the first row. I walk over to the empty seat next to her and sit.

 

"Kai, you're so funny!" she exclaims with a wide smile. I smile back as I blush and then look down at my seat, only to look up again when the teacher clears his throat.

 

"I will continue where I left off earlier. Every living organism in this world has Mana, it is a necessity of life. But, too much Mana is toxic to all life. When we magicians use magic, we must activate our Mana. We slowly recover the lost Mana through breathing. The remnant of casted magic diffuses into the air in the form of inactive Mana, and when you breathe in air, you breathe in Mana that is bound to oxygen. Your lungs absorb the Mana, and you are able to slowly regenerate your Mana. When the amount of Mana has reached your maximum capacity, the excess amount exits from your body through the skin and diffuses into the air to prevent the toxic effects of Mana.

 

"Remember, there were three grades of Mana… Scrap Mana…" The teacher raises his right arm in the air and emits Mana into the air. It has a very faint, light blue color, like an ice cube.

 

"… Unrefined Mana…" The Mana that emits into the air from his hands changes to a deeper tint of blue, almost like the color of the sky.

 

"… Rich Mana…" The flow of the Mana suddenly becomes fiercer and the color changes to an even deeper tone of blue, like a sapphire.

 

I close my eyes as I purse my lips, thinking back to the training I had done with Emdos for the past five years. The color of my Mana never changed, and it matched none of the three the teacher just presented… It was a much…deeper blue…maybe darker…
 

"…but each has their own advantages and disadvantages. The more pure the Mana, the harder it is to control and the slower it can recover. You can see that I am having some difficulty controlling the highest Mana grade, despite that I have trained for a very long time. Those of you who received good results in higher grades of Mana shouldn't be happy with just that. You must still work hard to achieve full mastery of your Mana. Those who have a low capacity for Scrap Mana, should not be discouraged. When you can freely manipulate your Mana, you are able to break down the higher grades of Mana into larger quantities of a lower grade Mana. " The teacher stops releasing his Mana and puts his arm down.

 

"But beware, you can give yourself Mana poisoning if you are not careful. For an example, you spent all of your D ranked Scrap Mana, but have all of your B ranked Unrefined Mana remaining. If you break down less than half of Unrefined Mana as Scrap Mana you spent into Scrap Mana, you'll have just about all of your Scrap Mana recovered. If you break down too much, however, you will exceed the capacity you have for Scrap Mana, and it will become toxic to you. While you can downgrade your Mana, you cannot combine lower qualities of Mana to become a higher quality of Mana. Knowing when to break down your Mana and how much of it to break down will determine the tide of a battle. Any questions?"

 

"Ah yes, Luna?"

 

Luna has her hand raised. "If there's Mana in the air, why doesn't it have a color?"

 

The teacher rubs his chin as he pauses for a moment before answering, "Good question, that is because the Mana in the air is inactive. Remember what I said about that magicians must activate Mana to use magic? The Mana in our bodies stay inactive until we activate and manifest them. Only manifested Mana will have a color. One of the reasons why higher grade Mana is harder to master is because activating them is harder than a lower grade of Mana. Any other questions?"

 

There is a long silence in the room.

 

"I think that is enough for today. Next, you will break into the groups you were in earlier. We will meet outside, at the entrance of the Academy at eleven."

 

And with that, the students around the room get up and talk amongst themselves. The teacher starts to walk up the stairs next to Luna towards the exit. I get up in a hurry chasing after him and exclaim, "Teacher! Um, I don't think I have a group…"

 

"Oh Kai, right you were late. Hmm… Everyone is already broken into a group of six…" The teacher raises his right arm, and I hear him mutter a few words. I observe a bubble forming right over his hand, and when it pops, I hear a thunderous noise. Instinctively, I cover my ears with my hands, but it still manages to penetrate my ear drums, and some pain lingers. The room is silent again. "Ah yes, sorry for the interruption, but Kai needs a group. What group wants to take him?"

 

Everyone averts their eyes away from me, and the room remains silent. After what happened earlier, no one wants me in their group… It's not a surprise, even Luna won't…
 

I sigh and frown as I look down in dejection. A brief moment later, someone answers from the front of the room; it's a warm, gentle voice that makes my heart skip a beat.

 

"We actually need one more. We'll take him!" Luna has her arms raised in the air at the front of the room.

 

"Are you sure? Alright, you will be responsible for him from now on." The teacher's footsteps get farther away. "Hmm? Was this door open this whole time? Oh well."

 

Around the room, the other students that have gotten together in their own groups start to leave as well. I focus on the voices around Luna.

 

"What! Luna are you crazy? We do not need a talentless scaredy-cat who is afraid of carrots." My eye twitches once in response to that comment.

 

"Yeh, he'll drag me down."

 

"Don’t worry!" Luna exclaims. I nod and smile to myself, knowing that she will defend me. "The strong have to protect the weak right?"

 

Yep…wait what? No, that's not right… Being protected by a girl is… I point my eyebrows downward as I protest, "I'm not weak!"

 

"Right, you're actually holdin' back your real power, sure."

 

"But it's true…" I pout and mutter my words so no one can hear me.

 

"Hiroster, don't be like that. If he trains hard, he won't hold us back too much. I agree with her on this one, we do need one more after all."

 

The boy that was mocking me a moment ago sighs. He's about the same height and weight as me with orange, spiky hair and wears an orange, sleeveless shirt pairing with brown pants and black shoes.

 

"Drugo, you're too nice. Fine, I'll make up for his lack of strength with my amazin’ talent. Consider yourself lucky, Kai."

 

I can't let myself get angry again; I'll play along. I walk down the stairs towards Luna's group, forcing a smile as I laugh lightly before saying, "Thanks, your name was Hiroster right?"

 

"That's Hiro the Great to ya."

 

I can feel veins popping out of my head as I smile against my will. "Ah, Hiro the Great, could you tell me what you received on your test?"

 

"Oh…that's… I forgot." His voice gradually lowers in volume.

 

"Hiroster, how do you not remember? You told me what you got not that long ago. A, C, and D in that order right?" The largest kid in the group responds.

 

Hiroster…? Well, I think that guy's name was Drugo… He's clearly taller and weighs more than me. His black hair is styled into a buzz cut, and he wears a gray long-sleeved shirt pairing with brown shorts with no footwear. I knit my eyebrows as my eyes focus on his bare feet. Is he poor or something? I think I saw someone like that before…
 

My thoughts roam to the memories where I walked around the Residential District with Emdos. I scrunch my forehead as I narrow my eyes and purse my lips, while lost deep in thought. When I realize I can't remember I relax my facial muscles and sigh.

 

"Idiot! Don't tell 'im."

 

"Why not? He's part of our team now you know."

 

Hiro clicks his tongue and then crosses his arms as he frowns. I smirk and decide to tease him a little bit. "Hiro the Great, surely you meant it the other way around right? A in Rich Mana, C in Unrefined Mana, and D in Scrap Mana. It would only be natural for someone as great as you, right?"

 

Hiro stares at me blankly, but then he smiles as he raises his eyebrows.

 

"Huh? Oh yeh… That's right. I made a mistake on my part. I'm glad ya realized my greatness! Haha." Hiro sticks out his chest in pride.

 

Ahh, this guy's predictable, and to think he's gonna be in my group… Hmm, so we have Luna, Hiro, Drugo, and me. Where are the other two?
 
Looking around the room, only our group remains. Someone is sitting down next to Luna; it's another girl. She is slightly taller than Luna, but still shorter than me, with red, straight hair that rests on her shoulders.  On top of her head is a white headband. She wears a light-blue colored short-sleeved shirt coupling with a light-green skirt and dark, blue shoes looking generally frailer than Luna.

 

"Ah, this is Marin." Luna's hands are pointed towards the girl seated next to her. The girl stands up and faces me. She doesn't make eye contact with me for more than a second as she moves her head around in other directions.

 

"Umm… My name is…Marin… Nice to meet you…" she says quietly as she smiles slightly while bowing her head. Afterward, she sits back in her seat.

 

"It's your turn to introduce yourself, Sitos." Luna steps to the side and reveals a guy with his arms crossed standing right behind her. I immediately recognize him; it's the guy who called me a scaredy-cat. He is slightly taller than me with a slightly bigger build, and his long, black hair is tied into a ponytail behind him. He also wears a black kimono with splotches of red and a white sash around his waist. Black boots cover his feet.

 

"What's with that outfit?" I frown as I cock an eyebrow in disgust, instantly relaxing my facial expressions when I see Sitos walking in front of me.

 

"Ahh...let me see… I am Sitos. I am from the Royal District. Do not get in my way," he says in the lowest energy monotonic voice possible.

 

I frown as I grit my teeth, feeling like veins are popping out of my head. I don't think I wanna be his friend…ever.

 

Luna claps her hands together in front of her.

 

"Now that everyone knows each other let's head over to the front of the Academy! It looks like we only have a few minutes to spare," Luna says as she slowly walks up the stairs. I follow behind her with a smile on my face.

Chapter 4 – Academy Year 1 - Weakling

When we arrive outside, I shield my eyes from the blinding sunlight with my hands. As my eyes adjust to the light, I notice a crowd of students standing on my right. The teachers and many other adults are lined up in front of them. "It seems everyone has arrived, and you must all be wondering what you are doing out here. You will now designate your own roles within your group. A balanced group will ensure a higher survival rate in the future. Typically, adventurers carry out their missions in teams of six or more which is why you split into a group of six. These will be your teammates for as long as you are students at this Academy."
 
I can handle being together with Luna for five years… Drugo, Hiro, and Marin aren't that bad either… I grin as I close my eyes and fantasize about having friends.
 
After opening my eyes, I find Sitos staring at me. He lowers his eyebrows as he wrinkles his nose all while frowning at me.
 
"Great, I will be stuck with this…for five years…" He sighs as he shakes his head. 
 
I narrow my eyebrows and rebut, "I'm not happy about you either!"
 
I loosen my facial expressions, tilt my head down in dejection, and then sigh. My dream…
 
"It is recommended that you include one of each role to ensure that you cover and balance each other's weaknesses. The five basic roles are Tank, Mage, Archer, Heavy, and Light. The job of a Tank is to distract and defend against attacks; they use a shield and a weapon in the other hand. A Mage would stand in the backline and either cast offensive magic or support spells to help the group. Despite being at the back, they still carry a weapon or shield to defend themselves. Archers specialize in ranged combat and supports the team in the back. Heavy are users of cumbersome and powerful weapons, requiring the use of two hands to wield. Light focuses more on speed, but they can also be powerful."
 
I wanna be a Mage but… I can't… I'll have to keep my promise to Emdos.
 
"Here are five weapon trainers who specialize in each basic role. Why do you not take some time and decide amongst yourselves what role you will fulfill? When you are ready and have chosen a role, you will follow them and then decide on what weapon you will train in."
 
The chatter around me gradually increases, eventually filling my ears with indistinguishable sounds.
 
"This can be our Tank," Sitos says as he points to me.
 
I cock my eyebrow and point at myself. Sitos trusts me with such an important role...?
 
"Even if it is worthless, it can still take hits for us." I quickly frown, my patience waning from the blow to my pride. 
 
I'm thinking about saying something, but Luna suddenly intervenes. "Now, now, Sitos, you should be nicer to Kai. Hmm… Wouldn't Drugo be a better fit for a Tank? He's the biggest one out of all of us. You can do that right, Drugo?"
 
My frown melts into a small smile as Luna speaks. Luna's so nice… I wonder what I'll be then if Drugo's the tank…
 
"Yup, I can do that. I was actually thinking about that role from the start."
 
"Only Heavy will be suitable for the great me!" Hiro suddenly exclaims.
 
Marin steps forward as she slightly raises her right hand and quietly says, "I think I'll be Archer."
 
I purse my lips while still lost in thought thinking about my role when suddenly someone shoves me aside. I fall backward landing on my bottom. I scowl at Sitos' back in front of me. That guy's getting on my nerves…
 
"Hey, Sitos…ter…" someone mutters as I'm still glaring at Sitos, but I relax my facial expressions while thinking about my role.
 
"Then it is settled. Luna will be Mage, and I will be Light."
 
"Eh? What about me?" I ask as I frown with slightly parted lips all while pointing at myself.
 
"We do not need you. Shoo, shoo," Sitos says as he waves his hands in a shooing motion towards me and turns around.
 
"Sitos, stop that… Kai, you can be anything now." I don't process the words someone says while I'm focusing on Sitos. 
 
I squeeze my eyebrows together in a glower, tightly clenching my fists. "You bastard…"
 
I push myself up using my arms and legs, and I try to tackle him, but he steps aside, and I fall landing face first on the ground. While ignoring the pain that throbs around my forehead, I get back up while covering my face with my left hand. I throw my right arm back getting ready to punch him, but someone grapples my chest from behind. Judging by the thickness of his arms I figure it's Drugo. I attempt to push him away by furiously waving my arms around and using all my strength to run forward, but I can't get out of his grip. Sitos smirks at me with a dirty look.
 
"Bastard!" I yell as I snarl all while continuing to struggle in Drugo's lock, somehow inching closer to Sitos. 
 
"Stop…don't fight... You too Sitos…ter… By the way Kai…ster, all of our roles are filled so you may choose whatever you wish to be," Drugo says, letting me go after I relax my muscles. I feel the hoarseness in my throat as I breathe out hot puffs of air.
 
One day, I'll sock him good… Luna suddenly steps in front of Sitos and slaps him leaving a red hand mark on his left cheek. The sound echoes off of the Academy walls. The conversations around us stop. Everyone's eyes are on us too. 
 
Luna exclaims, "Sitos! You need to apologize to Kai! We're a team now and how you're treating him isn't acceptable!"
 
I smile slowly as my eyes become slightly watery all while glimmering at Luna. Luna… She's always on my side...
 
She faces Sitos with her arms on her hips. Sitos is silent for several seconds with his eyes widened and lips slightly apart. He looks away from me and apologizes in a barely audible voice, "Sorry…"
 
I narrow my eyebrows. What the hell… If you're gonna apologize, then do it right...
 
 I relax my facial expressions before asking, "What was that? I didn't hear you."
 
Sitos points his eyebrows downward as he glares at me. "You bas—"
 
"Sitos...?" Luna asks, silencing him. Sitos' lips twitch as he looks at Luna for several seconds.
 
 Soon after, he relaxes his facial expressions as he sighs, looks down, and then mutters, "I am sorry…"
 
I get closer to him and raise my voice. "I can't hear you, say it more clearly!"
 
Sitos' entire body begins to shake. He widens his eyes as he raises his eyebrows all while taking a deep breath. "I am sorry… Be whoever you want."
 
Sitos' voice dies out towards the end, and he turns around. Although I discern some tears welling up in his eyes before he turns around, I'm not going to let him that off easily. I narrow my eyes as I think about what would make him the angriest. I raise my eyebrows and smirk. "I've decided...I'm gonna be Light."
 
"I'm glad you were able to decide so quickly, Kai!" Luna exclaims as she turns to me. A second later, Sitos clicks his tongue. Luna smiles as she asks, "Sitos, that's okay, right?"
 
I gulp as my eyes focus on her face feeling like I'm staring at a ferocious lion. I feel hostility seeping out of her smile that sends shivers down my spine.
 
"Ye-yes…"
 
Luna can be scary sometimes…
 
Luna grins at me, and I smile back hesitantly. Before I know it, everyone has continued their conversations around me. But my group remains silent, only exchanging glances at each other and smiling. One of the teachers suddenly shouts, "Listen up! My name's Fulharm and I'll be in charge of the ones in the Light category! We'll be going back into the Academy to our training room, so follow me."
 
He's a muscular, tall, bald man probably in his 30's with dark brown skin who is wearing a white, sleeveless shirt, black trousers, and brown boots. 
 
Sitos avoids eye contact as he passes me following Fulharm. I walk after him and look back, immediately noticing Luna waving her hand with a wide grin on her face. 
 
We go inside the building, where kids older than me walk around. Instead of turning right into a straight corridor containing the lecture room, we go left into a similarly long passageway.  The sound of metal clashing reverberates in my ears. While wondering what the noise is, I stop following the group and slowly approach the room I heard the noise from. I slowly turn the handle and carefully open the door just wide enough to fit an eye. I support my weight against the wall as I peek inside with my right eye.
 
There are at least five pairs each dueling with real metal weapons. The one closest to the door, however, catches my attention the most with his ambidexterity. My eyes twinkle in admiration at his skill of being able to use two swords at once. His opponent wields only one sword, and he's constantly being pressured by the relentless assault of two. The twin swordsman's attacks didn't end until he finally knocks his opponent's sword out of his hand, causing it to clatter across the floor. So cool! I've decided… I'm gonna train hard so I can be like him! 
 
I close the door without a sound and then turn to the hallway again, excited to start my training. However, in my distracted admiration, I lose the rest of the group. Panicking, I eventually find them.
 
"We're here. We'll be going into this room." Instructor Fulharm opens the door and then goes in while the rest of us follow; I'm the last one to enter. It is a large, rectangular, flat room slightly larger than the dimensions of the lecture room earlier. The floor is made out of fine wood, which is much different than the hard black and white tiles in the hallways. At the end of the room, there are a bunch of wooden swords of various sizes inside of open barrels.
 
"Go ahead and go over there and pick something you like. These are all light weighted training swords to build your foundations in combat. Once you have mastered this, you can practice with a different kind of weapon if you wish."
 
While the crowd runs over to pick up a sword, I walk over to the instructor and ask, "Instructor Fulharm, is it okay if I take two swords?"
 
"Hmm, that should be fine, but are you sure you can carry that much weight?"
 
"But aren't they light weapons?"
 
"Correct, but you haven't developed your body yet so it may be difficult."
 
I walk over to the weapon selection as I curl both lips in my mouth. Hmm… If it's difficult, maybe I can start with the medium length sword?
 
I go to a weapon barrel and spot a blade that appears to be the medium length sword. I grasp it with both hands and attempt to lift it in the air. So heavy…
 
I try to straighten my back and stand up while holding the sword in the air, but I find it difficult to maintain my balance and wobble as a result. I put the sword back in the bin and scramble around looking for the smallest sword available. I see a candidate and lift it with my right arm realizing that it is quite light. Although it only has a wooden blade of around two feet, I can comfortably lift it with just one arm and swing it around. I search the barrel for an identical sized sword and hold it in my left hand. Yeah, this'll work.
 
"It seems everyone has chosen a sword for now. I'll have you kids practice swinging before you do anything else." Fulharm picks up one of the longer wooden swords in the barrel near me, goes back towards the middle of the room, and holds it in front of him.
 
"You can use both hands if you need to for this training portion. Grip it with your dominant hand above the other hand. Hold it in front of you, raise it, and then swing it downward. Swing it by combining the forces in both in your arm and the elbow. You'll practice this until you can do this with proper form. It should look something like this."
 
The instructor lifts the sword above him and swiftly swings downward. The hair of the kids in front of him gets ruffled, and the sound of his slash resonates around the walls of the room, slowly dying out in a few seconds. Wow…
 
"Well, I don't expect you to master it to the extent that I have. Go ahead and try it for yourselves now, I'll be looking at your form."
 
Everyone spaces out around the room in order to practice their swing. Coincidentally, I end up standing next to Sitos on my left. He's using the same weapons that I chose. I point my left sword at him and exclaim, "Hey you copied me!"
 
Sitos turns his head to me and quirks an eyebrow. "Huh? If anything, you copied me because I have been training in the art of dual-wielding for a year now."
 
"What? You liar." He narrows his eyebrows and widens his mouth as if about to say something, but he just sighs. He turns back around and starts swinging his swords. What's with him?
 
I squint my eyes focusing on his swords and then at mine. My eyes widen as I open my mouth. Wha… He's using the medium-sized swords! How's that bastard so much stronger than me?
 
I narrow my eyes and stare at the ground. I figure he was actually telling the truth about his training. The thought of him being better frustrates me. I clench my teeth, squeezing the grip on my swords until my knuckles turn white. I position my left foot sideways slightly behind me and my right foot slightly forward. 
 
I picture Sitos' smug face as I lift my right blade in the air in front of me, and I alternate swinging between my right and left arm while keeping both legs slightly bent. I use as much force as possible between every swing to release the pent-up anger inside of me. I only think of smashing his face while I swing each sword downward.
 
Ten minutes pass by, and I can't seem to get enough air into my lungs despite that I take deep, heavy breaths. I feel like my entire chest is on fire as sweat drips down from my entire face while also feeling the back of my shirt that is drenched in sweat. But I still swing down my swords; with every new swing, it feels like my arm can fall off at any moment. I can't…go…on…
 
I let go of the swords and fall forward. While still gasping for air, I turn my head left, glance over to Sitos, and widen my eyes. He's still swinging his swords as if he isn't affected by any fatigue at all. He turns his head towards me making brief eye contact with me and smirks. I frown bitterly and look away, staring at the ground below me. Damn it…! I'm so weak!
 
My eyes burn, and I shut my eyelids as far as my muscles would allow. Hot tears leak out of my eyes as I clench my fists with what little strength I have left in my body.  I press my forehead to the floor to stop anyone from seeing my current state. My entire face, including my lips, twitches uncontrollably, but I force myself to not let even the quietest sound out. Warm mucus drips out of my nose onto the floor, being careful not to sniff which would create noise. I hold that position and cry to myself. I don't know how much time passes, before someone calls out to me, "Are you alright? You've been on the floor for over five minutes now."
 
The sudden attention frightens me, and I empty out my thoughts, attempting to calm down. I recognize the voice as the instructor Fulharm. I turn my head slightly to the right and peek through the corner of my right eye. He's squatted down next to me. My pulse shoots up rapidly. What do I do…? I don't wanna be seen…
 
My head shakes uncontrollably as I continue to stare at the floor. I can't breathe through my nose at all due to the congestion so I breathe deeply through my mouth in an attempt to stabilize my breathing pattern. I try to imitate my normal tone and say, "Yeah, I'm just tired from training, so I'm lying down."
 
"In that position?"
 
My face burns up in fear of being found out. I open my eyes wide while emptying out all unnecessary thoughts from my mind and focus on trying to come up with a good excuse. What's it matter to you? No. I'm too tired to move outta it… No. Damn, I'm running outta time!
 
"It's comfortable." My face burns even more, when I register what I just said.
 
What?! Why’d I say that…? Kai, you idiot! Even I wouldn't believe that! My heart beats like a drum as fresh sweat drips down my forehead. I hope that a miracle happens, and he leaves me alone. 
 
"I'll leave you to it then…but you should gather your strength soon for the next activity."
 
He bought it?! Shortly afterward, he stands up and walks away. I sigh and realize I have stopped crying. I conclude that the fear of being seen probably overwhelmed my upset feelings. 
 
"Attention! You've worked hard for your first day, but it's almost time for the next segment for today. Put away the weapons and conserve the rest of your strength. You are to report back to the front of the Academy for your next set of instructions. See ya kids tomorrow."
 
Footsteps in the direction of the hallway slowly fade away. Soon after, people groan and chatter around the room.
 
"I'm so tired."
 
"Me too… I couldn’t even last five minutes before I had to take a break."
 
I feel relieved, hearing everyone's troubles with the training like a heavy load is lifted off of my shoulders. I rub my eyes on my arms trying to get rid of the last tear drops. I lick my lips and taste the saltiness of snot that stained on my upper lip. I rest my head on my arms until all the footsteps leave the room. I slowly push myself off the ground and stand up, then suddenly hear a voice from behind me. "Finally done crying, weakling?"
 
I feel a shiver go down my spine. Wha… Someone was still here?!
 
I slowly turn around. Sitos stands there with the same smirk from earlier. I raise my voice and rebut, "I wasn't crying! And I have a name, you know!"
 
"Huh? You are weak, so I'll call you weakling; it is a befitting name for you. Besides, your eyes are completely red."
 
"No…that…I…it was the sweat! The sweat got in my eye and it burned, that’s all! If anyone was crying it was you earlier!"
 
He blushes as he leans back slightly. "Wha-what are you talking about? Something is wrong with your eyes… Whatever, you are not even worth talking to anyway."
 
And with that he walks out the door. Damn that Sitos… He makes me mad, but even though I hate to admit it, he's stronger than me. I'll train hard and make him acknowledge me.
 
I pick up the two swords that I practiced with and return them to the barrel they were in. My stomach suddenly growls as I look around the room noticing that I'm the only person left. Ugh… I'm so hungry…especially after that unappetizing breakfast…that I threw up. I hope I can eat something good soon.
 
I head for the door, but I feel the sudden urge to practice my Mana control. I get into my position and focus my concentration on my right hand, particularly on my right index finger. I want to see if I can repeat the same thing from this morning. I release my Mana and witness the dark blue Mana flow out of the tip of my finger. 
 
I think I'm getting used to it. Hmm… But I'm still confused about what the teacher was talking about in class. He said the types of Mana were called Scrap Mana, Unrefined Mana, and Rich Mana, but none of them looked like this Mana I'm releasing right now…
 
I try to bring Mana from other parts of my body to the tip of my right index finger and release it as usual, but no matter where I get the Mana from, what comes out is still the same deep, dark blue color. Argh, I give up… I should probably head to the front of the building. I spent too long playing with my Mana. 
 
I leave the room in a hurry, running in the direction I came from towards the front of the Academy again. Before I reach the entrance of the building, I bump into the Teacher from earlier.
 
"Hmm? You are Kai, correct? What are you still doing here? I thought everyone was already outside when I announced the instructions... You must be feeling hungry, right? If you want to eat, you will have to go to the other side of the Academy. The only rule is that you cannot go through the central corridor of the Academy to go straight there. You will have to use the right path on the right side of the Academy. There is no time limit… but you should probably hurry. Oh, I almost forgot, you should take this."
 
He hands me a small piece of red paper. I ponder for what it would be used for, but I decide to put it in my pocket and follow his instructions for now.
 
I run outside towards the right side of the Academy. When I look closer, there is space between the building and the fence that surrounds the entire building. The space between the fence and the building is much wider at the front of the Academy compared to the sides. I face the path leading to the backside of the Academy and don't see anyone in the far distance at all, so I figure that I spent longer than I thought playing around with my Mana. 
 
I don't waste any time and start to run down the path. I imagine what kinds of food would be served, and I swallow my saliva in anticipation.
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I run down the shaded path, chilled by a gentle breeze permeating my damp clothes. With my chest burning from respiratory exhaustion, still tired from training, I look ahead and realize the building isn't that wide; I'd reach the other side in five minutes at this pace.

 

There are metal devices sticking out across the entire length of the wall. They are small globular iron contraptions, spaced half a foot apart solely on ground level. What're those for?
 
Hot sweat drips from my entire head, still panting from exhaustion. When I move my arms even a little, they feel like dead weights. I run in a slouched position due to burning in my abs and lower back. I distinguish a tingling sensation on the surface of my skin around my body among my muscle aches. I knit my eyebrows. What's this feeling…? I didn't feel this when I ran here from home… It almost seems like my Mana wants to come out, but it feels…different…
 

I think about letting out this feeling to see if it would be different than any other time I released my Mana, but I refrain. I'm at the end of the path. I run past the wall and stop. Afterward, I look down on my arms as I rotate them. That’s strange. I don’t feel it anymore… Oh well, it’s time to eat!
 

Up ahead, there's a large, open grassy area between the Academy and another large building. Crowds of kids enjoy servings of food throughout the grassy area. I put my right hand over my stomach as it growls probably in response to the delicious food in front of me. I gulp, anxiously walking around to find where they serve the meals.

 
"Kaister, over here!" a familiar voice shouts.

Kaister…? Oh, yeah… Drugo calls Hiro, Hiroster, so… I turn toward the voice and then find Luna and Drugo waving. I wave back and run over in excitement.
 

“Hey!”  I cock an eyebrow when I observe that none of them are eating. "Why aren't you guys eating? Not hungry?"

 

There's a brief silence accompanying everyone's blank facial expressions.

 

"Whose fault do you think that is?!" Hiro lashes out at me as he clenches his right fist. I only raise my eyebrows and frown while still wondering what he's talking about. "I'm starvin'! Ya better have a good excuse for this, Kai."

 

I wrap my thumb and index finger around my chin. I know why I was late, but I still don’t understand why he’s mad at me… I can’t tell him I was playing with my Mana… Hiro's glare catches my eye.

 

“Uhhh…” I mutter.

 

"Sitos, you're bein’ unusually quiet, say something to 'im! Weren'tcha two in the same group?"

 

This bastard… He’s probably gonna tell everyone I was crying and say I’m a weakling… I frown while clenching both of my fists. Sitos turns around with his arms crossed. He wears an apathetic facial expression. I relax my hands as I quirk an eyebrow. Huh…? I thought he’d be furious with me… Why's it look like he doesn’t care?
 
"It does not matter does it? Let us get his ticket and eat already."

 

"What?! You're goin' to forgive 'im that easily?!" Hiro exclaims, meanwhile Sitos stays silent with the same expression.

 

"Well, you heard him, Kaister. You should've gotten a red piece of paper from Teacher Moria, right?" Drugo confirms.

 

Red paper…? Moria…? Oh, so his name is Moria! I reach for the red slip of paper in my pocket and hand it to Drugo, who takes out five other pieces of red paper and adds it to that pile. He turns around, walks towards an unfamiliar adult, and hands the paper to him. My eyes wander around the scenery surrounding me.

 

Hmm… Everyone is in groups of six; I wonder why that is? Drugo comes back with six pieces of yellow paper in his hand, giving each of us one. I scrunch my forehead as I stare down at the yellow piece of paper in my hand. "Umm… What's this for?"

 

"We can get food from over there with this slip of paper now. Since you weren’t here for the instructions, we'll explain it to you while we eat." Drugo explains.

 

We go to where there's food spread out on top of several tables. A giant pot of soup catches my attention, prompting me to grab a bowl nearby, eventually going back to the pot. My drool leaks out of my mouth as the rich smell of the broth enters my nostrils. I take the ladle in hand and begin serving myself the soup scooping up pieces of beef and soup into my bowl until it’s full. When I finish, I get a spoon from the silverware table and look around. The rest of my group is already seated on the ground, so I sit with them with the bowl of soup in front of me.

 

Drugo starts to explain the meaning of the red and yellow pieces of paper, but I lose focus scooping the bits of beef in my soup. I verify that it's real, genuine soup. Tears suddenly down my eyes when I think back to this morning.

 

"…Kaister are you lis… Did I say something bad?"

 

"Huh...? Oh, it's nothing!" I wipe my tears with my arms. "Sorry, I wasn't listening. Can you explain again from the beginning?"

 

Drugo sighs. “Okay, pay attention this time.”

 

I pick up my spoon and viciously eat the contents of the soup while Drugo explains, "Well, basically there will be goals for each day. When the first objective's met, you're given a red slip of paper, and when the second goal's met, you're given a yellow slip of paper. Each person has to obtain it individually on their own. On those days, everyone in the same group must present their yellow tickets to eat for that day."

 

He momentarily pauses to pick up a piece of sliced steak on his plate. He chews and swallows a piece before continuing, "Today was a freebie, but in the future it could be an individual activity we have to complete or a group activity."

 

I slurp up the last of the soup and stare down at the bowl in dejection. "I see… So it was my fault you guys were starving... Actually, I was—"

 

"Training, right?"

 

I look up and raise my eyebrows. A cold chill runs down my spine when I make eye contact with who just said that. My lips shake as I anxiously stare at Sitos. No way… Sitos saw me?
 

Hiro puts down his sandwich and says, "Training? Whadaya mean? It shoulda ended for everyone at the same time."

 

It's over… I look down and close my eyes.

 

"Yeah it ended, but Kai wanted to train more. He did not want to drag us down, so he stayed and worked himself harder."

 

Huh…? My lips stop twitching as I open my eyes and look up. After rubbing my eyes in disbelief, I still see Sitos sitting in front of me as the person who spoke those words. This must be a dream…
 

I pinch myself strongly on my left arm. Ow… 
 
I look around; nothing has changed. Hiro awkwardly hops closer to me while he's still sitting down. He wraps his left arm around my neck and laughs. "Why didn'tcha just tell us that? So, ya worked really hard, eh?"

 

I'm still confused by this unexpected scenario, but I force a smile to play along. "Yeah…"

 

My eyes wander around our circle. Luna's smiling as she quietly claps her hands. Beside her, Marin smiles slightly. Drugo next to Sitos gives me a broader smile in comparison. Gradually, the smile that I forced on my face transforms into a genuine grin. I wonder what this feeling is… Is this what having friends feels like?
 

We make friendly banter until we hear Moria announcing, "Ahem. Everyone, I need your attention."

 

Teacher Moria stands in front of the other building that I saw. "I hope you enjoyed your meals today. You will also enjoy a grand meal prepared by us for dinner and every day of this year. Next year, however, you will have to prepare meals yourself."

 

The kids around us let out a unanimous groan. "Now, there is a reason we had you take the path outside to get here instead of the center corridor of the Academy. All of you should have felt some tingling under your skin right? The magical items attached to the wall are meant to stimulate the Scrap Mana in your bodies..."

 

I raise my eyebrows and feel a small smile gradually emerging on my face. Ohh… So that's what I felt earlier, I can't wait to try this out later!
 

"… Now that you have experienced what Scrap Mana feels like, it should be easier for you to release it. Do not worry too much if you cannot do it; on average it takes about a month to actually be able to release it from your body.

 

"Next, we will assign and show you to your living quarters. This building houses all the students here at the Academy. For this year's first-year students, you will live on the first floor. Within each room from the hallway, there are six separate lockable bedrooms with the same amenities in each room. In the common room, there is a kitchen, lounge, and storage room. It is up to you to figure out how to utilize these rooms. Stand in line and get your keys here now. You only get one, so do not lose it or you will be penalized as a team. The number on the key matches the room number."

 

We line up for the keys as he finishes the instructions. Luckily, we are the first group who gets there because Moria spoke close to where we sat. We follow Luna to the entrance of the building that's located straight from the back entrance of the Academy, and she goes in first since she carries the keys. After going in, there's a crossroad in which the left and right sides are completely symmetrical. At the end of each hallway is a set of staircases that lead up. The building is mostly made out of stone, like the Academy. 

 

"Let's split up while we look for our room. It's room 46," Luna says as she walks towards our immediate left. Since Sitos is already exploring our immediate right, we go straight into the other hallways. There are three more identical hallways just like the first one up ahead. Each half hallway contains ten rooms, available only on the north portion of each hallway. I continue to move straight while the others split off into other directions.

 

I walk straight towards the last hall because the door at the end intrigues me; it doesn't look like an exit, and the door is the same size as the other rooms. When I reach the last hallway, I turn my head left and right, realizing that there are only three rooms including the door in the center.

 

I wonder what these rooms are for…? Hmm… Let's see… This room is 1b… These are spaced apart more than the other rooms… Whoever gets these places are lucky because they look bigger than the rest.
 

While I'm still pondering, someone shouts, "I found room 46, over here!"

 

I head to the adjacent hallway, where I think I heard the voice. I look in both directions before finding Hiro waving his hand on my right side. He's standing in front of the last room down this corridor. I walk over there, and we wait for the rest of our group to arrive. Luna is the last one to come with the keys. She inserts the keys into the door and opens it.

 

"Wow! It's so spacious!" Luna exclaims. We quickly run into the room afterward. Immediately in front of me is a long wooden table, with a chair on each end, and two chairs on both longer sides. There's a lantern that hangs below the ceiling above the table that illuminates this part of the room. Stepping farther into the room, I find the floors are made out of fine wood, similar to the chamber for sword training I was in earlier. Behind the dining table, there are six doors along the same side of the wall opposite to the entrance.

 

On the right, there's a storage area; there are two shelves along with three sizable metal chests against the wall, along with a lantern on the ceiling that lights this part of the room. Two familiar magical items useful for laundry are at the end of the wall. I go to the left part of the room which looks like the kitchen area. There's a refrigerator, shelf, sink, stove, counter space, and an oven. Drawers and cabinets line themselves along the counters. The usual lantern hangs from the ceiling.

 

Focusing back on the six rooms, I notice that all of the doors are open, except the one on the far left, so I go to that one. I open the door and close it behind me, finding a lock on this side of the door. I realize that this is the bedroom, observing that it isn't as big when compared to the common room. There's barely enough room to fit a bed, a drawer, and a shelf. I open the door next to the bed and discover the bathroom. There's a sink to my immediate right, with a toilet after it, a towel hung on a horizontal bar opposite of the toilet, and a bath in the back built into the whole width of the room. This room is made of stone, rather than wood.

 

Hmm… There aren't any windows in this room either… We're all gonna suffocate in our new home… I frown skeptically and sigh. I spot toothpaste and toothbrushes by the sink below the mirror. Back into the bedroom, my eyes focus on the bi-folding door on my left side, beyond the bed. I open it, finding many hangars available on the horizontal bar, but no clothes. I shut it and check the drawer in the room, but it's empty too. I dive onto the bed and sigh.

 

How am I supposed to take a shower with no spare clothes… I spread out my arms and legs while smiling. This bed's so comfortable… I could lie here forever…
 

I lay on the bed while losing track of time until I hear voices in the common room. I get up and open the door. Louder voices stem from the hallways. I run toward the entrance of our home to see what's going on, but someone says, "Hey Kai, you're still here? Moria made an announcement like ten minutes ago that we can select whatever clothes we want from the outfits available in the hallways! There's a lot so check it out! I'm gonna go back to get more, see ya later!" 
 

Hiro runs out the door, and I follow him. The hallways are flooded with various outfits hung on racks. I discover that the clothes for boys are in the third and fourth hallways while the clothes for girls are in the first two. I don't care as much for this kind of thing, so I just grab entirely arbitrary clothes and take it back to my room. I carry as much as I can and soon fill up my entire closet and drawer with a few trips. I also take some new footwear to place on the ground on the closet. The clock on the wall opposite of the bed tells me that I took around two hours getting everything organized.

 

I decide to take a shower, now that I finally have a change of clothes. I lock the door to my room, take off my clothes, and go into the bathroom. Smiling, I stare at the magical item connected to the bath and recall a memory with Emdos when he taught me how to use it. 

 

"Now Kai, you're going to have to do this yourself at some point, so listen carefully. You can turn this knob here to adjust the temperature of the water." Emdos pointed to the knob connected to the magical item before continuing, "It can be as cold or hot as you want, but if you wish to use the same temperature as I have set it for you in the past, turn it towards 106 degrees Fahrenheit. After that, you just activate it, and water will come out."

 

"I think I understand, but where's the water come from? How's it change temperature?" I said as I knitted my eyebrows. Emdos put his finger to his right temple.

 

"I don't think you'll understand, but do you still want to know?"

 

"Yeah!" I exclaimed as I grinned with raised eyebrows. 

 

Emdos smiled before explaining, "This magical item is comprised of a water-based crystal and a fire-based crystal as the principal component. The knob adjusts the output of the Fire Crystal, and when you activate the magical item, it lets out the water that is immediately heated by the Fire Crystal. When any of these crystals run out of power, you need to get a replacement one. They are only E grade items so it won't be expensive."

 

I'll miss his explanations… I set the temperature to 106 degrees Fahrenheit, turn on the water, and go in. The sudden rush of the hot, clean water that flows down my body loosens and relaxes my muscles. Ahh… This feels so good…
 

The stench and stickiness of my dried sweat quickly wash away, and I feel completely rejuvenated. I take my time with the rest of my shower and finish in around 15 minutes.

 

I dry myself with the towel and exit the bathroom, dressing myself in the clothes I laid out on the bed beforehand. I go to the common room to see who else is there. Sitos sits by himself at the table. I ask, "Where's everyone else?"

 

Sitos turns his head towards me and answers, "I think Luna and Marin are still picking out their clothes… Drugo and Hiro are taking their shower right now."

 

"I see." I walk over and sit down across from Sitos. "Can I ask you something?"

 

"What is it?"

 

I pause for a moment, quietly staring at him before continuing, "Why'd you cover for me back there?"

 

Sitos tilts his head down toward the table silently for several seconds before finally saying, "I was jealous."

 

I cock an eyebrow as I skeptically raise one corner of my lips. "What?"

 

Sitos slams down his palms against the table and then faces his head up towards me. He scrunches his eyebrows while concentrating his eyes into mine. "When I first started training, I only lasted five minutes…but you lasted ten… That frustrated me, so I called you weak. But, I do not think you are weak anymore, Kai."

 

I open my mouth, but no words came out. My eyes are probably sparkling very brightly right now. "Sitos…"

 

I can't help but to get up and throw my arms around him. "What the hell are you doing? Get off of me!"

 

Sitos tries to push me off, but I hold on. "Hey Sitos, can you be my friend?"

 

"If I say yes, can you get off of me?" I grin and let go of him. "I thought we were already friends…" 

 

Thinking I misheard it, I ask, "What’d you say?"

 

"Nothing… I am going to take a shower too." Sitos turns around and hurries into his room, slamming the door behind him.

 

I lay on the ground while fidgeting all of my limbs in excitement. I'm friends with everyone now! Hmm… Maybe not Marin, I don't know her too well yet.
 

I relax all of my muscles as I recollect on my day. I suddenly remember when my Mana tingled from under my skin and promptly jump up. I go to my room, lock the door, and sit on the bed with my hands out in front of me. I take a moment to recall the exact feeling I felt earlier. I gather that feeling, activate it, and release it as usual. A smile gradually emerges when the same faint shade of blue color from Scrap Mana demonstration appears in front of me. For some reason, this feels a lot easier to control.
 

I try rapidly changing the flow rate and release it out of one finger. I'm easily able to accomplish both, but after 30 seconds nothing comes out. I stare at my finger for several seconds. I guess that was all of my Scrap Mana…
 

I lay my head on the pillow while relaxing my entire body. Ahh… I could just fall asleep like this…
 

I'm about to fall asleep, when suddenly, I remember the book Emdos gave me, and I frantically roll off the bed. I panic while searching the bathroom and the bedroom, but I find neither the backpack nor the book. No…no no no…
 

I run out of the room as I repeat words of disbelief in my head. I swing the door open, hearing it make a loud noise when it crashes into the wall. I search the common room finding nothing, so I first think to check the lecture room from earlier. I run out into the hallways trying to avoid collision with students picking out their clothes, and out the entrance to the building. I go straight towards the back entrance of the Academy. Despite how much I ran around earlier today, I still find the energy left to run all the way to the lecture room without stopping for more than a second. I think I take around ten minutes to get to the lecture room because I got a little lost along the way.

 

I thoroughly check where I sat, and the table I was on earlier. It's not here… Did I even have it when I woke up?
 

I'm not sure about anything anymore, but I start running towards the training room as the only thread of hope I have left. I accidentally crash into someone around a corner, and I apologize briefly. I continue sprinting towards the room, eventually reaching it in no time. I swiftly open the door and survey the room. I blankly stare at what I see, and then start to walk slowly back towards the living quarters with my head down in dejection. I lost the book Emdos trusted me with… What would I ever tell him?
 

I spend at least half an hour getting back to the room. Drugo's sitting down at our table. "Hmm? Kaister, I thought you were in your room… What's wrong? Kaister? Hey!"

 

I ignore him as I walk towards my room. I keep my head down, still depressed about losing the book.

 

I open the door to my room, close it, and then lock it. My body falls onto the bed, and I crawl onto the pillow while I lay on my side towards the wall. I stare at the wall blankly while my eyes slowly and aimlessly wander around the stone surface. My eyes stop on the door for several seconds, before I knit my eyebrows together. Huh? Did I…close my door on my way out earlier?
 

I put my fingers on both sides of my temple trying to remember, but I didn't pay attention when I left earlier to know. While I'm wondering about whether I closed the door on my way out, I find something on the ground.

 

"What?!" I exclaim as my eyes are glued to my backpack on the ground against the wall. I rush over to open it and find the book safely inside. I put it back and lay down on the bed again while sighing loudly.

 

"Hey Kaister, hey!" Drugo exclaims as he pounds on my door, but I ignore him.

 

How'd I miss that earlier…? The fatigue must be getting to me, and I just overlooked it… I seem to have forgotten a lot of things today… Thinking about this isn't gonna get me anywhere… I'm just gonna sleep. I undress, tuck myself into bed, and fall asleep.

Chapter 6 – Princess Irene - Scar

"Kai…" someone says in a familiar voice.

 

I open my eyes slowly, noticing that my vision is blurry for some reason. I smile in front of a warm nostalgic face before saying, "I missed you…"

 

I lean towards her while preparing my lips for a kiss.

 

"Eh?"

 

I stop right before I reach her lips. Suddenly, the clattering of a wagon resounds in my ears, and I feel small vibrations from under my bottom. Am I in…a wagon…? That's right… I decided to take a nap and…
 

I close my eyes and open them again several times, slowly realizing that the person in front of me is Irene. My face gets progressively hotter. I lean back towards the right corner of my seat in a hurry, still feeling my heart beating abnormally loud. That was a close one… I almost kissed Irene thinking it was her in a dream. Oh shit, was I awake when I said that?
 

I gulp as I make eye contact with Irene. "Irene, did you call my name?"

 

"N-no… Why?" Irene asks as she sits back in her seat. She's looking away from me.

 

What's she so nervous about…? Did she hear what I said? Why would she lie? I avoid looking at her directly. "Ne-never mind… What were you doing just now anyway?"

 

"Um, I thought you were crying, so I leaned in closer to make sure. Then suddenly you leaned forward…" Irene blushes as she puts her hands on her cheeks all while turning completely away from me. 

 

My face cools down when I make the connection. Oh, that's why she's nervous… I'm being too paranoid about this…
 

 I sigh. Wait… I'm crying…? 
I knit my eyebrows together as I touch my face with my hand. Huh…? Tears…? Why was I…
 

I look down on the ground and discover the white mask I wore earlier. I furrow my eyebrows and stare intently on the mask. We use these masks whenever we carry out our mission. It's a white mask with open eye sockets with a black snake on the right side. The tail of the snake starts on the same level as the mouth, around the cheek it has one curl, and the rest of the body runs upward towards the top portion of the mask. The head is turned towards the center of the forehead with its tongue out.

 

I grit my teeth and gradually snarl, progressively biting my teeth harder as I clench my fists all while remembering my first encounter with it.

 

"Kai, you're making a scary face…"

 

I look up and find Irene frowning. I relax and wipe my tears with my hand. "Sorry, I was thinking about something…"

 

"Did something happen?"

 

"Yeah… I guess you could say that." Her lips are shaking. I sigh, knowing what she wants to ask. "I don't wanna talk about it, so don't ask me."

 

"Sorry…"

 

"You don't need to apologize," I say in a slightly irritated tone.

 

"Sorry…" I frown as I feel veins popping out of my head. I rapidly tap my finger on my lap as she switches between looking at me and the open seat next to me.

 

What does she want from me? I open my eyes widely at her as I turn both of my palms upward all while signaling my body that she has my full attention.

 

"Oh, um… I just wanted to say that you don't seem like a bad person… I saw your sleeping face, and it seemed so gentle."

 

For some reason, the tension eases from my shoulders. I sigh before asking, "What part about me is gentle? I kill people without a second thought, and I work for the most wanted man in the world. I'm a bad person…"

 

Irene crosses her arms as she looks away and pouts. "Nope, I think you're a good person."

 

"Listen here…"

 

The convoy stops as something loud rumbles outside. As Irene falls forward, I slide towards the left side of my seat, catching her before she collides with the empty space on my seat. Her feminine, fragrant scent enters my nose as I feel her chest pressing against mine. I smile shamelessly as I unconsciously flare my nostrils.

 

She blushes when she raises her head with her hands on my chest. "Oh, thank you."

 

"No problem," I say with a smile. What was that sound? I better check with Leila. I wanna stay like this for a while longer, though…
 

"Umm… You can let me go now…"

 

"Ah, sure," I say and sigh. Fun time is over…
 

I let go of my embrace. After, Irene sits back in her seat and looks away.
 

"Stay in here and don't make any noise," I instruct. Irene nods. I get up, quietly open the door, and then close it. I walk towards the front of the wagon.

 

"Leila what's going…" I stop mid-sentence when a familiar scene plays out in front of me. There are at least 30 of them, equipped with mostly leather gear. They wield various types of weapons including swords, axes, clubs, bows, and shields. Magicians are included among them, who probably caused this crater in the middle of the path.

 

One of them asks, "Hey, I thought there were supposed to be like around 15 of them?"

 

And another says, "Who cares, this'll be easier now, and now there's a bonus."

 

Bonus…? Ah, they must be talking about Leila. They snicker at us as they slowly approach us on both sides of around the crater; into the forest. I purse my lips as I turn my head towards Leila, who appears to be calmly collected. I'm surprised that didn't hit the wrong nerve…considering…
 

"Just give up, we have you outnumbered by more than 30. Give us the princess in the convoy and we won't kill you."

 

I drop my thought and ponder about what he just said while frowning and knitting my eyebrows together. How do they know…that Princess Irene is in the convoy…? It appears they knew of Dae's group coming back to Xantho, but how'd they know he was bringing back the princess?
 

I flush out my thoughts for now and draw my blades. I won't even need to use my magic for this.
 

"I'll take the left side, stay here and protect Irene." Leila nods and I rush into the left forest. I jump high into the air towards my first target, who is full of openings. I prepare my strike with both arms behind my head. With full force, I use the combined momentum of my fall and arm strength to make two clean deep vertical cuts through his entire torso. I land on both of my feet with bent knees.

 

I don't give them any time to prepare for my next attack as I kick forward, quickly accelerating into a sprint again. When I see a small volley of arrows heading towards me, I dodge using sidesteps while still running. After I dodge the last arrow, a blade approaches me from above. I react quickly enough to redirect the force of his attack with my left sword so that it misses me. Immediately afterward, I cleanly cut through his abdomen with a horizontal slash. At this point, I realize that he was hiding on top of a tree waiting to ambush me. Sneaky bastard.
I sidestep to avoid colliding with his body and charge into my next opponent. His eyes widen as I redirect his attack with one blade and slide the other through his throat. I repeat this pattern with the enemies afterward. Within a few seconds, there are only two left on this side. The one closer to me suddenly drops his bow.

"Mo-monster! Run!" he screams as he turns his back to me. I quickly catch up to him and stab him through the heart with my left blade. I pull out my sword as he starts losing his balance, eventually falling forward revealing the last bandit behind him. I slowly walk towards him as his comrades' blood continues to drip from my blades. He drops his weapon and falls backward.

 

"Wa-wa-wait! I don't know ho-how much you're being paid, but we'll give you half of what we received! No, we'll give you all of it! Do-don't kill me, please..."

 

I ignore him and continue to walk towards him. Screams and explosions resound from the other side; it must have been Leila taking care of her side. I should probably ask him how he knows about Irene. I think of something to say before opening my mouth. "Hey ho—"

 

"St-stop! Lo-look I know someone who can make a fortune selling female Elves. Just betray her and you'll be set for life!"

 

I close my eyes as an old memory flashes through my mind. I grit my teeth as I feel an old scar from my chest tingle. While frowning, I narrow my eyes in disgust. I stare at him for a few seconds then kick him in the face to lay him flat on the ground.

 

"Argh!" When he covers his face with both hands, I proceed to step on his abdomen with my right foot. I reverse the grip on my right sword, lean forward, and slowly pierce his right bicep. He instinctively tries to cover his arm with his left hand that reveals his bloodied, broken nose.

 

"Ahhh!" He cries out as I dig my sword deeper into the ground. I kick and step on his left arm, and slowly pin it down like I did with his other arm. While sweating and gasping for air, all other noise from the world disappears from my mind, including his screams, and I focus only on making this man have the most miserable death possible. When I take out my skinning knife, I grin and laugh sinisterly. 

 

He struggles in vain as I tightly grab his left hand. With the skinning knife, I slowly and carefully cut off the fingernail of his thumb while minimizing the amount of flesh that needs to be sliced. His veins pop out of his hand as he violently twitches his fingers. He squirms his body around, wasting energy by thrusting his lower back off the ground and meaninglessly kicking his legs.

 

 I repeat the same process with his other finger nails, eventually moving to his other hand and doing the same. He struggles even harder when I grab his left boot. He manages to kick me in the face when I'm focused solely on his left foot. I touch my left cheek with my left hand and then look at my hand afterward. There's muddy filth on my fingers. I grit my teeth and scowl. Damn bastard!
 

While running out of patience, I reverse the grip on my knife, and I slam it down on top of his right knee. I don't hear it break while I only hear ringing in my ears, but I know that it's broken because he stops moving that leg. I do the same with his other leg, take off his boots and then start cutting off his toenails. I cackle as I finish the last nail.

 

I sheathe my skinning knife and crawl over to his right hand again that seems to be lifeless. I grab the first joint on the tip of his index finger and then snap it in half. A smile emerges on my face when I see that his hand is lively dancing again. I take my time to break all the bones in his hand, starting with the fingers and moving down toward his wrist, one by one. I repeat the same process on his other hand, but he isn't as lively anymore. I raise my eyebrows.

 

Oh yeah… I should probably ask him what he knows. I slap him in the face before asking, "Hey, who ordered you to do this?"

 

His lips move slightly, no words come out. "Answer me!"

 

He opens his mouth wider this time, but still no words come out. "Bastard, answer me when I ask a question!"

 

In a fit of rage, I slash open his abdomen while preventing injury to his organs. "How'd you know about the princess?!"

 

I still hear nothing, except the ringing in my ears and my own voice. I reach into his abdomen wound with my left hand, grab a handful of his intestines, and then pull them out. "Say something, you fucker!"

 

Losing my patience, I take out my skinning knife and repeatedly stab his chest with all of my strength. Blood splashes onto me with every stroke and oozes out of each gash. Suddenly, something grabs my arm before the next puncture, but I shake it off and continue slamming down my knife.

 

"Kai!" someone exclaims. I slowly turn my head around. Irene stands there with tears welling up in her eyes while she frowns with a pained facial expression. 

 

The ringing in my ears stops, and I relax my arm. I drop the knife, and subsequently, Irene lets go of my arm. I make eye contact with her and smile. "Irene? What're you doing out here, it's dangerous!"

 

Irene is silent as she continues to stare at me with the same expression. "You should leave. I need to keep interro…"

 

I turn around and widen my eyes. The man is already dead. His eyes are bloodshot red with traces of moisture below and around his eyes. Blood flows down his nose and leaks from the puddle of blood in his mouth.

 

My heart beats rapidly. I stand up and continue to stare at the man's corpse without blinking, remaining motionless. I close my eyes as I remember a painful scene from my past. "Weak…too weak, Kai. But I know you want to be stronger so I'll teach you a trick… The secret is rage… Let it consume you and you will become much stronger…"

 

I shake my head as his laugh resonates in my head. My hands quiver. I'm afraid of reverting to how I used to be; a cold-hearted, brutal murderer. I killed anyone and did whatever it took to achieve my goals, even the things I initially hated him for. Before I know it, my entire body starts to tremble. But the trembling stops when someone suddenly wraps their arms around me; it's Irene.

 

"Kai, it's okay…" Irene says, sounding like a guardian angel saving me from the depths of hell. When she tightens her embrace allowing me to feel her warmth, my tears well up. I turn around and embrace her back while tears flow my eyes down to her back, holding this position for several minutes. 

 

"Thanks Irene, I'm okay now." I let go of her, but she doesn't.

 

"You're not a bad person…"

 

I almost break into tears again when I hear her sniffling, but I hold them back. Damn…she reminds me too much of her.

 

"Fine, fine… I'm not a bad person. Can you let me go now?" 

 

She hugs me tighter before saying, "You're not a bad person… So never do that again…"

 

How can she be so sure…? She's known me for less than half a day and has only seen me commit murder… With her warmth and purity embracing me, I feel like my sins can be washed away. I close my eyes for a few seconds and open them again. In a gentle but firm voice, I say, "Alright, I promise. I won't do that again."

 

She finally lets me go, wiping her tears with her dress. 

 

"We should get back to the convoy, Leila is probably wai…"I say as I turn left and stop mid-sentence when I see Leila standing against a tree with her head down and arms crossed. I frantically wave my arms around while saying, "Ah, Leila…this is…uh…not what it looks like…"

 

Leila slowly approaches me with her hands raised in front of her. I nervously close my eyes fearing for my life. She's gonna kill me!
 

She grabs my left arm. "Kai… You're a mess… Let me get you cleaned up with my magic…"

 

I open my eyes and stare into her face. I don't sense any malicious intent from her, which I find strange. In fact, her eyes and lips droop, as if she is extremely saddened. "Are you okay, Leila?"

 

She looks into my eyes as tears appear to form in her eyes and says, "That's what I should be asking you…"

 

I wrap my arms around Leila and caress her while stroking her hair with my right hand. "I'm fine… Thank you, Leila."

 

She smiles as she blushes and pushes me away while lightly sniffling. "That's good… Now turn around so I can finish wiping the blood off you."

 

I turn around and let her do the work with her water magic. I don't know what I'd do without Leila… I would never be able to walk around in town after battle otherwise.
 

"There, all done. Come over here Irene, I'll clean you too. He got some blood on you too, right?" I turn my head toward Irene. Blood smears stain over half of her dress. I blush and turn away realizing that I shamelessly got all the blood on my body on her when she comforted me. 

 

"Well, I'll be waiting at the convoy. You can switch with me and get some rest in the back. I'll take the reins," I say. With that, I head back to the convoy and sit at the front edge of the wagon while waiting for them to come back. I wander my eyes around the wagon. No one would ever guess that a battle ensued here… There are no corpses, blood, or even damage to the environment, despite all those explosions I heard earlier. Well, she is obsessed with being secretive…
 

I sigh as I look on the ground in front of me. The crater has returned to flat terrain as well. I pick my nose to pass the time, wiping my boogers on the unfortunate horse next to me. I scoot over to the left front edge of the wagon and aimlessly stare at trees.

 

They sure are taking their time… Isn't she just cleaning the blood off…? The thought of Leila erotically cleaning off Irene's blood appears in my mind. Maybe Leila is into…
 

I close my eyes as I visualize Leila and Irene playing out this fantasy. I shake my head trying to clear these ideas out. Nah it can't be… Or is it…?
 

I grin lewdly as I imagine them kissing and groping each other while fully nude.

 

"What are you grinning about, Kai?" I open my eyes, immediately perceiving Leila in front of me.

 

"Ah!" I scream as I flail my arms and legs around. I lose my balance and fall on the ground next to Leila's feet. After taking a few seconds to gain my sense of reality back, I find my swords, blade first, next to my face.

 

"What are you doing…?" she asks as she looks down on me. 

 

"You scared me… Thanks for getting my swords. I forgot about those," I say as I stand up. Leila's blushing as she hands me my swords. I grab both of them, one in each hand while inspecting them. Apparently she has cleaned the blood off them too. I smile.

 

"Yeah…" she says with her eyes pointing down. Irene opens the door to the convoy and goes in. Leila's face flushes red even more before she finally turns around and goes into the convoy without another word. I quirk an eyebrow as Leila shuts the door behind her.

 

What was that about…? I look down and see it. My face flushes red while I stand there. Shit, how long has it been like that that…? I think it was outta position after I fell…and I let Leila see that…
 

I fix my thing before getting on the wagon again, eventually signaling the horses to start running again.

Chapter 7 – Princess Irene - Paranoia
We arrive at Neso, the closest village from the border of Xantho to Elbar. The sun has almost completely set, and it'll be getting dark soon; judging from how little light there is and the time of year, I'd say it's about 8:00 p.m. 

 

I approach the town's gates riding the convoy. One of the four guards standing there exclaims, "Halt! What are you doing at this hour? Name your purpose!"

 

"We're adventurers headed to the capital, Byzia. We need a place to stay for the night."

 

Two of the guards approach us, one on each side. 

 

"What is in the convoy?"

 

"Ah, just my companions." They walk to and stand in front of both doors. 

 

"We need to confirm." The guards simultaneously open the doors without warning.

 

"An Elf…and a girl? The girl doesn't seem to be an adventurer… Who is she?"

 

Why do guards have to question every little thing…? This process has gotten tedious. It's a good thing I prepared several answers for these kinds of situations. I turn my head around the front left corner of the wagon while still sitting down. "Actually, we received a job at Byzia. We were asked to escort their niece from Elbar to Byzia. We've been traveling a long way, you see, and the girl's exhausted. Can you just let us through so we can rest?"

 

After a few seconds, one of the guards makes some kind of hand gesture. I quirk an eyebrow, but when I face the front, I realize that he is signaling the two by the gate. The two whisper to each other while making some occasional glances in my direction. The two by the convoy go back to the gate and continue to whisper amongst themselves before knocking on the door in what appears to be some kind of code. They turn around and declare, "You may pass!"

 

I guess that the gate is probably opened by a switch device located in the town. The gates slowly rise higher; massive, durable gates that are made out of iron, probably weighing several tons. When they stop, I signal the horses to move forward. One of the guards takes out a Klam, a magical device for long-distance communication. 

 

I knit my eyebrows. Is he alerting the town that we arrived? But why…? Hmm… This must have something to do with what's going on in the country… I should try to find out more when I can.
 

We enter the town which is still bustling with villagers out and about. The land here is lush in cultivated fields and blossoming angiosperms. Up ahead, bright lights illuminate the heart of the village. We arrive there in a few minutes.
 

While wondering where the local grub is, I point my head towards the nearest villager, who happens to be a young man. "Excuse me, where can I get some food and lodging?"

 

He stops walking and turns around. 

 

"Oh, are you travelers? I think your best bet would be to go to the local inn. You'll see it at the end of this road. It's the building on the right corner at the intersection," he says as he points in a direction in front of me.

 

"Ah, thank—"

 

"Wait!" someone suddenly exclaims from a crowd of villagers in front of the convoy. A man waving his hands appears from the crowd. "The local inn is probably not serving food at this hour and may even be booked for the night. You should head to the tavern instead. It's that building right there."

 

The man points to an old looking building on the left side of this road. It is just two buildings over from the one we are currently next to.

 

"What're you talking about? We don't get many…" the first man says but doesn’t finish his sentence. His eyes point to a direction on his left. I don't know what he was staring at, and there's nothing suspicious around us. "Oh! I completely forgot! Normally, we don't get many travelers at all, but it's that time of year again, and we have a lot of travelers stay overnight at Neso!"

 

He forces an awkward laugh. I skeptically raise one corner of my lips. “Is everything alright, sir? You seem nervous…”

 

He laughs again, but it sounds forced. “Ahh, the heat stroke probably got to me, and I forgot something as important as that. Actually earlier today, I forgot where I lived and walked into the wrong building. It was really silly of me.”

 

What the hell? I pretend to laugh merrily alongside him. "Don't worry about it. I'll head to the tavern then."

 

I smile and bid farewell to the two men. I look around failing to notice anyone that appears to be an outsider other than us. What was that about…? Something's wrong here… Clearly, none of these outsiders he spoke of is outside right now, but they could just be resting at this hour…or he was lying…
 

I laugh at the thought of someone lying about something so trivial. I signal the horses to go forward. The name of the tavern is "White Bison." Ironically, an image depicting a bison's head painted brown can be seen under the name. The rowdiness of the tavern drowns out the random conversations villagers have as they pass by me. I park the convoy right outside the tavern.

 

I get off and open the convoy door. It takes ten seconds before Leila even begins moving out of her seat. Her eyes are barely open as she stretches her arms and yawns. Someone's stomach grumbles and Leila blushes soon afterward while covering her stomach with both of her hands.

 

"Don't worry Leila, I'm really hungry too… Kai, can we eat yet?" Irene asks quietly as she exits the convoy. Both of them barely have their eyes open in a slouched position with their arms hanging lifelessly under them. It doesn't appear they rested well in the slightest.

 

"Yeah, we're here. We can eat and lodge at this place, according to the villagers," I answer as I walk towards the entrance, but stop when suddenly a heavy weight falls on my shoulders. I frown and turn my head around, finding Leila holding onto me.

 

"I'm tired… Carry me there Kai," she demands as she has her arms around my neck.

 

"What do I look like, your mule?" I stare at her puppy dog face inches away from my face for a few seconds, gradually feeling guiltier as time passes. I sigh loudly and sweep her off the ground with one arm while supporting her upper body with the other. She keeps her arms wrapped around my neck as she rests her head against my arm all while closing her eyes. My eyes meet with Irene's as she smiles and giggles. Damn, why do I have to do this so she can sleep for just a minute longer…? 
 
I reluctantly walk to the entrance of the building and stop when I realize I can’t even open the door now. I open my mouth about to ask Irene to handle this matter, but I want to avoid waking Leila up. Instead, I turn around and gesture my head towards the door. Irene looks at me while frowning and cocking an eyebrow, but moments later a smile emerges from her face as she seemingly understands the situation. She walks forward and lifts her hand. I bitterly frown at her when she pats me on the head while her smile melts into a grin. I can almost feel my eyes popping out when I gesture my head towards the door again with narrowed lips. She giggles and opens the door soon after.

 

Don’t mess with me… I follow her while still bitterly frowning. Before I cross over to the other side, I ponder whether or not I should wake her up by "accidentally" hitting her head against the door hinge, but I refrain. My eyes focus on her face, lingering on her partially parted lips. I smile as I think back to a sweet memory.

 

A bell rings as I enter the tavern. There's a staircase directly in front of me along with a large room toward our left side. A young waitress greets us, "Welcome to the White Bison!"

 

She's shorter than me wearing a revealing black and white apron dress, black stockings, heels, and a white hair band. "How many…"

 

She cuts herself short and looks at me with a forced smile. The tavern suddenly becomes quiet. I blush, feeling like everyone's eyes are glued on me. "Yeah, that'll be three…and we also need a few rooms for the night. Actually, if you're too busy just one room is fine."

 

"Sure, come right this way," she says as she leads us into the large room. As we follow her, the rowdiness resumes, and she seats us to a round, empty table. I look around. The place is packed. I wonder if we'll be able to find a room here. "I'll have to talk to my boss about those rooms… Decide on what you want to order in the meantime."

 

She leaves the menu on the table and leaves. 

 

"Hey, wake up," I say as I fold Leila's body into a sitting position on top of a wooden chair at our table. 

 

She yawns again, stretches her arms, and rubs her eyes before declaring, "Alright, I'm wide awake now!"

 

I shake my head in disbelief as I take a seat next to her. "How can that be possible? You only got two extra minutes at most."

 

She smiles as she straightens her posture. "Elves are special, you know."

 

I shrug my shoulder as I shake my head and sigh. I don’t wanna argue with this woman anymore…
 

"Are you two lovers?" Irene suddenly asks, taking me several seconds to process in my head. 

 

My head becomes stiff in the current position and heat radiates out from my cheeks. I turn my head slowly like a robot toward Leila. I wonder what she thinks…?
 

"O-of course not! Who would be in love with this shameless pig?" Leila answers in a harsh voice as she crosses her arms all while looking away from me. I don't know why, but I feel slightly disappointed, and I sigh.

 

"Yeah, we're not like that. We're just partners; that's all," I say with a forced smile.

 

"I see… Okay, I understand now!" Irene exclaims, smiling back, but I feel she's misunderstanding something here. I'm a little hungry here, myself, so I don't think much of it.

 

I grab the menu and glance through it. Hmm… bison, bison, bison… Oh, they have bison soup… I guess I'll get that. I glance over to Irene. "Irene, have you decided on what you wanna eat?"

 

"Yes, I think I'll have the bison burger. What about you, Leila?"

 

She doesn't respond even after several seconds have passed. I turn my head toward Leila. She's frowning while looking down on the table. What's up with her now…?
 

I put my hand on her shoulder. "Leila?"

 

"Oh right, uhh… I'll get bison fried rice," she finally answers. 

 

An awkward silence follows, but luckily the waitress comes back to our table. "You three, you're in luck, my boss tells me that there are three single rooms available, one silver coin per room."

 

I smile and respond, "Ah, we only need two rooms. I'll be together with that beautiful young miss over there, and the other room can go to my com…"

 

I stop mid-sentence when I feel a strong force stepping on my left foot. I turn my head towards Leila, who has become lively again. She smiles as she glares at me. "Actually, he will be by himself, and us two will be together…"

“Well, if you’re sharing, it costs a little more…”

Leila takes out her pouch of coins and then hands three silver coins to the waitress. “This should be sufficient. I do not need change.”
“Yes, thank you very much!” she exclaims. 

We also give our orders to her, and as she walks away, I ask, "Wait, can you also get me some beer?"

 

"Then… I will also have some wine as well!" Leila calls out to her after me.

 

"Sure, I'll be right back." I check out her entire back frame as she walks away. I start at her head and slowly go down, gluing my eyes on the back of her thigh where her skirt ends. I flare my nostrils and smile while hugging the air in front of me and getting lost in my fantasies. They end prematurely when the force on top of my left foot suddenly increases, and I reset my facial expressions.

 

"That hurts, you know."

 

"Huh? Oh, that was your foot? I didn’t know, sorry," she claims, eventually taking her foot off. 

 

My lip twitches as I smile bitterly. "Is that so…?" What's with her lately…? I don’t understand her these days.
 

When there’s silence again, I clear my throat and turn my head towards Irene. "So Irene, can you tell us a little more of what you know about your father?"

 

"I don't remember that much…"

 

"It's okay, just try your best and tell us what you remember." Irene closes her eyes; I presume that she's recollecting her thoughts.

 

"I first met him ten years ago in my hometown, Maera. A man I didn't know came, and my mother told me it was my daddy… He lived with us for a few days, and he was really nice, I liked him. It was sad to see him leave, but he visited me once a month. When I turned 13, he stopped coming all of a sudden. My mother didn't know anything about it… He suddenly appeared again last year, but I don't remember much of that day… I recall my mom arguing with him, but other than that I can't remember. After that day, he never came back."

 

"I see… Do you think your father's a bad man…?"

 

"No! Not at all, he's a good person, like you Kai! I love him…" she says in a raised voice as she stands up, but sits back down shortly afterward, in low spirits. "When mister Dae came to get me, he told me that Daddy was in trouble… I wanted to go and help him, but my mother was strongly against it for some reason... I decided to go with him out of my own will."

 

Everything she said so far doesn't indicate anything too far off from the information I had… A rebellion would definitely indicate that the king is in trouble, but why would the people rebel against a good king? Irene seems to be excellent at judging people, but what if she… No, I can't doubt her, or I would doubt myself.
 

A large, bulky man sitting at another table stands up and walks toward us. While standing directly behind Leila, he says, "Hey you, the Elf."

 

Leila turns half her body around and faces him with her head before responding in an irritated voice, "What?"

 

"You're the first Elf I have ever seen… A very cute one at that." He explicitly licks his lips before continuing, "How 'bout you ditch that scrawny guy next to you and join me for some drinks, and have some fun with me later. Local women call me 'Quick-fingered Horith.'"

 

How lame…
 
Leila points her eyebrows downward as she frowns. "All of you Human males are the same, are you not?"

 

Hey… Don't compare me to that guy…
 

"How about you take that sword and shove it up your ass?"

 

Horith frowns as he narrows his eyebrows and draws his sword. "What the fuck did you say to me, you bitch?!"

 

Is it finally time to knock this guy out…? I sigh, but before I get a chance to stand up, someone else intervenes. He puts a knife to Horith's throat.

 

"Sheathe your weapon and you won't get hurt."

 

"Who the hell?!"

 

He puts the knife closer to his throat, cutting him slightly. Horith sheathes his weapon. "Okay, okay! I give up!"

 

Horith backs away, revealing a young male Elf behind him. 

 

"Get out of here." Horith clumsily picks up his weapon and runs out the entrance. "Sorry about that, my name is Tariel, I work here as a bodyguard. It's rare to see another Elf here, may I sit?"

 

Before receiving an answer, he smiles as he sits down next to Leila. "What's your name, miss?"

 

"Leila."

 

"Don't you find it hard to be surrounded by only Humans? I'll join you for your meal."

 

As Leila converses with Tariel, I notice several men whispering to each other behind the bar. I try not to make eye contact with them while still focusing on what they’re doing.

 

Strange… Why's it seem like we're being watched here…? Even those villagers said that having travelers during this time of year is normal. Horith didn't even seem to put up a fight. I've seen his type before and they usually never go down quietly like just now…
 

"Order up!" While I’m lost in deep thought, our waitress arrives with our meals. She takes the plates on the cart she previously rolled over and puts them on our table along with our drinks. There seems to be one extra meal and drink. "Well, since we're closing soon, and we won't be serving anymore… I'll be joining you guys!"

 

What the hell is with this tavern? I cock an eyebrow as she passes me. Her hand lightly brushes the back of my neck, and she sits down in the seat next to me. She stares into my eyes as a suggestive smile appears on her face. My suspicion breaks its limit, and before everyone digs into their food, I stand up. "Leila, can you check with your magic if our meals and drinks are spiked?"

 

"What on earth are you talking about? This is crazy… We wouldn't poison our guests," the waitress rebuts, but Leila nods. She closes her eyes as she envelops her Mana around the table. The waitress fidgets with droplets of sweat appearing on her forehead. Everyone is stiff and silent while Leila checks the food. Was I right, after all?
 

I put my hand on my sword while preparing to draw it at any moment. Leila opens her eyes before informing, "There is nothing."

 

Everyone drops their shoulders and sighs.

 

"See, there's nothing wrong, now enjoy your meal!" the waitress exclaims as she pats me on the back.

 

I guess it was just my imagination… I sigh and finally relax my muscles. Wait… Does this waitress have the hots for me?
 

I watch her enjoying a bison soup next to me. She catches notice and smiles back while lightly bumping into my foot with hers. I smile lewdly as I play out more fantasies in my head. For now, I pick up the spoon and devour the soup in front of me. Time passes, and I end up slightly drunk from the beer. 

 

Irene doses off on the other side of the table. I think about calling out to her, but something is rubbing my right thigh. I turn my head toward the waitress and get pulled into her penetrating smile. With a smile, I rest my hand on top of hers.

 

My eyes wander, eventually stopping on her glass of wine. I turn back to her and gesture my head and eyes toward the glass. She seems to understand immediately unlike someone I know and picks up the glass chugging it in one go. I cheer and clap my hands as she chugs. She slams the glass loudly on the table. Soon after, I hear another slam on the table. Leila also just finished her drink with her eyelids twitching for some reason. I face forward again when I hear the sound of a chair move.

 

"Leila, Kai, I think I'm going to rest now… Where's our room?" Irene asks with little energy and yawns.

 

"Oh, that's right I never gave you guys the keys! This one is for the first room on the right at the top of the stairs," the waitress informs and hands Irene a key.

 

"Leila, are you not coming?"

 

"I'll come soon, I still haven't finished eating. Go on without me." Irene waves and walks up the stairs.

 

"Hey~" The waitress suddenly slides her hand up my arm while bending forward. Her breasts are nearly bulging out of the dress. I blush and gulp as my eyes stare at her cleavage.

 

"What?"

 

"You have something on your cheek…"

 

"I don't have—" Her warm tongue touches my cheek, causing me to lean backward. A chair falls making a loud noise beside me.

 

"Wh-what are you doing, you shameless waitress?!" Leila demands while pointing at the waitress. 

 

The waitress blushes as she puts a hand to her cheek all while tilting her head sideways. "Well, I couldn't help but overhear…you guys aren't lovers, right? So I've taken an interest in him instead!"

 

Leila's lips only shake, and no words come out. I snicker and exclaim, "That's right you said it yourself! I'm nothing more than a shameless pig! So, we will make the perfect match together!"

 

I feel my beast within me take over my brain completely, and I stand up grinning while holding onto the waitress’ hand. 

 

"And so, I'll call it a night here. See ya in the morning!" I finish the sentence in a hurry as I drag along the waitress towards the staircase. Leila curses at me, but it sounds like her companion will keep her occupied. I frown. I’m gonna get an earful later…but…this is for the best, since Elves and Humans are not compatible… She said it herself.
 

We head up the staircase, and I stop at the top. I stare at the room towards the right for a moment, wondering if Irene has fallen asleep yet.

 

"Come on, let's go!" As the waitress pulls me towards the room we are going to stay in, a smile surfaces on my face again. She takes a key out and moves it towards the door, but I take the key from her. She cocks an eyebrow.

 

“Today, I’m the key, and you’re the lock,” I say as I insert the key into the door unlocking it. Her smile shakes as I open the door. I let her go in first as I have my hand on her back, then I close the door behind me. I hug her from behind, eventually sliding one hand up her inner thigh while grabbing one of her breasts with my other as my rod presses against her bottom. She lets out a small squeal as she breaks free from my grasp. I quirk an eyebrow before asking, "What's wrong…?"

 

"Oh, nothing… Umm… Let's save that for when we're in the bed…"

 

"Okay… Then…" I take both of my scabbards and then drop them on the ground. I quickly take off my armor and the shirt under it. She blushes and looks away. Intending to undress her, I touch her again, but she stops me. 

 

"Oh, I can do that myself! So ca-can you turn around…? I don't wa-want you to see me undress…"

 

So cute! I smile before exclaiming, "Okay, but don't make me wait too long!"

 

I turn around and listen to her undress. First, her heels drop to the ground. Next, something unzips, presumably her apron dress. It falls to the floor. I can't help but flare my nostrils in anticipation and gulp. Her footsteps slowly approach me. I turn around while spreading out my arms wide in front of me. Huh?
 

She has undressed, but her bra and underwear remain. There's something in her hand that's rapidly approaching my face; a dagger. By reflex, I grab and squeeze her right wrist. She lets out a small sound as she loosens her grip on the dagger. I take the dagger with my other hand. I grin before saying, "Aha… I understand now, so you like it rough, right?"

 

She cocks an eyebrow seeming to be genuinely confused, but that doesn't faze me. I throw her onto the bed and pin both of her arms down with one hand. "Don't scream or else." She's a strange one… Is she really into this kinda role play?
 

She stares into my eyes as she nods her head while frowning, but she stops resisting at the same time. I gasp while I use my other hand to cut her bra down the middle using the dagger. I open my eyes wide as my heart beats quicker progressively. I toss the dagger out of the way and slowly slide my hand down her stomach when suddenly the door bursts open. 

 

"Kai!" Leila's standing at the entrance with her jaws dropped. A cold chill goes down my spine. I crack a smile, but I feel her murderous intent, practically pouring out of her body. "Kai..."

 

She raises and clenches her fist as she frowns all while slowly walking towards me. 

 

Oh shit, this time she's gonna kill me for real! Before I die, I'll… I slowly slide my hand, further down her stomach. I hear my heart pounding like crazy. Despite how close I am to the goal, I stop when I realize Leila's murderous intent disappears. 

 

"Kai, there're more important things to do right now! Irene's gone!" Leila exclaims with an alarmed face. I regain my senses and reset my facial expressions as I take my hands off the waitress.

 

"What did you say?"
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I bury my emotions as I glare at the waitress. "Explain this, now."

 

"I do-don't know wh-what you're ta-talking about…"

 

Her eyelids twitch as she looks down to her left. Staring into her eyes, I know she's lying. I grab her right hand and hold her pinky with the fingers on my other hand. As she turns her head toward me, I snap her pinky in half. Before her body reacts to the pain, I promptly cover her mouth with my hand while pushing her down at the same time. She makes a muffled noise, "Nghhhh!"

 

As she squirms on the bed, both parts of her bra falls off. It doesn't affect me. Her left hand grabs her other hand as fresh tears flows out of her closed eyelids. I locate the dagger I tossed away earlier at the end of the bed, and I pick it up.

 

"Do you feel like talking now? Next, I'll cut your nipple off…" I say as I grab and squeeze one of her breasts, subsequently moving my knife toward the nipple.

 

"St-stop, stop! I'll ta-talk, so please, just stop!" I let go of her, and she takes a few seconds motionlessly staring at her broken pinky while still crying. She sniffles as she looks down all while attempting to cover herself with her left arm. "My jo-job was to distract the man who was with the female Elf and young girl wea-wearing a pink dress… Apparently if it went well, our town wou-would be rewarded with a lot of gold."

 

I put the dagger to her throat. She shrieks as she lifts up her head and freezes in place while speaking no words. While peering into her eyes, I ask, "What else aren't you telling me? When were you given the orders? Why didn't you think this request was suspicious at all?"

 

I push the dagger just far enough into her neck that causes a small drop of blood to trickle down her neck. 

 

"Wa-wa-wait! I think…um…we…our town has been having an economic crisis ever since the king tremendously raised taxes a few months ago… Last month someone su-suddenly gave our village 100 gold coins and told us that there would be more in exchange for a fu-future request… Then we were told yesterday to take a young girl with long, brown hair wearing a pink dress co-coming from the south trail to Byzia… Th-that's all I know, I swear!" she exclaims while waving her arms around and gasping.

 

So everything was an act…? It did seem strange when Horith mentioned that Leila was the first Elf he had ever seen, but he looked like a regular from the village, and it would be ridiculous if he had never known Tariel, who worked there as a bodyguard… I see now, so the Elf was supposed to distract Leila, and the waitress wore a revealing outfit to seduce me… What she says about the taxes bothers me.
 

I back off, drop the dagger, and then get dressed. I take out a pouch of coins from my pocket containing at least 50 gold coins and toss it to the waitress. "Here, this will help."

 

"Eh?" she asks and catches the pouch. After opening it, she widens her eyes. "Th-this is?!"

 

Leila sighs and walks over to the waitress. "Let me see that hand."

 

The waitress is still staring at the pouch of gold with sparkling eyes when Leila grabs her right hand, snaps the pinky back into the normal position while immediately casting Healing magic on it. The waitress drops the pouch as she forcibly squirms away.

"What're you doing?! That hurts! Huh…it doesn't hurt?"

 

"I fixed it for you."

 

"Let's hurry, Leila. By the way what happened to Tariel?"

 

"Oh, he's taking a peaceful nap on the first floor." I skeptically smile, feeling sorry for him. I equip my scabbards on my waist, and head out the door.

 

"Wait!" the waitress calls out to me. After turning around, a small, red piece of cloth flutters in the air. The waitress smiles while sitting on the edge of the bed making a sexy pose; her eyes are stretched back emphasizing her bust while her legs are spread apart. "Thank you, come again!"

 

Blood rushes to my head, and I blush. I grin while giving her thumbs up. However, Leila drags me away by my left ear before I can fully ogle her entire body. "Let's go, you pig." 

 

We head towards the staircase where the guards are already waiting at the bottom. "There they are! Get them!"

 

I run in the room Irene was in, going toward the window on the right. "Let's escape through the window and head to the north gate."

 

"I'm right behind you."

 

After drawing both of my swords, I make two cuts the shape of an X in the center of the window. I jump through, keeping my arms in front of my head to protect myself from the glass shards. While still in the air, I sheathe my swords. As my legs touch the ground, I perform a safety roll. I get up and sprint on the road towards the north gate.

 

Damn… It would be more convenient to have horses right now, but we wasted too much time getting information from… A salacious grin appears on my face, but I shake my head to focus on the task at hand. "We're not gonna make it at this speed, let's enhance our legs until we catch up to them."

 

Leila nods, and I shout my keyword, "Haste!"

 

"Swiftness!" 

 

I feel the power surging through my legs as we double our previous speed. I narrow my eyes. More importantly, who paid these villagers to do this? If their goal is Irene, then it must be to get to Velyn…but how did they… The culprit must be an advisor of Velyn or a high ranked officer because only they would possibly know that Irene would be in that convoy at that time. Still, they even knew her attire… How is that even possible?
 

There are four guards at the inner entrance of the northern gates ahead of me. The convoy is passing through it. Briefly turning my head around, I find that guards riding horses are closing in behind us. 

 

There's no other choice now… There's no way we can blast our way through that door, so I'll have to reveal my magic if we wanna catch up to the convoy. I look toward Leila before asking, "Leila, can you handle our landing? I'm gonna get us over the wall."

 

"Leave it to me." I reach out my left hand, and she grabs it firmly with her right. Her hand is moist and warm, probably anxious about Irene as well. Up ahead, the gates are closing as I prepare the commands for my magic. I estimate the height of the wall is about 30 feet. I continue to run forward, carefully making other calculations at the same time.

 

I put my left palm in front of me and release the inactive form of my Mana. The gate is less than 40 feet away, and we would run into it in just a few seconds. Before long, my Mana reaches the designated destinations and immediately activates. The usual purple portal appears in front of me, slightly above ground in front of the metal gate while the other one appears just over the peak of the gate.

 

"What the hell is that?!" a guard yells near the northern gate as he backs away from the portal I created.

 

"Who cares! Just stop them!" The guards move around the portal and approach us, but it's too late; we already have reached the portal. I jump through while still holding onto Leila's hand.

 

I instantaneously appear at the location of the other portal falling down past the village walls. The wind blowing against my face causes me to squint my eyes. I exclaim, "Close!"

 

After dispersing my portals, I turn around. Leila is already preparing for the landing. Half a second passes before she releases a gust of wind below us from her left hand. The force behind the gust is just enough for us to land without a problem and continue running forward.

 

We spot the convoy ahead of us about 200 feet away. I say, "Somehow we're closing the gap, but not fast enough at the rate we expend our Mana for the enhancements."

 

"True, I can easily stop the carriage at this distance, but I don't want to hurt Irene in the process…"

 

"It can't be helped. I'll stop the carriage. Save your Mana and catch up later." I let go of Leila's hand and gather four times as much Mana than before. I release it all angled above the carriage.  I glance behind me, finding that Leila has deactivated her speed enhancement and is gradually getting farther away. I draw my swords in a reverse grip and narrow my eyes focusing on space above the convoy. This should be about the right time…
 

"Warp!" I shout and instantaneously appear at the location of the Mana I just released several feet above and in front of the convoy. On my way down, I notice two unarmed men in front of the carriage. A split second later, I manage to pierce the top of the transport with both of my blades. I slip, but I hold onto my swords, using them as a crutch to get my balance back. 

 

"What was that sound?!" one of the two guards shouts. With minimal noise, I pull my swords out, sheathe them, and go into prone. I slowly move toward the front of the wagon. "It sounded like something fell on top of the convoy… Do you think they caught up?"

 

"Don't be crazy, we were several hundred feet away when they closed the gate. I bet they're still stuck in Neso."

 

"You're right… I'm just paranoid because we're getting paid so much for this."

 

They laugh. As I stare at the back of their heads, I think about how I should take them out. Hmm… I don't wanna kill them…so I guess I only have one option… I should hurry so Leila can meet up with us… I hope the guards from Neso didn't catch up yet.
 

I jump down and immediately hit the back of their necks with a swift chop, one with each hand. I catch them before they fall off and rest them against the convoy. I pull the reins back signaling the horses to stop. When the carriage has reached a full stop, both convoy doors open. Damn, there were more inside… Will I be able to avoid killing them…
 

"Hey! What's wrong?! Why did you stop?!" one of the two guards shouts. Footsteps appear on both sides.

 

There're only two…but there could be more inside. The tip of a spear comes into my view on my right side. A split second later, I leap out and tackle that person.

 

"Argh!" We both fall and his armor makes clanking noises when he hits the ground. I grab his weapon while I still have the element of surprise and take it with force. After getting up, I throw the spear into a tree high enough so he can't recover it. "You fiend, my weapon!"

 

"What happened?!" the other guard yells. Irene is in the center of the convoy, tied and gagged.

 

Well, this is convenient. I'll just wait for Leila, and we can simply leave and head towards the capital with this convoy. The other guard comes around the left side.

 

"You…you're that guy who was with the girl! How did you get past the gate?!"

 

"Well you know…I teleported through a portal that I made."

 

"That's obviously a lie, don't mock me!" He approaches me with his spear in hand. I turn my head towards the unarmed guard.

 

Huh? Where'd he go? I check Irene again and find that she's safe. I turn back left, and a  spearhead approaches my face. I dodge by only bending my head towards my left shoulder. I look at him and smirk. He frowns and furrows his eyebrows as he begins to shake his entire body. He draws back his spear and thrusts it forward again. I toy with him for a while by dodging using the most awkward body maneuvers. Hmm? He's not tired yet…? Impressive.
 

He continues to launch his assault of thrusts on me, but I dodge all of them while I barely have moved from my current position. I yawn as I move closer to him while continuing to evade all his attacks. I avoid them all, and soon enough, his thrusts stop coming when I'm directly in front of him. I grin and say, "It's my turn now."

 

His entire body quivers before I finally knock him unconscious with a blow to the temple. I use this chance to grab his weapon and throw it into a nearby tree, meeting the same fate as his partner's weapon. Suddenly, horses neigh and stomp. Shit is the other guard moving the convoy?!
 

The convoy doesn't move at all. I run towards the front of it, finding the horses not connected to the wagon anymore. The guard hides behind the left side of the convoy and smiles.  "Our reinforcements will arrive soon, and you won't be able to evade us for long!"

 

I close my eyes as I look down and frown all while pressing my index finger against my glabella. How could I have made such a blunder…?
 

Feeling the sudden urge to kill the person responsible I draw my sword with my right arm, and walk towards him. "Your reinforcements will have to pick up your dead body first."

 

"Uhh… Wa-wait a se-second…" he says with a voice growing gradually quieter as he slowly backs away, trembling. I kick him down and reverse my grip on the sword. I begin to slam down my blade with all my strength aiming for the middle of his face.  "Ahhhh!"

 

An image of Irene suddenly pops into my head. My sword sways, landing a hair away from his face. I gasp as I rest my weight against the hilt of the sword. My heart beats rapidly. That's right, I promised Irene… I need to control myself better.
 

I narrow my eyes on the guard. He passed out. Apparently my sword gave him a small cut on his left cheek. A drop of blood trickles down his wound and tears flow out of his eyes. I sheathe my sword before going into the convoy. Irene is lying down on the seat while completely tied up; her mouth is taped, her hands tied with rope behind her back, and ankles are tied with rope as well. She looks at me while making small muffled noises.

 

I should probably untie her… Wait… I should have some time before Leila gets here, right? I smile lewdly as I leer at her and sit across from her. "Today, you will learn that I'm not a good person…"

 

She cocks an eyebrow as she looks at me. I lean forward, grab the hem of her dress, and then slowly lift it up. My heart beats faster with every passing moment. She narrows her eyebrows and squirms around while making loud muffling noises. I pant as I move closer to her realizing that I'm a split second away from the jackpot. 

 

I drop my jaws as I widen my eyes. She sports a light green lace thong. I stare at it for a while, generating large amounts of saliva in my mouth as it also excites my lower half. With my nostrils completely flared, I slowly slide my other hand up her leg. Her futile resistance is only adding to the raging fire within me. Suddenly, Leila shouts, "Kai!"

 

There're only so many times you can interrupt a man… Not this time! I finally reach her lady passage, lightly brushing over it with my fingers. She makes a muffled squealing noise while jerking around more intensely. With rumbling noises in the distance, Leila shouts, "Kai! Are you there?! We need to leave, now!"

 

I let go of Irene's dress as I grunt. Damn, what's so important?!
 

I peek my head out while looking in the direction I came from. Oh, shit!

 

My lips form an "o" as half a dozen of people on horseback follows Leila not too far behind. Damn! There's no time!
 

I pick up Irene, who is still glowering at me. I hold her up horizontally, carefully leaving the convoy making sure that I don't bump her head anywhere. "Leila, follow me into the forest! They won't be able to chase us in there! Sorry Irene, you might not be too comfortable."

 

I gently move her head first, over my head and towards my back. I squeeze my head between her legs so that her flower presses against the back of my head while firmly grabbing onto her ankles in front of me. I run into the forest, being vigilant not to bump Irene's legs into anything. Leila catches up in a few seconds. "Ka-Kai, are you al-alright? Wh-why is I-Irene still tied up…?"

 

I cock an eyebrow. Leila's face is flushed red, and she avoids eye contact. She has frequently been doing this to me lately… I guess it's a normal thing now.
 

I sigh before responding, "There were some…complications… It's not important right now."

 

We continue running deeper into the forest, eventually reaching a stream. Leila rests on the ground while panting for air. Irene makes more small muffling noises. Oh, I should let her down… How do I do that from this position?
 

I sigh as I reverse my grip and switch my hand, grabbing her left ankle with my left hand and vice versa for my other hand. When I move her in front of me, I drop my jaws, forming a "0" with my lips. I widen my eyes as I hold my breath. I freeze and become stiff when Leila asks, "Kai, you still haven't untied Irene?"

 

I gulp and take a split second glance towards Leila, realizing that she isn't looking this way right now. I feel deprived of oxygen more so now than when I ran from our pursuers. I gently put her down on her back. She gives me a furious glare. It's no good if I just untie her… What should I do?
 
I think for a moment before saying, "Shh… Listen, don't tell Leila about… I'll make it up to you… I swear."

 

I smirk and chuckle. "In addition, I won't tell her about your little…accident…"

 

Her face completely flushes red. Seeing how negotiations are over, I untie her, but she wears a resentful pout as she crosses her arms. A cold air approaches behind me. I breathe as normal as possible and slouch over a little. "Irene, are you okay? Kai, I think it's time you explain the complications you mentioned…actually…Irene, can you tell me what happened?"

 

I widen my eyes and glower at Irene. A broad smile appears on her face. With a blush and a frown she answers, "Well…you see…Kai…he…"

 

My heart beats like a drum progressively louder with each consecutive word. Sweat forms on my hands and face. Leila stands beside me. I look away and close my eyes, feeling murderous intent materializing from her.

 

"…saved me from a hostage situation! Thank you, Kai! I won't ever be able to repay you!" Irene exclaims as she grabs my hand and grins. 

 

I relax my facial muscles. Huh…?
 
"Oh, so that's what it was… I thought Kai did something stupid again…"

 

Sh-she got me… Leila and I both sigh. Leila makes a small confused noise as she turns her head towards me. I smile. Without warning, crackling noises resound across the stream behind some bushes. We turn our heads toward the sound.

 

Many large, gray wolves leap out in a stream in front of us on the other side of the water. They glare at us while making grunting noises. There are at least 20 of them.

 

This is bad… I'm low on Mana…and Irene's dead weight. None of us moves a muscle while we stare at the wolves. Nearly ten seconds pass when one of the wolves begins to charge towards us. I immediately get up and draw both of my weapons.

Chapter 9 – Princess Irene – Ambush!

"Leila, get Irene somewhere safe!"

 

"Got it! Don't do anything crazy by yourself!" The wolf in front leaps at me, opening its mouth revealing its sharp teeth and upper two fangs. I swing back my right arm and sidestep to the left. I dash forward while making a horizontal swing to the wolf's mouth, cleanly bisecting the wolf into two parts. The remains make a sound as they fall to the ground.

 

The other wolves growl as they stare at me for several seconds. Three of them comes at me; two of them split up, attempting to flank me on each side while the other one approaches me slowly from the front.

 

I stand still while I wait for their combined attack. I can easily take these E grade monsters one by one, but there're too many of them… I should stall for time and wait for Leila to back me up.
 

The wolves charge at me at the same time, preparing to swipe me with their claws and bite me with their teeth. I jump backwards, narrowly dodging the flank attack causing the two wolves to crash into each other. I block the incoming claws in front of me with both swords, knocking the wolf backwards with the force. 

 

The wolf on the left rushes towards me and attempts to pounce on me, but I swing my left sword and strike its head with the blunt surface, causing it to fly and roll on the ground. That should give it a temporary concussion.
 

On my right, the wolf has both paws in the air, ready to strike me in the next moment. I move my right arm just in time, to horizontally block both attacks. I bring my left arm back, cutting the right foreleg off before pushing it away with my right sword.

 

Suddenly in my peripheral vision, the middle wolf leaps towards me.

 

Shit, I won't make it… I have to dodge! A spike made of stone appears from the ground, instantly impaling the bottom of the wolf's head. I turn around. Leila is crouched with her hands on the ground. I smile before facing the wolf on the left. It growls at me while still on the ground; it hasn't recovered yet. The wolf continues to stare at me with its dark, orange eyes while snarling its sharp teeth and growling. I grip my weapons tightly and walk toward it. I'll put it outta its misery.
 

"Kai, there's something strange about the wolf behind you!"

 

The wolf…behind me…? He shouldn't be able to move.
 

I turn around and widen my eyes. Its mouth is open, and I observe fire gathering from the inside, gradually growing larger. These aren't any ordinary wolves… They're monsters.
 

I smile as I sheathe my left sword. This is an excellent opportunity to get back some of my Mana…
 

The orb of flames from inside the wolf's mouth eventually changes into a small fireball that flies towards me. Hmm… It's slower than I expected.
 

 I shoot out a quick burst of my Mana, which envelops the fireball. I stretch my left arm in front of me before shouting, "Absorb!"

 

A lustrous purple haze covers the entire front surface of my hand that is placed right in front of the trajectory of the fireball. During impact, I feel some resistance and it pushes me an inch backwards, but I maintain my balance. My hand slowly sucks the fireball dry in a matter of a few seconds. The haze disappears from my hand, but I keep my palm facing the same direction and smirk. My turn…
 

"Fireball!" A fireball of much greater scorching intensity than the previous fireball but the same size appears and heads straight towards the wolf on the ground. Upon impact, it explodes, scattering the fiery gasses all around the wolf. When the flames disappear, the wolf's remains are nothing more than smoking, black charcoal.

 

I frown as I put my palm on my face and shake my head. Damn, I lost more Mana than I gained with that attack… At least we know they aren't magic resistant.
 
The remaining wolves growl as they slowly back away. Just when I think they're going to retreat, one of them howls. The rest of them join. I cock an eyebrow and look towards Leila, who is preparing magic. Leila exclaims, "Idiot, they're calling for reinforcements!"

 

I widen my eyes as I grit my teeth all while heading straight for the lone wolf on the left; it's still lying on the ground. It looks like it still can't move… This is my chance.
 

I throw back my right arm preparing to kill it, but it suddenly lunges at me holding both paws up readying to scratch me. I click my tongue. Sneaky bastard…but it's not enough.
 

I draw and block both claws with my other sword. My right follows through afterward, and I stab its brain through the eye socket. I pull out my sword and stab it again on top of the head just to be safe. Numerous explosions go off behind me. I smile skeptically. It sounds like she's having fun…
 

"Kai, watch out! There're nine of them headed your way!" I quickly turn my head behind me, immediately finding them charging me at full speed. I waste no time running in the opposite direction as fast as I possibly can.

 

They're gonna catch up to me in no time…and I can't lose more Mana enhancing my speed… I raise my eyebrows and grin. I sheathe both swords, gather the necessary Mana, and release it. I look behind me. Several fireballs are headed my way. I dodge them. The wolves are right on my tail.

 

Should I make a loop around the other side of the stream or the forest…? I can't risk the chance that they'll not follow this path back. If I don't hurry, there won't be enough Mana to activate the spell. It's now or never.
 

I draw both of my swords and jump forward while turning around. When I sprint forward into the pack of wolves, they launch an assault of swipes on me as I run by them. I attempt to block as many attacks as possible, but I end up receiving some scratches on all four of my limbs. I look behind me, observing that they're headed toward me on the exact same pathway. I stop running, turn around, and smile. 

 

Good… Just keep running…full speed in this direction. I wait for them to reach the designated destination and activate my magic. "Open!"

 

The familiar portal appears in front of the wolves, large enough to cover the entire pathway. The end point is in front of me, perpendicular to the other portal while facing the stream. As they enter through the portal, I indiscriminately launch an endless storm of slashes with both of my blades directly in front of me. I only count the number of wolves that go through. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine…
 

I take a deep breath and wander my eyes around. The wolves continue to run toward the stream. A few seconds later, they crash into the ground. Some of them drop into the creek, marking it with streaks of blood. My plan succeeded as planned. I thought that given their speed, they wouldn't be able to react in time to evade running into the portal. Let's see how Leila's doing…
 

I turn around and head back. Leila's surrounded by five wolves. All of them lunge forward at once. I sigh and sheathe my swords. It's already over…
 

"Boost!" she exclaims and jumps high in the air, with a gust of wind at the bottom of her feet. The wolves collide against each other below. "Dome prison!"

 

Rocks come out from the ground in a circle, extending upwards into a dome shape, quickly trapping the wolves inside. I know there's a tiny opening on top of the dome. The trapped wolves growl. The dome shakes but shows no signs of breaking down. Leila lands on top and holds her palm in an upward position.

 

"Time bomb!" An earthy ball large enough to fit in the entirety of her hand appears. She crouches down, slips it through the hole, and jumps down while slowly walking towards me afterward.

 

Several seconds later, the dome explodes leaving a trail of smoke. A piece of the dome flies toward me. I dive into the water and point my eyebrows downward with a frown. "Hey, you almost killed me!" 

 

She clicks her tongue and turns away. "Damn..."

 

I grit my teeth, feeling my head burning up. I relax and ask, "Where's Irene?"

 

"She's safe, near the top of a tree in that direction." She points to where we originally came. I sigh and get out of the water, laying down next to it.

 

"Hand me a Mana respirator, would you?" She opens her pouch and pulls out two Mana respirators. She tosses me one and uses the other one herself. I put the respirator in my mouth and inhale as I press the button on the side of it. I hold it in as long as possible and exhale. I try to inhale more, but there's nothing left. That's it…?
 

I sigh, frown, and then toss the useless scrap of glass into the stream. I wish these were a little more effective for me…
 

A wolf whimpers nearby. I turn toward it, discovering that it's a wolf Leila failed to finish off, but it already has mortal injuries. "Leila, you didn't finish it off?"

 

"Oh, it might have been the unlucky one… It's only a matter of time before it dies anyway. We should go. Irene is waiting." As I get up, more rustling noises resound from the direction the wolves came. I scratch my head and sigh.

 

"We don't have all day to be fighting these things; we should just ru…" Without warning, a Keor leaps out from a bush; it is a tiger distinguishable from other tigers by its trademark red fur and yellow and orange stripes. It's classified as a rank A monster.

 

I widen my eyes as I gradually drop my jaws, but I quirk an eyebrow when I notice that it is bleeding; there are several gashes on the side of its body and blood oozes out of them, quickly forming a puddle around its legs.

 

A shadow comes from behind the Keor and I simply gape at the ending result; the parts of the tiger fall to the ground after being separated into five parts. My entire body feels cold, but sweat drips down my cheek. Neither Leila nor I move a single muscle.

 

In front of us is a giant wolf; it might be nearly twice the size of a regular wolf. It has black, spiky fur on its entire body with the exception of white fur on its underbelly. The claws are about five inches long; three times longer than a regular wolf's. It stares at us with its red eyes and softly growls, revealing four large fangs and razor-sharp teeth. It's…an Anomaly…
 

I gulp as my entire body quivers. I recall a painful memory. The black wolf walks up to the nearby whimpering wolf and sniffs it. It wags its enormous tail left and right, creating an unbelievable amount of air pressure with each swing. A few seconds pass and the whimpering stops. There is a brief silence, but then the wolf suddenly turns its head towards us and roars thunderously.

 

I immediately cover both of my ears with my hands. Its powerful roar pierces my ears, and my entire head swells up with pain while a ringing sound resonates in my ears. The wolf approaches me rapidly while I haven't recovered. I promptly draw both of my swords and hold it in front of me in an X-shape to block the incoming attack. "Ahhhh!"

 

The force of the attack launches me backward, and I crash into a tree. As I open my eyes, everything is a blur, and I cough up blood on the top of my hand. With every cough, pain pulses in my upper back; something may have been broken. Leila mumbles among the ringing in my ears. 

 

"Kai, watch out! It's coming for you!" I feel a surge of killing intent. All of its razor-sharp teeth are in front of me ready to close in. 

 

Shit…need to dodge! I tighten my muscles before shouting, "Haste!"

 

I boost my legs for a moment to frantically roll away. The wolf's teeth bite through the entire tree like butter a split second later. The top of the tree crashes down next to it. While panic-stricken, I gasp for air and attempt to calm down. Vines appear and bind the wolf's limbs and body to the ground. "Kai, get a hold of yourself!"

 

I sluggishly stand up, having trouble maintaining my balance. I sheathe my left sword, grip the remaining sword with both hands, and close my eyes. After taking one deep breath, I open my eyes and spring towards the wolf. While holding my arms behind my head, I prepare all my strength into the next blow. 

 

"Strengthen!" Power surges through both of my arms as the wolf still struggles to get out of the vines. Die!
 

My sword swoops down with amazing speed and power, but my sword snaps in half. The top part flies toward my face and grazes my left cheek. I close my left eye by reflex. There's no injury to the wolf at the location of impact. I hold my breath and gape at where I struck the wolf. What…? That was made outta Mithril…
 

"Kai, get back!" I focus back on reality. I quickly jump backward while tossing away the broken sword. Leila puts her hands out in front of her. The wolf's tail acts strangely. It curls up and hangs in the air.

 

"Stop! Just run for now!" I exclaim while running toward Leila. She scrunches her eyebrows together.

 

"What're you—" I grab her hand while running and grit my teeth as more pain shoots down my back. Still running, I turn my head behind me. The tail stretches out, hitting and breaking the ground. Massive black spikes appear from the ground in front of the tail. These spikes rapidly erupt from the ground, extending all the way across the stream, ending when it collides into a tree.  Leila has her eyes widened. 

 

"Listen, that thing is an Anomaly… Most likely his black fur and those spikes are made outta Obsidian." I inform.

 

"Obsidian fur and…spikes…? Is that even possible?"

 

"It is… Anomalies are exceedingly rare but extremely powerful. I encountered one in the past before and barely escaped death."

 

"I've read about them, but I didn't believe it… I guess I have to believe it now… What can we do?"

 

"Running isn't an option; it's too fast… "

 

I briefly turn towards the sudden roar and loud noises in the area we just left. I close my eyes. Think…! There has to be a weakness we can exploit…its eyes…no…that's too risky…
 

I open my eyes and raise my eyebrows. Wait, why doesn't that black fur cover his entire body…?
 

I gulp and say, "There is one thing we can try… Its underbelly may be vulnerable, and we might be able to injure him there… The problem is, it's not gonna let us anywhere near there."

 

"What about with your—"

 

"Yeah, with my portals, we might be able to do it, but you'll have to stop his movements again." 

 

She frowns with a sullen look on her face. "What if…it doesn't work…?

 

I stare at her with unwavering eyes and firmly say, "We can do it. We've made it this far, together… Afterward, we'll go pick up Irene and have the same usual fun like we always do."

 

I reciprocate her emerging smile. 

 

"Yeah, you're right…" Suddenly, Leila pulls me towards the forest. "Let's hide in here for now."

 

We improvise a plan together in the time before the Anomaly finds us. In the meantime, Leila casts a few weak fireballs for me to absorb and temporarily closes my wounds.

 

"Hey, Kai… Did we really need to set all of this up…? It isn't coming."

 

"It should be able to track us by smell…even if it doesn't see us." I bite my lip. Come on…where are you…?
 

I scan the area around me with squinting eyes. I come to a stop and raise my eyebrows. "I see him… Let's do as we planned, no matter what happens."

 

Leila nods. "Go-got it."

 

I jump down from the tree and draw my sword holding it with just my right hand. I slowly approach the wolf, who I saw afar. As I move closer, I step on a twig creating a crumpling noise that alerts the wolf. It immediately leaps towards my direction, shaking the ground as it lands with its massive body. It stands still and growls while narrowing its eyes on me.

 

I gulp while drops of sweat drip down my cheek. I position my body so that it is ready for retreat at any time during this confrontation. My eyes dart left and right surveying the environment while still focusing on the wolf.

 

Suddenly, the wolf charges at me with great speed. I react and leap backward, putting my left hand in front of me.

 

The first test… I break down my Mana and immediately use it. "Fire bolt! Fire bolt! Fire bolt!"

 

Fire in the shape of fat arrows appears out of my left hand. I aim them toward its left leg every time. It dodges two by moving to the right. It jumps over the last one. Good… It's probably afraid of the damage spreading to its underbelly… I can use this.
 

The wolf raises its right paw in the air. I turn around while sheathing my weapon. I sprint toward the nearest tree. A loud sound erupts behind me. The vibrations in the ground gradually intensify. "Ha-haste!"

 

I take refuge behind the tree in a hurry, disabling the enhancement afterward. With both of my hands on the tree, I peek my head out. Black spikes erupting from the ground approach me on a straight path. I gulp. The second test…
 

I retreat my head and close my eyes. My heart beats like crazy. Half a second later, the tree shakes violently. Leaves fall on the ground. I open my eyes and sigh. That shaved off years of my life…
 

I sneak another look at the wolf and smirk. It snarls and growls at me. My smirk dissipates as I'm unsure of my impending safety. It raises both paws. I cock an eyebrow as they shine red. Feeling suspicious, I back away from the tree. I retreat to a tree much farther ahead. The paws strike the ground. Black spikes erupt from two different locations under the paws toward the tree I was at. They curve around the tree and head toward me. 

 

I raise my eyebrows and stare open-mouthed. I rapidly turn my head left and right, eventually running in a direction heading closer to Leila. Shit! Hiding behind a tree isn't gonna do me much good now… Oh wait.
 

I jump towards the nearest tree and climb it in a hurry wrapping my limbs around the trunk. The spikes approach me. I smile. Heh… There's no way that can hit me now.
 

The spikes continue to dodge the trees ahead of them, but the height of them is too short to reach me. One surge of spikes approaches me from my left and the other one from the right. At this rate, they'll collide with each other into the tree, right under…me…huh? Is that a coincidence…?
 

I widen my eyes and kick off the tree with all four limbs posthaste. The spikes collide with each other and the tree. A fissure forms at the bottom of the tree that travels upward while releasing black spikes. The spike punctures through my armor and my stomach, leaving me hanging.

 

I scream in agony as massive pain disperses from my stomach and with every heartbeat, I feel more pain radiating out from my wound. I firmly grab the spike and steadily pull myself out, while strongly gritting my teeth. Fresh blood rushes out of my gaping injury after I finally pull myself out. Latent killing intent approaches me frighteningly fast.

 

I barely turn my head left. The wolf is lunging at me with its claws ready. I pull out my sword instinctively and guard with both hands.

 

"Stren—" I hack out blood and take a small breath. "Strengthen!"

 

I block its claws. It sends me flying in the opposite direction. I crash into the ground, sliding across the dirt at least 15 feet. I groan in pain with my eyes shut. I'm unable to move an inch without more pain shooting throughout my body. I figure the injury to my upper back reopened at some point.

 

Is this where it ends…? Before I accomplish my sole purpose in life…? A wild laugh echoes from my memories. I strongly grit my teeth and clench both fists until I hear them crack. No…
 

I get up sluggishly and survey my current whereabouts. A smile emerges. Is this fate…?
 

Leila is among the leaves in the tree nearby. She stares at me with a hand over her mouth.

 

A small puddle of blood forms from where I lay. I use all my remaining strength to get up while using my sword as a crutch. I pant as I struggle my way toward the designated location for the plan. With every stab to the ground, I twitch my eye in pain. With every step, blood gushes out from my wound onto the ground.

 

Something crackles in the distance behind me. I sense the wolf coming. I raise my eyebrows as high as possible and grimace while continuing to limp my way to the position. It feels like hours have passed, but less than a minute passed since the wolf struck me. I drop to my knees at my destination while still holding onto my sword that is dug into the ground. I…I did it… It's up to Leila now…
 

Using the sword, I turn myself around. The wolf runs toward me. That's right… Keep heading in this direction you bastard… I'm right here.
 

I glare into its eyes as it charges towards me. Even though I'm on the edge of death…I feel at peace… I wonder why…
 

"Sprout!" Sizable vines rapidly come out from trees all around the wolf.

 

"Entangle!" The vines seek in on the wolf, twirling around its limbs and body. It roars and struggles, breaking a few vines in the process, but more vines zoom in on the wolf disabling all movement; it can't even lie on the ground now. "Kai!"

 

I let go of the sword and release my Mana with both hands. A purple portal appears on the ground in front of me and slightly above ground under the wolf. I grip my sword and pull it out of the ground which causes me to stumble backwards from the sudden force. I grit my teeth as I fall on my back. "Argh!"

 

I gasp and slowly get back up while using the sword to help me. As I stare down into the portal, I take a deep breath. "Strengthen!"

 

I tightly grip my sword with both hands in reverse grip and stab through the portal with everything I have. It goes through and stops.

 

The wolf lets out a weak roar. I glance up. The sword is lodged into his stomach. The wolf continues to wrestle with the vines, but without any results. I let go of my sword before shouting, "Close!"

 

My weapon disappears in front of me and stays inside of the wolf's stomach. With barely any energy left, I support my body weight with both hands on the ground and gulp. I stare into its eyes and smirk. Come on… You're angry aren't you?
 

It scowls at me as it releases an ear-splitting roar. I grimace with my eyes shut tightly as an incredible ringing overcomes my ears. Pain throbs throughout my entire body. The wolf breaks free of more vines. Its mouth is open, pointing in my direction. I smile and release Mana toward their designated locations. A massive amount of Mana appears in the wolf's mouth. It turns black for a moment before turning into flames. It shoots it out toward me after a second. "Open!"

 

A horizontal portal appears on the ground under the wolf-like before and a vertical portal forms directly in front of me. I collapse on the ground, desperately trying to roll to the side. The wolf's magic goes through the portal and comes out under the wolf. All the restraining vines are broken as the wolf is launched vertically into the air. The cries of the wolf grow quieter with every moment.

 

My vision fades. "Kai!"

 

I regain my consciousness. Leila jumps down from the tree and kneels down beside me. A drop of sweat runs down her cheek as she puts her hands on the gaping one-inch diameter hole on my stomach. "Why do you look so worried…? It's only a flesh wound."

 

"Idiot…" Tears flow down her face despite her smile. I muster to find the strength in my body to lift my hand to wipe her tears.

 

"It worked out, just like I said it wo—" I cough out more blood.

 

"Don't talk!" Her arms tremble as she tries to heal my wounds.

 

"More importantly… Did you see if it died?”
 

"I don't know…" Uneasiness stirs inside me. Suddenly, something crashes next to us, forming a dirt cloud. We both cough and cover our mouths. A few seconds pass as I gulp my fear down as it finally clears to show the wolf lying on its side with its belly prone to us. Its stomach shows signs of third-degree burns in a circular pattern, and it hemorrhages around the hilt of the sword lodged in the center. It doesn't move.

 

"It's dead…right…?" I gulp and stare at it. My heart skips a beat as its leg twitches weakly. We both gape as it slowly stands back up. It…it's over…
 

The wolf turns its head towards us and stares, without making a sound for several seconds. It finally lets out a weak grunt, turns back around, and then walks away. We switch between looking at the wolf and to each other with blank expressions on our faces. Randomly, we both giggle and sigh. "Leila, I'm gonna take a nap…"

 

"Kai, hang on!" My eyes become heavy because of the blood loss and my consciousness finally fades.

Chapter 10 – Academy Year 2 - Genius
The sounds of wood clashing echo around the room until we both disengage simultaneously. Hot sweat drips down my face as I hold my stance with both wooden blades in front of me. While still panting heavily, I swallow the little amount of saliva I have in my mouth and feel slight discomfort as it trickles down my parched throat. 

 

My eyes don't lose focus for a single moment as I stare at Sitos in front of me. He raises and drops his shoulders while open-mouthed. His left arm is in a lower position than his normal stance. Is his left arm tired…?
 

Since I know he's also observing me, I refrain from looking at it too much to not give myself away. My arms are almost at their limit too, but if I show any weakness he'll see that and take advantage of it… I don't see any other choice here… Okay, I can do this. Today, I'll finally win!
 

I tighten my grip on both practice swords in my hands immediately noticing that the profuse amount of sweat in my hand makes it difficult to hold a steady grip. I don't let this bother me, and I charge forward while holding my left blade up and my right blade in a defensive position. He tightens his guard on his right side. I throw back my right arm in preparation to horizontally strike his left side.

 

"Sorry Sitos, it's my win today!" I exclaim as I put power into both of my arms, when suddenly, a broad smile surfaces on his face.

 

"Not a chance, Kai!" he exclaims as he swings his left sword upward right before my blade hits him. 

 

What?! I can only gape and watch helplessly as he knocks my right arm into the air. I lose my balance, and my other attack weakens, losing over half of its power. He blocks it with his dominant arm. His other weapon approaches my face. I close my eyes habitually and tighten my lips.

 

After a few seconds pass, I gradually relax as I inch my eyes open wondering why he hasn't ended our duel yet. Huh…? Where'd he go?
 

I fully open my eyes, only to close them again when something hard strikes the top of my head. "Ow!"

 

I drop both of my swords to the ground to cover my head with both hands. He sighs. "Idiot, how many times do I have to tell you? Never close your eyes when you are in a fight."

 

He looks at me with a disappointed look. "Mmm…"

 

I frown and tilt my head down while still keeping my hands on top of my head, even when he sighs again a few seconds later. "Well, you have definitely made some major improvements in the past few months…"

 

I raise my head. He turns his head slightly away from me. 
"What I'm trying to say is…uh…goo-good job…" he says while turning his head farther away from me after every word. His volume decreases toward the end of the sentence. 

 

Wow… Sitos complimented me! My frown transforms into a grin before exclaiming, "Thanks, Sitos!"

 

"Su-sure…" he mutters as he blushes lightly. I turn my head toward the sudden sound of a door flinging open.

 

"'Sup. Are ya two done?" Hiro asks as he walks into the room all while smiling. The others are following behind him.

 

"Hey!" I exclaim as I raise my hand.

 

"Kai, ya lost again…?" Hiro asks with a disappointed voice, shrugging his shoulders. He shakes his head. I narrow my eyebrows.

 

"Shut up!"

 

"What didja say earlier again…? I think it was, 'I'm gonna beat Sitos today!' right?"

 

"Uhh…" I rear my head back as I frown bitterly, but I melt into a grin again when I think back to Sitos. "That's not important! You won't believe what just happened! Sitos—"

 

"It was about time you slowpokes got here. Let us go—" 

 

Sitos suddenly interrupts me with a loud voice, but the desire to tell the world overwhelms me, and I continue, "Complimented me!"

 

I don't hear anything for several seconds while everyone wears blank expressions. The room bursts into laughter, even Marin, who generally doesn't express her feelings at all.

 

"That's a good joke, Kai!" Hiro exclaims as he holds his stomach with both hands. Sitos' head is down, but his face is flushed red.

 

"What were ya sayin' earlier, Sitos?" Hiro asks as he's still laughing a little. Sitos is still unresponsive staring at the ground. "Sitos…don’t tell me…it's actually…true?"

 

Sitos shakes his entire body slightly.

 

"Is that true, Sitos?" I turn my head towards Luna, who chimes into the conversation.

 

"Ye-yes…" Sitos quietly mutters.

 

"It's great that you two are getting along so well now!" Luna exclaims. 

 

Hiro cocks an eyebrow. "How the heck didja get Sitos to do that, Kai? That's amazin’ ya know."

 

I respond to Hiro by giving him a broad grin. Standing by the exit, Drugo says, "Friends, we should start to head back, it's getting late." 

 

"Yeah, you're right," I say. I knit my eyebrows as Sitos walks toward the exit like nothing happened. Sometimes I don't understand him…
 

"Kai, are you going to stand there like an idiot or are you coming with us?" Sitos asks with his back faced toward me.

 

"Ah, yeah!" I hurry and catch up with everyone else in the hallway. We begin walking towards our home.

 

"Let's review a little bit as we're heading back."

 

"Ehh…but I'm tired…" Hiro complains.

 

"Good idea Drugo. Start us off with something since it was your idea."

 

"Sure thing, Sitoster. Someone tell me what the categories of magic are."

 

Marin, who has been quiet this entire time, quickly answers, "Evocation, Enhancement, Conjuration, Healing, Alteration, Abjuration, and Runic, right? Umm... A question… What… What's the purpose of commanding Mana?"

 

"As expected of Marin, you answered so fast!" Luna exclaims as she smiles before continuing, "To answer your question, that's because without issuing commands to our Mana, it would rapidly diffuse into the air. So we need to give our Mana instructions before we release them from our body or else it serves no purpose. Basically, we have to do it if we wanna use magic! Hmm… What are keywords?"

 

Everyone puts on an amazed facial expression as Luna answers Marin's question. "Brilliant answer, Luna. Keywords instantly recall a list of programmed instructions that you have defined for it. However, even if it is a shortcut to commanding Mana, you still have to prepare the Mana within your body so that when you shout it, it can take however much Mana it needs to follow the instructions. Now, tell me what trigger words are, Kai."

 

"Ugh, why me, Sitos…?" I ask lethargically with a frown. "Uhh… Trigger words are the same thing as keywords, except that they activate inactive Mana you released outside of your body… I think you can also define them to a word without shouting it out beforehand…"

 

Since I can't think of a question, I leave it at that. I hear nothing but the chatter of other students and our footsteps for several seconds. "What the heck Kai, don't break the chain!"

 

"Kai, ask us something."

 

While ignoring Hiro, I turn my head towards Luna, who is smiling. Hmm… If she says so…
 

I narrow my eyes as I think of a question, and then I turn towards Hiro. "Hiro the Great, how do Magic Affinities affect our magic?"

 

"Hah, that's too easy of a question for the great me to answer, why don'tcha answer instead, Drugo?"

 

Drugo laughs lightly before responding, "Just answer the question Hiroster, and ask me anything you want afterward."

 

Hiro crosses his arms, smiles, and says, "Tch… Magic Affinity determines how strong a spell is right? So if someone has a high Affinity for Fire magic and uses the same magic as someone with a low Affinity for Fire magic, then the one with high Affinity has more attack power. I hafta think of a question so gimme a sec, wouldja?" 

 

I knit my eyebrows as he begins to answer the question. I frown the entire time. Everyone is silent, seemingly giving Hiro time to think of a question, but I just remember that I'm the one who asked him in the first place. "Bzzzzz…  That's wrong, Hiro the Great."

 

"What?!"

 

"Magic Affinity generally determines how much of that element you can utilize at once. So people with higher Affinities can use larger scale spells, and they can manipulate free elements available from the environment," Drugo responds correctly. 

 

"Damn, I must've skipped over that detail when I studied… I could've answered all the previous questions right, though!" Hiro exclaims while still appearing confident. "I thought of my question! Why—"

 

"That is enough reviewing. It seems all of us are prepared for the theory portion. More importantly, let us discuss what we are going to add to our new room once we win the contest."

 

"Sitos, what ‘bout my ques—"

 

"I want some couches for the common room!"

 

"Kai, sto—"

 

"I think a bigger refrigerator and freezer space would be great!"

 

"Even you, Lu—"

 

"And more…cooking mediums…"
 

"Ma—"

 

"We can also use—"

 

"Hey!" Hiro exclaims into my ear after interrupting Drugo. I immediately twist the left side of my face as I shut my left eye. I turn toward Hiro as I point my eyebrows downward.

 

"You bastard, don't yell right into my ear!"

 

"Don't leave me outta this conversation! What're y'all talkin' ‘bout?"

 

I sigh before answering, "Weren’t you paying attention in class? Moria said that the theory and practical exam scores will be averaged for everyone in a group, and the group with the highest score wins the first large room in the last hallway, room 1A. The additional prize is that we get to request some extra amenities."

 

"I am kind of worried about you, Kai. I know you train hard on your sword, but I never see you train Mana control. You are not going to screw us all over by failing, right?

 

"I'll be fine, don't worry Sitos. You should be more worried about him…" I say as I gesture my head once towards Hiro. A moment later, everyone frowns with worrisome expressions on their faces.

 

"You are right. He is really du… He is not very bright…" Sitos says.

 

"I'm worried too…" Luna says.

 

"Maybe the test will be easy…so he can pass," Marin says.

 

"Friends, have more faith in him!"
 

"Then why're you sweating, Drugo?" I ask, but he doesn't respond. 

 

No one says a word until Hiro says, "Hello… I'm right here ya know… I can hear ya…"

 

"Don't you know that we know that you can hear us? This is why we're worried…" I say as I look at him, only to look away and sigh while shaking my head.

 

"Do not waste too much energy, Kai. You will only tire yourself out. I am going to sleep," Sitos says as he opens the door to our home. We say our goodnights and head into our rooms.
 

I take the book Emdos gave me from the shelf, and I look down on it. I flip to the middle of the book where I never figured out how to bypass. A strange piece of paper is wrapped around the second half of the book. I examine all of the sides again, but I still can't figure it out. I sigh as I put the book back on the shelf.

 

I haven't learned anything new for over six months now… I learned everything Moria has been teaching this year last year… When will I learn something new…? I'm still worried about that too… I undress and tuck myself in bed, but don't fall asleep. Instead, I stare at the ceiling and think back to my second day here. 

 

After waking up, I exited my room and found everyone eating breakfast.

 

"Kaister, you're up late. By the way, I've been wanting to ask you… What happened yesterday?" Drugo asked as he was chewing something.

 

"Uhh…it was nothing, really… This is kinda a weird question, but was I wearing a backpack yesterday or did you see one in this room?"

 

I only heard various slurping and crunching noises before Drugo responded, "I don't think so… By the way, breakfast is served outside the hall—"

 

"I'll be back!" I rushed out the room and saw many of the students walking around. In the hallway leading to the exit, I noticed many tables set up with food served on them. My stomach grumbled, but I ignored my hunger for now and ran out of the building.

 

I don't understand… Since I didn't have the backpack to begin with that means the guards had it! I'll ask them what they did with it. I ran straight into the Academy and headed for the entrance. I got there and saw two guards standing by the entrance. "Hey, excuse me…"

 

They turned around after I called out to them, and I cocked an eyebrow. What…? They're different…
 

"What, a student? What is it?"

 

"Umm… What happened to the two guards stationed here yesterday?"

 

The two guards glanced at each other before looking back at me. "We do not know… Sometime yesterday evening someone reported that they were missing, and we searched for them, but we did not find them. It is strange because they worked here for several years without a problem to leave without a trace…"

 

"I see, never mind…" I said as I turned back around and slowly walked back towards the dormitory building. What does this mean…?
 

In the end, I never found out how my backpack appeared in my room, and I stopped thinking about it until now. Is there someone watching me…?
 

I shiver slightly, despite feeling warm in my blanket. The only person who knows about this book is Emdos…so was it him…? Maybe that was him when I felt that chill in the lecture room… He told me never to show anyone my Mana…
 

I grab the blanket and lay on my side as I wrap the blanket tightly around me. Maybe I should try tossing this book somewhere random and see if it comes back…
 

I shake my head. Forget it. I'm gonna rest for tomorrow's test…
 

I fall asleep without a problem and then wake up in the morning. I brush my teeth and then shower, before dressing and heading into the common room. Luna and Marin are preparing our breakfast as usual in the kitchen. Sitos says, "Holy shit you are awake… I do not know why that still surprises me considering you always sleep in."

 

I smile as I walk over to the table. All the guys are sitting here already.

 

"And I never understand how you guys sleep so little," I say as I pull back an empty chair and sit down next to Hiro. He rests his head on the table. "Hiro, I hope you're ready for the test today…"

 

"Huh…? Oh, it's you, Kai… Yeh don't worry, I got this." I cock an eyebrow when Hiro responds quietly. 

 

"Kai, you're just in time for breakfast! Marin and I baked some banana-nut bread!"

 

"I poured some milk…for everyone." The girls hand out our plates and cups of milk. Luna brings the fresh loaf of bread and lays it down on the center of the table. Sitos takes a knife and evenly cuts the bread into 12 slices. We each take two pieces and enjoy our breakfast while chatting about random things.

 

We leave, lock our door, and head to our usual lecture room. It seems Teacher Moria is not here yet, so we talk in the meantime. Luna asks with a smile, "Kai, which magic bonding lesson are you gonna attend after the exam?"

 

Ergh… I don't want Luna to know about more of my poor test results…but I can't lie to that face… I stare at the floor next to Luna before answering, "Umm… I only have low Affinity for Fire magic…so I have to go to that one."

 

I sigh. Luna suddenly claps her hands once right next to me face. My heart skips a beat as I quickly turn my head toward her. "That's great! Actually, I have a high Affinity for Fire magic, so I'm planning on going to that one!"

 

So, I'll be with Luna… I blush lightly and smile.

 

"Lucky you, Kai. You have the most talented person here to mentor you…" I stick my head out looking past Luna, and I realize that Sitos was listening to our conversation. His arms are crossed, and he's turned away from us.

 

"Sitos, I'm not…" Suddenly the sound of a door resounds behind us. Moria walks down the steps.

 

"I assume that everyone is here, yes?" Silence follows his words. "I have the written portion of your test with me. Your time limit is one hour. Come hand it in to me when you're done and wait in your seat for the practical portion afterward. The instructions for the Mana test will come after the theory exam. Remember to wait for the results of the test before heading off towards a Mana bonding class of your choice. Good luck, everyone."

 

And with that, Moria hands out the tests and sits in a chair in front of the room. I stare down to the exam in front of me on a desk attached to my chair. Hmm…this test is easier than I thought…
 

I instantly write down the answers to everything as soon as I read them. The types of Evocation magic? That's easy…Fire…Water…Lightning…Earth…Wind…Light…Dark…
 

When I'm done with the test, I stand up, walk to Moria and hand him my paper. As I'm walking back, Luna walks toward me. I smile, and she reciprocates as we make eye contact. I glance around the room. Everyone seems to be working on the test. Was I the first one done…? That can't be right… It's been nearly…half an hour?
 

I sit back down on my seat and restlessly move my heel up and down. Is it over yet?! I wanna take the Mana test!
 

Luna walks back to her seat. I rest my head on the desk and stare at Luna sitting beside me. Initially, she doesn't notice, but then she quirks an eyebrow at me. I smile broadly, and she reciprocates it. Maybe waiting here a bit longer won't be so bad… 

 

I think Sitos sneaks a few glances toward me, but I ignore it.

 

…

 

Soon enough, Moria announces, "Alright, time is up! Anyone still have their test?"

 

My eyes wander around the room. Silence follows his words and no one moves. Moria continues, "Now it is time for the practical. Over here there are two magic items prepared about two feet spaced apart from each other. Your task is to stand on this line over here…"

 

There's a faint line drawn on the floor. "…and supply some Mana to both of these devices from a distance. You will have to command your Mana so that it reaches the magic item. When a sufficient amount of Mana is absorbed by the device, it will release a ball of water into the air. Make sure to activate both of the magic items at the same time for no deductions in that category. You're allowed to use both arms for this test, and that's all the rules."

 

What…? That's it…? I sigh and rest my head on the desk, but then I raise my eyebrows in light of an idea. I raise my head to listen to Moria again. "… I have the names of all the leaders in this jar, and I will pull out a random name to decide which group will go first…"

 

Come on… Let it be our group! I clench my fists as I bounce both of my legs up and down. Moria sticks his hand into the jar creating crumpling noise that echoes around the room. 

 

After shuffling for several seconds, he takes out a small scrap of paper and reads, "Luna… Your group will go first."

 

A grin surfaces on my face as he reads the name. Yes! I need to ask Moria a question…
 

Before I get a chance to ask, Luna stands up and walks forward. "I'll go first!"

 

"Very well." Moria sits back in his chair as Luna walks over to the line. Luna places both of her arms straight in front of her, with each palm facing the magic devices. She stays in that same position for a second. Scrap Mana comes out of her palms in a straight line toward the devices. A steady wave of faint light blue supplies the magic items for several seconds. Both magic items release a ball of water in the air. It travels fairly fast reaching the ceiling in just a few seconds and hits the stone ceiling, splashing water down below that gets Luna, Moria, and those sitting in front of the class a little wet.

 

"Well done, Luna! You get a perfect 100!" Moria exclaims as he claps his hands. The crowd around the room claps and whistles.

 

"Amazing!" 

 

"So that's the genius, Luna, everyone talks about right?"

 

"Yeah, don't you remember the first day last year? She scored the highest on the Mana capacity test!" Various students comment as she sits back in her seat.

 

"Good job, Luna!"

 

"Thank you, Kai. Good luck on yours!"

 

"Okay, but don't be upset when I beat your score!" Suddenly a feeling of déjà vu hits me. I cock an eyebrow, thinking back on my first day here. 

 

Luna laughs lightly. With a smile, she responds genuinely, "I won't be surprised… You're actually hiding your real strength, right?"

 

I blush and gulp. Next, I'll go!
 

But again, someone beats me to it. Sitos stands up and takes his test. Subsequently, he scores a 95. Drugo receives a 90 and Marin gets a 92. This is where Hiro will interrupt me forcing me to go last… I might as well wait here until it's finally my turn…
 

Several seconds pass. No one makes a noise or goes to the front of the room. On my left, Hiro is staring at his desk next to Sitos. I stare at him as I knit my eyebrows together. 

 

"Excuse me…who is next?"

 

"Hiro? Are you gonna take the test now?"

 

"Huh? Oh, yeh… I guess the great me will hafta show ya how it's done!"

 

He gets up and makes his way to the line, but he trips on nothing and falls. I put my hand to my face and frown. Oh, god…
 

By the time I look, he already has his chest puffed out, already pouring out his Mana. Soon after, he receives his score. 

 

"98! Good job!" I smile as Moria announces his score.

 

Oh, I was worried for nothing… Finally, no one will interrupt me! My heart beats rapidly as I get up and walk toward the line.

 

"I don't expect ya to beat my score, Kai. Just make sure not to fail," Hiro says as he pats me on the back when he walks past me. I force a smile and then reset my facial expressions as I face forward.

 

"Your name is Kai, right? I do not know how hard this test will be for you since I have never seen someone with all E's in the Academy before…"

 

Light laughing echoes around the room. "This guy is Kai! Remember from the first day of class?"

 

"Haha yeah, the talentless guy who's scared of carrots right?"

 

"What kinda show will he give us this time? Maybe, he'll show us his true power this time!" 

 

I ignore the remarks I'm used to hearing by now. The light laughter explodes into more intense laughing. I turn around. Sitos and company are smiling with crossed arms. I raise my head as I point a finger toward the middle of the room. "Yeah! Today, you'll witness my real power! I didn't want you guys to feel bad on the first day, so I didn't show you!"

 

I turn around and face Moria again, but not without people throwing offensive comments at me. I only smirk, not letting any of them faze me. "Moria, I have a question."

 

"Hmm? What is it?"

 

"This test is too easy for me… Can you make the test harder so I can get bonus points?"

 

"My… I was thinking of making this test easier for you, but you want to make it harder?"

 

I furrow my eyebrows and stare into his eyes. "Yes, please give me the hardest test you can."

 

"It looks like you are serious… Sure, on one condition… I will score more harshly, and if you score less than a perfect you automatically fail…but if you score a perfect, then I will add some more points for you depending on how much you impress me. Do you still want to proceed?"

 

"What the hell Kai! What're ya doin'?!" Hiro exclaims.

 

I ignore him and respond, "Yeah."

 

For some reason after hearing my answer, Moria walks towards the two magic devices.

 

"Shut up and watch, Hiro."

 

"Ow, that hurts, Sitos!"

 

"I am going to add an obstacle for you as well." Moria puts his hands on the ground and soon after, a stone wall appears all around the two magic items, leaving only the space above the magic items open. While walking toward his seat he says, "Now, take the test."

 

I stand on the line and raise my right hand in front of me. I keep my palm facing the stone wall as I point all of my digits towards the space above the magic devices. Hmm… I'll break down some of my Mana and release it.
 

A new idea sparks in my head. Oh wait… I should be fine as long as they don't see my Mana, right…? That wall's gonna work toward my advantage. I smirk while letting out a few giggles. While deeply focusing on the two magic items, I continue to program the instructions into my Mana before letting it out. Finally, I release it, turn around, and then walk back towards my seat all while smirking.

 

My group gives me strange looks as I sit back down on my seat. I cross my arms as I look at Moria, who has his mouth open wide. He doesn't say anything when he suddenly stands up; knocking the chair down while blankly staring at the walls he created. I'm satisfied…with this…
 

"What? Why didn't you do anything?"

 

"Hey! Why don't you show us yer power, Kai?"

 

While still smirking, I ignore them as I stare at the two magic items in front of the room.

 

"He's obviously just too shocked of being a fai—" The Mana I released finally activates, subsequently triggering the devices. A roaring burst of noise can be heard, and soon after, two enormously oversized water balls simultaneously appear and take off towards the ceiling at a speed at least three times as fast as before. They're so colossal that the diameters of the spheres overlap each other. They rocket and finally collide with the ceiling, releasing another deafening explosion as the entire room begins to shake. 

 

Screaming and chaos erupts as a large amount of water violently splash across the room, probably capable of drenching the furthest seated students wet. I gawk at the wave of water heading my way. Whoa! I didn't think it would be this powerful!
 

I close my eyes and mouth as the wave of water hits me. When it completely passes, my face melts into a grin, and I laugh loudly. The screams have ended, and I only hear myself laughing. I stop laughing and look around me. Everyone simply gapes in silence. I feel uncomfortable with the silence, so I exclaim, "Hahaha! You see, this is my true strength! So, what score do I receive?"

 

Moria is still standing in the same place as he was, still gaping at the space above the magic items. Several seconds pass before I ask again, "Teacher Moria…?"

 

"Oh, yes…umm…that was…" He finally moves from his position and faces me, awkwardly shaking his head as he rubs his forehead with the tip of his fingers. "Ahem… I did not think you would be able to even activate the devices; you have well exceeded my expectations… You deserve 200 points."

 

"Yeah!" I yell as I clutch my fist and raise it into the air all while grinning.

Chapter 11 – Academy Year 2 – Opportunity

I wake up and stare at the ceiling with my limbs fully stretched out on my bed. As I think back to the moment I completed my practical test, I smile, slowly melting into a grin.

 

"Kai, that was awesome! What didja do?!" Hiro exclaimed and jumped out of his seat. Water drops resounded as they fell from Hiro and splashed on the ground. Luna and Sitos mouths' were widened as water slid down their hair. Everyone had similar expressions across the room. Shivers of excitement coursed throughout my body.

 

Everyone's amazed…at me! I turned to Hiro and responded, "Well you know, I sent out my Mana and set it all to activate automatically after a few seconds."

 

Hiro twisted one side of his lips upward while cocking an eyebrow. "Umm…what?" 

 

"Ahem," Moria interjects. "I can explain what just happened… You see, Kai gave the Mana instructions before he released it out of his body… First, he probably gathered the rich Mana from his body and moved it to his arm. Then, he assigned instructions to the Mana beginning with the calculations of the path required to reach the magical items. Since we could not see the Mana leaving Kai's body, it must mean that he released the inactive form of Mana and put separate instructions that activated the Mana. As he just said, it activated after a few seconds after reaching the programmed destination.

 

"What I did not mention before is that after this magical item takes in Mana, an item inside it called a Glim gives the Mana additional instructions before the Mana reaches the magic-producing Water Crystal. They are usually made so that the produced magic is more powerful with higher quality Mana or quantity. I am slightly confused as to why the water balls were so huge when Kai activated the device…"

 

Moria walked to the wall he created and put his hand on the wall. Moments later, the wall shrunk down to nothing. The two magical devices were slightly distorted in appearance. Moria put his hands on the devices. "Ah, I see… They must have malfunctioned and produced an abnormal outcome…"

 

"Hmm… Yes, you see when I tested this device yesterday with Rich Mana, it was not nearly as powerful as what Kai demonstrated… I am really not sure what exactly happened, but I am going to have to replace these before the next group takes the test," Moria announced as he started to walk up the steps while carrying the two broken devices.

 

The silence was broken by Hiro when he said, "Kai, ya bastard… I always thought it was strange we never witnessed ya trainin' your Mana… What kinda secret trainin' have ya been doin'?!"

 

"I am interested in that too," Sitos said with unwavering eyes.

 

Hmm… He’s not surprised at all. What do I tell them… I can't reveal either the book or my Mana… 
I take a few seconds to think of something before replying, "Well… Emdos trained me since I was six up until last year when I came to the Academy…"

 

"What?! So you have five years of experience ahead of us?! That's not fair! I wish I had someone to teach me when I was six…" Hiro exclaimed and pouted as he crossed his arms.

 

"I would not say that, Hiro. There is a reason why the Academy starts when you are 11. It is mainly because prior to age 11, manipulating Mana can be deadly to the user," Sitos explains. “I heard many talented kids have thrown away their potential by trying to test their capabilities too soon."
 

"Oh…" Hiro spoke quietly after relaxing his facial expressions and arms. "But whatabout Kai, Sitos?"

 

"I am wondering about that too. Who is this Emdos person? Was he trying to kill you?"

 

I pursed my lips getting ready to talk. I probably shouldn't tell them that I didn't know any of this at the time…
 
"He wasn't trying to kill me! He said that I'm special so that I wouldn't die. I trained under his supervision, and he had a secret medicine just in case!" I exclaimed confidently.

 

"You did say something like that on the first day…but how did he know you were special? You did not seem to know what the Mana measuring device was on the first day, so I doubt that he ever used one on you. It sounds like suicide to me that you trained your Mana when your Mana capacity grades are so low."

 

"Also, why didja keep that ya can use Rich Mana a secret?!" Hiro immediately asked.

 

"Uh…well…that's…"

 

"Tell us, Kai!" I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t think of something to say.

 

A moment later, Drugo put his hand on Hiro's shoulder and said, "Hiroster, calm down. I'm sure Kaister has his reasons for all of this… We don't need to interrogate him on all the details right now. We should give him a break."

 

"Oh, I guess you're right… The excitement really got to me. Sorry 'bout that, Kai."

 

"Yes, me too." I laugh lightly.

 

"Don't worry about it guys. I'll tell you all about it later," I replied. Footsteps resounded at the entrance of the room. Moria was walking down the steps with two new magical devices in hand. Moria randomly picked another group to take the test, and it continued for two hours. The rest of the day passed normally. 

 

I grin, moving all my limbs up and down. Today, Moria will announce the results! We all get to move into the large room in the last hallway! That couch sounds nice…
 

The smell of freshly baked bread reaches my nostrils. When I draw air through my nose, a rush of hunger overcomes me. I get up and do my usual morning routine. Afterward, I head into the main room and exchange greetings with everyone. I take a seat and ask, "What kinda bread’s it this time?"

 

"Chocolate," Luna responds. Everyone has nearly finished their breakfast, so I quickly munch down the slices of bread on my plate and chug my milk. We walk to class together while having random conversations up to the point of reaching the lecture room door. We remain silent all to way to our seats.

 

"Who do you think will win?" someone asks around me.

 

"Is that even a question…? No doubt it will be his group."

 

"He's right there… Do you think he remembers us…?"

 

"Just don't make eye contact…"

 

I knit my eyebrows. Are they talking about me…?
 

I look to my left, finding several students jerking their heads in the opposite direction. I frown. Sitos says, "Do not mind those insignificants, Kai."

 

"Yeah…thanks," I say with a skeptical smile on my face. We take our seats and continue talking about what we want in our new room. Hiro fidgets and doesn't contribute to our discussion. "Hmm? Hiro, what's wrong?"

 

"Oh, nothin' really… Just excited for the results I guess…"

 

"Yeah, I know what you mean! I have so much energy I can't shake off!" I exclaim while bouncing my heels up and down. There's a faint noise coming from the hallway. There he is!
 

The noise level in the room dies down gradually as he says, "Good morning. Once I have announced the results, you all may continue with your individual Mana bonding training sessions."

 

He walks down the left side of the room while announcing, "I will start with third place. Remember as the two runner-ups you still get some additional furniture of your choosing. Third place goes to Dune's group with an average score of 94! You lot get one new piece of furniture!"

 

"Woo!" someone cheers from the left side of the room. I smile broadly while staring at the slip of paper the teacher is holding in front of him. My heart races. I shorten the length between my breaths.

 

"Second place goes to Coco's group with an average score of 97! You lot will receive two new pieces of furniture!"

 

"We did it, team!" a girl behind me exclaims. Other voices follow nearby.

 

Finally, it's our turn! 
 

"Lastly, first place, the group who will get these keys to the first large room 1A is…" I gulp and gradually stretch my lips to a full grin. My heart beats like a drum in the moments before he announces the winner. I jump on my feet and walk forward with my right hand out. "Hina's group with an average score of 98!"

 

I freeze up and don't move at all. "Each of you will get to choose a new piece of furniture for your new home! Come get your keys right now!"

 

The room is silent. I turn around with my face still stuck in a grin and my hand out. No one stands up from the crowd. Did I mishear it…? No one's standing up…which means I misheard Luna for…Hina…?
 

I turn back to Moria and ask, "Umm…you said Luna, right?"

 

"I am afraid not… I double checked the results and the first place winner is indeed Hina's group. Is anyone from Hina's group here?"

 

My grin drops into a frown. Silence follows his words again.

 

"There must be a mistake… Right, Teacher Moria?" Luna asks.

 

"No matter how you look at it, we are the winners!" Sitos exclaims.

 

"No… I forgot to mention something else which may clear this matter for you. There is one group that failed and will have to stay for remedial lessons instead of going to magic bonding classes… That group is your group… You do recall that everyone in the group must pass to qualify for the competition, right?"

 

"What?!" I point my eyebrows down and exclaim.  "Who failed?! Everyone received high marks on the practical!"

 

I find my group looking at each other with suspicious facial expressions. Everyone's gaze lands on Hiro, who is avoiding direct eye contact with anyone. He quietly apologizes, "Uh…sorry guys…"

 

Hiro! He definitely passed the practical portion… I raise my eyebrows before asking, "Hiro, you failed the written portion?! It was so easy! Moria, what score do you need to pass?"

 

"70 points or higher."

 

"Then what score did Hiro receive?!"

 

"Well, that is…classified…"

 

"It's okay Teacher…tell everyone what I received… I kinda wanna know too," Hiro says in a lethargic voice.

 

"Well, if you insist… Your score was 36 points." I knit my eyebrows and frown. I pinch my glabella with my fingers while wondering how it's possible to score so low.

 

"That's strange… I coulda sworn I got at least 50 points…"

 

While still frowning, I let go of my face and turn towards Hiro. I stare at him until he cracks a smile that snaps one of my nerves. I grab the collar of his shirt and in his face yell, "You bastard, take this more seriously! My 200 points were worthless!"

 

"Now, now, Kaister. What's done is done. It was partially our fault for not realizing how clueless he was," Drugo says while pulling me back. My grip on Hiro's shirt gradually loosens. I jerk away from Drugo's grasp and then cross my arms.

 

"Damn, if only he weren't on our team…" I mutter, thinking no one can hear me.

 

"Kai, that's not very nice! Apologize!" Luna exclaims while frowning pointing her eyebrows downward. She stares me down with her arms on her hips. 

 

Gah, I made her mad…but I really don't wanna apologize… While still crossing my arms, I look away and pout.

 

"Sitos, say something to Kai too!"

 

"Well, I understand how he feels... To be honest, it is just Hiro's fault for being dumb."
 

"That doesn't help dissolve this situation at all! Sitos, don't have that attitude right now!"

 

"This situation was caused by Hiro for failing in the first place, are you not mad at all, Luna?"

 

"Well, I'm disappointed, but like Drugo said, it's partially our fault for not helping him study!"

 

"Friends, I think you should calm down… It's really not that big of a deal you all are making it out to be…" Drugo says.

 

"Huh? When is it our responsibility to know every little thing he needs? He did not even ask us for help… Some teamwork…"

 

"Hello, friends?  Do you hear me?" 

 

"Your attitude has been getting on my nerves lately, why do you have to be so cold all the time?!"

 

"Well, I am tired of you always bossing us aro—"

 

"Enough!" Moria exclaims, subsequently ending their bickering. Moria sighs. "This is exactly why you failed as a group… Clearly, you lot need to communicate and work on your teamwork. You may have great individual abilities, but lack working together effectively… I do feel slightly bad for Kai, so I will give him a chance. Kai, if you would like you can skip a year or two. I think your abilities are well above a second year Academy student."

 

I raise my eyebrows as I clutch my fists in front of me all while grinning.

 

"What, really?! Does that mean I can learn more advanced stuff?"

 

He laughs lightly. "Oh, yes, you will. And you will get new teammates too."

 

My thoughts stop, and I only ask, "What?"

 

"You will move into a new room and obtain new teammates. That is what you wanted, right?" I drop my smile and relax my facial expressions as I turn around and look towards my group.

 

"You should take it, Kai. I would do it if I were in your shoes."
 

"Sitos! What's wrong with you?! You should be persuading him to stay!"

 

"But that is what you want. What do you think he wants to do?" Luna doesn't say anything else. She only stares at me with a pout and teary eyes. 

 

"Take it, Kai… Sorry for draggin' ya down…" Hiro apologizes and turns his back to me.

 

Hiro… I look at the others. Marin and Drugo are silently watching. I look into Moria's eyes and then gulp. I should take this chance…because I'll be able to learn more things I don't know…! But…
 
I grit my teeth before saying, "I've made my decision."

 

I face my group and take a deep breath. "I wanna stay!"

 

Luna and the others' facial expressions lighten up. Luna exclaims, "Kai!"

 

"Oh, are you sure?"

 

"Yeah," I respond while walking toward Hiro. "Because I don't wanna leave my friends… Even if Hiro irritates me a lot, he's my friend too!"

 

I put my arm around Hiro's neck while grinning."Kai…ya really mean that?"

 

Some tears well up in his eyes. "Yeah…but you have to pass the retake!"

 

"Ehhhh…~"

 

I laugh lightly. "Just kidding, of course! You'll still be my friend…but I really prefer that you pass."

 

Sitos' arms wrap around Hiro's neck on top of my arms. "Yeah, Hiro… Do not plan on sleeping at all tonight. We are going to cram everything into that tiny brain of yours."

 

"Ehehe… Thanks for the support guys…"

 

"You should be proud of your decision, Kai. You will come to learn that the most valuable treasures you can have are friends. I want to reward you with something… How about the same prize as third place? You will get one new piece of furniture of your choosing. I am sure no one else has any objections to that."

 

I let go of Hiro and turn toward Moria."Really?! Then I want a…"

 

I purse my lips. Oh, wait…
 

I glance over towards my group while skeptically smiling. I ask, "What do you guys want? Maybe we should decide by majority…"

 

"No need, Kai. All of us think that you deserve it, right?" Sitos says while looking toward the others. Everyone nods their heads.

 

Everyone… I face Moria and exclaim, "I want a couch!"

 

"Alright, I can get that delivered to your room early evening. Remember you have to stay here for remedial lessons. Everyone else, you are dismissed. Make sure to attend a magic bonding lesson for your red ticket. Winners for the competition should come see me later when you have decided on your pieces of furniture."

 

And with that everyone except our group left. I can't help but doze off from hearing things I already know for what seems like years. Before I know it, my head drops like a rock. I raise it back up whenever my consciousness returns to me.

 

…

 

I discover a waterfall of drool coming from my mouth. I wipe it off and look up, finding my neck stiff and sore. I massage the back of my neck while checking to see how everyone else is doing. I feel my veins protruding out of my forehead on what's in front of me. Hiro is sleeping in the same position I was in just now. This bastard… Why didn't anyone wake him up…?
 

I look beyond Hiro and cover my face with my right palm. I sigh. Everyone except Marin has fallen asleep too. Well…that's understandable… I don't think Marin's capable of doing that… I guess I'll have to do it… But really… Why's Moria still lecturing as if we're actually paying attention…?
 

I make a fist with my right hand and punch the back of Hiro's head. My knuckles throb with pain in rhythm with my heart beats.

 

"Ow!" Hiro interjects loudly and jerks his head up while putting both of his hands on the back of his head. Subsequently, everyone else wakes up.

 

I stay awake for as long as I possibly can before my mind decides to shut off again. When I wake up, I find the same scenario as earlier. I look at the back of Hiro's head and sigh deeply. I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward. Did I make the wrong choice after all…?
Chapter 12 – Academy Year 2 – Void Magic

"…and with that this concludes this lesson. Make sure to grab these red tickets when you are ready to leave. There are six of them; one for each of you," Moria explains and points to the table at the front of the room. "Your next task is to run around the building three times. You will find Fulharm waiting for you at the entrance. Good luck tomorrow."

 

He walks up the stairs and exits the room.

 

"Who was he even talking to…?" I ask while skeptically curling one side of my lips upward and narrowing my eyes.

  

"Beats me…" Sitos says as he shrugs his arms. The others make similar motions with confused expressions on their faces. Sitos looks at Hiro and hypothesizes, "I would assume this idiot right here…but…"

 

Hiro is sleeping peacefully on the desk. I say, "Yeah…so he probably was wishing us good luck…"

  

"You are probably right. We are going to need a lot of luck," Sitos agrees and nods. Everyone else does the same, when suddenly, Hiro yawns.

 

"Ahh… Mmm… That was a good nap…" Hiro mumbles in a low energy tone of voice while rubbing his eyes with his fingers. His eyes dart around the room. He stands up while raising both arms in the air and exclaims, "Moria's gone! We're free! Why're we still here? Let's go home."

  

I clench my fists and grit my teeth, feeling veins protruding from my forehead, but I relax shortly afterward. Instead, I lightly laugh to suppress my frustration and anger. Hiro cocks an eyebrow and asks, "What's so funny, Kai?"

  

"Oh, nothing… We actually have to run around the building three times for the yellow ticket. Our red ones are on the table over there," I answer, pointing to the table at the front of the room.

  

"Ehhhhh…but I'm tired… Why do I have to?" Hiro complains and then pouts. I laugh harder. "Kai, you're creepin' me out… Is somethin' wrong?"

 

"Not particularly… I just remembered a funny joke; that's all… We should get going because we have a long day ahead of us…" I say while grabbing a red ticket. I leave the room, and the rest follow me to the entrance of the Academy. We give Fulharm our red tickets before starting our laps. We start around the same time, but as time goes on, the distance between us changes. I finish my last lap. Panting, I ask, "Instructor Fulfarm! What's my time?!"

  

"Oh, you're done, Kai? You took about 35 minutes. You were about five minutes slower than Sitos and ten minutes slower than the other boy," he responds as he points to Hiro and Sitos. I bitterly frown at Hiro's smug smile.

 

I can never understand how Hiro beats me every time… It doesn't make me feel good to be worse than him at something…
 

I wipe my face with my shirt when drops of sweat burn my eyes.

 

"Well, it looks like you still have to wait for the rest of your group. Take this." Fulharm hands me the yellow ticket. I sit next to Sitos and Hiro while waiting for the rest of the group.

 

 He finishes first, yet he barely works up a sweat… It perplexes me… Nearly an hour passes before Marin finally finishes her third lap. She pants heavily as she limps over to us with her yellow ticket in hand.

 

"Haa… Sorry… Did you wait long?" she asks, leaning forward with her arms on her knees while trying to catch her breath. 

 

I reply, "It's okay Marin… You tried your hardest, unlike someone I know…"

 

Marin's face turns a little red. Hmm… It'd be best if she takes it easy for a while…
"Marin, you can rest here while we exchange the yellow tickets into food supplies. Meet us back at our room when you're ready," I suggest.

 

A smile emerges on Marin's face as she looks up towards me. "Thanks…"

 

She hands me her ticket and then sits on the ground. I start walking towards the front of the Academy. Behind me, Luna says, "I think I'm gonna stay with Marin… I'm kinda tired too… You boys can take the supplies back to our home!"

 

"Don't worry Lunaster, leave it to us." Drugo takes Luna's ticket before we make our way to the pantry in the cafeteria area. We reach our destination in about three minutes.

 

"Hey Kai, doesn't this bring back memories?" Hiro asks from behind.

 

"What?"

 

"We were sittin' over there just a few months ago…"

 

"But we walk past this cafeteria every day…"

 

"Yeh, but I just remembered!" Hiro laughs uncontrollably. "Remember that one time? I chased ya with a carrot in my hand, and ya ran around forever!"

 

A horrifying memory resurfaces in my mind that sends a chill down my spine, but I refrain from showing a reaction. "Did something like that happen? I can't remember that far back…"

 

Hiro runs up to my right side, stares at me, and then asks, "What, really…? Are ya sure?"

 

I close my eyes and pretend to think. I open them after a few seconds and respond, "Yeah… I have no idea."

 

Sitos suddenly appears on my left side and asks, "More importantly, do you remember when Hiro face planted the floor? That moron was not watching where he was going and slipped on a banana peel. It was hilarious! I cannot remember when it happened, though."
 

I smile and break into a cackle without thinking too much of it. "I remember! It was the third month of the year, week three, and on Monday!"
 

Sitos stares at me blankly for several seconds. Suddenly, he smirks and then says, "So you do remember… That was the same day Hiro chased you with a carrot…"

 

The smile on my face freezes in place. Crap, I messed up!
 

"What, Kai, ya liar!"

 

"Ah, look we're there already! Let's hurry and exchange our tickets and not keep Marin and Luna waiting too long!"

 

I run toward the pantry to avoid prosecution from Hiro and Sitos. There's a guard standing outside of it as usual. I walk up to him. "Mister, we wanna go inside to get our supplies!"

 

I hand the two yellow tickets that I'm holding to the guard.

 

"You need four more if you want to get inside."

 

"Yeah, my friends over there are on their way here now," I explain as I point in the direction I came from. I turn my head and see no one. Huh…? Where'd they go?
 

I turn back towards the guard and nervously smile. "Umm…they must've gotten lost… I'll be back!"

 

I run back where I came from while looking everywhere for Sitos and company. What, how did they get lost…? We practically go here every day.
 

I run in circles around the cafeteria area and hallways for fifteen minutes straight. I can't find them. When I start sweating again, I walk instead, eventually passing the guard by the pantry again. He calls out to me, "Hey, you. I thought you already went back to rest?"

 

I turn towards the guard and cock an eyebrow. "What?"

 

"Your friends came by about fifteen minutes ago and gave me the rest of the tickets needed to get supplies. They told me you were tired and went to go rest in your room."

 

I blankly stare into the guard's face for several seconds, before I frown and clench my fists and teeth. Those bastards…!
 

I break into a full-on sprint towards the living quarters despite being somewhat tired from the pointless goose chase I was sent on. I arrive at the entrance of my dormitory room in just under ten minutes. While still panting, I grab the handle of the door and open it.

 

"Sito—"

 

"Kai, you should know better!" Luna exclaims while narrowing her eyebrows. I frown and knit my eyebrows together. "Just because you got a high score on your test doesn't mean you can abandon group responsibilities and do whatever you want!" 

  

"Pardon?"

 

"Don't play dumb with me. You wanted to go train while everyone else transported our food supplies back home, right guys?"

 

She turns her head towards the guys who betrayed me, where I find Sitos' and Hiro's smiling faces. Sitos points at me and says, "Yes, look how sweaty he is. It is all the proof you need."

  

"What?! No, they're lying! I'm sweaty because I ran around looking for them!"

 

"He's guilty! Just give 'im the punishment already!"

 

I narrow my eyes on Hiro, who seems to be in high spirits despite what happened earlier. Damn traitor… Every single one of them… Wait…where's Drugo…?
 

I look around the room while pursing my lips. Drugo and Marin are nowhere to be found. Focusing my ears, the sound of running water is barely noticeable. So that's how it is…
 

When I smirk back at Hiro and Sitos, their merry expressions fade into worrisome ones. "Hey Luna, why don't you just ask Drugo? You won't believe me, but Drugo always tells the truth, right?"

 

My suggestion stops her frown, and she cocks an eyebrow. Drugo's door opens, and then he walks into the common room. Luna turns her head toward Drugo and inquires, "Oh, good timing Drugo. Can you explain why Kai didn't come back with you three?"

  

"Oh, that. Sitoster and Hiroster wanted to play a prank on Kai and pretended to get lost. While Kai was running around, we went into the pantry and came back here. Why do you ask?"

 

"I understand now. Thank you, Drugo," Luna says, turns her head back, and then walks toward me.

  

"Sorry, Kai…for not believing you… Can you forgive me…?" she asks as she clasps one of my hands with both of hers near her chest. She stares at me with puppy-dog eyes. I blush, looking back and forth between her teary eyes and my hand. My heart pounds. 

 

She's…she's so cute… My lips are shaking before I respond, "Yeah…it's okay; I forgive you…"

 

I smile, and then her face melts into a grin. "Really?! That's great!"

 

Either Sitos or Hiro clicks his tongue. After looking in their direction, I find Sitos looking away with a frown. Luna turns toward them too and then says, "I don't have anything to say to you two."

 

I gulp as I stare down at my hand. She's still holding onto my hand…
 

The sound of another door opening resounds. Marin walks into the common room. Luna finally lets go of my hand, turns toward Marin, and exclaims, "Ah, Marin! Let's make lunch now!"

 

"Sure." Luna makes her way into the kitchen. Marin follows her and smiles as she passes me along the way. 

 

"Well, aren't you guys lucky? You don't get a punishment," I say as I take a seat at the table. 

 

"I thought she would be furious when she found out…" Sitos says as he takes a seat opposite side of me. Hiro sits himself between us at the end of the table. Drugo takes his seat next to Sitos. "More importantly, I think it is time you told us about Emdos. Who is he, really?"

  

"Yeah, tell us!"

 

"Mmm… There's not really much to tell… Let me think…" I close my eyes as I try to recollect my thoughts. I open them and say, "Well… According to Emdos, he was good friends with my parents, and they were adventurers together. Emdos later told me that they died in an accident a year after I was born. So, he quit being an adventurer and raised me."

 

My eyes follow Luna walking past the table and into her room before I continue, "And later, Emdos started teaching me Mana control when I was six."

  

"Hmm, I see… But you still have not explained how Emdos knew you were special and would not be in danger of manipulating Mana at a young age."

 

"Uh…actually… I don't really know either… Maybe my parents were really talented, and he just knew I would be too… Either way, I trust Emdos… He raised and took care of me, after all."

 

"Hey, is he strong?! What does he look like?" I don't answer Hiro's question immediately while my eyes follow Luna going back to the kitchen area.

  

"Uhh…yeah, he's really strong! I haven't seen him fight a lot, but I've watched him effortlessly take care of thieves and stuff! Umm… He has short brown hair, a mustache, and a beard. Now, tell me about your parents, Hiro!"

 

"Oh, actually… I don't have parents and neither does Drugo," Hiro explains as he points to Drugo with his right thumb. "We're both from the same orphanage in the poor part of the Residential District here in Drosera."

 

"Oh… So you know some of the other kids from the orphanage that go here?"

 

"Not exactly. We were the only two same-aged kids at our orphanage. There might be some first years that we recognize, but we haven't seen them," Drugo explains.

  

"Luna, what are you doing…?" Marin asks in a barely audible voice. Luna whispers something to Marin, but I can't make anything of it.

  

"Sitos, tell us ‘bout your family now!" Hiro exclaims.

 

"As you guys already know, I am from the Royal District. My parents are pretty wealthy, and we lived in this huge mansion. I have an older brother, an older sister, and a younger brother. There were also a lot of servants that did work around my home. I think my dad is one of the king's close aides, but I am not sure. Two years ago, my dad hired some weapon specialist in the army to train me."

 

"He's close to the king? That's kinda cool…" Hiro says and then directs his voice toward the girls. "What ‘bout ya girls? Everyone else has shared their stories already."

 

Marin glances at Luna before turning to us. "Umm… My parents are A-class adventurers…so they didn't raise me by themselves… They usually visited me once a week."

 

She smiles widely and continues, "But I became really good friends with the maid they hired to take care of me. She's almost like a second mom!"

  

"Wow!" Hiro exclaims as he jumps up from his seat. "Ain't that the second highest adventurer class? Your parents sound amazin’, Marin! How strong are they?"

  

"I don't know… I haven't seen them fight or anything like that… What about you, Luna?" Luna is stirring something in a pot on top of the stove. She doesn't show any reaction to Marin's question. Several seconds pass. "Luna?"

  

"Huh? Oh… A friend of my mom raised me in a village called Lycorias in Drosera, near the border to Elbar."

 

"Oh? What happened to your parents?" Hiro inquires.

 

"I didn't have a dad, and my mom died when I was six," Luna explains in a cheery voice with a strange smile. I quirk an eyebrow. Afterward, she snickers.

  

What's wrong with Luna…? The others sitting at the table return similarly confused looks before looking back at Luna.

 

Marin asks, "Luna, what's so funny?"

  

"Nothing," she responds and then stops laughing but continues to smile. She grabs a ladle and an empty bowl and announces, "Lunch is ready! It's Kai's favorite; soup! I'll serve everyone, come here!"

 

Everyone receives their own serving of soup, and we sit down at the table.

 

"Hey, Luna… Why is my soup the only one that looks…different…?" Sitos asks. I stop slurping my meal for a moment and stare at his. 

 

He's right…there're carrots and other stuff in there…

 

Luna smiles and asks, "That's because you like carrots right? There're all kinds of stuff in there that you like! By the way, I expect you to finish it all."

  

"That is nice of you. Well, then I will start enjoying this!" Sitos scoops up the contents of the soup and puts it into his mouth. I think he chews it no more than three times before he suddenly gags. He opens his mouth widely and then empties the contents of his mouth onto the table. He stands up from his chair and yells, "Bleh! The fuck is this?!"

  

"It's soup made especially for you!" Luna exclaims with a smile that sends shivers down my spine. A terrifying memory resurfaces from my mind. I understand his pain.

  

"Haha Sitos! I get normal soup!" Hiro gloats. 

 

Sitos narrows his eyebrows, points at Hiro, and exclaims, "Why does he not receive this inedible soup too?!"

 

"He comes tomorrow."

 

"Eh?" Hiro's care-free expression disappears.

  

"I don't want him feeling bad when he has to study for his test tomorrow… We need to get started on that so hurry up, won't you?"

 

"Fine… I just have to eat it, right?" Everyone enjoys their soup while Sitos bitterly consumes his. He covers his mouth, holds onto his stomach, and says, "I cannot believe I just ate this… I do not feel too good…"

  

"Isn't that great, Sitos? I think I can forgive you now."

 

"Can you at least tell me what that crunchy thing was…?"

 

"Crunchy thing…?" Luna asks as she points her eyes upward. "Oh… That was probably Mister Fluffy."

 

"Mister…Fluffy…?"

 

"Yeah…  There was this spider that made himself cozy in the corner of my room. I named him Mister Fluffy," she responds and then giggles. Sitos stands up suddenly, subsequently knocking down his chair on the ground. He runs into his room. A gag and water splashing resound.

  

I chuckle. I'm glad nothing's wrong with Luna… She was probably just excited about this little prank. 
After our meal, we all get our notes for theory class and help Hiro understand the material. The studying continues for the majority of the day with a break during dinnertime. Sitos, unfortunately, doesn't have any appetite despite having a normal meal this time. We continue late into the night and finally call it around midnight when everyone retires.

 

The fated hour arrives tomorrow in the lecture room. Everyone silently watches Hiro as he takes his retake exam. Miraculously, Hiro finishes in just 30 minutes; half the time allotted to take the test. Moria takes his test and immediately looks it over. He stands up and says, "Okay, I have finished grading Hiro's test."

 

 Did he pass…?
 

"I passed right? I'm pretty confident this time," Hiro says with his chest puffed out in front of him and arms crossed. I gulp as I focus my eyes on Moria.

  

"He failed," Moria states while displaying a dire look on his face. I only open my mouth and silently gape.

 

Are you…serious…?
 

"Well… I will let it slide this time… He was only a point shy from passing. I can tell he worked hard to get this score," Moria says as he changes his grim expression into a more light-hearted one. A deep sigh leaves me as I put my hand on my chest.

 

"Hiro the Great, you finally did it…"  I say as I walk up to Hiro and then punch him in the shoulder.

  

"Good for you, Hiroster," Drugo says.

 

"Now that this idiot finally passed, we can move to magic bonding classes…"

 

"Technically, he didn't pass, though…"
 

"Don't muck over the details, Kai!" Hiro exclaims while having his usual care-free laugh. I force a smile in response.

 

"Well, this is all great, but I really wanna attend classes I was supposed to go to yesterday! See ya all later!" I declare in a hurry as I run up the steps towards the exit of the room.

 

"Kai, wait!" I look behind me and find Luna running after me. With a smile, she says, "I'll come with you. We're both going to Fire magic bonding class, right?"

  

Oh yeah… Luna's going there too! I wait a few seconds for Luna to catch up before leaving the classroom, and we head for the second floor of the building. Hmm… What room number was it again…?
 

I aimlessly pick a random direction to walk in while looking around on both sides of the hallway.

 

"Kai, where're you going?"

 

I stop and turn around. She's pointing in the direction of another corridor I passed a few seconds ago. My face burns up. I put my hand on the back side of my head and say, "Oh, um… I wa-was just testing to see if you knew where we were going!"

 

I follow Luna, eventually going into a room on the left side of the corridor. Inside, there are other students emitting fire from their hands. An old man walks toward with robes similar to Moria, and he's bald. "Ah, you must be part of the group that failed the exams yesterday, right?"

 

I smile bitterly and laugh. "Yeah, I guess…"

 

He laughs and responds, "I'm just messing with you, boy! I know who you are. Moria informed me about the results of your test yesterday. You were the cause of that rumble two days ago right? Well, you two are a day late, but for now, just take this."

 

He hands Luna and me some kind of scroll with a strange, complicated-looking design on it. I knit my eyebrows as I examine both sides of the piece of parchment realizing that one side is blank. I intently stare at the side with the symbol on it. This symbol looks kinda familiar…
 

"What's this for?" I ask.

 

"That's a Magic Scroll. Specifically, it contains the keyword for a Basic Fire spell meant for training purposes. Basically, you can instantaneously learn the keyword to this magic, and then you can get a feel for how to bond the fire element to your Mana. Truthfully, you can learn how to manipulate fire given that you have the innate talent without using a Magic Scroll, but it greatly decreases the steep learning curve," the old man explains. 

 

I raise my eyebrows. Wait a minute…! This looks really similar to that page I couldn't get past in the book Emdos gave me!
 

A smile emerges on my face, and my heart rate speeds up.

 

"Well, give it a try. To use the scroll, pour your Mana into the scroll. This is a Basic spell programmed using Scrap Mana, so you only need Scrap Mana to activate it." I hold the scroll with symbol-side up with my left hand while I put my right palm on top of it. I pour out Scrap Mana as the man instructed into the symbol. The symbol disappears, and then the scroll disintegrates into thin air while something appears in my head like I knew it all along.

 

"Everyone, get back! He's going to blow up the room!" a random boy exclaims. Other students back away from me after his warning. I cock an eyebrow and frown.

 

Why's everyone so scared of me…? 
The old man turns toward them and says, "Don't worry everyone, as I mentioned before, the spell is programmed using Scrap Mana, so it is impossible to have such an effect."

 

Hmm… So the keyword's scorch… I guess I'll try it out… I recall from theory class that I have to gather a sufficient amount of Mana at the designated exit before shouting the keyword… I see. The exit is the right palm… I raise my right arm in front of me with the palm facing forward. "Scorch!"

 

A small amount of fire exits my right palm, and it goes forward about a foot before disappearing into thin air. Strangely, I don't feel any of the heat anywhere near my right palm, but I can feel some of the heat on every other part of my body. I attempt to change the direction of where my palm is facing and the fire comes out from the same angle in the direction I point my palm in.

 

"Magnificent! You got it on your first try! I suppose you are as good as Moria said you are." The fire stops coming out of my hand after about five seconds.

 

Hmm… There are a lot of stuff that happened in that short time period… I think some Fire element bonded with the Mana I gathered to the inside of my palm…and at the same time, they were instructed to leave in a straight direction at a given speed uniformly… And other stuff too…This is so complicated… My smile gradually transforms into a grin. I can't wait to practice this later! More importantly, that page in the book!
 

"Scorch!" Luna shouts. I turn to her, finding the same phenomenon in front of me.

 

"Nice, Luna!"

 

"Thank you, Kai," she answers with a smile.

 

We spend the remaining class time trying to bond our Mana with the Fire without the keyword. It is hard as I previously imagined, as I have no idea how to do it. When class ends, we obtain our red tickets and go off to do the usual endurance training for our yellow tickets. After lunch, I hurry into my room while locking the door. I think the book's still in my backpack…
 

I walk towards the closet and open it. In the corner, I find the backpack where I left it, grab it, and then open it. I toss the backpack aside and then walk toward the bed while flipping to the page with the strange symbol. I sit down on the bed as I stare down onto the page in question. I grin while putting my right palm on the page. This is it…! I'll do the same thing as earlier and put Scrap Mana into it…
 

I do just that, but nothing happens, so I quirk an eyebrow. That's weird… Oh, wait…this means that this spell uses Mana of higher quality than Scrap Mana, right…? I guess I'll try Unrefined Mana next.
 

Nothing happens again as I pour Unrefined Mana into the scroll. My forehead gets slightly damp from sweat. Could this be…? I need to use my Mana to do it? I might as well try Rich Mana first…
 

I attempt it with Rich Mana and the same result occurs. I gulp before releasing my Mana into the book. The symbol finally disappears and then the paper disintegrates. The information enters my head and the page behind is revealed. I put down the book and put my hand out in front of me while also gathering my Mana inside my palm. "Gate!"

 

A dark-purple gooey thing appears in front of me. I knit my eyebrows. What the hell?
 

I move around it, realizing that it is nearly flat in the vertical direction. I hesitantly move my hand toward it. I gulp, before finally mustering the courage to touch it. I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward as I don't feel anything despite putting my entire arm through it. I'm so confused… What's this do? I can't see through it, and it doesn't appear to do anything…
 

I sit down on the bed and pick up the book again. I immediately look at the eye-catching words on the current page. I gape at it for nearly ten seconds. Void…magic…? What's that…?
 

I shiver despite it being warm in the room. I jerk back in a jerking motion when a sudden knock on my door resounds. Drugo asks, "Kaister? I heard you yell something, is everything good?"

 

"Yeah, I'm just practicing some magic!" My heart beats like a drum. Calm down, Kai… The door is locked… I definitely can't let anyone know about this. I'm already so far ahead in the learning process compared to everyone else; if people knew I don't know how they will react…
 

 I look more closely on the page and the words written on it. This page looks a lot older than the pages before it…and the handwriting's completely different… I guess I'll keep reading it.
 

To my son, Kai, this book is dedicated to you, our last hope… This book contains all of the knowledge of Void magic, the manipulation of time and space that we have accumulated…
It takes several seconds for me to process what I just read.

 

To my son, Kai… This was written by my father...! I'm not sure what the rest means. I purse my lips as I narrow my eyes, thinking about past events. Is this what Emdos meant when he said I was special…? Maybe he knew that my parents had a magic no one's heard of… I have so many questions I wanna ask him now. I'm gonna keep reading!
 

I continue to smile as I prepare to flip the page, but then I remember; the frightened reactions of my classmates yesterday and today. What should I do…? I don't wanna be ostracized by everyone… I was even given the option to skip a year…
 

I close my eyes to think long and hard. I have some kinda unique Mana no one else has… That's enough, right…?
 

I open my eyes and close the book. I put it back into the backpack, store it in the closet, and then lay down back on my bed. The strange purple thing has already disappeared.

 

"Hey Kai, I am going to go train. Come with me." Sitos says from outside the door.

  

"Yeah, sure!" I respond, run to the door, unlock it, and then continue my day like any other day.

 

Chapter 13 – Princess Irene – Rumors

I slowly open my eyes when I hear the sound of cicadas chirping. I grimace from the ache in my head, my hand applying pressure to try and alleviate the pain. Argh…my head… It seems I'm still alive…
As I open my eyes again, I regain my senses and feel something heavy on top of my stomach. While lifting my head, I shift my gaze toward it and find Leila asleep with her head and arms there on the right side. I smile, also finding Irene in the same position on my left. My eyes linger on her sleeping face. I shake my head and then relax my facial expressions when I start to see her reflection again. I rest my head on the ground. I close my eyes. 

 

I have no idea how we're still alive… That Anomaly's behavior was really strange when it decided to leave us instead of finishing us off… I close my eyes as I think back to that moment. The wolf's red eyes stared into mine, almost feeling like a sense of familiarity. What if the wolf's actually a reincarnation of…
 

I shake my head to rid myself of absurd thoughts. As I open my eyes, a realization hits me. I narrow my eyebrows and purse my lips. Wait… The first time I encountered an Anomaly…didn't something similar happen? It mysteriously disappeared before I even noticed… Given its capabilities, it should've had plenty of time to ambush me… Maybe I'm the reincarnation of one of their friends, and when they stared into my eyes, they realized who I was and left me alone…
 

My mind becomes blank for several seconds. Afterward, I let out a few giggles realizing my stupidity.

 

"Uhnnn…" Leila mutters as she sluggishly lifts up her upper body with a yawn. She rubs her eyes with her finger and asks, "Kai… You're…awake…?"

 

"Oh sorry… did I wake you…?"

 

"I think so… We should probably get going soon anyway… How're you feeling?"

 

"Ah, perfectly fine now as you can see, thanks to your magic," I say with a smile and shift my gaze toward the bloodstained hole in my armor with my body left perfectly intact.

 

"Be a little more serious… If I delayed healing you any later you really would have died, you know…" I can tell that she's serious, and a shiver goes down my spine, my smile disappearing. I think about the possibility of the potential unfortunate outcome in silence, but soon break out in laughter.

 

"Well, I'm still alive, though. So it's fine isn't it? You…" I stop talking and smiling. Leila wears a solemn expression on her face with tears welling in her eyes.

 

While darting her eyes around, she quietly says, "I was really worried…that you wouldn't wake up…and before I could tell you…that I…"

 

She blushes. My heart beats progressively faster. I gulp while attempting to maintain the same expression on my face. Could this be…?  A love confession?! From Leila…? That's impossible…
 

"I…" she suddenly says in high volume, but she doesn't finish her sentence. I cock an eyebrow at her open mouth with no words coming out. Her eyes are focusing on a single point now. I turn toward it and then find Irene. Her eyes are open. It appears that she's been awake for quite some time.

 

"That you what?" Irene asks. Leila's face is flushed red, and her lips twitch in place. I think of a probable possibility of her hesitation.

 

Hmm, maybe it could be that…? I think back to when I first met her and verify, "That you think of me as a great friend, right?"

 

"Huh?"

 

There's a dumbfounded look on her face. With a smile, I continue, "When we first met you told me that you really hated Humans… And I know now that you're not too honest in expressing your feelings, so you just had a hard time telling me that, right?"

 

Leila's expression lightens up, and she answers, "Oh, yeah... That's it. You really know me well…"

 

She laughs lightly and then sighs. I quirk an eyebrow. Afterward, I turn my head towards Irene when she clicks her tongue. "What's wrong, Irene?"

 

"Nothing…"

 

I'll never understand women… I sigh before saying, "Anyway… We need to get going to Byzia."

 

I stand up. Leila and Irene do the same. "Yeah, let's go. It seems we slept for too long; it's already past dawn."

 

I survey my surroundings while turning my head towards every possible direction we can go in. I come to a standstill when I realize I have no idea where I am. I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward and ask, "Uhh…which direction's Byzia again…?"

 

"Jeez… You really are hopeless, aren’t you?" Leila sighs and then opens her backpack. She shuffles through it and then pulls out a parchment. She kneels down, lays the map on the ground, and says, "Good thing I bought this magical map when we were still in Drymo."

 

She pools some of her Mana into the piece of paper. Subsequently, a red dot appears on the map in the forest located east of Byzia. The dot disappears after a few seconds. She rolls up the map, stores it in her backpack, and then stands up.

 

"Okay, based on our location and the position of the sun…" she says and then points in a direction. "We go this way."

 

We encounter some monsters on our way there, but Leila easily takes care of them with her magic. Unfortunately, since I don't have my weapon I can't help much because I also need to conserve my Mana. We reach the east outer walls of Byzia in just under four hours.

 

"I can't walk anymore…"

 

"Just hold on a little longer, Irene. We are almost there."

 

"Hey, we should go that way towards the southern entrance instead of the northern entrance in case our pursuers notified the guards here," I suggest as I point toward our left.

 

"Hmm, good idea, but Irene still stands out too much."

 

"Ah, we'll just think of a plan when we get there." We continue walking, and the southern gates are within our sights within half an hour. We hide at the edge of the forest behind some trees for the time being because we notice something strange. There are dozens of people heading into the city; many looking like villagers. 

 

"What’s going on here? Could it be something happened in their village?"

 

"Beats me…but we can work this to our advantage. We'll just casually head in with these crowds of people. We can walk a little distance apart so we can ask different people about what's going on," I suggest. We take a short detour south toward the trail so that it looks like we're coming from other villages in this direction. Now all there is to do is ask someone what's going on…
 

I look around trying to find a suitable informant. I lock my gaze on a middle-aged man traveling by himself. I quicken my pace toward him and tap the back of his shoulder. I walk at the same pace as him. With a smile, I say, "Excuse me."

 

He frowns as he scans my appearance from head to toe. His eyes bounce up, and he knits his eyebrows before saying, "Who are you?"

 

Noticing his suspicious tone of voice and facial expressions, I quickly respond, "My name's Kai, an adventurer. This is my first time here in Xantho, and I'm headed to Byzia to find some new work, but then I saw all these people headed toward the same direction. Did something happen in one of the villages?"

 

"Ah, I'm not sure if anything actually happened, but everyone's probably here to hear Osmir's speech… You're an outsider, so it's no wonder you don't know anything about what's going on…"

 

"Osmir…?"

 

"That's right. You've heard of him, right? He's the hero who has been defending villages against Velyn's attacks for several months now. He also led a group of mercenaries two days ago and raided the castle, usurping the throne."

 

I knit my eyebrows as I think back to what Irene said about her father. "Velyn has been attacking villages…? That seems hard to believe…"

 

"Not as hard as believing as that you're an adventurer… I mean, look at you. You're carrying two sword sheaths, yet you have no swords, and you have a massive hole in front of your armor. You look sketchy to me…" I blankly stare at him with a forced smile as he points to the areas of interest with his finger. My lips twitch. He narrows his eyes at me.

 

"If you're an adventurer, then you must have a license, right? Show it to me," he demands in an insolent tone of voice. I try my hardest to keep a calm level head and think of an appropriate reply. I laugh lightly.

 

"Oh, you made the same mistake as most people! I actually specialize in magic, watch,” I say as I place both of my hands palm up and then emit Rich Mana from both hands for several seconds.

 

"Ho…" he mutters a low energy sound.

 

"Actually, I was in a huge battle on my way here…and as a result, this happened," I explain as I point to the hole in my armor. In a demoralized and gradually more lethargic voice I continue, "And I lost my backpack on my way here, so I don't have my license with me…please don't remind me…"

 

I look down and sigh. Afterward, he sighs too. "Alright, alright, I got it… To answer your question, I couldn't believe it either.  I've lived here a long time, and he has been a great benevolent king for decades, but he completely changed when he announced higher taxes at the beginning of this year…  He said that consequences will be paid for villages that don't meet the requirements. A month later, I heard rumors about how villages that couldn't afford to pay were raided by the army… But I never believed them for a second…until I witnessed it myself two months ago…"

 

I gulp before asking, "You mean…you personally saw Velyn commanding an army that pillaged a village…?"

 

"Hmm… I'm having a hard time remembering, actually... What did I see, I wonder…" I force a smile, feeling like he's mocking me. My eyelids twitch. I cock an eyebrow when he sticks out an open palm. "I think five silver coins might help me remember…"

 

This guy… I frown before I calmly reiterate, "Well, like I said… I lost all of my belongings…"

 

"Goodbye," he says quickly as he turns his head away. He starts to walk away at a quicker pace.

 

"Wait!" I exclaim only a moment later.

 

"What do you want?" he asks. He narrows his eyes into my eyes and says, "I have no business with moneyless liars…"

 

Afterward, I cock an eyebrow and stare at him like I have no idea what he's talking about for several seconds. But then, I relax my facial expressions and smile back. 

 

"Oh, was it obvious…? Well, if its money you're after, my partner back there can supply you with it before we part ways," I say and point my thumb behind me. He glances behind for a moment before facing forward again.

 

"Oh… an Elf and a girl, huh… An interesting trio, but it's none of my business as long as we have a mutual understanding…

 

"Yeah, you have my word," I say light-heartedly, but afterward, I narrow my eyes on him as I scrunch my eyebrows together. This guy… He knew I was lying, and just now he pinpointed Leila and Irene outta the crowd in just a second… Who is he…?
 

"Hmm, yes I remember now… It was just by coincidence, but I was on my way to Riodor when I saw smoke rising from where the village was located, and I took a detour, eventually hiding behind some trees. From there I had a good view of everything going on in that village…" He shivers as he recounts his experience. I'm slightly doubtful if he's actually trembling or pretending, so I don't feel any empathy for him. He continues in a morbid voice, "I had a hard time believing it even though I was witnessing it before my eyes…

 

"I can still remember the screams of all the villagers… I saw armored men cutting down unarmed villagers, sparing no one. Men were the lucky ones, who met their fate swiftly, but women were not so lucky…  The savages forced themselves on them with no shame…even the younger ones… When I saw all of their faces twisting in ecstasy, I actually thought that the identities of these beasts were bandits, but then I saw him…  Someone who wore armor bearing the national symbol of Xantho in the middle of all the chaos… It was Velyn… He sat there on his horse, apathetically watching the brutality unfold."

 

"You're sure it was Velyn…?"

 

"Yeah, I know it was him… There's no mistake." I focus my eyes into his and realize that he's telling the truth, but I don't want to believe it. I gulp before asking another question to confirm a thought.

 

"Did he participate…? In any of the violence…?"

 

He thinks for a moment before answering, "I don't know… He might have before I arrived, but he's just as guilty for watching."

  

"I see… That's disappointing to hear." I knit my eyebrows thinking about the reason behind this. "Were his motivations for the attack just the taxes?"

 

"Hmm… I'm not sure… I may have heard other rumors about it…" he says with doubt. I frown, knowing he's just teasing me.

 

"Other rumors…? Like what?" I ask while narrowing my eyes. He only holds out an open palm again. "Five silver again…? Whatever, my partner will supply you afterward."

 

My impatience is probably showing through my voice. He smiles and then nods his head before replying, "Well, someone saw someone that looked like the prince's fiancée, Aurora, leaving the country and the prince, Seirus, has not made any public appearances since then. The consensus is that they eloped. So people say that Velyn is taking out his frustrations on the villages while looking for concubines since he doesn't have a successor now."

 

He pauses for a moment and then raises a finger. "Actually, I heard they actually found the missing women who were supposedly kidnapped in the last couple of months. They discovered them locked inside cells when they raided the castle… Those poor girls…"

 

"What happened? Don't tell me…they're dead?!" I exclaim as I unknowingly get absorbed into the information. When his hand is out again, I only narrow my eyebrows and make a shooing motion with a hand towards him. "You don't need to keep asking… My partner will cover it."

 

"I have your word…? Great," he says suspiciously, but I ignore it thinking that it's only a handful of silver.

 

"I heard they were alive, but I also hear that most of them carry children now."

 

"Is Velyn the one who assaulted them…?"

 

"I don't know… I only told you what I heard yesterday when the news was announced in Byzia and spread to all the villages in Xantho."

 

I widen my eyes and raise my eyebrows when I make a connection.

 

"Liar!" a loud voice resounds behind me. I know the voice belongs to Irene without looking. The man beside me looks behind him.

 

Irene... Any of this information would be hard for her to take in… I wonder what they have been told so far? I suddenly remember an important key figure in all this and then smile. "I have another question…"

 

He turns his head back to me. "Did you see any high ranking soldiers guarding Velyn when you saw him in Riodor? For example… General Dae?"

 

He closes his eyes momentarily while grasping his chin with his fingers; presumably giving my question some deep thought. 

 

"No… I didn't see anyone like that… " I sense certainty in his answer despite the slow response. In a skeptical voice, he asks, "How do you know about General Dae anyway? I thought this was your first time here?"

 

I know he's just making fun of me again, so I play along. I respond with enthusiasm, "This is my first time here, but I heard stories about many of the heroic deeds accomplished by Dae in the past... I grew up admiring him… What has he been up to lately?"

 

"You too? I really admired him too because he was truly an individual who cared about his country… Despite working under Velyn for nearly a decade, it's a shame his good intentions were betrayed by Velyn, though. I heard that he's working together with Osmir now," he reciprocates with a tone matching the passion I displayed in the previous statement. 

 

I raise my eyebrows and open my mouth widely. "Say, is Velyn being held prisoner now?"

 

"No… Neither Velyn nor his advisors were found in the castle at the time of the raid, according to Osmir." I think silently for nearly thirty seconds while still walking alongside the man. Then the man suddenly stops walking, and I do the same. "It seems you have no more questions for me. Now, where is my payment?"

 

I do a 360-degree turn around me and then realize we're inside Byzia already. "Ah, one moment."

 

I locate Leila and Irene standing about 25 feet away from me. I wave the fingers on my right hand signaling that they should come over. Soon, they catch up. Leila cocks an eyebrow. With confidence, I inform, "Hey Leila. I promised this guy I would pay him for the information he provided me… I think he was charging around five silver coins for each piece of information, so probably around 40 silver coins will cover it."

 

"Actually, it's ten gold coins." It takes me several seconds for me to process what he said. Afterward, I gradually knit my eyebrows as I curl my lips into a narrow frown. Suddenly, a strong force falls on top of my left shoulder. Leila's hand is on top of it. A shiver goes down my spine, and I'm scared to turn around. A murderous intent creeps closer and closer to me. 

 

I only look ahead at the man in front of me who is smiling broadly. I gulp, before finally managing to utter, "Uhh… Ho-how do you fi-figure that?"

 

"Five silver coins for the first time… but I never specified how much it would be the second time or after that…and adding up everything, it's ten gold coins. You gave me your word, right?" he asks with a smirk.

 

"Is that true, Kai?" Leila asks, her hand pressing down on my shoulder harder. Still afraid to face Leila, I stiffly stand in place, but I'm unable to stop my head from shaking.

 

"Ye-yeah…"

 

Leila removes her hand from my shoulder and then sighs. "It cannot be helped… We do not want you to be making trouble for us…" Leila says, removes her hand from my shoulder, and then sighs. Ruffling noises resound behind me; probably Leila opening her backpack. A few seconds later, she holds out ten gold coins in front of the man. "Take it." 

 

"Oh… Thank you for your business," the man says as his smirk melts into a grin. "Well then, Kai… Good luck in your new life as an adventurer." 
He walks away laughing loudly. When I finally summon the courage to turn around, I find Leila's narrowed eyebrows and distorted smile. I glance over to Irene for a moment. She's pouting with her arms crossed. In one of her deepest voices, Leila demands, "Well, Kai… It's time you filled me in on what you discovered…at the cost of ten gold coins…." 

 

"Ye-yeah…" A drop of sweat forms on my forehead. I gesture my head to Irene and suggest, "But let's find a resting place first… Irene must be exhausted…"

 

Leila's facial expressions relax as she glances over to Irene too, nodding her head at the same time. "True, let's do that."

 

After asking a few people, we settle in a place called 'Bolt's Inn.' We pay for our room, receive the keys, and then head upstairs. After unlocking our room, we close the door and then lock it. We exchange information. Apparently, Leila discovered the same information minus the fate of the village, Riodor. After learning she paid ten gold coins just for that piece of information, she goes on a 15-minute rant on how useless I am. The whole time I don't respond and only stare at the ground. Eventually, she calms down and there's a brief silence.
 

Leila suggests, "Let's go over the possibilities on who paid Neso off... The first possibility is that Osmir is the culprit."
 

"Yeah, but that's probably not likely because he was already using Dae to get to Irene. Neso wasn't even equipped with anyone strong. If Osmir paid them off to try and accomplish kidnapping Irene under the noses of Dae and his subordinates, it wouldn't go as smoothly as with us. So that crosses off Osmir… If Velyn is the culprit, then that must mean he's against the marriage between Osmir and Irene. So that either implies that Osmir is a threat to the country or…" I pause for a moment and look towards Irene, who is resting on the bed.

 

"All the things people have been saying about Velyn are true, right?" Leila finishes my sentence. Irene doesn't flinch.

 

It seems she's calmed down… At least she's not throwing a fit every time we mention bad things about her father… I turn back to Leila and say, "Yeah, which also would imply Osmir is as good of a person as everyone claims."

 

"Basically, we can't rule out that Velyn paid Neso. We need to be careful around this Osmir character."

 

"Yeah, we should find out more about him before we deliver Irene to the castle. You said his speech would take place outside of the castle at 6 PM, right? We still have over five hours until then to collect other information."

"Could it be Osmir and Velyn might not be the only ones to consider in all of this? There could be another force driving this other than those two. A force that wants to use Irene for money, power, fame, or pleasure. There might be something special about the royal bloodline so even dining on her flesh is a possibility."

"I'm not too sure about that last bit…" I mutter.

"It must be someone or an organization with a lot of wealth considering the large donation to Neso. Would a successful tradesman or high ranking adventurer be responsible? No, only people close to Velyn would know about Irene, so that makes any high ranking official suspicious." 
  

"I agree. And then we have someone who paid the bandits to take Irene as well. They knew of Irene in addition to how many were transporting her. I can't see how Osmir  would have any motives for this…especially with a chance to receive damaged goods… And I don't see any sense in Velyn being a part of this, or even any high ranking official. They wouldn't turn to bandits for help. The way I see it, the mercenaries working under Osmir might have their own motives."

 

"There's no fallacy in that assumption. We can also both concur that Velyn wasn't responsible for any of crimes he's being accused of."
 

"Yeah, a good egg doesn't suddenly go bad after decades of being a king. It doesn't add up, and taking into account Irene's testimony about her father's character; it's safe to say that he's being threatened or held hostage… And the only person to profit is…"

 
"Osmir.  He's suspicious no matter how you look at this. But something still doesn't make sense to me… Why wasn't Neso notified about the successful raid on the castle…?"

 

"Considering how fast the news was delivered to other villages, I assume that they used Klams to communicate with the other villages…and I definitely saw them using Klams to communicate with each other in Neso when they were planning something against us. Well, that could be the only pair they have, and they might not have a Klam that connects to Byzia, but I find that hard to believe. That a village, which is desperate for money, can afford an expensive magical item, like the Klam…"

 

"So, you're saying…" Leila locks her eyes with mine, seeming to reach the same conclusion as I have.

 

"Someone intentionally didn't notify Neso…and the Klams that connect to the villages all should be in the castle. Therefore, it's Osmir or a mercenary working with him… Either way, it's probably the same person as the one who paid off Neso."

 

"That's not completely true… You said it earlier…that Osmir shouldn't have a motive for trying to get villagers to kidnap Irene. You forgot to consider another possibility about the Klams. What if the Klam that connects to Neso wasn't in the castle?"

 

"I see! So you're saying that Velyn might have taken it or hid it somewhere, right? If that's the case, then it would make sense for him to pay off Neso!

 

"Yes, and now we just need to collect more information. We should split up again and meet back here in three hours," Leila says as she walks to the door, unlocks it, and then opens it.

 

"Wait," I state as I walk toward Leila. I turn my head around for a second to glance at Irene. She's still asleep or at least not paying attention to us right now. I turn back to Leila and whisper in her ear, "Try to find and question one of the kidnapped women found during the raid. We might learn something interesting if we do, and if Velyn really touched them or not. Are we just gonna leave Irene here?"

 

She whispers back, "I'll keep that in mind. It should be fine, right? We didn't sense anyone following us, and we'll only be gone a few hours. We'll lock the door after we leave. If Irene wakes up, she should know by now to stay put considering she's been kidnapped already."

 

"Hmm… I suppose," I agree and then walk into the hallway. Shortly after, Leila closes and then locks the door. We go downstairs and then exit the inn together, before splitting up in different directions. I should probably use this time to get some new swords…
 

I grip both of my sheaths and walk down a street. I recall that I don't have any money and then sigh deeply.

Chapter 14 – Princess Irene – Reunion

"I'm thinkin' about moving back to Neso now that the raids won't be happening anymore," someone says among the crowds of people on the street. I continue slowly moving across in an attempt to pick up something useful from random conversations.

 

"You wouldn't believe what I saw earlier today!"

 

"What? Tell us!"

 

"I saw Osmir…! He made eye contact with me!"

 

"Oh my god! What happened after that?!" Straight ahead is a group of girls blushing and screaming. I ignore them and focus on something else.

 

"If only Velyn was overthrown a month earlier… Then I might've been able to afford medical treatment for my mother…"

 

"Oh right, your mother has been quite ill for over a year now, right? It might've not mattered considering how severe her condition is."

 

"I thought that too at first, but later I heard rumors about a healer that could cure anything, they call him Saint because of that. I figured that if I paid him a lot of money, he’d be able to help my mother."

 

I knit my eyebrows together. Saint… It seems people in these parts know about him too… 
 

I start to walk into a new area, but I'm stopped by a familiar name.

 

"…Drosera," a man says. I widen my eyes and turn toward the direction of the voice. There's an old man sitting on steps in front of a building with a young couple standing next to him.

 

"Old man, whadaya mean by that? What possibly can be worse than what happened to Xantho in the past six months? Do you have any idea how hard I had to work to barely get by every day?" the young man asks as he shrugs his arms and smiles. The old man snickers.

 

"So you worked hard? Good for you," he says with a sharp tone and narrowed eyebrows. He frowns before saying, "At least you still have your family..."

 

The young couple stops smiling. The old man continues, "I lost everyone three years ago in that incident… My grandson, son, and daughter-in-law…everyone…"

 

I look down and close my eyes, recalling my own memories associated with the incident as I continue to listen silently to their conversation, selectively tuning out the rest of the background noise.

 

"Oh, that's right, I remember now! Cascabel is the one responsible for that attack on Drymo, right? I nearly forgot because the casualty count wasn't that high," the young woman mentions.

 

"Whatever you heard was a lie. They falsely reported the damage caused by the attack to not cause a panic among the other kingdoms. Despite that, Cascabel is still widely infamous."

 

"Oh… What were the actual damages, then?" the young woman asks.

 

"I do not know any exact numbers… I only remember going outside once all the explosions and fighting stopped which was several hours later… I was worried about my grandson, who was attending the Academy at the time, so I ran there as fast as my body would allow. On my way there, I could see corpses littered everywhere… Buildings were on fire, smoking, and everyone in a panic. By the time I got to the Academy, I was appalled. Apparently the damage was the worst in the Academy portion of the city. Later that day, I found my grandson laying cold on the ground in the large group of kids the rescue team took from a portion of the rubble…"

 

"That sounds awful… I'm really glad high taxes were the only thing I had to worry about now… Were your children found among the dead?" the young man asks.

 

"Actually, no, they were not. They were not really involved in the incident, but I felt that it would not have happened if they were there. You see, they are both A-class adventurers… The week before the attack, the top adventurers compromising of the S-class and A-class went on one of those stupid expeditions to the Cursed Territory…and they never came back. To think that I would be the last one to die in my family…"

I finally open my eyes, but I still only hear the events from that day playing in my head. I clearly remember the sounds that occurred, my losses, and the meeting with that man. I tightly clench both my fists and my jaws as I narrow my eyebrows and frown. Xedeus…! Everything is his fault…not just my suffering, but everyone else's too…like this old man. The next chance I get, I'm gonna do it… I swear, on the graves of…
 

"…excuse me…? Hello?" I relax my facial expressions and turn toward the voice. The old man and the young couple have noticed my presence. At the same time, the bustling activity of the streets fills my ears again.

 

"Hi~?" I reply. Afterward, I regret my stupid-sounding response. I blush and look away.

 

"Can we help you…?" the young woman asks. "You were staring with quite an expression on your face…"

 

The young woman guards her breasts and hides behind the man. I raise my eyebrows and wave both of my hands in front of me. With a smile, I say, "Ah, no, it's a misunderstanding. I was just thinking about—"

 

"Thinking about what, exactly?" the man asks and steps forward.

 

Still smiling, I answer, "I was thinking about…"

 

I don't finish and then turn around while running in the direction I was headed to previously. After several minutes, I check behind. None of them followed me. I slouch over and then sigh. Ugh… Back to information gathering…
 

"You gotta believe me! I saw it!" someone exclaims. There's a man with a desperate expression on his face talking to another man. I get closer to them feeling that this might be something important.

 

"So you're tellin' me…that you found some horribly disfigured corpse in the woods on your way here to Byzia? That somehow, this corpse had no traces of injury, but the body parts were re-arranged? Are you sure you didn't confuse it for a monster?" the other man asks.

 

"Yeah! It was definitely Human… The head was connected in front of the torso and…and…I don't want to remember anymore… It's the work of a demon, I'm tellin' you." I laugh loudly, remembering our work of art yesterday. I cover my mouth with both hands in an attempt to manage my uncontrollable laughter, but some giggles still escape with my breath. The two men stare at me.

 

"You must think I'm lyin' too, but I'm not!" I try to maintain my smile, despite feeling my lips wildly twitching. 

 

"Nah," I say and then laugh lightly. "I believe you."

 

The other man laughs too and then exclaims, "I believe you too, really!"

 

"Clearly, you don't really think that! I can take you…" the man's voice dies out as I secretly leave. While chuckling to myself, I think back to yesterday.

 

We dragged Dae's subordinate deep enough in the woods so that his screams would reach no one. Leila and I stared down at him, who was on the ground. 

 

"Hey Leila, this is a perfect time to repeat that experiment with a live specimen this time," I suggested with breaks of snickering.

 

"What a coincidence, I was thinking of the same thing…"

 

"Wh-wha-what are you go-going to-to do…?" Dae's subordinate asks while lying on the ground. An evil smile stretched across my face as I grabbed my blade. I took it out and then slashed his armor in multiple places. He squeals, "Eeeeeeee!"

 

A few seconds later, his armor shattered into pieces stripping his body of everything but his underwear. He knitted his eyebrows and alternated glances between himself and me. In prone, he tried to scurry away. I sighed, walked a few steps forward, and then stepped on his leg with my foot. He squealed again before screaming, "Help! The 'Phantom Swordsman' is homo!"

 

My smile changed into a frown as I narrowed my eyebrows on him. "Let's do this. Are you ready, Leila?"

 

"Oh, you don't wanna have some fun with him first? I thought last time you said that you wanted—"

 

"Shut up," I said bitterly, knowing that she knew the differing circumstances. I moved my leg to the top of his back. I raised my sword and then slammed it down on his right arm. His arm fell off, but before he had time to react to the pain, I took my leg off his back and then cut off his left leg above the knee.

 

"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!" he screamed and then bawled loudly. A small pain shoots through my eardrums. I didn't want to tolerate his cries, so I flipped him on his back using my foot. I kneeled down and struck his vocal box with my open hand. His cries turned into quiet choking noises. At this point, Leila already started working her part. She grabbed the cut-off leg and then placed it where his right arm was. Dae's subordinate constant squirming stopped Leila from getting the leg into the right position, so I stepped on his chest with my foot. She places her free hand around his right shoulder and the cut-off leg. A faint green light glowed around her hand.

 

Nearly 15 seconds passed by before Leila lets go of his cut-off leg, now connected to his right shoulder with no signs of fresh blood dripping down. The leg wasn't a perfect fit for the shoulder; the skin wasn't aligned with the size of the opening on the shoulder. She proceeded to do the same thing with the cut-off arm on his left leg. It took around 25 seconds this time. I figured it took longer because she had to close the wound of unused space.

 

"Phew… Working with a live subject is much harder… I don't want to do this anymore… It's a waste of my Mana," Leila complained and stood up.

 

"Well, that's understandable…but let's try one more thing now that we see that this was a success," I suggested as I stared down at Dae's subordinate. His new 'arm' and 'leg' moved around weakly. I sheathed my swords before I said, "He's probably gonna die after this… Basically, I'm gonna cut off his right breast and his head."

 

"Oh, that's an interesting idea! I'll put a little more effort into this one!" Leila responded, thrilled. I took out my skinning knife, knelt down, and then grabbed his right breast with my other hand. I tried to make an even cut across, to make a fit for the head. I tossed the bloody chunk of flesh aside and stood up. I took out a sword and then made a swift cut at the top of his neck. Blood spouted from his neck. Leila immediately took the head and moved it to where his right breast was. Meanwhile, I moved over to his neck with my right palm pointed toward the top. I let out a weak spray of fire. A few seconds later, blood stopped leaking from his neck.

 

Leila had narrowed eyebrows, apparently deeply focused on attaching the head to the designated location. The green light that shined from her hands had a greater intensity compared to last time. Only ten seconds had passed before she declared, "Done!"

 

"Did it work?!" I asked with a grin. Leila sighed and then I stopped smiling.

 

"Well…it was to be expected…  I wasn't really sure how to connect all the veins, arteries, and nerves properly…" she explained with low energy. I raised my eyebrows when something bulged in his underwear.

 

"Wait! He's alive!" I exclaimed while smiling and then pointed toward his groin.

 

 Leila turned her head there, quirked an eyebrow, and then asked, "Huh? Are you stupid or something?"

 

"What? He probably became aroused at his new body…" I said weakly while skeptically curling one side of my lips. Leila sighed and then grabbed his left arm.

 

"Here, check for yourself."

 

I grabbed his arm and then used the finger on my other hand to check his pulse. I felt nothing. I knitted my eyebrows and said, "Oh, you're right, he's dead… What's that about?"

 

"It just happens when you suddenly die. Don't you know these things?"

 

"No, why would I? I would've never thought to look in this place after killing people," I said with my eyebrows squeezed together. I raised my eyebrows before I asked, "Actually how did you find out? Don't tell me you…you're into necrophilia?!" 

 

Leila blushes a little and instantly exclaimed, "N-no you idiot! How would I even… Look, this is common knowledge, okay?"

 

She yawned, stood up, and then stretched. "Okay, I'll clean this up, and we'll head back."

 

"Wait! Just attach his right breast to the top of his neck and get rid of the blood. Monsters will eventually find their way here and eat him anyway.  And if someone finds him, they'll just be confused…" I suggested while trying to stop myself from showing a smile. I hoped someone would discover our work of art and laughed hard to myself inside.

 

"Sure, that sounds fine," Leila replied. Subsequently, she cleaned the blood off herself and me before we headed back to the convoy.

 

I smile and chuckle a few more times thinking about the panicked man.

 

 "Hey, you! Guy in the broken armor!" a familiar voice resounds from behind me.

 

Broken armor…? I knit my eyebrows and looked at the hole in my armor before turning around. The scam-artist from earlier waves his arm as he walks closer to me. 

 

"Oh, it's you…" I say with a frown. "What do you want?" 

 

He laughs and then puts an arm on my shoulder. "Well, I wasn't actually being serious, but your friend gave me the money anyway!"

 

I raise my eyebrows while grinning and laughing. "Oh, can I have the money back, then?!"

 

"Nope." I stop laughing but hold my grin in place.

 

Hmm… There's probably a dark alley somewhere around here…
 
He laughs again. I drop that thought and relax my facial expressions. "I'll make it up to you. You see, I'm actually a blacksmith. My shop is not too far from here, and you can take whatever you want, and I'll even repair that armor of yours. All for free, of course!"

 

I cock an eyebrow before asking, "I thought you just arrived from your village just now?"

 

"Nah, I never said I wasn't from Byzia to begin with."

 

"What were you doing coming from outside the city, then?"

 

"Just an attempt to advertise my wares. Anyway, follow me; I'll lead you to my shop."

 

I follow a few feet behind him. 

 

"Are you sure it was them?" a man asks.

 

"Yeah, there's no mistaking that symbol; an eagle with its wings spread out," another man answers. I raise my eyebrows and stop walking.

 

"I didn't see any large armies around the city, though, besides Osmir's company."

 

"There's not that many of them. I only saw three people wearing the special armor and less than a dozen of other soldiers; it must be a recon group of some sort."

 

 I squeezed my eyebrows together and clasped my chin. It can't be…
 

"Are you coming?" the blacksmith asks. He's over twenty feet away now.

 

"Uh…yeah…coming!" I answer with a slight hesitation before completely dropping my thoughts. Afterward, I quicken my pace to catch up with the blacksmith. We arrive at his shop, 'The Simple Forge,' several minutes later. It's deserted. I smile and ask, "You're popular, aren't you?"

 

"Can it. It's because everyone wants magic-infused weapons and armor nowadays, and I specialize in ordinary goods," he explains as he paces around me. He slides his hand across the front of my armor. "What is this made out of, anyway?"

 

"It's Titanium. You're a blacksmith, and you don't know that?" I ask while curling one side of my lips upward. His entire face twitches afterward. I probably shouldn't be too mean to him, or he might change his mind…
 

"Well, sorry. This poor blacksmith can't afford anything even remotely expensive…" he apologizes. "I can at least repair your armor for you using the money your friend gave me for sure. Let me see one of those sheaths to get some measurements on your weapons."

 

He holds out an open palm. I unclip one of my sheaths off my belt and then hand it to him. He views it at various angles and touches it all over. "Hmm… This is quite light-weight, what were your weapons made out of, Titanium?"

 

I smile, wondering for several seconds if I should be truthful for the sake of his sanity. "Mithril."

 

"WHAT?!" he exclaims and drops his jaw. "You're telling me you lost two Mithril swords?!"

 

"Well…basically."

 

"Sounds like there is more to it, but I won't pester you for those details. I can get you two swords made out of Cobalt after some adjust…hmm? There is an opening at the end of this sheath…"

 

He quirks an eyebrow as he inserts his finger into said opening while feeling it between his finger and thumb.

 

"Hmm… It feels smooth…" he says and then raises his eyebrows. "Could it be…this was done intentionally?"

 

I smile before answering, "Yeah, it's a custom design. My blades were—"

 

"Longer than the sheath, right?"

 

"Wow~! As expected of a blacksmith!" I exclaim, attempting to compliment him, but it comes out wrong.

 

"It seems you finally understand!" he exclaims with a grin but frowns afterward. He looks at the floor and in a discouraged voice says, "Sorry to disappoint you, but I can't give you a sword longer than the sheath… After some adjustments, I can thin out the Cobalt swords I have in the storage room so that it will fit the sheath, but anything else would take too long."

 

"Don't be so depressed," I say as I put an arm on his shoulder. I smile and continue, "I'm really glad you're gonna do all this for me for free, so just do what you can."

 

"Thanks. I'll work hard for my first customer in weeks!" he exclaims and then hands me my sheath back." Can you take off your armor for me? I'll have that repaired for you by tomorrow. In the meantime, you can choose from the selection I have here."

 

I clip the sheath on my belt again, before taking both of my belts off and resting them on a nearby table. As I'm taking off my chest plate, I reply, "Nah, I can wait until tomorrow."

 

I hand it to him, and he gently places it on the floor beside a wall. He offers, "How about some leg guards or arm guards? I noticed that you're not wearing any…"

 

"Sure, I'll take what you have."

 

"Alright. Give me about half an hour to get your swords and guards ready. For the time being, just walk around the area and explore a bit. You're new to the city after all."

 

After his suggestion, I leave the shop and then stretch my limbs. I decide just to pick a random direction to go, but before I start walking, I notice two shady men heading towards an alley next to the blacksmith's shop. Fearing that they might do something bad to the blacksmith, I secretly follow them.

They head into an intersecting alleyway in the alleyway. I close in without making a single sound at the edge of the wall. I take a small peak with my head around the corner. The two men have stopped just a few feet over. I retract my head and simply listen to avoid getting caught.

 

"So, what'd he say? Did ya find out anything?"

 

"He didn't know anything…"

 

"Damn it! How are we goin' to sell information to that girl if not even the underground broker knows anythin'?"

 

I knit my eyebrows together. Sell information? Could they be talking about Leila?
 

"Wait… Maybe we can just tell her that there's an underground broker somewhere that has what she's looking for…"

 

"Ho… That's a fine idea… We can just tell 'er that there exists one as the pre-payment and give 'er the location after we enjoy her…"

 

"We? This sounds like only one of us can do it…"

 

I clench my fist and frown. "Well, I'm the one who found the location of the broker to begin with, so naturally I'll be the one to do it."

 

"What?! But I'm the one who told you about the girl!"

 

"But when ya found her, she already bought lotsa information, right? Just blame yerself for bein' too late. Don't feel too bad. Here, take this as compensation. Ya might find someone wit' that gold coin," someone states and then snickers.

 

"But I wanted that girl… She's cute, young, and with a great body to boot… "

 

I can't stop myself anymore. I reveal myself and then shout, "Hey!"

 

The two men turn toward me and then one of them asks, "Huh? Whadaya want, kid?"

 

He has an appearance similar to a bandit. His body is much more developed than the other man, who appears to be weak and frail. Still frowning, I point my eyebrows downward and claim, "You were insulting my friend!"

 

He cocks an eyebrow and asks, "What the hell are ya talkin' about?"

 

"Don't play dumb! You were talking about my friend! We arrived in this city a few hours ago, and we wanted information, and now you're talking about how you were gonna enjoy her!" I exclaim as I stare at him. He puffs his chest out as he walks closer to me.

 

"I think ya got yer facts wrong… Get outta my face unless ya wanna lose a few teeth…"

 

"Huh?" I interject with knitted eyebrows. I interpret his words as a sign of aggression. I quickly punch him in the stomach, causing him to lower the upper portion of his body. He makes a gagging noise too, and before he can do anything else, I grab the back of his head with both of my hands. Afterward, I push down with all of my strength as I raise my right knee pointed towards his mouth. Something cracks when his face collides with my knee, probably a couple of his teeth. Subsequently, I throw him on the ground, stomach side up. I look down on him with an unpleased facial expression.

 

"Wa-waut! Woov gob it all wong!" he blabbers while waving his arms. Between every word, blood falls from his mouth onto the ground. Blood covered all of his teeth. "Ubs a misunbersanbing!" 

 

Four of his front teeth are on the ground next to me covered in blood. 

 

"Um, excuse me…" the frail man mutters while walking closer to me. "I think he's trying to say that it's a misunderstanding… This girl we're talking about can't be the same girl you're talking about because I found her yesterday…"

 

I blankly stare at him for several seconds with a relaxed facial expression.

 

"Oh…" I mutter, gradually pursing my lips for a few seconds. I bow my head toward the man on the ground and then say, "Sorry about that."

 

I turn around and head back to where I came from, ignoring the various angry-sounding noises the guy on the ground is making. Hmm… I should still have more time before the blacksmith finishes… Well, he probably won't care if I'm a little late.
 

I head off in a random direction and eventually find myself in an area that looks like the residential area. A cold beer would be great right now…
 

While looking for the tavern, I raise my eyebrows as I spot something else of interest; an emaciated girl sitting on a chair on the porch of a tavern. Jackpot…
 

While smiling, I walk over to the house and then give a friendly wave from afar. She doesn't change from her current position. Her head is slightly tilted down. I walk directly in front of her and then hold out my hand. "Hi there, my name's—"

 

Suddenly, I'm interrupted by her screaming. She waves all her limbs around in a panic and then ends up falling off her chair. I frown skeptically, finding that everyone around me is looking toward my direction with all kinds of facial expressions. The door to the tavern opens, and a middle-aged man appears. He assumes a defensive stance in front of the girl. He demands in a furious tone, "Who are you?!"

 

I back slightly away while holding my hands up, gesturing that I mean no harm. With a smile, I explain, "It's a misunderstanding… My name's Kai, and I was just trying to introduce myself and shake her hand…"

 

He lets his guard down and then sighs. He helps his daughter back into her chair and says, "So Kai, what's your business with my daughter? As you can see, her mental state is not very good right now…"

 

I come up with a lie that works in my favor on the spot. "I work for Osmir, actually. He ordered me to find out any useful information from the girls who were kidnapped."

 

"I see… Give me a moment," the man says as kneels down to the girl. He puts an arm around her before continuing, "Utna, this man here wants to ask you some questions. Can you answer them?  It will help Osmir."

 

Utna nods her head. "Okay, ask your questions, but try to keep it short."

 

"Alright, I just have a few questions. First, did you see Velyn at all during your imprisonment?" The girl shakes her head. "Did you see who assaulted you? What can you tell me about him?"

 

Utna shivers with fearful eyes. "It's okay, Utna, try to tell him what you can."

 

A few seconds later, the girl looks up at me before responding.

 

"I was blindfolded…so I didn't see anyone…but I know it was more than one person because…" she says in a very quiet voice. Her cheeks flush slightly red while her breathing is somewhat fast. "It felt… different sometimes when they…and umm…the texture and the size of their hands felt different too when they…touched me…"

 

I think about asking her about the day she was taken, but I figure that just people showed up at her village dressed like the army and forced her to come with them. I say in a volume matching hers, "I see… That's all I needed to know. Thanks for cooperating, Utna."

 

I hold out my hand again in front of her. She slowly moves her hand toward mine. It shakes and rears back several times before she finally takes hold of mine. I hold it firmly, giving it a solid handshake. 

 

"Excuse me…" a woman says behind me. I turn around. She clasps her hands together and asks, "I couldn't help but overhear your conversation, but is it true you work for Osmir?"

 

I gulp before responding, feeling slightly bad about lying. "Ye-yeah, why?"

 

"Please! Have you found anything of my daughter?! Her name is Lily!" she begs with tearful eyes. I knit my eyebrows together as I think of the name Lily. I can't help but feel like I've heard the name somewhere. Nothing comes to mind, though.

 

"Was she among the kidnapped?"

 

"Yes! It was about four years ago!"

 

I quirk an eyebrow and then decide to take a risk. Confidently, I inform, "The women we found the other day were ones who were kidnapped in the last couple of months. We didn't find anyone else."

 

"But Velyn was the one responsible for this incident, right?! So he has to be the one responsible for the girls who began to go missing three to four years ago!"

 

I momentarily close my eyes, giving a few seconds of hesitation before responding, "Yes, he's the one responsible for the kidnappings. However, we haven't located him yet so we can't determine where your daughter is."

 

I gulp again, hoping that she doesn't discover that I'm a fraud. I hesitate because what I'm about to ask doesn't make any sense on a lot of levels.

 

"Your daughter was kidnapped from a village, right? Did you see who took her?"

 

"What?" she asks and knits her eyebrows. My face grows hotter by every passing moment. I relax when she answers, "No… She was one of the girls that went missing in the academy… She was in her fifth year…"

 

I raise my eyebrows. Several seconds later, I say, "I see… Don't worry ma'am, we'll do our best to locate your daughter."

 

I smile, turn back towards Utna, and then wave. "I hope you feel better, Utna."

 

I walk into the tavern. Inside, there are a couple of people sitting at different tables and no one at the bar. I figure that it won't be busy so early in the day, so it is no surprise. I walk over and sit on a stool in front of the bar. Despite having no money, I request, "Bartender, get me the best stout y​ou have."

 

"Coming right up." 

 

I rest my head against my left hand, with my elbow against the counter. I think about some of the information I discovered after leaving the blacksmith's shop. Hmm… So now it's certain that the rumor about Velyn looking for a concubine is false…but what bothers me is what that mother just told me… Her daughter, Lily, went missing in the academy…and probably no one knows what happened because now they're blaming it on Velyn, whom they think is the cause of the recent kidnappings…
 

More people enter the building, probably three given what the footsteps sound like.

 

"What happened ta yer face, anyway?" a girl asks.

 

"Some asshole attacked me over a misunderstandin'…" a familiar voice responds.

 

I smile skeptically. Oh, it's that guy again...
 

I don't turn around, afraid that he would recognize me. 

 

"Here you go," the bartender says and places the stout in front of me. I grab the handle and start to sip my drink.

 

Delicious…
 

"Well, whatever. What'd ya hafta offer me?"

 

"Yeah, 'bout that. I know of a location of an underground information broker of sorts… He has what yer lookin' for," he says with confidence.

 

"Oh, I know 'bout 'im, someone told me earlier today," the girl responds and then laughs. Her laugh disturbs me a little, reminding me of someone else I know.

 

"Actually, there're two information brokers… I bet the one you have been to is the one located in the slums, right? I'll give ya the location of the other one after my payment…" The man still sounds confident, even though I know he's lying based on what I heard earlier. 

 

The girl laughs again before responding, "Okay, let's go~!"

 

Again, a sense of familiarity wraps around my mind in her manner of speaking. I turn half of my body around while still resting my left arm on the counter. I hold and drink the stout with my other arm. The man stands in front of the girl, so I can't see her clearly. I quickly turn back around before the man fully faces my direction. I notice the stairs to my right.

 

I gradually take bigger gulps of my stout, thinking about the missing academy girls from four years ago. Yes…this was the same as I remember when I first heard about it during my fifth year… I know it occurred in other kingdoms too… It would be hard to believe that Velyn was responsible for those too…
 

Gradually, the footsteps grow louder. I smile lewdly and flare my nostrils as I'm thinking about what the girl looks like. I turn my head toward the stairs while still gulping my stout. The girl has long, red hair with a slender body. She wears a small skimpy pink top, leaving all the area under her breasts exposed pairing with pink short shorts and small leather boots. 

 

Nice, nice!  What a lucky guy! Now I just wanna see what her face looks like… I take a gulp of my drink but keep it in my mouth. I stop smiling when I take note of her red gloves. Wait…those look just like…
 

The two finally make it to the stairs. As the girl turns her head, I raise my eyebrows. I choke and spit out the beer in my mouth. I set the stout down on the counter, continuing to cough. I knit my eyebrows together and narrow my eyes. My heart races progressively faster. Ruby…! Shit… if she's here, then…
 

Footsteps approach me from behind. "Excuse me, can you get me the darkest beer you have?"

 

I know exactly who that voice belongs to. Sweat forms on my forehead as I lock my joints in place. I hope she doesn't realize it's me. About 30 seconds later, the bartender places the stout on the counter and then says, "Here you go, my best stout, the same one this man is having."

 

"Hmm?" she makes a noise. I feel like she's staring at me right now. Several seconds pass.

 

"Ah! It's Kai!" she exclaims and then puts her hands on my left arm. "You're Kai, aren't you?!"

 

Since my identity is exposed, I turn towards her with a small smile on my face, quietly responding, "Marin…"

Chapter 15 – Princess Irene – Acceptance

"Wow... How long has it been since you left, two years?" Marin asks nostalgically, her eyes shining with interest.
 

"Yeah, I think it was a little more than that, though," I reply with a smile, thinking back to the days I spent with her.

 

"It's good to see you again… I've missed you…" she says quietly. I pick up on her tone that seems like it's filled with sadness. She's blushing. I zoom in on her slightly parted lips and then gulp. My heartbeat is racing, and my lips twitch uncontrollably. I find myself darting my eyes, checking her out from top to bottom. She wears a modest purple tank top pairing with black pants. My eyes pop back up to her chest, which has greatly matured since the last time I saw her.

 

I turn toward the bar. I don't want to give too warm of a response worrying that she will become attached again, so I say in a voice devoid of emotion, "You too… You've grown a lot since then."

 

I pick up my stout and then drink some more. In a cheery voice, she remarks, "Not as much as you, though!"

 

A slight shiver goes down my spine as I wonder what she's referring to. I look between my legs and then find my enraged friend. My face gets hot and then I mutter, "Wh-what…? I'm sure you've grown more than me…"

 

"What're you talking about? You've grown at least a few inches taller…and I've only grown a little…" she informs while gesturing her hands in front of her, indicating our height difference.

 

"Oh…that's what you meant…" I mutter to myself. She cocks an eyebrow.

 

"What did you think I meant…?" I don't answer and just take more sips of my drink. Her face turns red after a few seconds. Suddenly, she giggles. She looks at me and exclaims, "That part of you hasn't changed at all, Kai!"

 

She smiles. I force a smile and then apologize, "Well, sorry for being a guy… By the way, should you really be going around without your equipment?"

 

"I didn't think there would be any danger around town. Besides, Ruby can care take of anything if something happens!" she claims confidently. Afterward, we take more gulps of our beverages. While I'm drinking, the ceiling makes a small noise. I look above, finding the lantern that's attached to the ceiling swinging around a little. I tilt my head down and then shake my head and sigh.

 

"Kai…" Marin says quietly, hesitating to continue. I know what she wants to relay based on her facial expression that I've seen before. "Have you thought about…visiting—"

 

"Stop it," I cut her off in a stern tone. "Don't talk about her anymore; she's dead."

 

She makes a small sound before she exclaims, "Oh, that's right! How goes your search for Emdos? Did you find any new clues?"

 

I sense sincerity in her voice as if she really wants to know the answer to that question. I frown, feeling bad about lying to her more, but at the same time, I don't want to disappoint her. Moans and grunts resound from above. The ceiling shakes violently. My mind focuses on the sound and tremors, feeling like they grow louder by the second. 

 

"Yeah I think I found a lead, here in Byzia. Some blacksmith mentioned about seeing someone that matches his description a couple of months back. I'm still looking around for more clues before I leave, though," I say with a firm tone, trying to divert my attention from the distracting noises upstairs.

 

"That's good to hear…that you're making progress on your goals…" she says with a gradual emerging smile. I smile too, feeling some warmth stirring inside me. 

 

She sips her beer for several seconds before I ask, "So, what's the Drosera army doing here in Xantho? You're here with Ruby and Jetia, right?

 

Marin's expression doesn't change as she continues to take sips from her drink. Several seconds pass before she puts it down and faces me. She darts her eyes around, restlessly moves her fingers with her fingers clasped, and says "Well… I don't know if I should tell you since you're not a part of us anymore…"

 

With a serious facial expression, she stares into my eyes. "Don't tell anyone I told you, okay?"

 

I momentarily pause before responding, knowing that I probably can't keep that promise depending on what she tells me. While smiling I exclaim, "Marin, you can trust me!"

 

She briefly reciprocates a smile, but then her facial expression becomes solemn again. 
"About a week ago, we received an anonymous report about possible Cascabel movements in Xantho." I knit my eyebrows. "We arrived a few days ago and had been investigating it since."

 

I gulp before asking, "Di-did you find out anything pertinent?"

 

She closes her eyes before she answers, "Yeah, we found something yesterday. We luckily stumbled upon a few soldiers who were frantically yelling in the middle of Byzia…"

 

I cock an eyebrow and ask, "What were they yelling about?"

 

"They said something about the 'Phantom Swordsman' and 'The Witch' being here plotting a heinous plan." She opens her eyes and then gazes at me. It feels like they can see right through me. My heart beats like a drum as a shiver goes down my spine. I hold my breath, scared stiff of Marin discovering my identity.

 

"I know 'The Witch' is an Elf…  Have you seen any suspicious Elves around here, Kai?" she simply asks, but it feels like an interrogation. 

 

My eyes are a little shaky, so I avoid eye contact when I reply, "N-no… I might've seen a few different Elves within the past few months, but they're probably long gone now. Besides, none of them really looked…menacing…"

 

I immediately think of my first meeting with Leila, sending more shivers down my spine.

 

"I guess you're right… I can't go suspecting every Elf around here…" she says concedingly as she looks away from me. A heavy weight on my shoulders is lifted as I sigh to myself, but another jolt hits me when she looks back at me without warning. In a suggestive tone, she asks, "Have you seen the 'Phantom Swordsman'?" 

 

I frown while knitting my eyebrows and then summon my inner calm. "Is he an Elf too? If he is, my answer is the same as before… "

 

"Oh? How did you know he was male?" It feels like a knife stabbing through me as she catches my mistake. My entire face burns up, and I feel my heart beating out of my chest. Instinctively, I open my mouth and without thinking say, "I just figured that since he dual-wields two swords…"

 

"Hmm… He dual-wields two swords, huh…?" The smile that appears on her face petrifies me. I realize the stupidity in my response. I gulp and freeze up. She stares intently at me while her expression melts into a grim one. "Speaking of dual-wielding, don't you use that too? You're actually the 'Phantom Swordsman', aren't you?"

 

I laugh. It sounds forced. "Wh-what are y-you ta-talking about…?"

 

She doesn't let up her expression at all and simply frowns as she continues to stare at me. My head quivers left and right as I look down and away from her. It feels like time is passing extraordinarily slow, but only five seconds pass, when suddenly, she starts laughing. I quirk an eyebrow as the intense atmosphere dissolves. 

 

"What’re you being so serious about? I was just kidding!" she exclaims with an innocent smile. Her volume decreases when she continues, "You're so fun to tease…in a lot of ways…"

 

My heart is still racing, but my body stops shaking. A breeze cools my moist forehead. Did I read too much into it…?
 

Several seconds pass before she says, "Hey, Kai—" 
A sudden loud crash resounds above us. The lantern on the ceiling is swinging more widely than before. The moaning and grunting have both stopped, but obnoxiously loud laughing fills my ears. I close my eyes as she asserts, "Kai, why don't you come back to the army? We finally have a lead again, and we can find the people responsible for—"

 

"After you find them…then what? Will they be imprisoned or killed? It doesn't matter… In the end; they will never come back…" I explain, projecting part of myself onto her in the process. In reality, I feel the same as her, but I don't want to drag her toward the danger. She doesn't know how brutal Cascabel really is. Afterward, she only makes a small noise while pouting. 

 

During the silence, a man above us yells, "Wait! Please! I'm sorry! Don't do it!"

 

Next, I pick up on Ruby manically laughing again, before a booming noise erupts from above us. The tremors reach the stool I'm sitting on. Agonizing screams follow, indicating that I should probably leave before Ruby comes back down. 

 

"What the hell was that?!" the bartender exclaims. I quickly down the rest of my drink, slam the mug on the counter, and then get up, but Marin grabs my hand.

 

"Wait!" she exclaims. I turn toward her, finding that tears are welling up in her eyes. "Tell me the real reason you left…  It's because of me, isn't it…? I know your excuse about Emdos is a lie…"

 

My heart beats twice in a single beat as I realize she knew all along. I close my eyes for a moment and then take a deep breath. In my most earnest tone of voice, I answer, "No, it's not, Marin. In fact, I'm really grateful to you… You were there for me when everything was just so fucked up…"

 

Footsteps resound near the top of the staircase. I pause for about two seconds before continuing, "I can't tell you the real reason; I'm sorry…"

 

Suddenly, Marin moves my hand closer to her; it rests snugly between her breasts. She proposes, "Then…spend tonight with me! We can tell each other secrets like we used to!"

 

Her face is flushed completely red. I blush too, and I get excited, but I hold myself back. At this point, footsteps resound like they're going down the stairs. "Marin~!"

 

I ignore Ruby's voice and forcefully pull my hand back. Tears are spilling from her eyes as I do, also delivering my barely audible response, "Sorry…"

 

Some tears are welling up in my eyes too, but I hold them back. I say under my breath, feeling some tears welling up in my eyes too, but I hold them back. As I turn my back toward her, I quietly say, "It was nice seeing you again… I'll visit and tell you everything, eventually…"

 

There's a slight pain and tightness in my chest as I walk forward. I stop right in front of the exit when Ruby asks, "Marin, what's wrong? Are ya cryin'?"

 

"N-no… I'm just a little tired… How did your end go?"

 

She sniffles. I scrunch my eyebrows together when a tear runs down my cheek.

 

"He didn't know anythin' useful, that liar…so I killed 'im!" Ruby cheerfully and calmly states. "The room's kinda damaged though…"

 

"What did you say?!" the bartender yells.

 

"It can't be helped… It's a good thing we brought a lot of gold with us… Sir, take this as compensation."

 

Several coins roll onto the counter. "Oh! Yes, this will do. Thank you very much…"

 

"Thank ya, Marin! Were ya talkin' ta someone?"
 

"Umm…yeah, I was… It was a local… I asked him about the usual…"

 

"Hmm… I'm goin' ta join ya fer a bit. I'll have what she has!"

 

I close my eyes as a wave of nostalgia hits me again. I think about the days I spent in the Drosera army, the good days and the bad. It wasn't a complete lie, Marin… I'm still looking for Emdos, to this day… I still don't know what you saw in me… We were just sad and broken… We weren't meant to be…
 

I take a deep breath, exhale, and then wipe my tears on my arm. Afterward, I finally open my eyes and then walk out the door. Goodbye, Marin…my second love…
 

"I didn't think I would have to see yer ugly face again, traitor," Jetia says as he's standing against the building. Neither Utna nor her father are around anymore.

 

I don't wanna see your fucking face either… I scowl for a moment but then relax. Without emotion, I inform, "Well, I was just on my way out."

 

I walk forward and don't stop even when he exclaims, "Yer only good at running away, aren’t you?!"

 

I clench my fists and jaws. "Yer running from Marin just like how you ran from her!"

 

I stop just in front of the porch as he continues to yell with contempt.

 

"You were too scared to fight Cascabel, so you deserted! Look at you now; it's pathetic! It won't be long until she realizes that I'm a much better man…and you'll know what I'll do after that, right?"

 

A rage stirs in me as he snickers. Like a boiling pot of water with the lid on. I grind my teeth back and forth as I contort my face into a frown.

 

"I bet you just ran away with yer tail between yer legs when yer friends died one by—"

 

I turn around, point at him with my finger, and scream, "Shut the fuck up!"

 

A tightness that surrounds my throat and chest discomforts me. It feels like the steam in the boiling pot of water erupted and blasted through the lid. 

 

"You don't fucking know anything; you piece of shit," I say as I step toward him, clenching my right fist so hard that the cracking of my knuckles resound.

 

"Whoa there… I'm going to have the right to defend myself if you go any farther…" he states as he pulls out his sword. Shortly after, two pairs of footsteps approach from inside the tavern.

 

"Jetia, what's going on out there?" Marin asks. I click my tongue, back away, and then turn around. There are a bunch of people staring at me. I run away.

 

"That's right Kai, run away…" Jetia says and then laughs. I turn my head back toward the tavern when I think I ran far enough. Marin and Ruby are talking to Jetia. Soon after, they head into the tavern together. But not before Jetia turns his head toward me and then smirks as he puts an arm around Marin.

 

Shit! I grimace as I throw a full-on straight with my right arm into the nearby stone wall. The actual cracking of my bones resound as pain radiates from my knuckles. Hot puffs of air escape me as I press my bloody knuckle harder into the wall. I spend the next fifteen minutes wondering if I made the right choices up to now. I sit against the wall and look down as I think. Maybe Jetia's words had some truth to them… Even I'm surprised I got so worked up just now…  I guess I never came to terms with leaving Marin when I left… Perhaps I need to come to terms with her too…
 

I finally get up and then make my way back toward 'The Simple Forge.'

Chapter 16 – Princess Irene – Contradiction

I arrive and open the door with my left hand to 'The Simple Forge.'

 

"Oh, you're finally back?" the blacksmith asks from the back of the store. I close the door behind me. My arm guards, leg guards, and swords are already on top of the table near the entrance. "I'll be with you in a second."

 

I walk toward my sword sheaths and then attempt to grab it with my right hand. When I curl my fingers, the pain in my hand intensifies. I draw my hand back and refrain from picking up anything while waiting for him to return. Fifteen seconds later, he comes out holding an enclosed box. He hunches over and then drops it on the ground in a corner of the main room, creating a loud noise when it hits the floor. Metal clangs from inside the box. He straightens his posture before taking a quick sigh and then turns to me. He walks toward me and asks, "Kai, where were you? I almost thought you weren’t coming back considering that it's been an hour since you left."

 

"Well… I bumped into an old acquaintance, so we caught up a little," I respond hesitantly as I shrug my arms. He knits his eyebrows.

 

"Your—my god, what happened to your hand? Did you meet with your worst enemy?" I smile and laugh lightly while looking at my right hand.

 

"Ah, this? I felt like punching a wall, so I did. Don't worry about it," I explain with an apathetic look on my face. He quirks his lips and shakes his head. 

 

"If you say so, but damn…that looks painful."

 

"Yeah… If you don't mind just put those arm guards and leg guards on me, would you?"

 

"Coming right up." He picks up the arm guards, and I straighten out my arms toward my sides. He equips my right arm first, then my left. Afterward, he picks up the leg guards and does the same to my legs. Finally, he unsheathes one of my swords and then holds it in his right hand in front of him. "This might be a little heavier than what you're used to, but it's the best I can offer you. It’s a decent sword."

 

He smiles as he slashes the air in front of me. I smile and raise my eyebrows, confirming my previous suspicions of his origins. "Why'd you quit being an adventurer?"

 

He suddenly becomes still. He stops smiling and remains expressionless for several seconds before he sheathes the sword again. He clips the sheaths onto my belt above my hips and answers, "That was a long time ago… Sorry, it's something I don't like remembering. I'm just a lowly blacksmith now."

 

Despite that he shows no emotions, I sense loneliness in his voice, feeling empathy for him. I close my eyes as I say, "No… I understand… My comrades were killed too, in the past."

 

"Is that so… But you're stronger than me. I didn't have the courage to continue when I witnessed the death of my comrades. I couldn’t take it anymore. So, I left and just became a blacksmith," he says while looking at the ground.

 

I open my eyes and then turn toward the exit. "I wouldn't say that. I'm not strong at all…"

 

"Lies. I saw it when I met you earlier today, and I still see it now. There's a fire in your eyes. Something that drives you towards your goals…" he says as he walks toward the back of his store. "Best of luck to you, Kai. Don't run from your past like I did."

 

I leave his shop and then head back toward 'Bolt's Inn' while thinking about the blacksmith's words. I open the door to our room, apparently unlocked. I go in. 

 

"You're late," Leila says the moment I enter the room. She stands against the wall right next to the door.

 

"Oh, am I?" I ask in a joking manner and then laugh.

 

She stares me down. "It better not have to do with that equipment you have on you… The last time I checked, you didn't have any money on you." 

 

"It kinda does… I went to pick it up for free be-before I came back here…" I answer reluctantly, despite feeling that she would take it the wrong way.

 

"You mean to say, you stole it," she accuses as she closes in her head closer to me. She gives me a suspicious frowning look on her face. I only smile in response.

 

I face my palms out in front of me and explain, "Nah, I really got it for free… You remember that man you gave ten gold coins to? He…" 

 

I stop talking when Leila suddenly grabs my right arm. She cocks an eyebrow as she inspects my hand from various angles, before placing her hand over my wounds. She casts Healing magic while staying completely silent. She's focused. Several seconds pass before I quirk my lips and then ask, "You-you're not gonna ask what happened?"

 

She doesn't change expressions when she replies, "I'm used to it by now. It was probably something stupid, like punching a wall. It doesn't really matter. So, what was it about that man?"

 

I chuckle and smile before answering, "That man turned out to be a blacksmith… I bumped into him while gathering information and he offered to repair my armor and gave me everything else I currently have on me."

 

I leave out the information that he was never serious about the ten gold coins. Leila releases my hand and then says, "All done. Let's exchange the information we discovered so far. You go first."

 

I give a summary of all relevant information I found in the last couple of hours.

 

"Hmm… I see. Is it just a coincidence? The report your friend mentioned a week ago and the time that we were assigned to assassinate Dae are nearly identical."

 

"It's strange, though. I never heard any reports about Cascabel during my time in the army, and based on Marin's reaction, this is the first time she's come into something like this. It's not like she will find anything here, anyway. Did you find anything on your end?"

 

"Two things. First, I found the location where the underground information broker resides. People say his information's accurate and extensive." I raise my eyebrows upon hearing that, thinking about how Marin and company would eventually head there. "Second, in regards toward our secondary objective… Apparently the only place with a collection of books is in the castle."

 

"That's convenient. We'll eventually need to head to the castle anyway to drop off Irene. We still have some time before the speech. Let's head to that broker now," I suggest. I gesture my head toward Irene, who is still peacefully asleep and ask, "Should we bring her this time?"

 

Leila glances at Irene before answering, "No… The place we're headed to could taint her eyes. We'll return here later to pick her up."

 

"Alright, lead the way," I say while gesturing my hand toward the hallway. Leila locks the door again before we head out. We walk side by side as she indicates which turns to make.

 

 In about twenty minutes of casual walking, the number of people on the street gradually decreases as the general sanitation of the area decreases. The houses nearby are crudely built, and there are people dressed in dirty, ragged clothes. The air smells like a combination of sweat, grease, and filth. This place isn't very social either; everyone seems to be in the dumps. There's a woman and a child close by. The woman has dark circles under her eyes and appears unwell. However, the child looks much healthier, but only physically; his eyes look dead, like the mother.

 

Subsequently, there's another young boy nearby after another minute of walking. I contemplate approaching him, but I refrain when a man comes out of the alleyway next to the boy. He walks away while clipping on his belt. With the shadow of another person in the alleyway, I avert my eyes from the familiar scenery. I turn my head toward Leila and ask, "Hey, how much farther?"

 

"It's in that broken building over there," she answers and points to a nearby structure without a door. Laughter and many pairs of footsteps echo in the building. Shortly after, a group of six kids runs out of the building. Smiling, they run into the distance. "What're you doing? Let's go."

 

Inside the building, we cross a couple of hallways, before turning towards a room without a door. There's a well-dressed middle-aged man behind a counter inside the room. There are toys on display on tables scattered across the room. I cock an eyebrow as I inspect the entire room. A poorly stitched doll of a young girl catches my eye. The man asks, "Are you looking to buy that doll, sir?"

 

"No, he will not," Leila responds as she gives me a glare. I put down the doll and then move closer to her. "Do you sell flutes?"

 

I knit my eyebrows. The man smiles before he replies, "No, I don't."

 

"I would like to buy this," Leila says as she picks up a stuffed animal of a lion.

 

"That will be 15 gold coins." 

 

"Very well."

 

"Wait, what?!" I exclaim, feeling that something can't be right when I think back to the misunderstanding I had earlier with the two men. Subsequently, Leila puts down the stuffed animal, takes out 15 silver coins out of her backpack, and then drops them on the counter. The man takes it and then walks toward a back door.

 

"Right this way," he says as he opens the door. We follow him into the room that appears to be a storage place. He walks over to a stack of boxes and then begins to stack them on an empty space two feet beside it. When he picks up the last box, a trap door is revealed. "Please put the boxes back when you're done."

 

He walks back toward the other room and then closes the door behind him. I sigh and shake my head. "Is all this really necessary?" 

 

"Don't ask questions," Leila says as she opens the trap door, revealing a ladder that leads down. She goes down first, and I follow. We find ourselves in a dimly lit small room with no one in it.

 

"Hey, are you sure this is the right place?"

 

"It should be…" she mutters while looking around. I survey the room too, finding that this room is made out of stone instead of wood. There are several barrels, boxes, and bags scattered about, but the only thing I find peculiar is the small opening in the wall, probably large enough to fit a baby at best.  

 

"What do you folks want to know?" an elderly voice resounds from the other side of the hole. It's an old man with wrinkly skin. Leila and I briefly glance at each other and then nod our heads before turning back toward the hole.

 

"Tell us everything you know about Velyn," I respond.

 

"Hmm… That's going to take a long time… Can you be more specific?"

 

"Just tell us anything unusual you know that happened involving him in the past four years. We're also curious about the missing girl incident."

 

"The missing girl incident… The only thing I know about that is that Velyn investigated it three years ago. At some point, he stopped and concluded that it wouldn't happen again for unknown reasons. Another strange thing that happened is that he fired all the generals except Dae, and he replaced the ones he fired with new ones. I'm sure everyone has long forgotten about this already.

 

"If there's anything unusual…it would have to be the last month of last year; about six months ago. A source told me that he saw Velyn disguised in commoner clothes leaving Byzia. A month after that, he suddenly announced higher taxes in his usual public announcement. In addition, the prince and his advisors who usually appeared with him were not present." I grab my chin and scrunch my eyebrows together, thinking about the information gathered so far.

 

Suddenly, it feels like a cold stare is watching from behind. I turn around to check, but there's no one. Leila asks, "What's wrong?"

 

"There's someone watching us…" I claim with worry as I walk toward the barrels in front of me. My heartbeat is racing when I stop in front of them for several seconds. I shove the barrels aside. A rat scurries away to a nearby rat hole. Leila laughs from behind me.

 

"A rat…really?"

 

"Sorry…" I apologize and turn around, sighing afterward.

 

"You said Velyn claimed that the girls wouldn't go missing anymore at some point… Did it turn out to be true?" Leila asks as I'm bringing my mind back to the task at hand.

 

"Surprisingly, yes. It may be why people are suspicious of him now as of recent events."

 

"What do you know about General Dae?" Leila inquires.

 

"He's a man with a strong sense of justice serving Velyn for the past 11 years. Dae was the only high ranking officer that even bothered to help us in the slums. He didn't care about money as he donated most of it to help the people survive in these parts. The word is that he's working with Osmir as of late, but I would never believe it."

 

I raise my eyebrows upon hearing his last remark. Thinking back to our earlier deduction that they had to be working together, I ask, "Why's that hard to believe?"

 

"My sources have been keeping track of the movements of anyone related to the army or Velyn in the past six months, and they never mentioned anything about Dae leaving the capital, until about a week ago. One source said he left the castle carrying a pink dress in hand. There haven't been any reports of him coming back since. As far as I know, Osmir never came to Byzia until two days ago when he raided the castle with his group."

 

I knit my eyebrows together before asking, "Who's Osmir…? What do you know about him?"

 

"I'm afraid I don't have any trustworthy information about him."

 

"But you do have some information… Let's hear it regardless whether you have confirmed it or not," I insist.

 

"Very well… Let's see…" The man ponders for a moment before continuing, "Someone thinks they saw someone resembling Osmir together with Seirus and Aurora a long time ago before they were known to be the prince and prince's fiancé. Someone has said that he's a spy from another country. Someone has even said that he's one of Velyn's bastard children." Leila looks at me with a smile and then moves her head closer to me.

 

"Kai, that should be enough," she whispers into my ear.

 

"What, did you figure something out?" I whisper back into her ear.

 

"Not exactly… I'll fill you in later. Irene must've woken up by now."

 

"Wait, let me ask one more thing." She cocks an eyebrow, but I ignore it and then turn back toward the hole in the wall. I stare into the man's eyes and ask, "Have you heard of anything Cascabel related in Xantho as of late? Any names…hideout locations…possible plans?"

 

"No. I don't know anything about that. You're the second person today to ask that," the man responds immediately. I decide to pursue it further.

 

I ask again, "Are you sure? We're willing to offer 20 gold coins if you know anything."

 

I figure Leila has caught on since she's not throwing a fit. I gulp when the man doesn't respond for several seconds. "Yes, I'm sure. I know nothing."

 

I smile upon hearing his response. I turn around and say, "Is that so? Thank you…"

 

I raise my eyebrows and then turn back around again. "I have an offer to make you."

 

"Oh, what is that?"

 

"Someone else will come later, probably today or tomorrow asking about Cascabel… We'll give you a gold coin if you pass off some information to them."

 

"You're telling me to lie? If I actually accept that offer of yours… Wouldn't that make the information I told you become unreliable?"

 

I frown and stay silent, realizing his dilemma. But after a few more seconds, I smile. "We're both members of Cascabel. After we leave here, we're gonna head out of Byzia through the north gate. You can even get some of your men to follow us to confirm it. Use this information as you see fit."

 

With that, I climb the ladder to the top. After Leila comes up, we close the trap door and then stack the boxes on top of it. With a worried expression on her face, Leila asks, "Are you sure that was a good idea?"

 

"It should be fine… We made sure not to reveal our names during out time down there. We'll just leave as I said we would and go far enough to make sure we aren't being followed. Then we loop around toward the south gate."

 

"He must have scouts located all over town. There's no way to know where they are, let alone avoiding their sights."
 

I pause for a second, thinking of a solution. "After we loop back into town, we'll immediately go to a clothing shop and purchase hooded cloaks."

 

"I see. Let's go then." And with that, we make our way towards the northern gates. "What do you think?"

 

I shake my head, knit my eyebrows, and then respond, "I'm not sure what to think… After what we just learned it's possible that Dae wasn't working with Osmir…but they could've had contact prior to the last six months… The only two things we can confirm is that Velyn secretly left the country to visit Irene and how Neso knew Irene's attire before our arrival… I can't make sense of anything else right now…"

 

I pause for a moment before asking, "How can we leave Irene without knowing anything?"

 

"Kai, what's going on with you…? Aren't you a little too attached to Irene?" She asks, blushing. "I know she reminds you of someone…"

 

I hesitate for a moment and then sigh. "Yeah… I told you a while back, right? About what happened three years ago… She reminds me of her…"

 

I close my eyes, replaying my last memory of her before it happened. After recalling what she looked like, I add, "No…she resembles her…"

 

"Resemble…? Are you sure you're not delusional? Believing too strongly in something…and you'll trick yourself into believing that it's true, despite the low probability of occurrence."

 

"Maybe I am… I realized earlier today that I still haven't moved on from that point…" I smile lightly, acknowledging that possibility. 

 

"Kai, you very well know we can't stay with Irene forever. I've been following your lead up to this point, so get it together. We'll do our best to deliver Irene to safety, but don't hesitate."

 

"Yeah you're right…" I agree while broadening my smile. "Sorry about that. So, what about you? How do you make sense of all this? It sounded like you came up with something."

 
"Yes, my thoughts on the matter are aligned with yours regarding the majority of what we discovered. In addition, we can use the unreliable information about Osmir to our advantage as we visit the castle."

 

I raise my eyebrows, understanding her ploy. I suggest, "While we're doing that, we might as well use Irene too. She has an eye for people."

 

Leila smiles. "Sure, you know best."

 

And with that we continue toward the north gate, eventually leaving the city. We look behind us, making sure that no one is tailing us. Afterward, we go through the nearby forest, sooner or later reaching the southern gates again. Suddenly, I remember a promise I made to Irene yesterday. "You know, we should bring Irene around town… She's been holed up in that inn for a while now."

 

"Are you an idiot? She stands out too much."

 

I don't let up and think of something. "Alright. How about this? We'll get another cloak for Irene. I'm assuming she hasn't been to a city in her entire life, so let her explore a little. After this, she may as well be holed up in that castle forever."

 

She knits her eyebrows and then says, "If you insist…"

 

We find our way to a clothing store, getting slightly lost along the way. Luckily, the first store we find has the hooded cloaks we want. Leila purchases three of them for only a silver coin. It's actually cheaper than that, but Leila doesn't take her change, and we leave. After putting on our cloaks, we head back toward our room in 'Bolt's Inn'.

 

Irene is sitting on the bed, facing the window. I announce, "Irene, we have good news… We know Velyn is innocent for certain."

 

"Well, we already knew that!" Irene turns around and lashes at me with an angry expression on her face. I regret telling her that already. 
I scratch my head and follow up in a gentler voice, "You're right… Well, we still have a little over an hour before Osmir's speech… Let's go shopping until then. We'll cover you, so buy anything you want!"

 

Irene jumps up from the bed. Her sour mood transforms into her usual energetic self as she exclaims, "Really?!"

 

"Yeah, put this on and let's go," I reply with a smile, holding the cloak in front of me. She grabs it, happily puts it on and then runs into the hallway.

 

"Come on! Let's go!" she exclaims, grinning as she jumps up and down. Leila is also smiling.

 

"Let's go then," I say with a smile.

 

"I'm right behind you." And with that, we leave the inn and then make our way toward the shopping area.

Chapter 17 – Princess Irene – Chance

"Kai, it's almost time. We need to start heading to the castle," Leila cautions as we follow Irene, who is happily skipping in front of us. I sigh.

 

"Finally…" I say void of enthusiasm. Leila sighs.

 

"I suppose Irene was the only one enjoying herself…"

 

I chuckle. Sorry about this, Leila… I'll pay you back eventually.
 
"Hey, let's go to this place next!" Irene exclaims as she faces us while walking backward, pointing toward a nearby structure.

 

"Time's up, Irene. We’ve gotta get going to the speech."

 

"Ehhh…" she interjects, pouting afterward.

 

"Haven't you bought enough? All of this…" I say while gesturing my head toward everything Leila and I are carrying. We have so many bags in each hand that when we move each leg forward, it makes us feel awkward as it collides with something. "Besides, you'll probably have another chance to go exploring again as long as you live here."

 

"Fine…" Irene yields. "Which way do we go?"

 

Leila guides us toward the direction of the castle. The number of people and rowdiness of the streets increases as we get closer to our destination. It takes around ten minutes to reach the center of the city, where all the districts intersect in the large city square. Despite its size, it's not enough to fit everyone here. We're stuck at the edge of the square while Irene's shopping bags sandwich us in between an already dense crowd. Irene is stuck in front of me. Maybe this isn't so bad…
 

I leer at the back of Irene's head, taking deep whiffs of her scent. Knowing that she probably can't feel it, I let myself get excited as I play out a fantasy in my head. It ends prematurely, as the screaming around us grows louder. The screaming transforms into chanting at some point. Everyone around me raises their arm in the air in rhythm. "Osmir! Osmir! Osmir!" 

 

A figure comes out of the castle, gradually making his way toward the top of the ramp in the square that leads to the castle. Luckily, since we came from the shopping area, we aren't as far away to the castle than we could be if we came directly from Bolt's Inn. Osmir raises his hand in the air. The chanting in the area gradually comes to a halt.

 

"My fellow citizens, as many of you already know, my name is Osmir. In the last couple of months, many of you have lived in fear. You feared for the day when you could not afford to pay the taxes anymore…or the moment when one of your precious family members is taken right in front of you… Unfortunately for some of you, those fears became reality. The unluckier ones are no longer with us and exist only in our hearts.

 

"Have you thought about why? Why did this happen? What did I do wrong? Did I deserve this… Did we deserve this?" The people around me tilts their head down. He pauses for a moment before continuing, "Why do you look so grim? As if you have really done something wrong? Raise your heads with your shoulders high!"

 

Everyone around me raises their head. "Let me tell you this. You did nothing wrong! That is right, absolutely nothing! Never think to yourself, 'What if I did something different? What if I found a way to pay the taxes and then not have to lose anyone?' Just forget it all! What happened was an unfortunate chain of events that none of you had control over. Everything was Velyn's fault! I repeat. None of you have to hold responsibility for anything that has happened!

 

"Soon after Velyn resorted to violent methods of collecting taxes from villages, I decided that I would not sit by and watch my fellow citizens suffer. I decided to fight back against Velyn and his corrupt underlings. Eventually, I rallied enough people, and we were able to fight head on with him throughout Xantho. We stopped some of the impending raids on villages that were so poor that they could not even eat… but then I thought, how long must this continue? How long must I watch everyone suffer, slowly decaying to nothing? It was then that I decided, I would launch a full frontal assault on Velyn's headquarters, the castle standing behind me. The rest of this story, many of you already know.

 

"It was quite disappointing to find that Velyn escaped before we could capture him. It disgusts me that he fled before we even raided the castle while leaving his underlings to die. It disgusts me that he ever served our country as king, but you do not have anything to fear now. Even though he is still alive somewhere; he will never inflict fear upon you again as long as I stand here. He can bring another army, but I will defeat him again!

 

"Never again will you endure sleepless nights fearing for the worst! Never again will you suffer and be punished for reasons you were never at fault with! Never again will you lose your loved ones! The storm has passed, and you have waited long enough! Tradition said that only those of the royal bloodline can declare to be king, but I say, why do we have to follow his traditions? Why must we conform to his rules? He, who inflicted suffering upon us. My answer is, to hell with tradition! I declare officially as of this moment, to be the new King of Xantho!"

 

Screams and cheers explode everywhere around me. I grimace as the roars of the crowd pierce my eardrums. I'm unable to cover them since I'm holding onto Irene's baggage. The noise dies when Osmir raises his hand again. 

  

"I declare as my first act as the King of Xantho… Taxes are abolished entirely! For the time being, I will use my funds and the money found in the castle to help those living in poverty. I will give everything back to the villages robbed by Velyn! However, this process will take me a day to sort out, so be patient, my fellow citizens. Remember, never regret, and keep your head high while looking forward to this new chapter!" Osmir exclaims and then heads back into the castle. The crowd bursts into intense cheering again. I look at Leila, who is facing me as well. I signal my head and eyes on our next move. She nods her head.

 

"Irene," I say, but I can't even hear my own voice among the noise. I place my mouth next to Irene's ear and then take a deep breath before exclaiming, "Irene!"

 

Despite using the loudest voice I can muster, I barely hear myself and wonder if Irene heard me at all. A moment later, Irene finally turns around. I gesture my head toward a direction. Afterward, I force myself through a path. Some people curse at me as I do, but I ignore them. I head toward one of the streets adjacent to the castle.

 

About five minutes pass before we can freely walk without bumping into someone. I find an alleyway and head in, resting against the wall. As I rest Irene's baggage on the ground, I sigh and then sit against the wall. Irene and Leila do the same with the wall in front of me. Expecting a negative response, I ask,

"So…what did you think, Irene?" 

 

Irene frowns and says, "Mm… I don't think he's a bad person, but I'm not sure…"

 

"I see… Well, we're gonna go meet him in person once the crowd disperses. So you'll know for sure soon enough," I mention.

 

"Okay," she responds without making a fuss. I cock an eyebrow.

  

Strange… After how much Osmir bad-mouthed her father… And she came all this way to supposedly help him… I turn my head toward the street. People are coming from the direction of the square. I rest quietly, like Leila with my head down. At some point, I dose off a little and then fall asleep. 

 

…

 

"Kai," Leila says. I open my eyes finding Leila and Irene standing in front of me.

 

I stand up, grab Irene's bags, and ask "How long's it been?"

 

"About an hour. Let's go before there's no light left," Leila suggests as she walks toward the street. Irene and I follow after her toward the castle. When we reach the city square, we find that it's practically empty compared to an hour ago. We head up the ramp that leads to the gates of the castle. There are two guards standing by the open gate.

 

"What do you want at this hour? Didn't you hear Osmir? He'll announce tomorrow how he'll distribute the money," one of the guards informs.

 

"Ah, no, we're not here for that… We're here on the behalf of General Dae," I answer, correcting him. The guards exchange a few looks of confusion.

 

"We have no idea what you're talking about…"

 

"We didn't receive any orders expecting you guys."

 

"Can you get Osmir?" I ask. "I think he's acquainted with Dae."

 

"Can't this wait until tomorrow?"

 

"Can you just notify him that we're here? It's urgent…" I insist. The guards look at each other and then whisper. A few seconds later, one of them runs toward the castle entrance.

 

"What's with that getup anyway? Don't tell me you're spies for that traitor, Velyn…?"

 

"If that was actually true, why would we admit that?"

 

"Hmm. Good point. Well, you guys don't look that menacing to me anyway, compared to some of the subordinates working for Velyn."

 

I cock an eyebrow and then ask, "What do you mean? Weren't you a subordinate yourself?"

 

"No, I'm actually one of the new guys. I joined Osmir's company when they raided the castle two days ago. I'm from Gaizor, one of the villages Osmir defended from Velyn a few weeks ago. I was grateful for what he did for us and aided him during the raid. When I engaged hostiles in the castle, I noticed their skills were rough and unrefined, like those of bandits. Real nasty bunch."

 

Footsteps resound rapidly from beyond the gates. 

 

"E-emergency!" the guard from earlier exclaims as he runs toward us. "One of them's a special guest Osmir has been expecting! Let them through immediately!"

 

The guard from Gaizor steps aside. "Go ahead."

 

I glance briefly at Leila and Irene before continuing forward. I walk forward while looking around, taking note of the outer walls that surround the castle; they are about 20 feet tall. The amount of space available is comparatively larger than the Academy in Drosera. There's a stable on the right side with at least a dozen carriages idle next to it. I knit my eyebrows. Everything seems to be in good condition, considering this was a war zone two days ago…
 

"Kai," Leila says. I look behind me while still walking forward. "In front."

 

I face forward again. Osmir is standing by the entrance to the castle. I keep my eyes narrowed on him up to the point we're only five feet apart. He appears to be a man in his late 20's. He walks toward me while holding his right hand out. "I've been expecting you…"

 

I smile as I hold out my right hand. I stop smiling and then cock an eyebrow as he walks past me.

 

"Lady Irene, your father requested your presence. Thank you for coming," he says as he kneels in front of her while holding her left hand. He gives the top of her hand a quick peck. Irene's arm twitches as he does, and her face flushes slightly red. 

 

"What? You met with my father?" Irene asks in a surprised tone.

 

Osmir stands back up and then answers, "Yes, I have… Let us talk more inside. You must be hungry, right? I was just about to eat dinner. You and your escorts can join me, and I will explain everything."

 

He begins to walk inside while holding Irene's hand. Leila and I follow. I narrow my eyes on Osmir and whisper to Leila, "Are you buying this?"

 

"Not really… We need to strike when a chance arises," she whispers. There are staircases to my immediate left and right after we enter the castle. Both lead upward and appear to be symmetrical. The path in front splits into three different paths; left, right, and straight. We follow Osmir, who apparently takes the straight path in front of us. My eyes wander around, finding that everything seems to be undamaged and in near perfect condition. Osmir and Irene go into a room on the left side. 

 

"Have you noticed?" I whisper.

 
"Yeah… There's a serious lack of personnel present with no signs of battle…" she whispers and then we enter the room Osmir went in. There are several small dining tables with six chairs to a table spaced throughout the middle part of the room. A variety of different foods is available on the large dining table on the left side of the room.

 

"Help yourself," Osmir says as he points to the large dining table. Then he points to a nearby table with a plate of food on it and says, "We will talk over there."

 

I leave Irene's luggage in the corner of the room, and Leila does the same. We each get a plate, fill it up with food of our choosing, and then sit down with Osmir. Before I start digging into my meal, I ask, "Isn't it strange you have all this food prepared, yet not a soul could be seen on our way here?"

 

Osmir laughs before responding, "I know, right? It seems everyone has retired early for the night! Well, enjoy the meal cooked marvelously by our chef before it goes cold! Let us save formalities for later."

 

Just as he suggests, we quietly consume our meal without any exchange of words. I'm slightly saddened by the missing presence of soup, but I'm too hungry to care; having not eaten since the bison soup at Neso. I settle for the slab of mystery meat on my plate. After a few bites, I find out that it's beef. It's marbled with fat, and the sauce has a tinge of sweetness to it. It definitely is one of the best meats I've had in my entire life. As everyone finishes up their meals, Osmir says, "By the way, I do not believe I heard your names yet."

 

"I'm Kai."

 

"Leila."

 

"Kai and Leila is it… Would you care to explain why you are here instead of Dae?"

 

"Dae and his group were attacked by bandits, and we happened upon them when it happened. Apparently they were weakened by a monster attack on top of that, so they didn't have the energy to safely escort Irene back. Well, Dae mentioned a reward if we completed his task in his place," I say and then smile.

 

"I see. We will discuss your reward later, but first, you need to promise me that you do not divulge any of what I am about to tell you to anyone. It is imperative that this remains secret. Of course, this will be reflected in your compensation too."

 

"Yeah, we promise. We're gonna be leaving Byzia after this anyway." Osmir closes his eyes and claps his hands on top of the table. He takes a deep breath and then opens his eyes. 

 

"There are a couple of things Irene needs to know. The first one is that I know Velyn is innocent."

 

I knit my eyebrows.

 

"Yeah, of course!" Irene exclaims. "Where is he?"

 

"He is in hiding with Seirus and Aurora… It is a little complicated so let me explain. It began a month after your father began acting strangely. I knew something was wrong because I knew your father growing up… You see, Seirus and Aurora were my good friends from my academy days…" I exchange looks of confusion with Leila.

 

"It happened by coincidence, but after some snooping around Velyn found an opportunity to tell me everything. It was then I learned that he was being threatened by Jack, one of the two advisors close to him. Evidently, he had learned about some magical item located in a vault accessible only by members of the royal bloodline last year and had been working a plan ever since. By the time he coerced Velyn into raising taxes six months ago, he had already converted the ranks working under Velyn to his side. Jack held Seirus hostage and threatened to kill him if Velyn did not do as he said. Apparently Velyn was suspicious about Jack even before that and told Seirus to flee, but he did not.

 

"He did not know what Jack wanted, at first, and he was forced to go alongside the army as they raided villages, as you may have heard people talk about. At some point, Velyn could not prioritize the life of his son over everyone else and refused to do anything more. It was then Jack offered an alternative, which was access to the vault. Velyn refused vehemently, apparently keeping whatever magical item that was in there locked up was more important than the lives of many. Luckily, Jack did not kill either of them knowing that he would have lost his goal for sure.

 

"Shortly after this was when I met with your father. He told me to find General Dae and to tell him what he told me. Well, the short story is that we worked out a plan and carried it out. It is all an act to not draw suspicion from Jack who thinks we were legitimately just rebelling against the army. We have not apprehended him yet, so we are not revealing Velyn's innocence just yet in case he tries to target his life again."

 

"So…he's okay, right?" Irene asks with a worried expression on her face.

 

"Yes."

 

"To be honest, Osmir, we've been digging around for information about you…" I say and narrow my eyes on him. "And people have been saying that you've never been to Byzia until two days ago. What do you say about that?"

 

I quirk my eyebrows when he laughs. He grabs his hair with his fingers and says, "It is the hair."

 

"Huh?" 

 

"I have lived here pretty much my entire life, but I have always had long hair. Part of the plan was to cut my hair short and change my name. My real name is Reid."

 

"How's Irene play in all this? Why'd Velyn want her to come? I recall Dae saying Irene coming would help Velyn in some way…"

 

He smiles and then says, "Well, that is not exactly true. The truth is that Jack found out about the existence of Irene and Velyn was afraid he would get to her. A month ago, I learned that Jack switched from threatening Velyn to threatening Seirus. Apparently, Aurora, who had fled the city months before, was found by Jack. He used her to get to Seirus, who eventually divulged everything. Any other questions?"

 

He smiles broadly. A tinge of doubt still lurks at the back of my mind despite everything he said. I verify, "So, Irene will stay here in the castle until things die down with Jack?"

 

"Yes."

 

"Considering everyone has retired early for the night, that battle that was two days ago must've been enormous, right?" I ask and then smirk. Reid's lips drop into a frown, and he doesn't say anything for several seconds. 

 

"I have been politely answering your questions so far, but why do you need to know any of this?" He asks and knits his eyebrows. "Your job was to escort Irene safely here, and you have done just that. For your information, there were not many of Jack's foot soldiers stationed here when we attacked, fortunately. Now, instead of this pointless chatter, let us talk about your reward."

 

I look toward Leila again, and she nods her head. I face forward again before saying, "We're interested in taking a look at the library located in this castle."

 

Reid cocks an eyebrow. "What?"

 

"The library. I've heard the only library in Byzia was in the castle, and we wanna take a look." I repeat. He closes his eyes briefly and shakes his head.

 

"Oh. Yes. Right. Follow me," he says awkwardly while standing up and walking toward the hallway.

 

What was that about…? We get up as well and follow him. I whisper to Irene, "Irene, what do you think of him now?"

 

"I think he's a good person. I'm certain he's not a bad person." I frown and keep my eyes on the back of Reid's head.

 

So he's not lying…? We head up the right staircase we passed by earlier. We find ourselves in a spacious open room containing at least 200 books after several more turns. 

 

"Here it is. Now, if you will excuse me, I have another matter to attend to," he says and then runs out. His footsteps fade out.

 

"Irene, are you sure you feel comfortable staying here?"

 

"Yeah, I'll be fine! Reid is a good person!"

 

"I see… We'll have to part ways soon," I say and frown.

 

"It's okay, though; you have Leila!"

 

"That's true. But you'll be alone…"

 

"I'll be fine! I'll become good friends with Reid!"

 

"Kai, help me look through these books, would you?" Leila asks from across the room.

 

"Ah, sure," I reply and then head toward her. I pick up a book from the shelf opposite of where she's checking. This book, in particular, doesn't look like it contains the history we're looking for, but I flip through some of the pages to make sure. I repeat the process for all the books on this shelf and then later move to a new shelf. Over an hour passes by the time I check 70 books. I yawn. "Hey, Leila. How many have you checked so far? Did you find anything?"

 

"About 100 so far and nothing, but come look at this, quick!" Leila exclaims from across the room. I run over to her. I raise my eyebrows at the large vault inside the wall.

 

"This must be the vault Reid was talking about."

 

"Yeah, but look… How do you open this?" she asks with knitted eyebrows. I look closer on the vault. There are no handles, keyholes, or locks. Nothing. I wander my eyes around the vault, but there is not even a switch. An item of interest is the clear circle in the center of the vault. I peer through it with an eye, finding some kind of crystal inside.

 

I knit my eyebrows and then ask, "Is that a…Glim? 

 

"That's what I thought too, initially, but I think it's different… I already tried passing through my Mana, and nothing happens."

 

"Oh, that's right. Let me try." I release some of my Mana through the circle, but nothing happens.

 

Leila sighs and then says, "It was worth a shot."

 

I head back to where I was still checking the books when footsteps resound from the hallway, growing louder with each step. 

 

"Excuse me!" Reid exclaims and then pants for air. "You are still here? I am going to have to ask you to leave now."

 

"What's the hurry?" I ask.

 

"The hurry is I am sleepy, and I cannot just leave you here unattended. On top of that, look. Irene is falling asleep too," he says as he points to Irene, who barely has her eyes open. "Look, you might not have found what you were looking for so take this."

 

He takes out a small pouch from his pocket and then tosses it to me. "It contains 50 gold coins; surely that is enough, right? I will escort you out."

 

I look toward Irene, who reciprocates it and then smiles. I walk toward the exit where Irene stands near. "Well, this is it. See ya—well I guess I don't know when I'll see you again, so…goodbye, Irene."

 

I smile softly.

 

"I don't want to say goodbye!" she exclaims. "It's not like we won't see each other again. You'll visit, right?"

 

She pouts. I laugh before agreeing, "Yeah, you're right."

 

"Stay well, Kai," she says and then smiles. I smile too before Reid leads us out where the two guards stand.

 

"Thanks again for escorting Irene…but it would probably be best that you do not visit again until we have subdued Jack… Guards, it is time to close the gates and retire for the night."

 

Afterward, the guards close the gate and head toward the castle after Reid. I stare blankly at his back, feeling like something isn't right. "What's with that look, Kai? Don't tell me you're still having doubts? Irene said it herself, right? That Reid was a good person."

 

"Yeah, but I still feel like something's off…"

 
"In any case, our presence is required at the hideout. Let's hurry," she suggests as she takes out the map from her backpack. She takes a quick glance before storing it back. I walk alongside Leila, letting her lead the way. She asks, "So? What's bugging you?"

 

"Well…a couple of things. First, how did Reid immediately recognize Irene to be Irene? When I think about that, it must mean that he recognized her based on the pink dress. Given how careful he is about his movements, why would he plan for Dae to leave the castle with the pink dress in hand? If the information broker knows…then this Jack person must know too. I'm sure he can put together that he was going for Irene."

 

"It must've been to bait a move from Jack. Since Reid already knew that Jack knew about Irene, he could bait Jack to make a move and find where he's hiding. He probably had a plan of some sort."

 

"What plan? Irene was taken right under our noses in Neso… Jack was probably the one responsible for that. She would've been gone if we didn't take her back. Also, why does he want Irene to stay in that castle? He even said himself that Velyn, Seirus, and Aurora were in a different hiding spot because returning to the castle was too risky, yet he wants Irene to stay…"

 

"Well, I'm sure he has his reasons… Maybe he doesn't want to reveal the hiding spot of Velyn and the others."

 

"Or maybe he's lying about everything!" I exclaim. "Why would Velyn even tell Seirus about Irene?"

 

Leila sighs and then answers, "I don't know…maybe to inform him that he has a sister? Kai, we've talked about this. You need to let her go. We have more important things to worry about."

 

I sigh. "Yeah, you're right… Sorry."

 

I drop all my thoughts on the matter for now. Leila asks, "Was your search also fruitless at the library?"

 

"Yeah, I found nothing, but there were still some books we didn't check. You think we would've found it there?"

 

"I don't think so…"

 

"What about Elbar? We haven't checked the library there yet…"

 

"It probably won't be there, either. Xantho is the oldest Human country so if it's not here then…"

 

I gulp and then say, "Then your suspicion was true…"

 

"Yeah, the Humans didn't record 'The Selection' event found in the books of other races."

 

"But what's that mean? Maybe they just didn’t bother to write it down…"

 

"I don't see why you would exclude it… It was a dramatic event that killed off a large portion of every race. All the other races have some record of their experience with this, but Humans…it must mean that they didn't experience it."

 

"How's that possible? We must've just missed something in those books we didn't check…"

 

"That possibility still exists, but you noticed too, right? There is a common thread tying all the books we checked together."
 

"Yeah. The farthest events date back is about 1900 years ago, right? Maybe someone just got rid of all the books beyond that so 'The Selection' was never mentioned as a result."

 

"That's another possibility… We're going to need to head back to that castle after all. We don't have any other leads."
 

We continue making our way to the hideout. We take the west exit and go through a forest. A couple of monsters appear as usual that we easily take care of. Following Leila's directions, we end up in an area between a mountain and a forest. 

 

"It should be somewhere around here…" Leila claims. "If I remember correctly, the entrance should be right here."

 

I note nothing suspicious on the wall at the base of the mountain. "Kai, allow me."

 

She walks over to where I am and puts her hand on the wall. Only a few seconds pass before she announces, "I found it. It's over here."

 

She walks a few feet over with her hand still on the wall. She stops walking in front the same wall. Suddenly, I feel like something is behind me again. It feels similar to what happened at the underground information broker. I quickly warn, "Wait, someone might be following us…"

 

"Are you sure?" Leila whispers.

 

"Yeah, this feeling… There's no doubt about it," I say quietly and then gesture my head toward the suspicious tree, but not being obvious about it. "I think whoever it is; he's on that tree somewhere."

 

"Someone from that information broker's network?"

 

"I think so. Let's charge him at the same time so he doesn't escape. On three, we'll go." Leila nods her head. "One…two…three! Haste!"

 

"Swiftness!"

 

We immediately charge toward the tree. As soon as I start running, I aim my right palm toward the tree. "Fire bolt!"

 

Fire shaped like a fat arrow appears that flies in a straight trajectory toward the top of a branch in the tree. Something sizzling resounds, indicating that my magic hit something, but no movements resound.

 

What…? They're not gonna react…? It all becomes clear when we reach the tree. We find a scorched owl standing on top of one of the branches. I stare blankly at the owl while frowning and knitting my eyebrows. I relax my facial expressions when I sense murderous intent from Leila.

 

"Kai…"

 

"I'm sorry!" I apologize and bow my head. Leila sighs.

 

"Forget it… Your senses are probably just hypersensitive right now…"

 

I giggle, feeling strange how I can mistake an animal for a person twice. "Maybe…"

 

Afterward, I follow Leila, who reveals the entrance to the hideout with earth magic. She shifts a stone wall the size of a door down to the ground, and I continue to follow her inside. We find a wooden door with a small opening in the middle; the same door used in all Cascabel hideouts. 

 

"Kai and Leila, I presume?" a man asks. A glimpse of his face is shown through the opening.

 

"Yes. We have proof of Dae's death," Leila replies. The man opens the door.

 

"Cebum's waitin' fer ya in the room furthest back."

 

We head in and go through the passageway. There is only one path to take, so we don't get lost. I only notice a couple of people loitering around some of the rooms we pass by. At the end of the last passageway, we find a door. Leila opens it, and then we head inside.

 

"You're finally here," Cebum says and turns around. "Show me the proof."

 

Leila takes out the Alrath in her backpack. She opens it and then takes out Dae's head that is in the same condition as I last remember it. She sets it on the table next to Cebum.

 

"Excellent work. I have great news for you two… Xedeus told me to let you know that he'll be coming here tomorrow to personally deliver you your next mission."

 

I raise my eyebrows. "Are you serious?"

 

"Aye… He recognizes the great work you two have been doing and wants to express that in person. He'll probably be here around 3 PM tomorrow, don't be late. Until then, you're dismissed," Cebum says with a smile. With that, we leave the hideout. Leila covers up the wall before we start to head back to Byzia.

 

"This has been a ridiculous day…" I comment, smiling broadly afterward.

 

"Tell me about it… Are we really going to do it?" Leila asks as she turns her head toward me.

 

"Yeah, we already discussed this… That we would assassinate Xedeus the next chance we get. I didn't think it would come this soon, but it’s a chance we can't afford to miss."

 

"We'll need to arrive an hour early to set up the ambush."

 

"That's not a problem. I'll pick up my armor from the blacksmith in the morning, and we'll still have some time to make a plan. I suppose we're headed back to the castle now?" I ask and then sigh.

 

"I thought you'd be happier about that. You'll get to see Irene again."

 

I laugh lightly and say, "We're gonna be trespassing… Well, we probably won't even get caught considering that there's hardly anyone stationed in the castle, but we can't let Irene know we're there."

 

She laughs too before replying, "That's true."

 

We eventually make our way back to the castle gates that are now closed. I look around, making sure that no one is watching before releasing my Mana. "Open!"

 

The usual portal appears in front of me. I go through it while holding onto Leila's hand and appear above the closed gates. As Leila lets out a quick burst of air from her feet, I say, "Close!"

 

Afterward, we walk towards the entrance. "I just realized how reckless that was… Someone might've seen us through one of those windows up there…"

 

"I wouldn't worry about it. No one would be expecting us to come in that way, and they should all be asleep, right? Besides, the hallways were completely empty; you're worrying too much."

 

"I guess you're right. Do you remember how to get to the library? I may have forgotten…"

 

"Jeez, it's because you were too worried about Irene. Well, I remember, so just—"

 

A loud scream resounds from the castle. We immediately look at each other and then sprint toward the entrance. "Haste!"

 

"Swiftness!"

 

I clench my jaws and my fists as I'm running. Irene…!
Chapter 18 – Academy Year 4 – Tournament

I open my eyes from the sudden banging on my bedroom door. I flip over to my other side and then close my eyes again. 

 

"Kai, are you awake? Kai!" Luna yells from outside my room. She continues to bang on the door. "I won't bother you about skipping class again, but at least bring our dinner for tonight! Kai, I know you're awake!"

 

I ignore her, hoping that she stops trying to disturb me. The banging stops after fifteen more seconds. I sigh and then smile before my consciousness drifts off again.

 

…

 

"Kai, get up!" Luna exclaims as she bangs on my door again. I frown and narrow my eyebrows.

 

I turn my head toward the door and exclaim, "Can't you tell I'm trying to take a nap?! What do you want?!"

 

"You told me to wake you up when dinner was ready! Everyone's here except you!"

 

I relax my facial expressions. "Oh…coming!"

 

I yawn, stand up, and then stretch my limbs. As I'm walking toward the door, I find my backpack against the wall. I cock an eyebrow. What? How'd this get here…? I haven't moved my backpack in over two years… It should be in the closet… Well, no use thinking about it! I'll just put it back and head off to dinner! I wonder what's on the menu for today…
 

I bend over to pick up the backpack as I imagine the aroma of delicious food entering my nose. I swallow the large amount of saliva in my mouth. I lift the backpack off the ground and then knit my eyebrows. It feels heavier than it should be. What the hell?
 

I put down the backpack and then check the lock on the door; it's still locked. I unzip my backpack and then reach in with my hand. The book is still there, but there's something else. It's spherical, and the top part is covered in short hairs. I knit my eyebrows as my hand reaches the puddle of liquid. I reach in with my other hand and pull it out.

 

I widen my eyes and drop my jaws. I'm staring at the ceiling with my heart pounding hard. I get up and then turn my head in all directions. The backpack isn't against the wall anymore. I rush over to the closet, open it, and then take out the backpack. I open it, finding only the book inside. I sigh. What the hell was that…?
 

An eerie feeling creeps over me like something is going to pop out of nowhere and attack me. I shake my entire body once as someone knocks on my door. My heart is still pounding.

 

"Kai, get up!" Luna exclaims. I sigh while feeling some déjà vu. I zip up the backpack, stand up, and then close the closet door. 

 

As I'm opening my mouth to say something, Hiro says, "Give it up, Luna. Ya know how Kai is with his naptime."

 

"I know, but… He hasn't contributed to any of our food supplies in over two weeks, and we're out of meat for tonight."

 

"What?! I'll get on that right now!" Hiro exclaims with his voice and footsteps getting farther away. "Just let Kai nap and save his energy for the tournament. With ‘im at his best, it's a guaranteed win!" 

 

"Will you be okay by yourself?"

 

"Yeh, I'll be fine. We've been huntin' these things for almost a year now." Hiro's footsteps and voice resound near my door again. I figure he got his weapon from his room.

 

"Okay, be careful!"

 

"I will. See ya later!" A door opens and shuts following footsteps. An uneasy feeling envelops me as I think back to the nightmare just now. On a whim, I clip on my sheaths on my belt before unlocking my door and then run toward the main door without stopping.

 

"Kai, you're awake? Where're you going in such a hurry?"

 

"You wanted me to get us dinner, right?" I ask while opening the door. I run out and exclaim, "I'm heading out now!"

 

"You don't have to do that anymore. Hiro's already—" Her voice dies out as I run farther down the hallway. I go straight and then make a right turn toward the exit. Hiro's walking in the same direction with his sledgehammer in hand.

 

"Hey, Hiro!"

 

Hiro faces me and then asks, "Huh? Kai, weren't ya takin' a nap?"
 

"I decided that I wanna contribute to the group after all. I feel bad for being lazy as of late," I reply with a smile.

 

"What are ya talkin' about…? You've always been lazy… So, what's the real reason behind your change of heart?" Hiro asks with a suspicious look. He knits his eyebrows and mutters, "Wait a minute…"

 

A few seconds later, he narrows his eyebrows and exclaims, "Ah, I got it! Ya don't trust me with a simple task like this!"

 

"That's not it…" I deny.

 

"What is it then?" he asks. Judging by the look on his face; he's not in the mood for jokes.

 

"Uh… Well…" I interject while thinking of a viable reason, knowing that he'll think it's a joke if I tell him the truth. "It might be hard carrying the prey back with your weapon type, right?"

 

His facial expressions relax. He grins and says, "I guess that's true. Very well, you'll be my pack mule!"

 

 "Whatever. Let's go already." After my suggestion, we head into the Academy's hunting grounds next to the dormitory building.

 

"Since I'm just the pack mule, can I at least pick what I'm gonna haul?" I ask as I follow Hiro deeper into the forest.

 

"Sure. You'll see me in my full glory," he says with confidence. There's a chubby bird nearly a foot tall on a tree branch up ahead; one of the non-aggressive creatures available in this forest. It mostly has red feathers with some streaks of white randomly throughout its body. I smile. 

 

"How about that red bird on that tree over there?" I ask while pointing to the bird. "I'm kinda in the mood for bird."

 

"Eh… That's just an ordinary bird… It doesn't even fight back," Hiro responds.

 

"So Hiro the Great can't bring home an ordinary bird for dinner? Tsk tsk," I say while shrugging my shoulders, shaking my head, and smiling. Hiro frowns.

 

"Fine… I'll easily take care of that bird no problem. Watch me," he states before turning toward the bird. He raises his sledgehammer behind his head as he approaches said bird. When he reaches striking range, he jumps and then swings down his hammer. The tree crackles as he makes impact; the branch breaks and falls to the ground. The bird is already in the air and proceeds to fly away. I put a palm over my face while shaking my head. Hiro slams down his hammer in front of him and exclaims, "Damn! That lucky bird got away!"

 

"And the bird leads by a point!"

 

"Let's find another bird… It won't get so lucky next time," Hiro says bitterly. We eventually find another bird, but the result is the same. He swings widely and doesn't hide his murderous intent at all, giving the bird enough time to take flight before he connects his blow. This goes on for several more birds.

 

"Hiro… Don't you think you need to try a different method?"

 

"What, so you're saying I can't take down a stupid bird?!" I point both of my palms toward him and smile.

 

"No, I'm just saying what you're doing isn't working… Try something else?"

 

"What else can I do? Hmm…" He knits his eyebrows and narrows his eyes. He raises his eyebrows and exclaims, "I got it! Let's find another bird now!"

 

He runs off in a random direction. I sigh. Finally, I can observe what I wanted to see in the first place…
 

I follow Hiro, eventually coming across another bird. He drops his sledgehammer. I knit my eyebrows as he runs at the bird with his bare hands. He tries to grab it while doing everything else the same. He fails and falls to the ground, the bird already in midair. I close my eyes and pinch the skin between them.

 

"Damn! I was better off usin' my weapon after all!" he exclaims while getting back on his feet. I relax my facial expressions and then sigh.

 

"Why don't you try using your magic?" I suggest.

 

"Huh? How's that help? My Water magic's useless."

 

"What happened to that confidence from last week? You were bragging about completing your keyword…"

 

"Oh…uhh…" Hiro mutters. 
 

"Unless you were lying…"

 

"No, I wasn't! Fine… I guess I'll hafta show you." He picks up his sledgehammer, and we go explore to find another bird. He drops his weapon on the ground and then points his left palm toward the bird on the tree branch. I stand near a tree between him and the bird. "Fireball!"

 

I widen my eyes and drop my jaws. What?! He's been hiding his Fire Affinity all this time?!
 

I relax my facial expressions as a wave of disappointment hits me. A rugged sphere of water comes out of Hiro's palm. It moves so slow I can follow it with my eyes without any effort. It moves on a straight path toward the bird. It flies away before his magic can hit it. A moment later, it hits the adjacent branch, and the sphere of water expands, splashing water all over. Hiro gapes at the result. He knits his eyebrows, stares at the ground, and mutters, "That's strange… When I made the keyword, it was faster… I coulda sworn it was bigger too…"

 

I press a finger into my forehead and ask, "Didn't you pay any attention in our second year…? Oh, wait… I keep forgetting you didn't actually pass that written test…"

 

"Stop makin' fun of me and just tell me what happened!"

 

I sigh. "Don't you know? If you use a keyword that has nothing to do with the magic that you programmed, you can lose up to 50% of its effectiveness… The reason why your magic was weaker this time's because you used the keyword instead of manually assigning the instructions you did the first time…"

 

He purses his lips and then interjects, "Oh…"

 

"It was a good thing you showed me that before you'd miserably fail the keyword test next week…" He puts a hand behind his head and giggles. "I'll give you one more chance to get a bird…and if you fail again, I'm taking over."

 

"I got it…" he says in a conceding voice. We locate another bird, and I stand in a similar position as before. Hiro's eyebrows furrow as he faces his palm toward the target. It takes a few minutes before he shouts, "Water ball!" 

 

A sphere of water with a smooth surface appears from his palm, nearly twice the volume of the first one I saw. The speed of the sphere doubles, but I'm still able to easily follow it move the entirety of its straight course to the bird. A smile emerges on my face as the water disperses all over the bird. The bird tries to fly away afterward, but it fails and falls to the ground. 

 

"Good job, you finally beat the bird," I praise as I walk over to pick up the bird. I cock an eyebrow as Hiro seems awfully quiet about his success. I crouch down to grab the bird still attempting to fly away, but footsteps rapidly resound toward me.

 

"Bastard, it's payback time!" Hiro exclaims as the ruffling of grass grow louder.

 

He wouldn’t… I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward. As soon as I turn my head around, his sledgehammer swoops right past me. A liquid splashes on the right side of my face and my right arm following a splattering noise.

 

"Don't worry Kai, I got 'im," he says in a reassuring tone. I turn my head back, finding a bloody mess on the ground. I would have a hard time recognizing it's a bird if I didn't know it was a bird before this happened.

 

"Hiro…?" I ask as I feel veins protruding from my forehead.

 

"What is it, Kai?" He asks and then faces me. He laughs loudly. "My impact was so strong I even got some of it on ya!"

 

"Just so you know you're eating that one," I say with a frown. He smiles.

 

"I don't mind. It's not like any meat disappeared, right? I wonder why the bird didn't fly away this time…"

 

"You used your magic without knowing why…? If a bird gets wet, they can't fly anymore."

 

"Well, you told me to and usually you're right…but that's neat! Maybe Water magic ain't as useless as I thought!"

 

A smile emerges on my face in light of the trust he put in me. I ask, "Why was your confidence staggering earlier? You legitimately completed your keyword."

 

"I was kinda nervous 'cause I just copied the one you showed us last year…"

 

"I see now…" I say and nod my head. "That's why the keyword was fireball the first time…"

 

A few seconds later, a boar squeals in the distance. Some guy yells, "He's getting away! After him!"

 

"We should hurry and gather five more birds before it gets crowded in here," I suggest as I reluctantly pick up the bloody bird with two fingers. Some blood drips onto the ground as I do.

 

"Sounds good. My revenge ain't complete yet!"

 

"Wait," I say to stop him from running off on his own. I approach from behind and then open the backpack he's carrying. "Since this is yours, I'm gonna put it in here for you."

 

"Hey, wait! That's…" I quickly drop the bird into his backpack and then close it. I laugh hard inside, but I keep a straight face.

 

"Damn it, Kai… What good's a pack mule if he doesn't carry the goods?" he asks as he gives me a contemptuous look.

 

"Since you're here, you can carry your own dinner. I'll carry mine and everyone else's," I say. "Oh, one more thing… You're not getting your revenge today. You'll be a good boy and let me do the work after you immobilize them. Understand?"

 

I put the hand with bird blood on Hiro's shoulder from behind. I grip it tightly while releasing murderous intent. He turns his head toward me. There are droplets of sweat on his forehead.

 

"Go-got it…" he answers without his usual light-heartedness.

 

"Good, let's go," I say as I let go of his shoulder, but not before I wipe the blood on him. A few chuckles escape from my mouth as I'm trying to keep myself from breaking into a cackle. We find another bird in a few minutes of searching. After Hiro stops its movements, I pick it up and then snap its neck. We repeat this for the next four birds, finishing our hunt in 15 minutes. Afterward, we make our way back home.

 

"Kai, what happened?!" Luna exclaims as she runs over to me. "Are you injured?"

 

"No, this is bird blood. I'm completely fine," I answer. Luna sighs.

 

"Thank goodness," she says while staring into my eyes. "I was really worried because you were gone for so long…"

 

"Those pesky birds kept on flyin’ away at first…but eventually, I got 'em. You were worried ‘bout me too, right?"

 

"Um, yeah, of course!" Luna says with a smile. She points toward the kitchen and instructs, "Kai, you can put those birds on the counter over there. I'll get a head start before Marin comes back."

 

I go to where she pointed and then drop the birds piled between my arms and my chest onto the counter. Luna counts them with a finger. "Hmm? There're only five here."

 

"Hiro's bird's in his backpack," I explain while pointing to Hiro. Luna's cocking an eyebrow as she turns her view over to him.

 

"Kai was bein' a big baby back there. He didn’t want the bird that I took down. Anyway, I'm goin' to take a shower," Hiro says as he sets down his backpack on the counter. He walks over to his room and then shuts the door. The lock on his door clicks. Luna opens Hiro's backpack. She reaches her hand in and then shrieks softly. There is blood on her fingertips after she rears her hand back.

 

"Jeez… So that's how you got the blood on you," she says while frowning at the backpack. I laugh lightly.

 

"Yeah, I stopped him after the first one."

 

"I'm glad you went with him now! You're so reliable!" she exclaims with a smile. I blush and look away toward my room. 

 

"It was nothing… I didn't want my bird to be a bloody mess is all. I'm gonna go shower too and clean this mess off me," I say as I walk away with my face getting hotter. I open the door to my room, walk in, close the door, and then lock it. I go into the bathroom and then set the temperature of the shower to 106 degrees Fahrenheit as usual. I activate the shower, but no water comes out. I knit my eyebrows. What the hell…? Is it broken again?
 

I open the lid to where the components of the device lay. There are several Crystals and some mechanics I don't recognize. Let's see… Since no water's coming out, the Water Crystal must be drained, right? Hmm… There're two blue looking Crystals, though…
 

I pick up one of the blue Crystals. What do I do with this now…?
 

I ponder at the Crystal in my hand for a few seconds before deciding to go back to the main room. Luna asks, "Kai, you're done with your shower already?"

 

"Uh, not yet. I think my Water Crystal is drained…" Luna turns around holding feathers in her fingertips. She disposes them in the trashcan before walking over to me.

 

"Let me see that." I hand her the Crystal, and she walks over to the sink. I quirk an eyebrow as water flows out of the Crystal moments later. She turns back to me. "Umm… This looks fine to me… Did you check the Mana Crystal?"

 

"Uh, what…? I thought there were only a Fire Crystal, a Water Crystal, and a knob that adjusts the temperature," I say while recalling my memory with Emdos. Luna laughs loudly with a grin on her face. Not knowing what to think, I blush and frown.

 

"We learned this in class last year, you know… Maybe if you actually went to class…" she explains as she locks her eyes on mine with her hands on her hips. I continue to frown and look down at the floor.

 

"Well, we didn't have to replenish any of our Crystals ourselves until this year… I'll show you. Let's go to your bathroom." We go to my bathroom afterward, and she puts the Water Crystal back. "Okay, pay attention…"

 

I do as she instructs and focus my eyes where she points. "This is where the switch activates the Mana Crystal. When you turn on the shower, it basically moves this over and presses against the output mechanism on the Mana Crystal. The Mana comes out on the other side, and it passes through this thing, called P-Glim. You probably don't know what that is either… Basically, it's like a Glim, but the instructions are pre-defined and depend on what the knob is set to…"

 

My eyes wander toward her chest. I smile while ogling the portion sticking out of her tank top. "…after that, the Mana goes to the Fire Crystal and Water Crystal. Then the water comes out from over there. Understand?"

 

I look in a random direction as she looks back at me. "Uh, yeah…"

 

She sighs. "Okay, look."

 

She takes the Mana Crystal from the device and then holds it in front of me. "You can check if the Mana Crystal's drained by pressing this button. I'm pressing it right now, and nothing comes out from the other side."

 

"Oh, I see," I say as I nod my head. She puts the Mana Crystal back and then takes the Fire Crystal out.

  

"Take this." She hands me the Fire Crystal. "Try passing some Scrap Mana through this. You should be able to activate it because you know how to bond Fire magic. Be careful not to burn yourself."

 

I do as she says while holding the Fire Crystal at my fingertips. I channel some Scrap Mana into the Crystal, making sure not to bond any of my Fire magic as I do. I try to act as if the Crystal is a part of my body and make my Mana bond with the Crystal. A few moments later, a small spark of fire emits from the Crystal. I smile.

 

"As expected of Kai! You got it without me explaining how to do it!" Luna exclaims with a smile.

 

"It's because you explained everything so well!" I exclaim with the same energy level. I put back the Crystal back into the device where it belongs. I ask, "So, do we have any Mana Crystals on hand for the shower?"

 

"No, I don't think we do… I think Drugo left to get some earlier, but I haven't heard from him…" she blushes and looks away. Her voice grows quiet. "So, um… I guess you can use my bathroom…"

 

"Oh, really? Thanks!"

 

I gather my change of clothes as she heads back into the main room to prepare our dinner. I head into Luna's room adjacent to mine. I close the door and then find my way to the bathroom. The layout of the room is the same as mine. I smile as I take a big whiff of Luna's lingering scent. My eyes wander around her room, and they stop on Luna's drawer. Luna's underwear…
 

I close in on the drawer and then gulp as I reach my hand to take a peak. As soon as my fingers touch the drawer, the door suddenly opens. I rear back from the drawer immediately with my heart pounding rapidly. Droplets of sweat form on my forehead.

 

"Ah, Kai! I forgot to mention, but can you use your own towel?"

 

"Oh, yeah, sure."

 

"Thanks!" Her footsteps resound back toward the kitchen area. I sigh and then head back to my bathroom to grab my towel before going back to Luna's room. I lock the door before using her shower. I take my time, savoring the rare chance of using Luna's shower. I finish within 20 minutes, and then I head to the main room.

 

"Kai, what're you doin' comin' outta Luna's room?" Hiro asks. He's sitting on the couch. I walk over to the couch, finding a large number of feathers in the trashcan along the way. Two of the birds remain outside of the caldron in front of Luna and Marin. There's also something cooking in a smaller pot next to the caldron.

 

"My Mana Crystal was drained, and Luna let me use hers," I explain as I sit down next to Hiro.

 

"So, didja look?" he whispers to me as he nudges me with his elbow. I frown.

 

"No, I didn't," I whisper back.

 

"Damn, so borin'." He sighs. I turn toward the sound of the main door opening. Sitos and Drugo walk in.

 

"That smells good. What's for dinner?" Drugo asks as he walks toward one of the metal chests. 

 

"Bird from the hunting grounds," I answer. "Are those the Mana Crystals?"

 

"Yup it is, why?" he asks as he opens the chest, pouring everything in from a bag.

 

"Perfect. I needed a Mana Crystal for my shower."

 

"All the Crystals are gonna be in here Kaister, so take it when it's convenient," he says as he closes the chest. Sitos heads into his room.

 

"I will catch up with you guys later after I shower."

 

"Same here," Drugo says as he heads for his room too. 

 

I listen to Hiro go on about the tournament and how excited he is as dinner is being prepared. By the time Luna and Marin announce dinner time, Sitos and Drugo have finished their showers. Each of us gets an extra large bowl in order to fit the entire bird into it, along with the soup and other ingredients. Marin and Luna split one of the four birds in the caldron and serve Hiro his own bird from the other pot. We sit at the table and eat our own meals.

 

"Speaking of the tournament, I am going to be pissed if we do not win it this year… This is the last chance to take the 1C room for ourselves, so do not screw this up. Thanks to a few idiots, we failed the previous two contests," Sitos says.

 

"And whose fault do you think that is?" Luna asks.

 

"It was not just me! Kai, Hiro, and Drugo all agreed! Who would have known that fried chicken dressed with peanut butter was a bad idea?"

 

I don't comment and simply slurp the delicious soup. I savor the rich umami flavor of the bird in the broth. I look over to Hiro, who is strangely silent. He hasn't started to eat his meal. I ask, "Hiro, what's wrong?"

 

He stays silent for a few more seconds before responding, "Why's only my soup a dark-red color…?"

 

He stirs his soup with his spoon and continues, "And I can still see the feathers attached to the bird…"

 

"Marin made that, you know," Luna informs.

 
"It wasn't my fault… The bird was bloody….and touching it was gross…and the insides were messed up… So…I just threw it in the pot," Marin explains.

 

"You were the one who said, 'I don't mind. It's not like any meat disappeared,' right?"

 

Hiro grunts before he finally digs into his meal. He raises his eyebrows before saying, "Oh, this is still pretty good. Marin's cookin' skills are amazin'!"
 

"I'm glad you like it…because well… I don't want you feeling bad…for tomorrow," Marin says.
 

I smile and chuckle. Sitos says, "Hiro, if you strike us out two times, I am going to squish you like you did to that bird."
 

"It's not goin' to happen. I'm confident in my physical abilities!"

 

I ask, "What if you weren’t allowed to use your physical abilities and you have to use magic?"

 

Hiro stays silent. "Hiroster, if you need any help with the keyword test after the tournament, let us know now."

 

"I don't need help! Ask Kai, he's already witnessed my magic!"

 

"Yeah I witnessed it alright. The first time you used the keyword fireball for a water-based spell. He corrected it afterward, though, so we're safe."

 

"Ya didn't hafta mention that first part…" Hiro mutters. "What 'bout y'all?"

 

"We are not idiots like you. Everyone probably has at least a couple of keywords made already," Sitos infers. Judging by the silence, I assume that it's true excluding me. I only have two keywords made, not including the keyword I used to learn Fire bonding.

 

"Ya'll have it easy… Ya can't do anythin' with Water magic other than wet the target!"

 

"That is perfect… Wet them for me and then I will electrocute them with my magic. Playing support is a fitting role for you," Sitos says while chuckling.

 

"I don't like the sound of that."

 

"Well, if they are still conscious, you can use that ridiculously retarded strength of yours to knock them out. Even with your accuracy, you can hit them after they eat a dose of electricity."
 

"Oh! I like that!" Hiro exclaims. We continue chatting about the impending tournament tomorrow as we eat our meals. I head to my room after we finish chatting and eating. I lock my door, brush my teeth, undress, and then lay in bed. I play around with my Mana, eventually expelling it all before I fall asleep.

Chapter 19 – Academy Year 4 – Preliminaries

The next morning we arrive at the Arena on the highest floor of the Academy. It's a large elliptical room. Dozens of spectators are in the seats elevated around us. Most of them seem like adults much older than us. I recall from last week Moria mentioned there may be scouts from various organizations around the city that would observe the preliminaries.

 

Following the instructions we received last week, we go to platform number eight. Another team of six is already waiting there, but the referees haven't arrived yet. The platform is about a foot high, made of the same material as the floor; stone. It's a square with each side measuring over 40 feet. There's a small black square near the top edge of the platform in front of me and on the other side. Surrounding the platform are four cylindrical devices shaped like an upside-down 'L' with a 45-degree bend instead of a 90-degree bend toward the center of the platform. I estimate that the vertical part of the device is about 15 feet high and the second part measures around half of that. I walk closer to examine it further; it has a slit opening on two sides of it, both pointing and parallel to the adjacent devices. 

 

"Hey, look over there!" Hiro shouts and points at the entrance to the Arena. Several adults push carts filled with outfits of various sizes toward the platforms. I presume these are the safeguards Moria mentioned last week. Barrels containing weapons are visible on the carts too. A woman and a man in their late 30's approach us with two carts. They are dressed casually without armor and carry no weapons.

 

"Mom! Dad!" Marin exclaims as she walks closer to them. "What're you doing here?" The style and color of Marin's hair match her mothers. 

 

"It's good to see you, Marin! You've grown a lot!" her mother exclaims, stopping the cart near us. Her father smiles but doesn't stop to greet Marin. Instead, he continues to push his cart toward the other side of the platform. Marin follows her father with her head. "Don't mind your father, Marin. He misses you too, but we since we're part of the referees we have to hurry and set everything up."

 

"Yes, I understand."

 

"I have to set up the barriers around the platform, but how about you introduce me to your friends first. They're behind you, right?" she asks with a smile as she turns toward us.

 

"Yep!" Marin exclaims as she turns toward us. She points at each of us individually while saying, "On the left that's our Tank, Drugo. Next is our Heavy, Hiro. She's our Mage, Luna. He's our Light, Sitos. And that's Kai…also our Light."

 

I cock an eyebrow. "I see, so you must be the Archer, right? Just like me!"

 

Marin nods.

 

"I have to go now, but we'll catch up later! Don't push yourself too hard! Archers have a major disadvantage in the preliminaries, after all," her mother warns as she walks away.

 

"Those two were A-class adventurers, right? They looked kinda ordinary to me," Hiro says. Sitos stares in the opposite direction toward the spectators. I focus on him and then extrapolate where his field of vision points. There are three men seated together.

 

"Well, of course! They're people too!" Luna exclaims and then Sitos turns back to us.

 

I ask, "Sitos, do you know those people? I saw you looking at them just now."

 

"Well, yes. It is my father, older brother, and personal trainer."

 

"You two are lucky… No one's comin' to watch the rest of us," Hiro says and then sighs.

 

"What about you, Kaister? Didn't you have Emdos?" Drugo asks. I jerk my eyebrows upward and then look in the seats around me. I narrow my eyes around everyone who are seated, eventually turning 360 degrees. Emdos is nowhere to be found. I frown.

 

"It doesn't look like he's here."

 

"Don't worry 'bout it!" Hiro exclaims and slaps me on the back.

 

Maybe he's one of the referees? I look around the various platforms. There are ten in total; two rows of four platforms with the third row with only two. We're located in the second row, fourth platform. There is no platform behind us. Emdos is not one of the referees close to us. The other referees are too far to identify. I notice Marin's parents inserting a blue Crystal into each of the four devices placed around the platform. I figure it's a Mana Crystal.

 

"We're going to be starting soon, so hurry and put on these leather garments. As you probably have been told before, these will absorb magic attacks that hit you so you won't have to worry about any life-threatening injuries," Marin's mother instructs. Afterward, we each pick out our own respective leather armors with sizes specified last week and put it on. Moments later, the sound of wood hitting each other resounds along with grunts and shouts of keywords from the other side of the Arena.

 

"I'll review the rules: When the method of battle is determined, one of you will step forward onto this black square and fight a member of the opposing team. Don't move or begin fighting until one of us has announced the start of the battle. You lose if you get knocked off of the platform, your magical armor loses its power, break the rules, don't make an attempt to attack at least once every 30 seconds, or we determine at our discretion. If you win, you can't fight again until every member of your team has fought at least once. Afterward, the rotation starts over, and you can fight in any order of your choice again. Losers can't fight again for the remainder of the preliminaries. In the first phase of the preliminaries, you'll fight this team until one of you is completely eliminated. That's all and good luck! My husband and I will take turns drawing the method of battle," Marin's mother explains while on the platform. 

 

Soon after she briefly meets up with her husband before walking back toward us. "The method of battle for the first match has been decided. It's 'magic only'. Please decide which one of you will fight."

 

Our group turns toward each other. 

 

"I'll go," Luna and Marin say simultaneously, laughing lightly afterward.

 

"You can go, Luna."

 

"Are you sure?"

 

"Yep, I'll go the next time 'magic only' appears." Luna steps on the platform while the rest of us observe from the side of the platform instead of behind her. Her opponent is a guy. Marin's mother stands near Luna while her father stands near the guy. 

 

"Fight!" Marin's father announces. Luna raises both of her hands up but stands still. Her opponent is clenching their fists; his right arm positioned behind his body like he wants to throw something and his left hand in front of his chest. 20 seconds pass. I gulp, knowing that they both will have to make a move soon, or both of them will lose by default.

 

Soon after, the guy makes the first move; he begins to run toward Luna while maintaining the same arm positions. The distance is about 20 feet apart when the guy snaps his right arm forward, revealing a rock that flies through the air toward Luna. 

 

"Blow!" Luna shouts while aiming her right palm toward the rock that flies toward her face. Her palm is angled slightly to the left. A gust of wind appears from her palm, and the rock slows down and swerves off course. The rock flies past the platform and eventually crashes into an invisible wall. There's a blue light surrounding the impact point. Luna stretches out her left arm and points her palm toward her opponent. "Fireball!"

 

A large flaming sphere of fire emerges from her palm that heads quickly toward her opponent's head. The diameter of the sphere is a little over a foot. By this time, the rock has disappeared from my sights, and the wall is invisible again.

 

"Buckler!" the guy shouts. A round flat shield-like object appears on his left forearm made out of stone. The diameter of the shield is just enough to cover the size of the fireball. He immediately moves his left arm to block Luna's magic. He grunts as the force of Luna's magic pushes him slightly backward. Luna's left palm is now facing us with three of her fingers pointed forward.

 

"Fireball barrage!"

 

A miniature fireball appears from each of her three fingers that gradually increase in size as they fly straight toward her opponent. The diameter of these fireballs is only about half a foot. After the previous ball of fire dissipates into the air, her opponent puts down his left arm but puts it up again in a hurry. Cracks appear throughout his shield. All three fireballs hit him at around the same time. Other than the fireball that he blocks partially with his shield, the other two balls of fire hit him directly in the chest and the legs. His shield crumbles and the last fireball lands on his face.  

 

"Ahh!" he screams as he falls backward, landing flat on his back. Luna has been running toward him. She stands in front of his fallen body with her palms facing him.

 

"Stop! The winner is team three!" Marin's mother announces. We congratulate Luna on her win as she rejoins us. Marin's father helps the guy get on his feet and lends him a shoulder off the platform. They head in another direction afterward.

 

"Where's he goin'? Whatabout our next match?" Hiro asks. 

 

"We'll resume after my husband escorts him to the medics."

 

"Sorry, it was my fault… I should've held back more," Luna apologizes.

 

"Don't be. It wasn't anything life threatening. If it were, one of us would have intervened before it happened."

 

"I thought the leather armor protected us…" Hiro mutters.

 

"Moron, it obviously can't absorb the attacks that don't land on our torso where the armor covers," I answer. A few minutes later, Marin's father comes back and hands a small enclosed box to his wife, who then takes out a piece of paper from it. 

 

"For the next match, it's 'no weapons.' Get ready," Marin's mother informs and then puts the paper back into the box, giving it back to her husband afterward.

 

"Leave this one to me," Drugo says as he steps onto the platform. He stands opposite of his opponent, who happens to be a girl this time. We still observe from the side point of view, and the referees stand in similar positions from before.

 

"Hey, Drugo! Go easy on her since it’s a girl!" Hiro exclaims.

 

"Fight!"

 

Drugo immediately sprints toward his opponent. He puts his guard up similar to a boxing pose. The girl puts up her palms which face each other about two feet apart and pointed outward. She shouts, "Fireball!"

 

A ball of fire comes out of her palms and heads straight toward Drugo, who is about 20 feet away. The size of the fireball comes out immediately. It's about two feet in diameter and doesn't change in size. Drugo doesn't slow down his charge. He shouts, "Deflect!"

 

Unrefined Mana envelops his hands. When the ball of fire is about a foot away from his face, he punches it with his right fist. The fireball changes direction toward the spectators. They back away from the trajectory of the fireball, but it disperses when it comes into contact with the barrier. It fizzes into nothing. Drugo, who doesn't stop his charge is now a few feet in front of the girl. She turns her head away with both arms up covering her face. He stops when he's literally in front of the girl. He extends both of his arms and then pushes her off the platform.

 

"The winner is team three!" Marin's mother declares while Drugo walks back toward us. We give him a few congratulatory words, but the next match begins shortly.

 

"Anything can be used for the next match. Remember that your weapon supply is limited throughout all the matches so do be careful about how you use them," Marin's father cautions. Sitos walks over to the cart containing the weapons and then picks out a sword with a 3.5 feet wooden blade in his left hand and another with the shortest blade of 1.5 feet in his dominant hand.  I cock an eyebrow thinking that he usually takes the two longest swords of equal length. 

 

"I guess Sitos' fighting this one," Luna says with a smile.

 

"Yes. I will end it within ten seconds," Sitos claims confidently as he gets into the starting position on the platform. His opponent carries a large thick sword with both of his hands.

 

"Fight!" Sitos immediately charges toward his opponent, who only move slowly toward Sitos with his blade tilted on his right side. When the gap between them is only about ten feet, Sitos throws the short sword in his right hand at his opponent's left side. His opponent stops moving and then swings his blade toward the left side. He knocks the sword away. By this time, Sitos already has moved his other weapon into his right hand. He swings it down on his opponent's blade. A clear sound of wood hitting each other resounds. Sitos already has his left hand on his opponent's hand.

 

"Electrocute!"

 

"Ah!" Sparks of electricity fly near Sitos' left hand as his opponent interjects. Subsequently, his opponent drops his weapon, and Sitos swings down his sword again but stops before it lands on the top of his head.

 

"The winner is team three!" Marin's mother announces. Sitos picks up the sword he threw before he returns the weapons to the barrels on the cart. At the same time, Marin's father picks up the heavy sword and then helps the other guy get off the platform. Afterward, he puts back the heavy sword back onto the other team's supply of weapons.

 

"I was wondering what you were gonna do to win so fast, but wasn't that too risky?" I ask as Sitos walks back toward us.

 

"Not at all. I was prepared to throw my other sword too if he did not have any openings after the first one. If by some chance he was not a complete pushover, I would have been willing to take a hit in order to disable him afterward."

 

"That never would've worked with real weapons."

 

"And here we are using practice weapons, so it did."

 

I sigh before saying, "I suppose that's true."

 

"Anything can be used for the next match. Prepare yourself."

 

"I guess I'll fight this time," I offer as I pick out the two swords with the longest blades. I climb onto the platform in the starting position. I wait for the start of the match with my arms completely relaxed. The guy in front of me uses a sword and a shield.

 

"Fight!" I walk casually toward my opponent in the same stance while programming my magical attack. I break down some of my Mana into Rich Mana to prepare. 

 

Hmm… I'll focus on velocity and power… My opponent sidesteps slowly toward me with his shield facing me. When the gap between us is about 20 feet apart, I raise my right arm up, putting my sword over my left shoulder with my elbow pointing directly at him. He stops moving with his guard still up. I raise my left blade too as a feint while moving slowly toward him, who continues to stand still. I lower my left blade as I finish the final touches to my magic. I sprint forward and shout, "Fireball!"

 

A ball of fire shoots out of my right elbow straight ahead with a diameter of a foot. Marin's mother steps in front of me, and then I stop. Her husband tackles my opponent before my attack reaches him. My fireball crashes into the barrier where visible cracks appear near the point of impact. The crackling sounds continue, ending with the sound of glass breaking when my magic pierces through the barrier. The referee in the platform in front of us turns around and then shouts, "Extinguish!"

 

A stream of water comes out of both palms of his hands that head for my fireball. Some of the water turns into steam as it comes into contact with my magic, but my magic dies out completely within a second. When he closes his palms, water stops coming out of his hands, but before that some water blasts toward our platform. The water spills onto the floor, forming a puddle near our platform.

 

"Dear, are you alright?" Marin's mother asks as she runs up to him on the ground.

 

"Ye-yeah… I think that attack burned my left shoulder a little, though." He gets up while clenching his right shoulder. My eyes wander around me. The other students and referees are looking in this direction.

 

"That really caught me off guard… To think that there are students capable of fully utilizing Rich Mana… Marin's friends are something else."

 

I grin. "Umm… This means I win, right?"

 

"Oh, right. I forgot to announce it. Due to safety concerns, team three wins!" Marin's mother declares. I put my weapons back in the barrels before I rejoin the rest of the group. Marin's wears a worried face.

 

"Sorry, Marin… I think I hurt your dad."

 
"Umm…no…it's okay. I don't think it was a big injury."
 

"Kai, you're too strong… I bet they'll let you win by default every time now when magic's allowed," Hiro says.

 

"I hope not because that's no fun…" I reply while frowning. I look back toward the referees, realizing that the other referee who casted Water magic from before came over to talk to our referees. I can't make out what they're saying.

 

"The school should have already known something like this would happen… Are Moria and the others brain dead?" Sitos asks.
 

"They might've forgotten since Kai hasn't shown up to class as often recently," Luna mentions while staring at me like I'm at fault. I smile and chuckle.

 

"I agree with Lunaster. I think that's what they’re discussing now," Drugo says as he gestures his head toward the platform. A few seconds later, Marin's father runs toward the platform my fireball went to; it's apparent that he's switching with the other referee. Marin's mother goes to the magical item placed on the ground on the side where the barrier broke. She opens the device, takes out a blue crystal, examines it for a few seconds, and then puts it back in.

 

"We'll go ahead and begin our next fight for 'weapons only,'" The new referee says.

 

"Wait! Can you explain what just happened? They won their last match before our guy did anything!" a member of the other team exclaims.

 

"Well, it was because of safety—"

 

"You said that we didn't have to worry about anything life-threatening while wearing these leather garments! I might have been able to do something about it!"

 

Marin's mother doesn't respond. Several seconds pass and then the new referee asks, "You all saw what happened to the barrier, right? The amount of guaranteed protection the leather garments has about the same as the barrier. Did you really want to be standing there?"

 

The guy I beat turns pale and looks down.

 

"Now, that's settled. Prepare for the 'weapons only' fight."

 

"Finally, it's my turn! Y'all will see me in all my glory now!" Hiro bursts out while running toward our weapon supply. He takes out the only available heavy weapon; the large sword I saw someone use earlier. He goes onto the platform, and the battle begins soon after.

 

"Fight!"

 

Someone whispers something behind me I can't make out. I turn around. Marin is whispering something to Luna. I ask, "What're you guys talking about?"

 

Both of them turn their view toward me as I ask.

 

"It's nothing! Marin's just worried about next match."

 

"Oh, that's right… She will have to fight next regardless of the method of battle. Is there anything we can do?"

 

"There is nothing to do other than praying for a favorable outcome," Sitos states with his arms crossed.

 

"Your mom said you didn't have to try too hard. Just give up if you need to, Marinster."
 

"Maybe..." Marin says quietly while smiling.

 

"Stop! Team three wins!" I look back at the platform. Hiro's opponent is on the ground with his swords on the ground a few feet away from him. Hiro grins broadly as he runs off the platform, putting back his weapon.

 

"Did ya see how I knocked his weapons outta his hands?!"

 

"Uh, yeah… It was amazing," I respond, forcing a smile.

 

"You are too good," Sitos says while giving him a thumbs-up. Luna and Marin clap with forced smiles.

 

"What's with the weak reaction…? Whatabout ya Drugo? How was my match? Amazin', right?" Hiro asks enthusiastically as he turns toward Drugo. I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward.

 

"I was a bit concerned at first, but more importantly, Marinster's gonna fight next."

 

Nice one, Drugo! I give him a thumbs-up. He responds with a small smile.

 

"The next battle is 'weapons only' again. Get ready," the new referee announces. I frown. Everyone sighs except Hiro.

 

"What's with ya'll? Marin's goin' to win! I have faith! Don't lose, Marin!"

 

"Hey, don't pressure her!" Luna exclaims. Marin's eyes are slightly shaky. She widens her eyes and looks up.

 

"I'm going to try!" she declares as she walks toward the cart containing the weapons.

 

"Does Marin know how to use anything other than the bow?" I ask quietly.

 

"She knows how to use a skinning knife…" Luna responds quietly. I relax my facial expressions.

 

She can't win… She decides to wield a light club only 1.5 feet long with both hands. Her opponent dual-wields two of the medium-length swords with blades of 2.5 feet. I look into Marin's mother's eyes. It's shaky.

 

"Fight!"

 

Marin holds the club directly in front of her as she walks slowly toward her opponent. The sword user strangely doesn't make any movements. Ten seconds pass before her opponent suddenly charges forward with both arms stretched behind his back, with full swings ready to go. The best thing Marin can do is charge forward and strike him before he does… She's going for it!
 

Marin holds her weapon above her head but doesn't charge forward. The gap between them shortens rapidly to just five feet. At this point, Marin takes a step forward and then swings down her weapon in front of her, fully extending her arms. Miraculously, the blow lands on her opponent's head, and he stops his charge. He doesn't move for several seconds, and I can see Marin's expression lighten up with a small smile emerging on her face. When she lifts up her weapon away from his face, his eyebrows are narrowed with his eyes twitching. 

 

"That hurt, you bitch!" he shouts as he begins to swing both of his swords at Marin relentlessly. Marin closes her eyes as she blindly holds her club in front of her while randomly moving it around. Her opponent swings widely and continuously that land all over her arms, torso, and legs. Her entire face grimaces as it's turned toward us pressed against her right shoulder. She slowly walks backward while making muffled cries of pain.

 

I look toward Marin's mother, wondering why she hasn’t ended the match; the winner is clear. She looks worried and uneasy, but she doesn't do anything else. 

 

I close my eyes for a moment to think. I open my eyes and raise my eyebrows. I yell, "Marin, drop your weapon! Then the match will be stopped!"

 

She doesn't do it even after several seconds pass. I frown and knit my eyebrows. Damn, why is she trying so hard? She clearly can't win…
 

Marin screams as one of the blows knock her down, but she still holds onto her weapon. The guy is breathing a little hard as Marin's mother steps between them. She faces the sword user and says, "Wait a moment."

 

"Marin, just give up!" Luna exclaims. Marin slowly stands up.

 

"Marin, can you continue?" her mother asks firmly as she turns to face her.

 

"Yes," Marin replies while holding her club in front of her again.

 

"Resume," Marin's mother says as she steps away. Her opponent charges immediately at Marin again, mercilessly swinging his swords left and right at her. This time, Marin's eyes are open half of the time. She moves her club in the direction of his attacks, but she's overpowered. She continues to take blows from all over the sides of her torso. With every blow she takes, she twists her face and shuts her eyes for a moment. I frown, clenching my teeth and my fists.

 

"Marin, you can do it!" Hiro exclaims.

 

Damn, that guy isn’t even going easy… He could easily knock her weapon outta her hand or push her off the platform…
 

"He is dragging this out on purpose. What a sick bastard," Sitos says. I turn around observing everyone else. There's murderous intent coming out of Sitos and Drugo while Luna's eyes are teary. 

 

"Go, Marin! Fight!" Hiro cheers.

 

I grab the front of Hiro's shirt with both hands and exclaim, "Hey, instead of cheering, make her give up! Don't you see she can't win?"

 

"What match are ya watchin', Kai? Her opponent's almost outta breath, and she just landed more attacks." I let him go and then turn toward the match. Her opponent pants for air while standing a couple of feet away from her. Marin charges forward for the first time, putting her opponent on the defensive. He doesn't make an effort to attack and simply blocks her blocks from above with both swords. I widen my eyes and smile slightly.

 

Can she really do it…? My smile disappears as the force behind Marin's blows grows weak after only seven more swings. She begins to pant heavily. Her weapon is lowered, but she doesn't let it go. A smirk emerges on the guy's face. Before there's any time for me to yell out or the referee to intervene, he makes a wide swing with his right arm. The incoming blow lands on Marin's face. She screams as she falls on the platform while finally letting go of her weapon. 

 

"Stop! Team eighteen wins!" Marin's mother announces and then crouches down to Marin. She supports the upper part of Marin's body off the ground with an arm. "Marin… You did a good job… I'll take you to the medics now."

 

"Wait, no…" Marin mutters as she struggles out of her mother's arms. Afterward, she grimaces, probably from all the bruises she has all over her body.

 

"Don't be stubborn, Marin. The pain will subside after you get some help. Look, even your face is bleeding from that last attack," her mother says as she touches Marin's cheek. Marin jerks her head away as she does. She glances over to us for a moment before whispering something in her mother's ear. Her mother smiles and laughs as she carries Marin over to us. She rests her on the ground beside us before she goes back to the platform to put back Marin's weapon.

 

"Marin, I didn't expect much, but you did well!" I exclaim. She smiles, blushes, and looks away.

 

"Kai, that first part wasn't necessary!" Luna exclaims as she looks at me. She relaxes her facial expressions and then turns to Marin before continuing, "We all saw you tried your hardest! It was a good attempt!"

 

"You weakened the opponent, so it makes our last win quite easy," Sitos adds.

 

"Speakin' of the next fight, any of us can go now, right?" Hiro asks.

 

"No weapons for the next fight! Get ready!" the new referee announces.

 

"I'll go," Drugo, Sitos, and I simultaneously declare. We look at each other for several seconds.

 

"I do not have a problem if Kai goes."
 

"Same here."

 

"I'll get revenge for you, Marin," I say and then smile. She doesn't say anything back, but I'm not offended. I step on the platform and then stand on the black square. My opponent stands stiffly in his starting position.
 

"Fight!" I immediately sprint toward my opponent with my fists clenched. The referees' expression changes as they move closer to us. I sigh lightly while releasing some of my anger as I continue running toward my opponent. I program some new instructions at the same time using Scrap Mana. My enemy starts running at me too. I open my right fist pointing my palm toward him when the gap is about ten feet between us.

 

"Fireball!" I shout. A few sparks of fire comes out, but nothing else. My opponent stops running and dives sideways when I shouted my keyword. The new referee jumps back with his palm facing me, but I focus on my opponent on the ground. He has his eyebrows knitted and lips twisted as he stares at me with his back on the ground. I smirk before proceeding to jump on him with my feet bent back. I land while kneeing him in his nether region. He drops his jaws and widens his eyes while letting out a brief scream of pain. He jerks his body around while pressing both of his hands between his legs. I hold down his arms with my shins with my knee on his shoulder.

 

Knowing that the fight will be stopped soon, I throw my arms back, ready to senselessly pummel him to oblivion. But I am careful not to have any intention of real harm so that I'm not immediately stopped. I rain down a flurry of punches in rhythm on his face, with my right fist hitting his left cheek, and vice versa with my left fist. I punch him five times before the new referee yells, "Stop!"

 

Thinking that it probably won't hurt me to get a few more hits in, I don't stop, despite the whimpering of my opponent. The footsteps resound louder with every step. "Didn't you hear me?! Stop!"

 

I end it with one last punch in the center of his face. Subsequently, the new referee tackles me. "Hey, why didn't you stop him? You were standing right there!"

 

The new referee is looking at Marin's mother who's standing next to me. "After watching the last match, I thought I should let the match go on for a bit longer before making a conclusive decision on the end of the match."

 

The new referee looks down on me. "I can disqualify you for not obeying the referee… You should have heard me tell you to stop."

 

"I'm really sorry… I could barely hear the voice I thought it came from one of the nearby platforms…" I lie with a straight face. My fists throb with pain.

 

"It should be fine just to let him off with a warning… It's not like he delivered any mortal injuries."

 

The referee on top of me sighs before he says, "Don't let this happen again, you hear?"

 

He gets off me. I stand up and reply, "I understand."

 

"Team three wins and moves onto phase two!" Marin's mother announces. I examine my fists and find that my punches broke through some of the skin. There's some blood dripping down onto the platform. The guy on the ground has a bloodied nose and bruised cheeks with marks of blood. I smile at him before walking back toward my group. As I do, Marin's mother's eyes meet mine. I look away and drop my smile. I stop when she puts her hand on my shoulder. She quietly says, "Thanks. I feel better now."

 

I smile again as she lets go of me. Drugo and Sitos are smiling while nodding their heads.

 

"Rest in peace…" Hiro mutters with his eyes closed and hands in prayer in front of him.

 

"Kai, didn't you go too far? You almost got us disqualified! Look, you even injured your hand…" Luna says as she grabs my right hand. I pull back immediately while blushing a little. 

 

"It's fine! This is nothing compared to what Marin received," I respond while not making any eye contact.

 

"We finished our matches, and there're still other people fighting… Let's go to the medic station for Marin and Kai!" Luna suggests. 

 

"Sounds good," I answer as I offer a hand to help Marin stand up. I cock an eyebrow when she doesn't take hold of it. She looks away.

 

"Kai, what're you trying to do with an injured hand?" Luna asks.

 

"Oh…right," I respond quietly, with my face burning up. Drugo and Sitos lend their shoulders to help Marin walk. The rest of us follow behind them toward the medic station.

Chapter 20 – Academy Year 4 – Phase Two

Marin and I receive first-aid at the medical station. Phase one ends after thirty minutes pass. We head toward the center of the Arena. 

 

"You all did very well to come this far. Remember that there are ten teams right now, but only eight of those will be able to play in the tournament. In the second phase, you will likely fight a different team for every round that is determined by drawing lots, but you may end up fighting the same team if luck permits. Unlike the first phase, you will have to wait for the other teams to finish before the start of the next match," Moria explains. I look around. The number of contestants remaining on each team varies; as few as two remain and as many as five remain judging by who's still wearing the leather garments. 

 

"The rules will mostly remain the same, however, with one small modification.  Rich Mana is now forbidden to use for the remainder of the tournament."

 

I knit my eyebrows. Before I can let out a few words of complaint, Hiro shouts, "Hey! That ain't fair! That only puts us at a disadvantage!"

 

"That may be true," Moria answers as he turns his head to me. Everyone locks their eyes on me. I look down from the sudden attention.

 

"Then why? Do you want us to lose?" Hiro asks.

 

"I do not favor any one team over another…but this is something I cannot ignore. It is our hope that the tournament focuses on teamwork, not individual ability. If it were just about giving the prize to the group of students with the strongest abilities, I would have no problem yielding it to your team. Or are you implying that your team collapses when Kai is weakened just a little?"

 

The dissent inside me disappears. I sigh and then put a hand on Hiro's shoulder. "Just let it go, Hiro. I'll deal with it."

 

Hiro looks at me with an agitated expression, but he soon relaxes it."Well, if you're fine with it, I won't say another word."

 

Moria smiles and then says, "I will now determine the pairings for the first round."

 

He reaches his hand in an enclosed box he's holding in his other hand. He takes out two pieces of paper and then points in a direction. "In the first platform over there, team five will fight team twelve!"

 

He pulls out another two pieces of paper and then announces, "In the second platform over there, team three will fight team one!"

 

I head on over to the second platform with the rest of my group while ignoring the ongoing announcements. The other group soon arrives. They only have three people. Marin's mother arrives, pushing our cart of weapons. Another man pushes a cart toward the opposing team. Marin's mother informs, "It looks like both teams are here. We'll begin immediately."

 

She reaches into the usual small enclosed box with her hand and then pulls out a piece of paper. "The first match will be 'weapons only.' Please get ready."

 

"I'm going," I say immediately.

 

"My turn!" Hiro exclaims at the same time. "Kai, you just went!"

 

"I should be able to go again, though."

 

"No way! It's 'weapons only.' This is my realm," he argues as he begins walking toward our weapon supply. I put a hand on the back of his shoulder to stop him. My lower stomach grumbles. Hiro turns around, but neither of us say anything for several seconds.

 

"I need to use the bathroom… Just let me finish my match fast, and I'll be back before I have to fight again," I explain while walking over to the cart, slightly hunched over.

 

"What the hell… If 'weapons only' doesn't appear again 'cause you didn't poop before the tournament, my loss is on you!"

 

Sitos suddenly bursts out laughing. I quirk an eyebrow as I ask, "What's so funny, Sitos?"

 

"Nothing… I just expected the roles to be reversed here," Sitos explains, unable to hold a straight face.

 

"Shut up," I say, blushing a little. The others' faces are puffed up with twitching lips. A few chuckles escape their lips. I cock an eyebrow toward Hiro, who is laughing too. He stops after a few seconds.

 

"Wait a minute… You just made fun of me, didn'tcha?!" Hiro yells at Sitos. 

 

I put a palm over my face and shake my head. I can't deal with this right now…
 

"Team three, please hurry up."

 

"Coming!" I answer in a hurry as I turn to grab the two longest swords. I step onto the starting position on the platform. My opponent wields a thin cylindrical stick about six feet long. Someone actually chose that as a weapon?
 

He uses an underhand grip with his right hand and an overhand grip with his left hand about two feet apart. I hold my own stance too before the start of the battle. "Fight!"

 

I dash forward immediately. He charges forward too but stops near the middle as the distance between us converges. I step in with my left foot before striking with a diagonal attack from above using my right sword. He tilts his weapon a little and blocks it, but I find an opening down below. I attack with my left sword. He pushes my right sword back while rotating his weapon clockwise into a vertical position and then blocks my attack from the left. He does a similar maneuver to push my left blade away while sliding his left hand closer to his right hand. My mind is blank as he steps in with his left foot.

 

His weapon is already coming at me from above. I take a step back while holding up my right sword to block the attack as I draw back my left sword to help. I place it behind my right blade and then push him away. I smile for a moment. The smile disappears as I find that his grip has changed. He comes at me with a blow from below. I jump back as my only option left, but the length of his weapon is too long. I grit my teeth as the blow strikes me on the side of my face. I think I pooped a little. Damn, how annoying…
 

I focus my eyes on my opponent, who assumes the same defensive stance as before. That weapon is more troublesome than I thought…  I lost some of my self-control during the shock of receiving that last attack… I need to end this as soon as possible!
 
I keep my eyes focused and teeth clenched. Constrained by a time limit, I rush forward while planning a risky move. I'll just hope that I don't get disqualified with my next attack!
 

I throw both of my arms back ready for two overhead blows and jump in the air. As expected, he keeps his arms bent a little to counter me after blocking what he thinks is an attack from above. Good, he's not attacking me!
 

 I go through part of the motion to swing both of my swords down, but I keep them raised in the air. I land in front of him and then kick him in the balls. He whimpers as he hunches over a little and then lets his guard down. I take a step back and then swing both of my swords toward the side of his legs. He falls on his knees and drops his weapon. "Stop! Team three wins!"

 

I sigh with relief and turn around toward the weapon supply."He-hey, he cheated! He used his leg on me!"

 

I stop. The other referee says, "It is allowed as long as he held a weapon, which he did. There were no rules broken."

 

"Damn…to lose to such a cheap trick…" I continue walking away and then deposit my weapons in a barrel on the cart. There are numerous spectators around our platform that weren’t there before. I figure they must be part of a team already eliminated from the tournament.

 

"Nice one, Kaister. We have some time to observe some teams fight before the next—"

 

The grumbling of my stomach resounds. While running toward the exit, I exclaim, "I need to leave! Catch you guys later!"

 

With every step I take, I can feel my limits breaking. I run down the flight of stairs that lead down to the second floor. I race past the people walking in the hallways while heading to the bathroom. The bathroom is just up ahead. There's someone in front of me. I knit my eyebrows. He wears a red robe with black vertical stripes with the head over his head. Huh…? Is that Moria…?
 

I stop behind him and then ask, "Teacher Moria, what're you doing here?"

 

He stops but doesn’t turn around. "Oh, is that you, Kai? I'm secretly running an errand. So don't tell—"

 

"Oh god! I need to go!" I exclaim as my bowels force their way down. I run to the bathroom and then rip open the door. It resounds as it crashes into a nearby wall. I find an empty stall, pull down my pants, and then finally relieve myself. I sigh. I finish up in about 25 minutes. I run back toward the Arena on the top floor.

 

Damn, ideally I would go back to change my clothes, but I took too long as it is… I wonder what Moria was doing, though…Eventually, I find myself back in the Arena. I scan the various platforms in the farther end of the room, looking for my friends. I find Moria talking to a few adults on my way there. I ask, "Moria, you're back already?"

 

He turns toward me, cocks an eyebrow, and then asks, "What are you talking about? I have been here this whole time."

 

The other adults look at me too. Oh, right… He doesn't want anyone to know about his secret errand.
 

"Uh, never mind," I answer and then walk away. There are three teams still fighting on the second, third, and fourth platforms. Luna's on the second one. I run toward the crowd of people around our platform and then locate my group. Luna has her weapon knocked out of her hands.

 

"Stop! Team twelve wins!"

 

What…? Was that a 'weapons only' match? Those idiots, why didn't someone else fight instead?
 

I run toward my group and exclaim, "Hey, guys! Why did Luna fight a 'weapons only' match?"

 

I knit my eyebrows, blinking several times. I rub my eyes and then look again, but nothing changes. Only Sitos is wearing the leather garments.

 

"Kai, this is all your fault!" Hiro yells into my face.

 

"Why's it my fault?" I ask."If Luna's fighting a 'weapons only' match…that means she's the only person left who hasn't fought… So that means you already fought a 'weapons only' match and lost… Am I wrong?"

 

Hiro opens and closes his mouth repeatedly. Sitos says, "Yes, this moron lost. His opponent was using the same weapon your opponent used."

 

"Huh? He should've been easily able to overpower his opponent… He must've let down his guard and did something stupid," I say as I frown at Hiro.

 

"He did let his guard down…but I do not blame him for losing in that situation," Sitos says. I relax my facial expressions and turn toward Sitos.

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"His opponent used his weapon completely different than the guy you fought. Hiro probably thought his opponent was going to use strikes like your opponent did…but he initiated with a thrust. Hiro received a clean blow to the gut and never recovered from it."

 

"Boo!" I retreat a few steps to the left, nearly losing my balance. I turn toward the direction of the noise. It's Luna.

 

"Was that necessary?" I ask, feeling my heart racing. She laughs and smiles mischievously. I sigh.

 

"I didn't hear about Drugo's loss yet," I say as I face Drugo.

 

"I let my guard down. I'm a little ashamed."

 

"What kinda match was it?"

 

"It was a 'no weapons' match."

 

I cock an eyebrow and then say, "Wow, your opponent must've been built larger than you to have beaten you…"

 

"Well…that's…" Drugo's voice grows quiet. He looks away while putting a hand on the back of his head.

 

"His opponent was a girl," Luna reveals. I open my mouth, but no words come out.

 

"Yeh, when I saw ‘im chargin' at ‘er with his Abjuration magic on, I didn't think she coulda done anything… but suddenly she shouted a keyword that unleashed a ray of light from ‘er palm into Drugo's eyes, blindin' him. After that, she shot some Earth magic into Drugo's armor, and it ran outta power," Hiro explains. In an angry tone, he adds, "To top it all off…it was 'weapons only' for Luna... It's like everyone is in together on a ploy to make us lose!

 

"It is just shit luck. We already qualified for the tournament, so it does not matter that much," Sitos says.

 

"Team five is eliminated!"

 

"But don't you wanna get first place in the preliminaries too? We get the best seats in the tournament and a mystery prize!" Hiro says loudly.

 

"Who said I did not want to win? Kai and I are more than enough for these losers," Sitos states with confidence.

 

"Team one is eliminated!"

 

Soon after that announcement, Moria shouts, "In the first platform, team fourteen fights team twelve!"

 

A few seconds pass before he continues, "In the second platform, team seventeen fights team two!"

 

Two teams of six head toward our platform from the third platform. One group has one person left while the other has two people remaining. "Lastly, in the third platform, team twenty fights team three!"

 

Our group heads over to the third platform along with Marin's mother pushing our cart of weapons. I notice something strange when we arrive; the long-bladed swords Sitos and I usually used aren't present.

 

"Hey, what happened to the long-bladed swords?" I ask while cocking an eyebrow."I don't see them here…"

 

"They were broken during my match, my bad," Sitos answers.

 

"The sixth match here will be 'magic only'! Ready your fighters!"I go to the starting point without hesitation, knowing that Sitos' magic is not suited for this setting. My opponent is a girl. 

 

"Kai!" I turn toward Luna."That's the girl who beat Drugo! Be careful!"

 

"Got it, thanks."

 

"I'd hate to be his opponent…" someone from the crowd whispers.

 

"Poor girl…"

 

"I'm glad our team didn't pass preliminaries… I heard in the main—"

 

"Fight!"

 

I focus back on what's in front of me; my opponent. I stand still while programming some instructions using Unrefined Mana instead of Rich Mana. I focus on velocity and power as I did before. I break down my Mana into Rich Mana, and that into Unrefined Mana, making sure not to overdo it. I keep the highest amount of Rich Mana possible as reserves just in case. Good, she's not coming for me… Sorry, but… I won't show any mercy.
 

 I rush forward with my right palm pointing toward the girl. "Fireball!"

 

A ball of fire appears out of my right palm with a diameter of about a foot. It goes straight toward the girl. She easily moves out of the way since there is a lot of time to react before it reaches her, but I don't stop with one.

 

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" I shout with half a second interval between each keyword. I stop running forward when the distance between us is around 15 feet away, knowing that she can't react quick enough at this range. She sidesteps, ducks, and rolls to dodge the incoming fireballs. Her dodge reveals people watching behind the girl. My supply of Unrefined Mana gets low, but I break down my reserves of Rich Mana to replenish it. "Fireball!"

 

Another ball of fire flies toward the girl on the ground. She jumps a small distance away while in a crouched position. She lands on her stomach flat on the ground. "Fireball! Fireball!"

 

I give only a quarter second in between the two keywords. She doesn't have any room to dodge while both of my projectiles head straight toward her. She points her palm toward them and then shouts, "Fireball!"

 

A ball of fire of her own appears, slightly larger than mine. It briefly collides with my magic, but it quickly disperses into the air as my second fireball comes blasting through the first. She doesn't make a sound as it lands on her torso, flinging her off the platform.

 

"The winner is team three! Team twenty is eliminated!"

 

The girl starts screaming during the announcement. She flails her limbs around as she burns from the fire. Their team referee shoots water from his palms to put out the fire on her leather garments. I gaze over the crowd as I rejoin my group. Their words are inaudible. They quickly shift their heads away from me.
 

"Kai, are you alright?" Luna asks in a worrisome tone.

 

"Yeah, I'm fine," I answer while knitting my eyebrows, unsure why she asked.

 

"Don't push yourself too hard. You have the lowest Mana capacity out of anyone here."

 

"Kai's fine! He probably already reached his maximum potential already which explains why he could use so much magic!" Hiro exclaims. I force a smile as droplets of sweat forms on my forehead.

 

I'd better find ways to win without recklessly expending my Mana, so they don't get suspicious…
 

"Looks like the other two platforms are still fighting. Let us go see what losers fight like,” Sitos suggests. Everyone except Marin heads over to the second platform. One of the fighters is a girl using a shield on her left hand with nothing on her right. Her opponent uses a shield on his left and a long sword on his right. The girl moves backward while blocking his attacks with the shield. There are puddles of water on the platform and around the crowd. The girl points her palm at her opponent.

 

"Stream!" A stream of water appears from her right palm. Her opponent raises his shield to block it, but the force pushes him backward. He is nearly pushed off the edge, but he jumps to the left toward the center of the platform while blocking the stream of water the girl keeps steady on him. The girl moves toward him as the water shoots continuously for about three seconds. "Landmine!"

 

Water suddenly bursts out upward around where her opponent stands. The force launches him about ten feet into the air."What?!"

 

"Stream!" A stream of water appears from her right palm, angled upward. It effortlessly pushes her opponent through the air. She runs in the direction he flies in up to the point her magic is stopped by the barrier. Her opponent screams as he is unable to do anything in the air. Eventually, he falls next to the second platform in the second row.

 

"The winner is team two!"

 

"Hina, you did it!" a girl exclaims from the other side of the platform.

 

"Wow! Didja see that?! She won usin' Water magic!" Hiro exclaims.

 

"Yes, that was surprising. She used Intermediate magic to launch him into the air. I thought Luna was the only one capable of doing that in our year,” Sitos comments.

 

I knit my eyebrows and ask, "Doesn't the name Hina sound familiar to you guys? I heard it somewhere before…"

 

"Hmm… It does sound familiar, but I do not remember where I heard it either,” Sitos answers.

 

"Stop! Team fourteen wins!"

 

Soon after the last match ends, Moria announces the matchups for the next round. "In the first platform, team fourteen fights team two!

 

A few seconds pass before he continues, "In the second platform, team three fights team twelve!"

 

Marin and her mother are on their way here from the third platform.

 

"Since there are an uneven number of teams, there will be another draw after the conclusion of these two fights to determine who fights team seventeen,” Moria explains. Sitos snickers.

 

I cock an eyebrow. "Sitos?"

 

He stops snickering but still smiles. He looks at the platform and says, "We finally broke our unlucky streak."

 

I stare at the platform for several seconds. I raise my eyebrows. There's still a 25% chance that it won't go as he plans…but I won't jinx it.
 

I look around, searching for our opponents. There’s a group of six students and a referee coming from the first platform. They have only one member remaining. A minute passes before a referee announces, "Only weapons are allowed during the seventh round here. Get ready."

 

I cringe and skeptically curl my lips inward. Sitos is still smiling with his arms crossed. He doesn’t move the slightest bit, not even a blink. I put a hand on his shoulder and say, "Looks like we didn't break it after all."

 

He walks away while holding the same expression, snickering again. He chooses the medium length swords as his weapons and then steps onto the starting position. His opponent uses the same length sword with a shield on his right. "Fight!"

 

Sitos employs the usual strategy and rushes forward. His opponent does the same. They clash around the center of the platform, splashing water everywhere as they run over it. Sitos launches a relentless combo of attacks with both swords. His opponent manages to parry one side with his sword and block the other side with his shield. He turns his side facing forward, blocking both of Sitos' swords using his shield. He blocks the next attack and then turns his entire body, swiping his sword horizontally in the process. Sitos ducks and then lunges forward. He strikes his opponent's neck. "Argh!"

 

His opponent maintains his balance while taking a step back from the blow. Sitos knocks his opponent's sword out of his hand with a slash from his other sword. His opponent drops his shield. "The winner is team three! Team twelve is eliminated!"

 

"Team fourteen wins!" another referee announces simultaneously.

 

"Team seventeen will fight team three! Let's see…you can do that at the second platform since team three is already there."

 

Sitos offers me his weapons as he rejoins us. I take hold of them, not knowing if I'll need them next match. It feels sweaty and warm to hold. I take this time to break down more of my Mana into Rich Mana and Unrefined Mana as I see fit. "Anything is permitted during this match! Get ready."

 

I step on the platform and then go to the starting position. Everyone's eyes are on me right now. My opponent has a heavy sword in his hands. Hmm… I'll take this time to reprogram something that utilizes Unrefined Mana instead…
 

"Fight!" My opponent holds his weapon in the air while slowly moving toward me. I do the same while I focus my attention on planning my attack. I stop after walking about ten feet forward, not wanting to initiate the attack just yet. He stops too, for reasons unknown to me. The gap between us is about 20 feet. Nearly 25 seconds pass with neither of us doing anything other than stare at each other.

 

I finish my preparations and dash forward. I position my right arm with my sword over my back, pointing my elbow toward him. "Fireball!"

 

A ball of fire appears from my elbow with a diameter of a foot. The settings of this spell are the same as my last match. I send all of the Unrefined Mana I have in the inactive form directly behind my opponent that is more than necessary but gives me more time to decide when to activate it. My opponent yells, "Gale!" 

 

A sudden strong wind blows against me and pushes me backward. I plant my feet to the ground while trying to shift my body weight forward. The wind dries out my eyes, forcing me to squint them. The water on the platform flows in the same direction as the wind. The referees move off the platform. My fireball doesn't reduce in speed, but my opponent dodges it and then dashes toward me from an angle where the wind still affects me.

 

He's gonna push me off! I grit my teeth before shouting, "Reverse!"

 

A ball of fire forms at the point I left my inactive Unrefined Mana at that speeds toward the back of my opponent. It has a diameter of two feet; bonding all my Fire Affinity possible to the Mana. I raise both of my swords in preparation for his attack. He still charges at me with no change in his behavior. I'm currently less than ten feet away from the edge of the platform. I'll just have to pray… I can't even move, or this wind will push me off…
 

He does a full horizontal swing with the additive force of his charge and Wind magic toward me. My heartbeat pounds rapidly as the force of his attack quickly pushes me toward the edge of the platform. The heel of my feet is off the platform. I put strength into my toes and then jump as high as possible. He's standing right in the path of my magic. It explodes into flames as it hits the back of my opponent. I shift my legs up and then land flat on my back. 

 

I gulp and lift my head up from the ground. My opponent is on all fours, with his weapon dropped next to him. Many seconds have passed since I fell off the platform, but no one says anything. The referees gather around my opponent, inspecting his leather garments. Marin's mother whispers with the other referee, giving me occasional glances. The other referee stands up and then announces, "The winner is team three!"

 

I close my eyes, rest my head on the ground, and then sigh deeply while relaxing all the muscles in my body. Cheering from the crowd around me simultaneously breaks out. This is so much work… I need a nap… I don't care. I'm gonna take a nap right here.
 

"Ahem," Moria clears his throat. The cheering stops. "We will move to the second row for the remainder matches. In the second platform, team two fights team three! That leaves team seventeen versus team fourteen in the third platform!"

 

I open my eyes, finding Sitos standing over me. "Somehow, it does not surprise me to learn that you can use Intermediate magic too. I am going to need those."

 

Sitos holds his hands out. I set my weapons on the ground next to my hands. "Take them. I'm gonna take a nap here. Wake me up only when it's my turn."

 

I roll over to my side and then close my eyes as I rest my head on my arms stacked on each other. Sitos picks up the swords on the ground next to me and asks, "You are unable to wait half an hour? You are hopeless."

 

He sighs and then walks away along with the crowd. As I filter the noise around me, my consciousness drifts off.

 

…

 

Something cold and wet splashes on my face. I sit up and interject, "Ah!"

 

Hiro stands in front of me, grinning. "Everyone told me to come getja. It's time for your match."

 

I wipe the water in my eyes with my shirt, stand up, and then walk there, noting that everyone is standing around the second platform in the second row. I yawn.

 

I furrow my eyebrows and say, "Why'd you pour water on me before my match...? You idiot."

 

"Hmm…" he interjects as his eyes point up for several seconds. "Oh. That was a bad idea. Sorry. Well, don't worry 'bout it!"

 

He smacks my back a few times and exclaims, "I have faith in ya!"

 

I force a smile. A referee instructs, "Hurry up and get into your starting position. We're all waiting for you. Anything is allowed for this match."

 

Everyone's eyes are on me as I walk over to my group. Sitos doesn't have his leather garments on anymore. Sitos holds the medium length swords in front of him and says, "I hope you enjoyed your 20 minute nap. Now, hurry up and beat those two so we can leave. They are the last team."

 

I hunch over and ask, "Do I have to…? We already got second place…"

 

"Win it for me!" Hiro exclaims. I look at him with a blank stare.

 

You're the last person I would win this for…
 

"I'm curious to know what the mystery prize is… Win it for me too!" Luna exclaims. Suddenly, my perception of my surrounding changes. Her voice echoes in my head, and her smile sparkles in my eyes. For a moment it feels like no one else is here.

 

"Okay, I'll win it for you…" I say gently, feeling the heat rising in my face. My heart thumps quickly, and it feels like my chest might collapse. I look away, coincidentally facing Hiro. "…guys."

 

"I knew I could count on ya!" Hiro exclaims as he smacks me on my back. I force a smile as usual.

 

I climb onto the platform at the starting position. My opponent is already standing on the other side, holding two long swords. I take a few deep breaths. The dry feeling in my eyes is gone. I focus my eyes on my opponent as I break down my Mana into Rich Mana and Unrefined Mana. I remember that guy… He's one of the other people who dual-wields swords like Sitos and me.
 

"Fight!" I dash forward after the signal, and my opponent does the same. I point my right elbow at him with my arm bent toward my left side.

 

"Fireball!" The usual ball of fire comes out of my elbow, but he dodges it while continuing to charge forward.

 

"Firebrand!" he shouts moments before we clash our weapons. Both of his weapons ignite instantaneously the moment we collide our swords.

 

Enhancement magic?! I grit my teeth and jump backward. He chases after me. I glance at my weapons. The surface of parts of it has darkened.

 

I avoid his attacks by sidestepping, backing away, or ducking. I can't let this drag out, or I won't have a weapon to fight with! It seems like he knows when to expect my fireball… I'll have to take my time and plan something.
 

I smirk. He must not be able to keep his weapons enveloped in fire for long. In that case…
 

I make an attempt to attack him and then clash with his weapon to not get disqualified. I dodge his attacks while leading him toward the center of the platform. I make a slight turn and then back away toward the edge of the platform while releasing inactive Unrefined Mana about ten feet in front of me. As expected, he comes charging toward me all the way to the edge of the platform. I glance behind me and then drop my jaws.

 

"You got nowhere to run now!" he shouts as he continues to charge at me. I block both of his attacks one at a time. We apply about equal pressure toward each other.

 

About six more seconds… Several seconds pass with my swords in constant contact with his. He smirks and snickers.

 

"I've won. Your weapons are toast," he says while my weapons catch on fire. I narrow my eyes and smirk back at him.

 

"Did you think I really didn't know this was the edge?" I ask as my magic activates. A ball of fire speeds straight toward his back.

 

"What?" he asks with knitted eyebrows. My magic bursts into flames on his back. His eyes widen, and his arms lose their pressure. I break his guard and then land a blow on his ribcage. He falls down. I feel something hot around my hands. I drop my weapons on the ground as the flames spread to the grip.

 

"Team three wins! We'll immediately begin the final match. Anything can be used. Good luck to both of you!" Cheering intensifies. I raise my eyebrows and then turn toward Marin's mother.

 

"I have a question. Am I allowed to bring all of the weapons I have remaining to the platform?"

 

"Hmm… There's nothing in the rules to say you can't."

 

"I see. Thanks," I say and then smirk. I go to our weapon supply. I toss the two light clubs, the heavy sword, long stick, and shield onto the platform near my starting position. I wield the two remaining short swords in my hands and then step back onto the platform on the black square, waiting for the start of the match.

 

The two scorched weapons I left on the platform are no longer here. My opponent brings only the long stick. He grips it with his right hand closer to the back end of it with his left hand two feet in front pointed at me. He uses an underhand grip with his left hand and an overhead grip with his right. I break down Rich Mana into Unrefined Mana. Hiro exclaims, "Hey, Kai!"

 

I turn toward him. "That's the guy who beat me! Make 'im pay!"

 

I face forward again. Hmm… Sitos said he uses thrust attacks…
 

"Fight!" my opponent slowly steps forward while maintaining his stance. I dash toward him.

 

I'll simply dodge his first attack while stepping in. Then strike him. He thrusts an attack. I dodge it. From this range, he's mine!
 

I slash my sword at his head, but my weapon doesn't reach him. Damn, that's only if I had my usual long length sword…
 

He thrusts another attack toward me that strikes me on my chest. It launches me backward onto the ground. I cough a couple of times before standing back up. I charge at him again, dodging to the right on his first thrust. I step closer to him and then strike him. He jumps back before I land it. I charge in again while launching more attacks. He moves his hands closer together on the center and then blocks my assault of attacks by rotating the stick. Several seconds pass with him constantly parrying my attacks.

 

I take a step forward. He thrusts his weapon, hitting me on my left shoulder. He launches another attack, one after the other while taking baby steps forward. I try to block his pinpoint attacks with my blade while trying to find an opening. I miscalculate and one of his thrusts brushes past my blade. It lands on my chest in the same place he struck me earlier. "Argh!"

 

I fall backward as the pain radiates around the impact area. I stand back up. I'll have to use my magic, after all. And I haven't seen his yet. But as long as it's not Lightning magic.
 

I send inactive Unrefined Mana behind him, planning the same surprise attack as before. I expect him to follow the same pattern. He has a habit of going backward when I pressure him. I dash forward as I finish my preparations. I redirect the trajectory of his initial thrust by slashing my left sword to the left while continuing to run in. I don't attack at this range since he's going to jump back. He changes his grip to the center of the stick again. Now!
 
I thrust my right blade toward his ribcage before he has a chance to move his weapon over to my right side. Suddenly, my view changes to the ceiling. Pain radiates from my chin. Huh…?
 

I point my eyes down. He struck me from below with a strike using the back end of his weapon. Damn, I was tricked!
 

I fly through the air, landing on my back. I put strength into my legs to stand up, but I stumble and fall. There's ringing in my ears. I focus my eyes on my opponent. There are two of them now. Marin's mother's mouth is opening and closing as if she's saying something. I figure she's asking if I can continue, so I say, "I'm good."

 

I can't hear myself. I make another attempt to stand up. My legs are shaky, but I stand up. Suddenly, there's a flaming ball honing in on me. I widen my eyes and drop my jaws. I immediately jump sideways and then land on my stomach. My heart is pounding. That was close… I nearly forgot about that.
 

I stand back up again while pressing my knuckles into my temples. My vision and senses return mostly back to normal. I'll just have to play it safe…but first, I need to engage him before the 30 seconds are up. I could throw my weapons at him, but he’d just come charging at me instead. I need time to prepare.
 

I run toward him as if I'm trying to attack him like before. I throw my left sword at him in which he knocks away with a quick movement using only his right hand. He thrusts at me. I leap backward. He wears a smug smile and asks, "Hah, so you've given up?"

 

I back away slowly and turn my head left and right. I find the shield I left on the ground seconds later. I hope this works…
 

I aim my left palm at the shield. "Fire bolt!"

 

Fire in the shape of an arrow appears from my palm that hits the shield in no time, setting it on fire. I drop my sword next to it and then aim my left palm at the sword. "Fire bolt!"

 

Another fire arrow appears from my palm that hits the sword. "Have you finally gone crazy? Destroying your own weapons…"

 

I ignore my opponent while I envelop my hands in Scrap Mana. I send commands to it, to continuously emit fire out of my hands outward about half an inch. I flip over the shield on the ground and then pick it up with my left hand. I pick up the burning sword using my right. It's not hot at all. A smile emerges on my face. I'd better hurry before these weapons burn to ashes.
 

My opponent stops smiling. I charge at him. I raise my flaming shield in front of me as he thrusts at me. There's no impact. I put down my shield, finding my opponent further back. His grip has changed to a grip suited toward striking. He sweeps his weapon toward my legs. I jump over it and then launch an overhead blow at him. My elbow happens to be pointing at him. I freeze my arm in place and shout, "Fireball!"

 

The usual ball of fire comes out of my elbow. He jumps sideways for the first time. He doesn't land on his feet and falls on the floor. I quickly change directions toward him after landing on the platform. I slash my weapon from above. He parries with his weapon. Several seconds pass. His weapon catches on fire. He drops it and then rolls off the edge of the platform next to him.

 

"And we have a winner! Team three has won the preliminaries!" Cheering breaks out all over the Arena. I drop the shield and sword on the platform next to me as I stop emitting fire from my hands.

Chapter 21 – Academy Year 4 – Roses Belie Thorns
"This isn't over," my opponent says as he gets up from the ground. He points at me and continues, "We'll settle this for real during the finals. Don't lose until then."

He walks away. I step off the platform and then rejoin my group. People make a path for me allowing me to walk through easily. I reciprocate the grins and smiles of my friends with my own.

"Ahem," Moria clears his throat. "Congratulations to all those who have qualified for the tournament that will begin tomorrow. I will explain the general rules now, so pay close attention. Since you will be allowed to use the weapons you have been using for the past year for hunting, your safety is not completely guaranteed. Your team is always welcome to forfeit if you do not wish to take that risk. At the same time, many referees will be present to observe the players. Do not attack your classmates with the intent to kill. If the referees catch you with this dangerous behavior, your entire team will automatically lose. This is common sense, but I should also mention that sexual harassment is not tolerated.

"You will be given new leather garments at the beginning of each new game. You may receive it more often in some games.  If it runs out of magic power or you are unable to fight anymore, you are not allowed to fight or help complete objectives. When this happens, you must take off your leather garments to help distinguish who is left in the game. Attacking someone without the leather armor on is not allowed. 

"There are additional rules depending on what game you are playing. You will receive information about the game you will play prior to starting your match tomorrow. You must win two games in order to move to the second round.

"Based on the rankings of the preliminaries, team three fights team five, team seventeen fights team twelve, team fourteen fights team one, and team two fights team twenty. There will be three different settings, so three of the four teams can fight at once. That brings me to my next point. Team three, who has won the preliminaries can decide whether they want to fight first or after the three other teams have completed the first round."

Moria turns toward us. I turn between Moria and the rest of my group, finding everyone's staring at me. I sigh as I shrug my shoulders. I answer, "We'll go first."

"Very well. Normally you have to draw a lot to decide the setting of the first game, but I will allow your team to make the first selection. Forest, Arena, and Underground are your options. All of these are closed settings where no one can observe, so do not worry."

"Underground," I say without thought.

"Excellent. Your team and team five will meet at the front entrance of the Academy tomorrow at 8 AM. Those two teams are dismissed for today. Rest up for tomorrow. Oh, and I almost forgot. Team three, expect someone to be visiting you later today for your reward for your performance in the preliminaries. The rest of you will select lots for the setting you will play."

We make our way out of the Arena except for Marin, who stays behind. We find at least a dozen people standing in the hallway that leads down to the second floor. We stand there for a moment while looking at them, when suddenly, they rush over to us. "Hey, all of you! Would you like to work for me during your fifth year? I'll pay ten silver coins a week!"

"I'll double that! 20 silver coins if you work with us!"

"25 silver coins!" Numerous individuals shout in our faces one after another with no signs of stopping. My mind can hardly keep track on who's speaking since it's all mashed together.

"I'll offer 30 silver coins a week and a generous signing bonus of five gold pieces!"

"In that case, I'll offer—"

"Fools!" someone from behind the crowd exclaims. The people in front of us stop talking and then move aside. I raise my eyebrows. One of the three people Sitos was staring at earlier walks toward us. "None of you realize this boy's true value!"

He stops in front of me. There's a majestic aura emanating from his body. The other two men stand behind him. Our eyes meet. They make me feel uneasy. He asks, "What is your name?"

"Kai, sir."

"Kai, your skills would put some of my men to shame! I can see it. You have an enormous amount of potential. If you work with my clients, I guarantee a payment of at least one gold coin per week. What do you say?" he asks while holding a hand in front of him. I gulp as I widen my eyes.

A gold coin! Each week?! I smile, grab his hand, and respond, "Yeah, that sounds great!"

He tightens his hand on mine and shakes it before letting go. "Excellent. We will make it official when the time comes."

He turns around and says, "Let us go."

I knit my eyebrows as the three men walk away. Are they not gonna catch up with Sitos?
I turn toward Sitos, finding that he's looking away. Someone mutters, "Damn the Castalia family… They always take the best candidates…"

"We can't compete with their offers."

"What about us?" a girl asks from behind us. I turn around. Our opponents for tomorrow stand there; a team with four girls and two guys.

"Oh, you're that team who barely made it into the tournament. I don't have any business with you."

"Don't say that!" one of the girls runs forward, grabbing onto a man's arms. The three other girls follow, grabbing various parts of his body. Sitos walks off by himself. I exchange a few looks with the rest of the group before we follow in pursuit. "Come on… We can do more than just be probationary adventurers… Please?"

As we walk past them, the man smiles lewdly. I shake my head and then face forward. We're not gonna lose to a team like that…
Less than ten seconds pass, when suddenly, the crowd behind is becomes rowdy again. "15 silver!"

"No, 20 silver!"

"30 silver!"

I cock an eyebrow. Seriously? Those adults offered the same amount of payment to us…
The rowdiness of that hallway can't be heard anymore as we reach the second floor. Everyone is still silent, not saying a word while following Sitos. I gulp and quicken my pace to catch up with him. "Hey, Sitos. What was that about earlier?"

"What are you referring to?" he asks.

"You know…how your dad, brother, and personal trainer…ignored you."

"Oh, that… Yes, that is normal for me. Do not look too much into it," he replies without a hint of sadness.

"Normal for you…? No matter how I look at it, that's not normal. I mean…not even a greeting or acknowledgment you exist?"

"They just do not think of me as family is all. On top of that, my brother has more talent…" he mentions in an angry tone. I refrain from poking into his matters deeper. He furrows his eyebrows and says, "I will make them acknowledge me one day."

"I'm sure you can do it! You're strong," I say.

"Yeh, Sitos! We'll show them by winnin' the tournament! Our first opponents are goin' to be a cinch!" Hiro exclaims. "Over half of 'em are girls." 

"That's rude," Luna rebuts angrily. "Or are you implying that Marin and I are holding you back?"

"Well, no… Forget what I said…"

"Lunaster's right. We shouldn't underestimate them."

"Drugo's right. Do not show them any mercy," Sitos suggests. We continue our chatter as we make it back to our home. Marin eventually joins us in a few hours. Later, a man comes by asking for what custom designed weapons we want. Apparently, the rewards for the preliminaries are weapons one tier higher than what we currently own.

The rest of the day passes faster than usual, and the next day we arrive at the front of the Academy at 8 AM. Our opponents have already arrived. I raise my eyebrows upon realizing their weapon choice. Three of the girls have a bow in their hands. The boy with the larger build uses the same weapon as Hiro, and the other boy has an axe and a shield. The last seem has a dagger in each hand. She's dressed in a long-sleeved shirt despite the hot weather.

"Looks like both teams are here. We will explain the game on the way to the Underground location. Follow us," one of the two referees instructs. We follow them into the Academy.

"Make sure to listen carefully; I will not repeat myself. In this game, each team will have something in their possession before it starts. You will find out what it is before the start of the game. The goal is to take what the other team possesses and bring it back to your starting position. All members of your team must be present during this time regardless if they have been eliminated; this is important. The first team to achieve this will win. Too much damage done to either team's objective will result in the automatic loss of the team responsible."

There's a man in front of a large door. One of the referees takes out a key, unlocks the door in front of him, and then opens it. We follow them down the flight of stairs in a dimly lit passage. The closing of a door resounds behind me. "There are already various referees stationed where you will battle, so remember not to break any rules.  Each team will be allowed a ten-minute planning period before we take you to your starting positions."

After many flights of stairs, we arrive in a huge open room; with dimensions at least half the size of the Academy. There's limited lighting available, and there are many stone structures present. It is almost like these structures are designed to be ruin-like and broken down. There are neither doors nor windows, but there are spaces in the walls for them. Nearby there are two carts with a set of six leather garments. After we put them on, we are separated from the other team for our planning period. We decide to each propose a plan and for everyone else to reject or accept it.

"I think we should just hide our objective in a good hidin' spot. Then we move as a team of six and eliminate everyone we see!" Hiro suggests. 

"Rejected," all of us say simultaneously. He throws a fit, but we ignore it and move on.

"How about just the standard approach? Assemble an offensive and defensive team. One to secure their objective and one to protect ours," Drugo suggests.

"Rejected," Hiro says in the background of our conversation. The rest of us accept his idea as a possibility.

"I propose something different. We should put our objective in plain sight with maybe one of us guarding it. The rest of us would hide and ambush the other team when they arrive," I suggest.

"Rejected."

"That is pretty crafty; I think everyone can agree that can be a possibility," Sitos says.

"Didja hear me, I reject it!" Everyone nods their heads besides Hiro, who I ignore.

"My idea's similar to Drugo's. I think we should have a small recon group to scout what they're doing. The other group would protect our objective. When the recon group comes back, we make a new plan based on what they're doing," Luna suggests. None of us have anything against it besides Hiro.

"That is a good idea too, but how about we take advantage of the rules of the game instead? The rules state that you cannot harm the objective no matter what…but nothing says that we cannot use it as a shield," Sitos says. Hiro rejects it as usual while the rest of us accept it.

"Marin, what about you? Do you have any ideas?" Luna asks.

"Umm…it's a hunch but… I think it's too early to decide on a plan."

"What do you mean?" Luna asks.

"The instructions they gave us are kind of vague…so maybe…like…they did it on purpose…because knowing might be…game-changing."
"Rejected." 

One of my eyes twitches. I say, "Hiro, shut up."

"Now that you mention it, they have not told us the name of the game either," Sitos adds.

"Hmm… How about we trust Marinster's judgment and wait until the start of the game before deciding what we're doing? We only have a few minutes left." We go with Drugo's suggestion. We talk out the next couple of minutes open-minded with regards to our plan. A referee comes to get us when the time is up. We come face to face with the other team.

"The name of the game you will play is 'Hostage Extraction.'  If you are bounded by rope, you are a hostage," one of the referees explains. I knit my eyebrows as he continues, "Hostages are not allowed to fight or use magic as long they are tied with rope. They are only allowed to struggle to break free and run away once the game has started. Team five, decide on who you want to take hostage from the other team."

My jaws drop. "Oh, great! We get to decide? That's an easy choice. We pick him."

One of the Archers on their team points at me. I knew it…
"That's dirty!" Hiro shouts.

"It's taking out the strongest person on your team. It's not dirty," the same girl responds.

"We will be taking your weapons for the duration of this round," one of the referees says. I hand over my swords to the referees. "Each team will be given three ropes and a blindfold. Use them as you see fit."

Two of the referees give each team the stated items. The opposing team starts by blindfolding me. Both of my arms are grabbed by two people. Based on scent and feel; it's probably the two guys on their team. "Team three, decide on your hostage."

"We want your strongest too! Give us that big guy holdin' onto Kai's right arm right now," Hiro requests. My right arm becomes free.

"No, we take that back."

"Sitos, what are you saying?"

"Hiro, you are banned from making decisions for the team."

"What, why?! What was wrong with my decision?"

"Shut up; I will explain it to you later so that even your tiny brain can process it. For now, we want to take that Archer girl who was talking earlier." Someone clicks their tongue near me.

"Why would you…" Hiro's voice grows quiet. "Oh… I get it."

He snickers. My face burns up. "Now then, we can finally start the match. One of the referees will lead you to your starting positions. The start of the match will be signaled by the sound of thunder. Good luck to you both."

I walk in the direction I'm being directed towards by the two people by my sides.

"Hiro, you are banned from guarding our hostage by yourself too."

"What?!"

I sigh. How embarrassing…
"You sure have it hard, huh?" a girl asks.

"You have no idea…" I reply. 

We walk for around five minutes before a referee says, "This entire space enclosed by these partial walls is your starting position. I will take my leave now. The game is over when you hear the sound of thunder the second time."

His footsteps gradually resound quieter. "What should we do? They ruined our plan and took Aisha."

"Just stick to the plan. We still have you and Melody. For starters, we should use all of our rope and tie this guy up," a guy says. My hands are brought behind my back. They are tied strongly together with rope.

"Hey don't use that rope yet. I have a better idea. Let's use that blindfold to gag him and tie him around that pillar around his mouth. We can use that last strand to bind his legs. Then I'll enclose him in my magic, fulfilling the same objective in our original plan."

"Good idea. Let's do that then." Shortly after, my blindfold is removed, and the big guy tries to shove it in my mouth. I grit my teeth so he can't put it in. "Damn, he won't let me put it all the way in. It can't be helped. Open his lips."

The other dude follows his orders and uses two hands to open my mouth. The big guy gives up on putting it all in and settles on stuffing it in the space in front of my teeth. I can't do anything about it, or the blindfold would get pushed past my teeth. They push me toward a nearby pillar and then tie a rope around my mouth and the pillar. 

"Tie his legs, and let's move out," the smaller guy says. The sound of thunder resounds in the distance. I thrash around my legs, preventing the big guy with the rope from tying me up. I can't move my head at all or make any noise. I try to break free of the rope gagging me.

"Hey, I'll hold him down! Take the rope and tie him!" The big guy hands the slightly-smaller-built guy the rope and then he charges at me. I kick him, but he's unfazed. Eventually, I can't move as he pushes me into the pillar. The other guy ties the rope around the pillar and my legs. 

Afterward, I can't move at all. I'm only able to move my eyes around my current field of vision. Some portions of the walls are higher than others. There is no ceiling that I can see, but there appears to be a partial second floor implemented into the building. There's an exit on the right side of the room, but since I can't see the girls standing there, I presume there is at least one more exit on the left side.

"Are you guys done yet? Let's go," one of the girls says. The big guy picks up his sledgehammer while the other guy picks up his shield and axe.

"Right. Let's go then," the guy with the sledgehammer responds and then begins to walk away. He stops and says, "Oh, I almost forgot to hide our hostage."

He turns around and holds his weapon upside down, with the hammer part touching the floor in front of me. In about ten seconds, stone begins to rise from the ground around me. It slowly rises higher and moves toward the pillar, eventually enclosing me in a dark, cramped space. 

"Okay, I'm ready. Let's go," the big guy says in a barely audible voice. Their footsteps quickly fade out. I sigh.

Well… I guess I'll take a nap. I'm sure Sitos and the others can win without me. I close my eyes, hoping to fall asleep in this uncomfortable position.
… 

"We did it!" a girl exclaims. I slowly open my eyes, finding that I'm still stuck here. It's suffocating in this space. Droplets of sweat cover my entire body. 

"I can't believe we actually beat them!" My eyes jolt open. My heartbeat speeds up.

What?! They lost?!
"Their teamwork is a total mess! After I yelled to you guys about their plan to use me as a shield, their plan collapsed."

What the hell are they doing?! I grit my teeth as laughing resounds near me.
"Luckily, they decided to keep me blindfolded instead of gagging me! Their idea of covering my mouth manually was good but fell short in the end. I heard their entire plan from start to finish. After realizing their initial plan of leaving one person to guard me wouldn’t work, they all came back and launched that plan of using me as a shield. What a bunch of idiots. I almost feel sorry for Kai."

"Hey, referees! Announce the end of the game! We freed our hostage, and we're all here!" More sweat forms on my body.

Fine… We just have to win the next two games! There can't possibly be another game with this concept.
"Hey! Why aren't you saying anything?" 

I knit my eyebrows. The referees are silent.
"Hey, we're missing Melody!"

"What?!" I raise my eyebrows, slowly realizing my teammates' plan.

"Did she not follow the plan to fall back? Wasn't she with you?"

"No, we were on top of different buildings… Aisha, are you sure all five of them were there?"

"I'm sure… I heard five different voices as they dragged me along. They were going to use me as bait to direct the attention on the two with me. Then they were going to lead you into a trap where the rest of them lied in wait… Their plan should've been thwarted when Ada blinded them with magic, allowing me to break free and escape."

"No matter how bad they are at working as a team… They’re not idiots. Especially that guy who chose you as the hostage. Why didn't they bind more of your movements using the other ropes?"

"This is bad… If they attack us now, we're totally outnumbered. Aisha doesn't have her weapon either."

"Watch out! They're here!"

"Water arrow! Water arrow! Water arrow!"

"Doris, I'll handle the fire from above! Take out that girl!"

"I'll leave it to you, Aisha!"

"We need to leave this building! Before it's too—barricade!"

A loud smash resounds. There are vibrations under my feet. The stone wall enclosing me crumbles instantly, disappearing into nothing. Another stone wall is present in front of that guy's sledgehammer. It stretches across the entire room as far as I can see. It's around five feet tall. Drugo stands in front of Luna and Marin on the second floor. Fireballs are raining from above, but they are stopped by blobs of Mana in the air.

"We can't leave now! Let's just use their strategy and use our hostage as a shield!" Before they have a chance to move, an arrow flies toward the center of them. The girl with the dagger parries it. I close my eyes and hold my breath, knowing what comes next. Dirt particles brush against my face. As the opponents cough, the rope binding my head breaks. Half a second later, my legs are free too. 

"Gu—Shit! I ca—" I spit out the blindfold in my mouth, being careful not to take any breaths.

"Kai!" Hiro yells as the breaking of a wall resounds. I open one eye, leaving just a slit of space to avoid getting dirt into my eye. There's an opening in the barricade. I close my eye again and then run toward the opening. As I'm running, a gust of wind blows around me. It doesn't affect my running. I open my eyes as I clear their barricade. There's a large amount of water on the floor in front of the barricade. It covers the entire space enclosed by these walls.

"What?! Kai's free! We need to chase him!" I clear the body of water by the time their footsteps resound behind me. Sitos appears from the entrance on the right side of the room in front of me. When our eyes meet, I smile, and he smirks. I run past him and then appear outside the building.

"Lightning!" Sitos exclaims. Screams from the opposing teams resound. Sitos rejoins us. "Alright, let's run back and win already."

I let my team lead the way as they begin running toward our starting position. I say, "You guys nearly gave me a heart attack! I thought we lost when they came running back, bragging about winning the game."

"You didn't have faith in me, Hiro the Great?"

No, I didn’t…
"Well, this time was thanks to Sitos. He came up with the entire plan to trick the other team using our hostage," Hiro admits.

"I heard from them. What happened to that girl you captured?" I ask.

"She should be waking up soon from that shock I gave her earlier. She will not be able to escape from those ropes, though," Sitos answers. 

Eventually, we run all the way to a similarly structured building from the one I escaped from. Once all of us have entered, the same sound of thunder resounds in the distance. Referees soon show up to lead us out of the Underground. They inform us that the next game will occur in the Arena in one hour. We are allowed the time to rest and prepare for the next game. I opt to take a nap. When the time comes, Sitos wakes me up. Our group heads toward the Arena.

The platforms and cylindrical devices are not present anymore. Instead, dozens of miniature obelisks about four feet tall are lined up along the wall of the ground floor. There are also carts full of the familiar leather garments. No audience is present, as expected. The other group stands in the middle of the room by the referees. The three Archers have restocked their arrows.

"We will explain the rules now that you are both here. The name of this game is 'Defend the Obelisk.' It is up to you to assemble an offensive team and a defensive team of however many people you wish. You will not know the arrangement of the other team until both teams have decided. We will use a wall to separate you and dissolve it when both teams have decided. Afterward, you may position yourselves however you like around the opposing team's obelisk. You have a minute to decide on the teams and a minute of preparation before the start of the round.

"The defensive team is tasked with defending a single obelisk. You are not allowed to attack the offensive team unless you stand close to the obelisk. Otherwise, you can only try to negate their attacks. The offensive team can target the player or the obelisk, but the goal of the game is to destroy the obelisk. It is equipped with a barrier slightly stronger than the leather garments. It also counts as being destroyed if you drain the power of the barrier completely. Each round within the game will last a minute. If the offensive team is successful, your team scores one point. Both teams can score or not score in the same round." Some referees move two obelisks on opposite sides of the Arena.

"This is the only game in the tournament where we will provide new leather garments and heal your wounds after every round in this game if need be. You will not be given any time to restock your supplies, however. When a new round starts, you cannot use the same configuration of players on either the offensive or defensive team as you have previously used. The winning condition is to have at least three points and lead by two points. That's all and good luck. The signal for the start of the round is the same from last game."

We split off into our own obelisk area following a referee's orders. Another referee constructs a giant wall between the other team and us while we decide on a configuration. 

As a group, we all agree that we should use three people on each team. I'm placed on the defensive team with Drugo and Marin for the first round. A minute passes, and the wall is dissolved. It looks like their offensive team is compromised of the girl Sitos tied up in the last game and both boys on their team. They evenly space themselves out around the obelisk while standing behind the designated boundary marked on the floor. 

"I'll take care of their Archer," Marin informs, shuffling herself around the obelisk accordingly. I look between their Heavy and Tank before deducing that Drugo is more suited toward negating the sledgehammer.

"I'll deal with their Tank," I say while moving into the proper position. Eventually, I hear the familiar sound of thunder, signaling the start of the round. 

My target rushes toward me and then we exchange several attacks. Neither of us land any blows. He suddenly jumps back while pulling his shield back. He throws the shield high in the air. I knit my eyebrows as I follow its trajectory. It won't hit me. It won't hit the obelisk. It won't hit anything. Suddenly, it changes direction sharply. It speeds up as it sinks in height and makes a turn toward Marin.

"Marin, watch out!" I exclaim, but it's probably too late. I turn my head back on my target. I parry his incoming strike. I turn my head toward Marin. The shield hits Marin on the side. She lets out a scream as she's knocked onto the floor. Arrows sparkling with electricity fly toward our obelisk from the opposite side. I grit my teeth as I helplessly stand in place. The arrows bounce off the stone surface of the obelisk, but not before releasing electricity onto the surface of it. The barrier reveals itself and shines blue. After the third arrow, it becomes devoid of any color.

"Team five has scored a point!" I put down my fighting stance and then look over toward our offensive group in the far distance. Hiro and Sitos are kneeling down for reasons beyond me.

What're they doing…? There should be 30 seconds left… Arrows fly toward Hiro and Sitos. They don't move. Hey!
The arrows pierce them, and then they fall. Luna retreats and then the round ends soon enough. The referee casts Healing magic on the people injured during the first round: Sitos, Hiro, and Marin. Since they are physical injuries, no one has to replace their armor. One of the referees also replaces our obelisk. Sitos, Hiro, and Marin rejoin us when their injuries have been treated. 

"What the hell were you guys doing on your knees back there?" I ask.

"We got blinded by that dagger-wielding girl," Sitos answers.

"You should've already known she has Light magic from the last game, though."

"I thought she would use it directly on us, but instead she reflected the light off an arrow lobbed in the air."

"I see.  They have a lot of tricks up their sleeves… You should be careful around their Tank. He can fling that shield like a boomerang, probably using Wind magic. That's how he got Marin."

"We will keep that in mind. For the next round, let us switch Luna with Marin. I think they plan to keep their Water user on defense to counter Luna." The wall that separates the two teams is dissolved. Their offensive team is comprised of the same people with the Tank switched out with the dagger girl. We agree that Drugo should mark their Lightning Archer, and Luna will mark their Heavy, leaving me with dagger girl. We adjust our positions accordingly as our opponents shuffle around the outer boundary.

As the loud noise resounds in the Arena, our opponents charge toward us. Arrows clanging on metal resounds behind me, probably Drugo's shield. I keep my eyes on dagger girl.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" Luna exclaims. In my peripheral vision, several balls of fire fly at her target. Dagger girl charges at me, and we clash. There's hardly any power behind her attacks. I overpower her and push her back. She points an index finger at me as she still holds onto the dagger. I move my arm in front of me to shield my eyes.

"Blind!" Some light radiates in front of my arm, but it doesn't affect me. I parry her attacks after she comes at me again. A loud noise erupts beside me. I turn my head to the right where Luna stands. A stone wall is in front of Luna.

"Luna!" I exclaim as I put strength into my swords, pushing dagger girl back.
"I'm okay!" I turn my head back toward dagger girl and then find that she isn't holding onto her weapons anymore. She's holding onto some kind of string. Pain radiates from my left forearm. I grit my teeth as the left side of my face distorts. I focus my eyes on my left arm. There's a dagger lodged in it. 

"Blind!" I put my right arm in front of me before her magic shoots into my eyes. A ray of light shoots into my eyes from the dagger and blinds me.
"Ah!" I interject as pain radiates behind my eyes. I stumble backward and then fall down.  Another surge of pain radiates from my arm as the dagger is pulled out. Dagger girl's footsteps resound. Is she going for the obelisk…? No…
"Luna, she's coming for you!" I exclaim. I try to open my eyes, but the pain worsens, so I keep them closed. Dagger girl's footsteps and heavier footsteps approach Luna's position. Shit… It's my fault Luna's gonna get hurt and why we're gonna give up two points...
I smack the floor in front of me with my sword. Luna exclaims, "Bonfire!"

Hot air brushes the right side of my body. Dagger girl yells, "Whoa, that's hot!"

"Ada, are you alright?!"

"Moron, don't come here!"
What's going on…? Luna managed to thwart the two of them? The pain behind my eyes starts to subside. I open them, seeing double for a moment. My vision returns to normal moments afterward. My eyes widen as I turn toward Luna. Flames spin around in a large circle measuring about five feet tall. The stone wall is gone. Moments later, the flames die out.
Dagger girl and sledgehammer dude are backed away far from where Luna's magic was. Parts of their leather garments are burnt, so I assume that both of them are eliminated. I look over to see how Drugo is doing as I stand up. It appears that he's had no problems dealing with Lightning girl, who has stopped shooting arrows.

"Luna, you're amazing!" I exclaim with a smile as I walk over to Luna. She smiles back.

"Team five has scored a point!" 

I knit my eyebrows as I look toward the referee standing by the obelisk. "What?! When did they get a chance to damage our obelisk?"

"Sorry, it was my fault," Luna apologizes. "I forgot about the obelisk when I used my magic."

I sigh and then say, "No, it was my fault to begin with. I let my guard down and put you in that situation."

"That's a problem…" Drugo says as he joins us. "We gave up two points. How are Hiroster and the others doing this time?"

I look over to the others. It appears that their Tank is keeping Sitos at bay with Wind magic, and the initial hostage girl is keeping Marin's shots at bay with arrows of her own. Hiro runs toward the defenseless Water Archer, parrying her arrows along the way. One of the arrows leaves behind a puddle of water as it flies in the air. Hiro slips and then falls on his back. An arrow hits him in the shoulder. I sigh and frown.

The second round ends with the opposing team leading by two points. After everyone is in normal condition, the teams regroup at their respective obelisks. Sitos says, "Shit, this is not good. They only need one more point to win. If we let them score one more time it is over. They will attack us with the six of them next."
"But we still need someone to score our point, or our situation won't improve for next round," I say.

"I'll score our point…" Marin offers. "I won't be of much use anyway."

"It seems every round they have had some kinda trick. This next round especially, we should keep our guard up," Drugo cautions.

"We're almost out of time. Let's decide what to do the minute before the round starts," I say. The wall between the two teams dissolves, and as we expected, all six of them are on the offensive team.  The Water Archer and the Lightning Archer stand together on one side. It seems that the other four are moving to the opposite side.  

"I'll take care of the two Archers," Drugo says as he moves in front of them.

"Hiro, when the round starts, spill water on the floor in front of us," Sitos orders.

"Got it."

"The next order of things is to keep their Wind user at bay. I will leave that to the rest of you," Sitos continues, taking glances at Luna and me.

"Leave it to Kai and me! I've already started making my preparations. Good luck everyone!" Soon enough, the loud sound resounds in the Arena. The three people in front of us except the Archer rushes forward.

"Water ball! Water ball! Water ball! Water ball!" Several balls of water appear from Hiro's palm all aimed at the floor in front of us. The water splashes and covers 180 degrees around the obelisk while leaving the part where we stand dry. They don't stop their charge. Balls of fire appear on their left and right side that fly toward them. They jump back. I point my right elbow at them.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" The usual balls of fire come out of my elbow. I aim it at the middle of where they all stand. Now they have to deal with Fire magic from all sides. The Archer shoots arrows covered in Mana. It pierces my magic as if they are made out of flesh. The arrows stay lodged in them until they disappear into nothing. The arrows fall onto the floor. Sledgehammer dude creates stone walls around them.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" I continue to shout, regardless if they get neutralized. Luna keeps her barrage of fireballs too. I break down Rich Mana into Unrefined Mana.

"Barricade!" the big guy exclaims as he slams down his weapon. A long five feet tall stone wall appears in front of his weapon. The wall is perpendicular to us and blocks one side of Luna's magic. He runs toward us along the wall.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" I aim my magic at him, causing him to back off. My fireballs disperse on the wall he created, disintegrating parts of it.

"Water arrow!" a girl yells behind me. Water spills on the floor next to us, joining the bodies of water together. 
"Friends! The two Archers over here split up! Be careful! I'm gonna follow the Lightning Archer!" Drugo warns. I stop launching my fireballs for a moment as I turn toward my right. Water Archer is standing there, cocking her next shot.

"The Mana I prepared ran out. They're coming!" Luna exclaims. I parry the incoming arrow from the Water Archer and then focus back to the three charging at us. Dagger girl throws her dagger at Hiro. Luna looks toward its trajectory.

"Luna, don't look!" I warn while occasionally glancing over to my right side, parrying the incoming arrows.

"Blind!" A ray of light appears from the dagger girl's right index finger. It bounces off the dagger into Luna's sight. 

"Ah!" Luna interjects as she moves backward while covering her eyes. Hiro knocks away the dagger when it reaches him. Their Tank swings his axe at Hiro, who parries it, slowly pushing him away. Sledgehammer dude is right behind their Tank rushing toward Hiro. Sitos is kept busy with the other Archer firing arrows at him.
"Hiro, get back!" I warn, but it's too late.

"Tower!" the big guy exclaims. Simultaneously, the long wall from earlier disintegrates as the floor under Hiro rises. A square shaped stone platform rises quickly, launching Hiro into the air. I raise my eyebrows when the Water Archer hasn't fired any arrows at me for several seconds. As I turn my head over to her, an arrow covered in water flies past my view.
"Conduct lightning!" another girl yells. I turn toward the voice. The arrow covered in water pierces Hiro in his right shoulder, drenching the majority of his upper body in water. Another arrow is in the air from the opposite side and then pierces him from behind. He screams in pain as sparks of electricity and smoke radiates from his body. He loosens his grip on his weapon, and they both fall to the ground around the same time. Sitos is already engaging their Tank.

Damn, there're at least 30 more seconds to go! I grit my teeth as I turn to parry more arrows from the Water Archer. I focus back on the opponents in front. They're getting closer and closer.
"Kai, Sitos, get back!" Luna warns. I jump back immediately. "Twin flamethrowers!"

A large amount of constant fire emits from both of Luna's palms in front of her. The flames travel at least 15 feet before disappearing. She moves her palms around to cover a large area in front of her. The three opponents quickly back off.

"Water arrow! Water arrow!" Water Archer exclaims. I turn toward her and then parry one of the arrows. The other one flies by toward Luna's magic. The water disperses in the middle of the fire's path creating some steam while some of the flames die out. New flames that emit from Luna's palm instantly replaces the lost flames. Another Archer covers an arrow with Mana before shooting it at the flames. IT absorbs some of the flames, but soon enough the Mana covering the arrow runs out. The arrow catches on fire and falls to the ground.

Sledgehammer dude creates a wall between them and Luna. It disintegrates within a few seconds. I gulp as I gape at Luna's magic. I focus back on reality as I go stand by Luna's side to protect her from arrows shot by Water Archer. The three in front of us aren't trying to get closer.

If I were them… What would I do… I raise my eyebrows, focusing my sights on their Tank. He throws his axe and shield in two different directions.
"Hey, Sitos! Incoming!" I warn as I follow the shield honing in from my side. I run forward to avoid collision with Luna as I go to stop the shield. I follow its trajectory precisely, adjusting my position every passing moment. Dagger girl runs around Luna's magic toward me. The shield changes direction and heads straight for where I predict. I cross both of my swords as they hit the shield. The force of the attack knocks me back a few feet. The shield drops onto the floor. Another metal object clangs on the floor nearby at the same time.

"Hey, Drugo! Switch with me quick!" Sitos exclaims. 

I keep my eyes on dagger girl. She has tied the string absent from the dagger she threw earlier with the other swing. She swings the dagger rapidly in the air as she runs toward me. I focus on the dagger. There's only one thing she can possibly do when there's so little time left… She can't harm the obelisk and harming me won't do a thing.
The dagger stops in midair in front of me. I move my right sword in front of me and then angle it toward her eyes. "Blind!"

The familiar ray of light appears from her right index finger. It reflects off the dagger and then off my own weapon. It reflects straight into dagger girl's eyes. She screams, dropping her weapon on the ground. I walk over and then cut the mystery string with a stab. I kick her weapon far away. Water Archer isn't firing anymore. I figure she's out of arrows. I face the others and find a sledgehammer in the air spinning horizontally toward the obelisk. I widen my eyes as I run toward it. Luna has stopped emitting flames and stands behind Drugo. She supports his back with both of her hands.

In midflight, stone covers the head of the sledgehammer. The rotation speed of the hammer greatly increases as it moves straight toward our obelisk. Drugo drops his sword and then holds his shield with both hands. Mana pours out of his arms that envelop the shield.

"Conduct lightning!" Lightning Archer shouts from afar. An arrow flies toward the puddle of water under all of us. My palms get sweaty and my heart races. My fears are lessened when Sitos easily stops the arrow in its tracks.

Drugo makes contact with the sledgehammer. It continuously pushes him and Luna backward. After two seconds, Drugo punts the sledgehammer into another direction. Parts of the stone surrounding the hammer fall onto the ground next to him. The hammer happens to be launched right at me. It sinks in height, but not low enough for me to jump over. I drop my weapons and then dive forward. I manage to duck right under it before its height reduces too much. I hit the floor. Dagger girl is now in the hammer's path. 

One of the referees picks up the girl on the ground before the sledgehammer reaches her. Afterward, the hammer crashes onto the ground and slides along the floor for a while. It travels for around 30-40 feet before stopping completely. 

The round ends shortly after. Just when I think that there are still more rounds to be played, it seems that the other team has given up. All three Archers have run out of arrows, and several of them can't use magic anymore. We have won the first round of the tournament.
Chapter 22 – Academy Year 4 – Tricksters

Our match ends a little before 11:00 AM. The referees inform us that the details about the next game will be determined once the other teams have finished their matches tomorrow. We spend the remainder of the current day resting.

By next midday, we learn that we are fighting team seventeen in the second round of the tournament. All of the teams participating in the second round meet right outside the dormitory with Moria present. After drawing lots, it is determined that our first game will take place in the Forest. Moria instructs us to meet in this exact location at 8:00 AM tomorrow. I continue about my day while completing my standard training regimen.  Finally, the next day arrives.

Our team stands still, facing the other team in front of us. I knit my eyebrows as I focus my attention on the two dual-wielding identical large shields. One of them has a pair of large, circular shields with a diameter of about two feet while the other one has a pair of tall, elliptical-shaped shields that measure about 1.5 by four feet.  I recognize the boy wielding a two-handed axe beside them; the guy who pushed me off the platform with his Wind magic during the preliminaries. The two standing to the right of him are the only two girls on their team. The one who is unarmed, I assume is their Mage, while the other girl appears to be using a spear measuring around seven feet. 

That guy will be using a spear like this too… This will be good practice. The last member of their team wields a bow. Not too much time passes before the referees arrive.
"The game you will play this time is called 'Convoy Escort.' The rules are simple. There is an offensive and defensive role. The defensive role involves leading this convoy over here to the finish line or as far as possible," a referee explains as he points to two convoys by the entrance to the Forest. There are two horses attached to each of them.

"The team in charge of offense may enter the Forest ten minutes earlier than the defensive team to devise a plan. The goal is to either damage the dummy located inside the convoy or immobilize the convoy to the point that it can't be moved anymore. If the time passes 30 minutes from the start of the game, then that will also mark the end for the defensive team. When any of these three conditions is met, the distance from the finish line will be marked by us, and then teams will switch roles. Are there any preferences on who wants to escort the convoy first?" His question is met with several seconds of silence.

"Alright, then Team three, you guys will be on the defensive team. Team seventeen, you may enter the Forest now." The Wind user from before turns his head to me and smiles before he and his group go into the Forest.

"Your ten minutes starts now.  You may want to get into your positions now. I assume at least one of you knows your way around a horse?" Everyone except Hiro and Drugo is nodding their heads. I haven't had any experience, but I've seen other people do it. I assume it's the same for everyone else. "Good. I'll let you know when you can begin."

We head to the convoy in question and then discuss our formation. We decide to put the girls on the roof with Sitos in charge of the reins. Drugo stands in front next to the horses while Hiro and I are diagonally behind the vehicle on different sides. The referee says, "You may begin."

Sitos snaps the reins that cause the horses to start running. They're moving faster than the speed we had previously planned. 

"Ah!" Marin interjects as she flails her arms around while tipping backward. Luna, who is behind her appears to be in a similar situation. The horses stop. Marin manages to retain her balance. Luna lets out a soft scream as she falls backward. I immediately drop my weapons. I run over while holding my arms out, catching her. Our eyes meet. 

"I heard Luna scream, is she okay?!" Sitos asks as he runs toward us along with Drugo.

I look away from Luna and say, "Uh, yeah… She's fine," 

I let her down, blushing lightly. My heartbeat is racing. Luna exclaims, "I'm fine thanks to Kai!"

"I see… Sorry about that. It was my fault; I used too much force," Sitos apologizes. "I will be more careful next time. I will help you up there again."

"No, I don't trust you anymore," Luna answers, crossing her arms and looking away with a frown. Sitos opens his mouth but doesn't say a word.

"Come on, Lunaster. This is no time to be acting petty," Drugo says.

"He's right, Luna. We need to get going, or we're gonna give the other team more preparation time," I say.

"I guess you're right…" Luna responds with a conceding voice as she turns toward Sitos.

"Great, come over here, and I will give you a boo—"

"I want Kai to do it."

"Why do I have to…" Luna stares at me with a pout. I sigh and then say, "Fine…"

I walk over to the front of the vehicle. Luna follows me and interjects, "Yay!"

Sitos frowns with slightly parted lips. He's gritting his teeth. What's with him? He doesn't have to be so upset over something like this… I'm the one who should be upset in this situation.
I climb onto the front of the convoy behind the horses. I bend over slightly as I make a platform with my palms. Luna steps on them as she grabs my face for balance. I slowly lift her up. She lets go of my head and then climbs on the roof of the carriage. Afterward, I go back and then pick up my weapons. Sitos signals the horses to move again. This time, they move at a snail's pace.

We move along the trail in the Forest for several minutes with no encounters. I constantly look around my surroundings to see if anyone is there. Only a referee atop a tree is in my sights. 

"Someone is up ahead!" Sitos alerts. There are two tanks standing side by side with their shields in front of them. Their Mage and spear user are behind them. The Archer and Wind guy are nowhere to be found.

"Be careful guys! There're still two people unaccounted for," I warn as I join up with the others are the front.

"Hiro!" Sitos exclaims.

"I'm on it!" Hiro answers while swinging his hammer around, letting it rest on his left shoulder while supporting it only with his left arm. He points his right palm toward our enemies. "Water ball!"

A sphere of water comes out of his palm that head toward the middle between the two Tanks. Sitos jumps off the convoy and then sprints toward them. In the split second before Hiro's magic lands, the skin color on the Tanks' faces turns bluish. Hiro's magic bursts upon impact, clearly drenching the shields and the ground below them in water. 

"Volt thrust!" Sitos yells while thrusting his right blade toward the Tank with the circular shields. His sword stops short about two feet from him, but Lightning magic envelops his weapon, also filling the gap between his blade and him in the shape of his sword. None of them move a muscle, when suddenly, the spear user thrusts her weapon at Sitos between the two Tanks. The tip pierces Sitos' right arm. He jumps backward before it goes through completely. Drops of blood fall on the ground. 

"Sitos!" several of us exclaim.

"I am fine. More importantly, what was that?"

"I think they covered themselves in Abjuration magic before Hiro's magic landed. It looks like it's the reflective type," I say.

"I see. It looks like it covers their entire body… Luna and Kai, hit them with concentrated attacks," Sitos replies.

I start preparing an ambush with my magic. I focus on having multiple very small-sized versions of my fireball that would converge on them from various angles.

"Enemy attack from behind!" Marin's warning interrupts my focus. I turn around, finding a volley of arrows covered in fire falling from the sky. It would land on the roof of the convoy if left unchecked. Marin shoots several arrows that collide with the enemy's arrows, knocking them away from their path. I raise my eyebrows. I look at the wall the two Tanks have created.

So that's why they're in a defensive position right now… I need to hurry. I continue programming instructions for the ambush.
"Marin, do ya see the enemy?" Hiro asks.

"No…the arrows were lobbed from the Fo—wait there's someone behind us! It's the axe user!" Marin warns as she shoots more arrows.
"Hiro, come with me," Sitos says as he disappears from my sights. 

"I'm already on it! Water ball!"

"Whirlwind!" the axe user yells from behind me. The sound of wind blowing resounds.

"What the hell is that?!" Hiro yells.

"Pay attention, idiot! Just stop him with your weapon!" Sitos responds.

Alright! My magic's ready. Now all there's left is to send out my Mana…
As I'm sending out my Mana, Hiro interjects, "Gah!" 

"Ah!" Sitos interjects at the same time. I turn my head around to check out the situation, dropping my jaws in response. The Wind user spins rapidly in a circle while slowly approaching us. There's some dirt rotating around him. It looks like a miniature tornado. Hiro's Water magic is in the vortex, rotating in the same direction as the Wind user's blade.

"You two, get back! I'll stop him! Hiro, hurry and disperse your Water magic!" Luna exclaims as she sits on the edge of the roof and then drops down. 

"What?"

"Shout your magic anywhere except at that axe guy, you moron!" Sitos exclaims.

Hiro points his palm toward my direction and shouts, "Water ball! Water ball! Water ball!"

The water in the vortex has disappeared. I smile and face forward. Good, my magic's just about to activate… Hiro's magic will weaken—
I widen my eyes and drop my frown. The two Tanks are charging at us. Hiro's magic bursts on their shields like before. Damn, a second too late!
My magic activates. 20 miniature fireballs in total fly from various angles toward the two girls behind the two Tanks. Drugo steps in front of me as the Tank with the circular shields rushes toward me. Meanwhile, Luna shouts, "Bonfire!"

"Barrier!" the unarmed girl yells.

"Ahhh!" the Tank with the circular shields yells as he bashes one of his shields against Drugo's shield. The impact knocks Drugo on the ground.

What?!
I jump back and point my right elbow toward the two in front of me.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball! Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"

I shoot out my usual flaming balls of fire out of my elbow, alternating my aim between the two Tanks in front of me. They stand still while holding their shields near each other. My magic bursts into shapeless forms of fire as they make contact with the shields. Some of it makes its way past the shield, but the protective Mana around them pushes it away. The skin on their faces turn to a normal color as the last of my magic fades away. I break down my Mana from Rich Mana to Unrefined Mana to prepare for a second volley.

"Dirt arrow!" Marin shouts. An ordinary arrow flies past me toward the Tank with the circular shields. "Scatter!"

A cloud of dirt appears all around the arrow. The Tank squeezes his eyes shut and flails his arms around while moving backward. Hiro and Sitos sprint past me. Hiro swings his hammer and then knocks away the shield on his right. Sitos follows up with a vertical slash on his right bicep. He lets out a scream of pain.

My attention shifts to their teammates behind the guy with circular shields. The other Tank stands by the unarmed girl, not affected by Marin's magic. I don't know how the unarmed girl escaped my magic unscathed. The spear user is missing. 

I find her near the convoy about to thrust her spear into the horse. I immediately throw my right sword at her. Both of our attacks land simultaneously. She lets out a shriek of pain and distorts one side of her face as my weapon slashes her left shoulder. It stays in her flesh for a moment, but it falls and drops to the ground. She takes back her spear and falls back.

Meanwhile, the horse has been screaming and furiously running forward. It pulls the convoy with so much force that one horse alone moves the wagon at a speed greater than our pacing before. Marin shrieks softly as she falls from the roof. The other horse starts moving too. I immediately cut off the reins that tie the injured horse to the convoy and then pull back the reins of the other horse. The injured horse gallops off in a random direction as the vehicle comes to a stop.

"Retreat!" one of them yells as they run back into the forest. I turn around, finding the axe user on the ground with an arrow in his chest.

"Are you okay, Marin?" Luna asks, giving a hand for Marin to grab onto.

"That was so unexpected… I think I have a bruise, but otherwise fine," Marin responds as she grabs a hold of Luna's hand and then stands up. I walk over to where the Wind user lies.

"Is this guy unconscious?" I ask.

"Looks like it. He is injured enough to not be a threat anymore," Sitos says.

"We took out one of 'em and injured two!" Hiro exclaims. "Let's win already."

We take some time to refresh our formation before continuing forward. We move at a slower pace than before since we only have one horse tied to our vehicle now. We pass several turns. I recall that after the next U-turn, it's a straight path to the exit. There's a wall blocking the straight path measuring about 20 feet high and 5 feet wide. The enemy isn't in sight.

"I will move the convoy a bit closer before stopping. Everyone watch out for their ambush," Sitos cautions. I keep my eyes on the right side of the woods.

"There's no need to stop. I'll go knock down that wall right now!" Hiro exclaims as he quickens his pace.

"Wait," Sitos says. Hiro stops and turns his head around. "It looks like you do not have to. They are showing themselves."

The Tank with the elliptical shields comes out from the left side of the woods. The convoy comes to a stop about 25 feet away from the wall. A volley of arrows covered in flames is launched from the other side of the wall. I raise my eyebrows. So that's how their Archer knows exactly where to hit us…
"I'll take care of the arrows as usual!" Marin informs as she shoots her own arrows toward the enemy's arrows. Her arrows disrupt the trajectory of the arrows flying toward us. I focus my attention the side I'm covering. There are no noises or sight of any enemies. It feels like the convoy has moved closer to the wall, but I know the convoy hasn't moved. I knit my eyebrows as I stare at the wall.

I shift my gaze toward the Tank with the elliptical shields. He's standing still while making no movements. Drugo and Sitos are not doing anything other than keeping their stances up.

"Hey, Sitos, Drugo! Is the wall moving closer?" I ask.

"What are you talking about, Kai? Walls do not move."

"Wait, Sitoster… We seem to be closer to the wall than before."

"Now that you mention it…" A small smile emerges on the elliptical guy's face. I raise my eyebrows.

"Hiro, knock down that wall fast!" I exclaim.

"On it!" Hiro runs toward the wall with his hammer overhead. Drugo and Sitos cut the Tank off from a path that can reach Hiro.

They're clearly trying to do something with the wall…but what do they accomplish by moving it closer? The wall suddenly tips forward before Hiro reaches the wall. Their Tank falls back as soon as that happened. I raise my eyebrows. The Archer appears and then shoots an arrow toward Hiro. Hiro jumps back. I run toward the open space on the right side of the wall.

"Kai, where are you going?" Sitos asks, but I ignore him. The wall crashes down and resounds loudly as it collides with the convoy. The Archer, Mage, and elliptical shield guy are at the bottom of the wall, the girl apparently holding onto the circular shields. The other Tank is on top of the wall. He's holding onto two handles attached to the back of it. The Archer cocks an arrow and points it at me while the elliptical shield guy guards him. My attention shifts to the other Tank guy. He stands up as he holds onto his right bicep with his left hand. 

I point my right elbow toward the three grouped together and exclaim, "Fireball!"

A ball of fire comes out of my elbow and then flies toward the three in front of me. Immediately, I charge toward the unarmed Tank on the platform. He smiles. I knit my eyebrows as I prepare to cut him with my sword. He removes his hand from his arm, revealing that there is no injury. I widen my eyes as I look behind me. The Archer is no longer pointing an arrow at me, and they're standing still.

I face forward as Luna and Marin scream. Luna falls off from the back side of the convoy while Marin slides down the wall on her back for several feet. The Wind user emerges from atop a tree and then smashes the roof of the convoy with his axe. He removes his weapon, and then the spear girl falls from the same tree with her weapon pointed downward. Her spear goes through the hole made by the axe user.

"That is it for the first half! Team seventeen has damaged the dummy located in the convoy! Report back to the starting point for the second half. Some of us need to stay and clean up the mess made from the first half," a referee announces. 

We do as he instructs and head back to the beginning of the Forest. It takes ten minutes to walk back and another ten minutes for the referees to come back. They notify us that we can go back in to have our ten minute planning period, and we go in.

"I… I already came up with a plan…that will probably work…but it will take some time to set up…"

"That's perfect, Marin. Their plan of pushing down that wall gave me an idea too. It is definitely capable of buying you enough time," I say. "Then…two of you come with me while the rest helps Marin set up her trap."

"I'll go with Kai!" 

"Count me in too." Luna and Sitos stay with me while Marin and the others run off to a farther part of the trail.

"So, what's the plan?" Sitos inquires.

"Basically, we'll pre-cut the trees closest to the trail right now. When they come, it will just take a little more force to make the tree fall toward the path. Luna and I can set them on fire too."

"Hmm… I see. That could work."

"On that note, I have an idea too," Luna says. We listen to Luna's suggestion and then start making preparations. Sitos and I take different sides to pre-cut some of the trees in the same area. To utilize Luna's idea, we cut several trees down before the area filled with pre-cut trees appears. By this time, ten minutes have almost passed. Luna sets the cut-down trees on fire with her magic. Afterward, she uses Wind magic to blow the smoke toward the side of the path they will come from.

I figure it will be a while until they reach this portion of the Forest. I sit and lean against the back of a tree. Something rumbles in the distance for a second. I cock an eyebrow as the noise dies off. Was that the sound of the convoy…?
Several seconds later, rumbling noises resound again. I raise my eyebrows and stand up. They're speeding through!

The convoy is in our sights. The spear user is on one of the horses while the axe user is on the other. The two Tanks are in the area at the front of the convoy. I assume the last two are inside.
The horses continue to charge toward us. They stop amidst the smoke Luna's blowing toward them. They stand on their hind legs and neigh. I smile.

The horses change directions toward the woods, but the Tanks pull them back with the reins.

The axe user points his right palm at a 45-degree angle in front of him and yells, "Drift!"

The smoke that Luna's blowing toward them moves in the direction of his palm. The horses continue along the path.
"Luna, retreat! They found a counter to your plan already!" Luna stops casting her magic and then runs into my side of the forest. Suddenly, arrows fly from the deeper ends of the woods. I widen my eyes. That trajectory is…!
The arrows fly toward Luna and then pierce through her. She screams and falls. I run toward her.
"Luna!" I yell as I look in the direction where the arrows came from. The Archer is atop a tree. Damn! So he wasn't in the convoy…
I kneel down next to her. She's shedding a few tears. I grit my teeth. One of the arrows pierced through her hand while the other one is lodged in her abdomen.

"I think I'm thr-through… The rest's up to you…" Luna says quietly with little energy. 

"Water sphere!" a girl yells near me. The flames that envelop the trees start to burn less intensely. I stand back up. One of the referees is heading this way. 

I frown as I get back into my position next to the pre-cut trees. It's my fault Luna's in pain right now… I didn't consider that they would try to ambush us instead.
The Archer atop the tree is no longer there. The axe user is cutting the cut-down trees into smaller pieces. Their Tanks bash the smaller pieces of the tree away from the center of the path. I turn toward Luna. The arrows lay on the ground next to them, and a green glow emits from the referee's hands. I turn back to the path as the convoy rumbles forward. Now!
I cut the tree in front of me, and Sitos does the same on his side. The horses stand on their hind legs and neigh again as their path is blocked off. I run and cut the trees preceding the one I just cut while Sitos mirrors my actions. Their Tanks split up on each side. Both of them raise their shields on the first falling tree's path. The circular shield guy is on my side.

"Ahhh!" he yells, subsequently pushing with enough force to cause all the trees I cut to fall toward the woods.

I gape at his ridiculous strength. Are you serious…?
"Wall!" someone yells from the other side. A tall vertical wall appears on the other side. The trees from the other side fall against it. I snap back to reality and then cut down more trees. All of them converge toward the convoy. After cutting the last tree down, I point my elbow at the convoy.

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" I fire off my magic indiscriminately.

The spear user appears in the direction of my magic and exclaims, "Water sphere!"

A ball of water surrounds the tip of her spear. She moves the tip toward my two of my fireballs and then extinguishes them. My other fireball ignites a tree on fire. They don't do anything to stop the fire. "Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"

"Water sphere!" The spear user nullifies two of my fireballs again while the other one spreads the flames further. Leaves crackle behind me. I turn around.
Shit, I forgot about that guy! The Archer runs past me without looking at me. He heads toward the convoy. I raise my eyebrows. Shit!
I run toward the front of the convoy while still staying inside of the woods. The axe user and the two Tanks have cleared the two trees blocking the road. With no other options left, I run in front of them. Sitos joins me. 

"Kai! What happened to Luna?"

"She got eliminated… It was my fault," I say while keeping my focus on the enemies in front. The Archer holds onto two arrows in his open hand. He quickly cocks them one at a time, shooting them in succession at me. Someone chuckles near me as I deflect them. I cock an eyebrow as I turn to Sitos. He's frowning, and no one is chuckling. I guess it was my imagination… There was nothing funny about what I said.
"Finally, you guys will finally fight us instead of these cowardly tricks?" the axe user asks.

"I will hold these chumps off for a little longer by myself. You join with the others!" Sitos exclaims and then charges toward the enemy. I click my tongue. I don't want to waste the chance he's given me and run into Sitos' side of the woods. The sound of metal clashing resounds as I run deeper into the woods. Eventually, the crackling of leaves beneath my feet drowns out all other noise. I use this time to break down more of my Mana into Rich Mana and Unrefined Mana.

Later, I find Marin and Drugo in my sights at the final U-turn before the straight path to the exit. I join up with them. Drugo's sitting against a tree, panting. Marin asks, "Where're Luna and Sitos?"

I shake my head.

"I see…" she answers with a frown.

"So…  Did you guys complete your trap?"

"Yep... Everything's ready…but it's up to Hiro whether the plan works…or not..."

"Say what?!" I exclaim and widen my eyes. Marin smiles lightly and laughs.

"Don't worry. It's a role that's…hard to screw up. Come. I'll show you," she says as she walks further along the trail. There's a wall about ten feet high and fifteen feet wide, covering the entirety of the trail. It's located on at the beginning of the straight path. The most they can travel is an L-shape. "Did you notice anything…unusual? When you walked…over here?
"No…?" I answer in a confused tone. Marin giggles.

"The ground under you is hollow from here to over there," says as she points at the indicated points on the ground. I raise my eyebrows.

"I see! That's an amazing trap you came up with! How did you set it up so fast?"

"It was nothing… It was thanks to Hiro and Drugo doing the manual labor. I used my magic to separate the dirt into blocks that could be transported elsewhere so no dirt piles would be visible near here. Hiro took care of that while Drugo prepared the wood that was inserted near the top of the hole. Then dirt was placed on top of the wood to make it completely unnoticeable!" she explains with enthusiasm.

"You even took into account that they wouldn't see the wall until after they enter this part of the trail, guaranteeing that they would be in this position!"

She smiles. I feel bad for Sitos… He sacrificed himself for no reason…
"They're coming! We should hide!" Drugo exclaims as he runs over to us. The rumbling noises in the distance close in on us. We hide behind some trees in the deeper end of the woods near the L-shaped path. I peek my head out. The convoy is on top of the trap. A few moments later, cracks form on the ground. A loud noise resounds as the convoy falls through the ground, forming a dirt cloud.

"What the hell?!" one of them yells. We run toward the trap. Someone tries to open the convoy door, but the hole is too narrow to allow that.

"You damn cowards and your tricks!" the axe user yells from the bottom of the hole. He's no longer on the horse.

"It's apparent that Team seventeen's unable to move their convoy anymore. Therefore, their distance traveled ends here, and Team three wins the game!" a familiar voice announces. "You did well, Marin."

"Mom! How long have you been watching?" 
I turn around. Marin's mother stands there. She pats Marin on the head and responds, "I saw everything."

Her mother laughs. I walk next to Marin. Her cheeks are flushed red. I ask, "Say, what happened to Luna and Sitos? I think they were both eliminated."

"They should be waiting for you at the entrance to the Forest."

"I see."

"By the way, the other two teams have already finished their match. So the next game will start at 10 AM. It's been determined your next game will take place in the Arena. So you'll meet there when the time comes."

We rejoin with Luna and Sitos. They seem good as new with no apparent injuries. They aren’t wearing their leather garments, though. There are various blood stains on their clothes.

"Our next game's gonna be in the Arena. We gotta meet there at 10 AM," I inform the two. I walk back toward our dormitory and say, "I'm kinda hungry… Luna, make me some food."

"No, Kai, you dolt. She is not going to make you anything after you—"

"Okay! What do you want?"

"I don't know… let me think about it a little more. What were you saying, Sitos?"

He clicks his tongue and then says, "It is nothing important."

Chapter 23 – Academy Year 4 – Brute Force
Back at our home, Luna cooks some leftover rabbit from last night for me. I eat my fill and then spend the remaining time relaxing. Eventually, the fated hour arrives. We meet at the Arena and then change our leather garments with the newly provided ones on the usual cart.

"It seems both teams are ready. I will explain the rules. The name of the game is 'Eliminate the King.' The rules are very simple. Each team will designate a King or Queen. The King or Queen will wear a crown to indicate that he or she is the King or Queen. The winning condition is to use simply whatever means to take the crown off the opposing team's head," a referee explains. "Now, who will be the King or Queen from each team?"

Everyone looks toward Marin. She smiles before saying, "I'll be the Queen."

One of the referees hands her a crown. She puts it on tightly on the top of her head.

"I am the Queen," a girl from the other team says. It's their Mage. 

"You have this entire Arena open to you to battle it out. You will start at opposite ends of the Arena before we announce the start of the game." We do as he instructs and move to the designated location. "Fight!"

We move forward as a group with Marin placed in the back. Our opponents seem to do the same while separated into two groups. The axe user is by himself at least 20 feet ahead of his team.

"Whirlwind!" the axe user yells as he starts to spin rapidly in a circle counter-clockwise while moving closer to us.

 "Luna, it's up to you to stop him again!" Hiro exclaims.

"Stream!" A stream of water comes out of the spear user's palm. She aims it so that it is mostly evenly distributed around the vortex of the tornado around the axe user. The elliptical shield guy projects several rocks from his palm and mixes it into the vortex. The resulting debris circling the axe user obscures our vision from the rest of his team.

"I don't think I can stop that…" Luna says. We stare blankly at the spiraling tornado of doom heading toward us.

"Wake up you dimwits! Incoming arrows!" Sitos warns. Marin counters the volley of arrows with her own arrows as usual. They get knocked into the vortex. "Let us split into pairs and ditch this guy. This asshat will not be able to do anything if we move closer to his teammates. Marin can outrun at the pace he is moving at. I will go with Luna."
"Ahhh!" the circular shield guy yells from the other side. A giant spherical rock flies over the vortex. I think to move aside for a moment, but I realize it's overshot and simply stand still. Everyone raises their heads up as it misses us completely.

"I'll stay with Marinster," Drugo says.

"I guess that means I'm with Hiro. We'll go from the right side, and you guys go from the left," I say.

"Let us go," Sitos says. He and Luna run off. We do the same, running past the tornado guy from the right side. Their team stands still. The two Tanks are at the front, with everyone else behind him. I knit my eyebrows and stop running. I raise my eyebrows and then turn around. The Archer is aiming an arrow at Marin beside a broken rock. I'm decisive as I throw my right sword at her. I make sure to aim it so that she would undoubtedly take a step to the left. The arrow travels in the air shortly after I throw my sword.

Marin! Please react! I pray as I continue to run toward her. She knits her eyebrows and then takes a step to the left. A split second later, the arrow zooms past the top of her head, eventually spiraling in the vortex about 30 feet in front of her. My sword clangs and then slides along the stone floor. Marin opens her mouth and then turns around, finally taking notice of the enemy. Drugo, who has been several feet in front of Marin turns around too. He charges toward the Archer.
In a matter of seconds, the enemy Archer drops his weapon and then puts his hands in the air. "Let's no-not be hasty here… I give up…"

He takes off his leather garments and then drops it on the floor. I pick up my sword.

"Kai, you saved us from losing that game… I wasn't sure what to think when I saw you…throw your weapon at me," Marin says worrisomely and then sighs.

"Good thinking, Kaister. I should've been paying more attention to Marinster."

"Nah, it wasn't your fault. No one could've predicted that someone was hiding inside that rock. Moreover, it was probably that guy with ridiculous strength who had chucked that rock over in the first place. Let's just hope the others are successful in their attempt to take the crown," I say as I turn to face the vortex. The others are coming back from the left side of the tornado.

"Kai, where the hell did ya go?!" Hiro exclaims. "I didn't even realize ya abandoned me!"

"If it weren't for Kai, we would've lost already," Marin explains as she points to the Archer behind us.

"So that is where he was…" Sitos mutters. "We could not break their line of defense in the back. They are huddled together like freshly hatched baby chicks. Completely helpless otherwise."

He points to the tornado guy behind him with his thumb and continues, "Let us run around until this guy runs out of Mana."

"Sounds like a plan Sitoster." 

I frown and say, "I don't like that idea. I'd rather beat them with brute force. They called us cowards…"

We casually move away from the incoming tornado of doom as we converse. Sitos says, "Throw away those emotions, Kai. Those monkeys are trying to get into your head. We do not have to play by their shitty rules. We just need to win. The tactic they just tried right now is very cowardly in comparison…"

"You're right…but I think we should go with Kai's idea. Like Marin said, if it weren't for Kai, we would've lost already," Luna says.

Sitos doesn't say anything for several seconds. He sighs before saying, "Fine…but how will we stop that while he is still working his magic?"

"Marin should shoot an arrow into the top of the vortex," Hiro suggests. 

"Wow, you actually say some good things sometimes."

"What's that supposed to mean, Kai?" 

"Unfortunately, I'm not good at lob shots… Sorry," Marin apologizes. Several seconds of silence follows. 

Luna exclaims, "I got it! Maybe…"

She explains her idea and what would need to happen after that. After a minute of planning, our backs are nearly against the starting point of the game. As she approaches the spinning vortex in front of us, she says, "Here I go."

She paces herself to the right side of him from our position. The distance between her and the tornado is about 30 feet, decreasing every passing second. She stands still, pointing both her palms forward. I don't notice any changes to the approaching spiraling winds. When the distance between them is about 15 feet, some of the debris fly out in random directions. It doesn't take long before all of the water and rocks leave the vortex completely, leaving only the axe user spinning around. His teammates have been following closely behind.

Marin shoots an arrow at the exact moment the axe user is no longer unreachable. The arrow changes its course slightly, but it still manages to pierce his left thigh. He staggers a little. Hiro, who has been charging at him doesn't miss his chance. He connects his sledgehammer with the axe user with a spinning swing of his own. The blow knocks him down. I charge in to slash him with my swords, but the circular shield guy blocks my attack. I jump back as the rest of his team runs in front of him. The Wind user pants heavily as he barely supports himself in a sitting position with his arms on the ground behind him.

Their Mage pulls out the arrow in the axe user's leg and then puts her hands over his wound. "Heal!"

A few seconds later, she removes her hands from his injury, revealing that the wound has closed. The axe user says, "I can't use that move for much longer… I need to save some Mana for the next round too." 

I smile before saying, "So you guys weren’t so tough after all. Have you given up now that you can't hide behind your barrier of wind?"

They whisper amongst themselves while still keeping their guards up.

"Hey, Kai. Are we going to give these imbeciles more time to plan too?" Sitos asks.

"I don't see why not. What can they do with four people against the six of us?" After 30 seconds have passed, their skin turns bluish like before. A split second later, they suddenly change formation. The two Tanks line up side by side with the spear user in the middle of them with her spear sticking out between the two in front. The axe user is behind the spear user, and their Queen is behind the axe user. 

"Charge!" the two Tanks yell as they sprint toward us. They are on direct course toward Marin. I drop my smile and fall back to rejoin with Marin.

Hmm… Drugo will be able to block that spear quite easily… Do they really think they can win against the six…wait… I raise my eyebrows. Luna hasn't regrouped with us. She has one of her palms pointed toward the Mage behind the charge. Suddenly, the enemy team turns 90-degrees instantly toward Luna. I run full speed to intercept them before they can reach her. Luna opens her mouth and puts her arms down. She jumps backward, but she doesn't get much more of a lead. They are less than ten feet from her. Damn, not again!
I grit my teeth as I hopelessly try to intercept them in time to save Luna. An arrow covered in dirt flies by the right side of my head. It continues toward the two Tanks leading the charge. Marin shouts, "Scatter!"

A dirt cloud forms instantly around the arrow, obscuring my vision of the arrow. The enemy gradually stops their charge and then flails their shields around. "Wh-what the…how—"

The three at the front of their charge cough uncontrollably. The dirt cloud moves toward their backline. Luna's palm is pointed toward them. I smile and change my course toward their Queen instead.

"Up flow!" the axe user exclaims, apparently directing airflow upward. The dirt cloud quickly clears up, but it's too late. By the time they have opened their eyes, my arm is in mid-thrust. A split second later, my arm is fully extended. My sword pierces their crown, forcing it off of the Queen's head.

"And that is game! Team three has won 'Eliminate the King' and wins the second round!" one of the referees announces. I sigh as I let the crown slide off my sword. I turn my head toward the other team. 

"How did this happen… We were protected by Meredith's magic…" the circular shield guy mutters as he drops on his knees. I smile as I make my way back toward my group with Luna by my side.

Well, you were protected…but only against magic… Marin's specialty is Runic Magic, after all.
"Nice job, Kaister. You ended up doing all the work this time around," Drugo says.

"Nah… I just followed up with Marin and Luna. I didn't do much," I say as I glance over to Marin and Luna.

"This round went by really fast… I thought it woulda been harder than the first one."
"That is because the first team we fought were not simply monkeys grouped together. It just means the rankings in the preliminaries do not mean everything."
"It's still weird that the team in last place was stronger than the team in fourth…but our next opponents are strong for sure. Especially that spear user. They were team fourteen, right?" Hiro asks. I think back to the last match I fought in the preliminaries.

That guy was strong… I would've lost if the conditions were the same as the main tournament… There's also that guy who can ignite his weapons on fire.
"Don't be so scared, Hiro. We're stronger!" Luna exclaims with confidence.

"I hope so…'cause Sitos said rankings don't mean everythin'. How do ya know we're stronger?" Hiro asks with doubt.

"Hiro, stop being a wuss," I say. I give him a death glare and ask, "Or do you actually think they're stronger than me?"

"N-no… I guess not…" Hiro still answers with little confidence.

"What're we still doing here? I kinda wanna go home and take a nap," I say as my eyes wander around the Arena. The other team still hasn't left. I cock an eyebrow as I head for the exit myself.

"I could use a nap too, actually," Sitos says. A referee blocks me from my path to the exit.

"The other two teams are still playing their second game. Until they have finished, you can't leave here," he explains.

"What? Why?"

"I'm just following my orders." I click my tongue. I turn my head around looking for a good nap spot. It's the same everywhere. I start walking in a random direction and then lie down. I cross my hands and then support the back of my head with my palms. I close my eyes as I filter out the noise around me, voiding myself of any thoughts.

…

I slowly open my eyes while repeatedly closing and opening my mouth. The other team still isn't done…?
I roll over to my right side, immediately finding Luna's sleeping face an inch away from mine. I stare for a moment before I rear back. "Ah!"

Everyone is in a sleeping position around me. A few seconds later, several of them start to move, including Luna. I turn my head all around me, taking notice that the entire Arena is empty. Luna rubs her eyes with her hand and asks, "Kai…? What's wrong…?"

"Oh… I was trying to wake you guys up because it looks like we can leave," I explain as I just realized myself. Luna and the others yawn. Eventually, we start heading back to the dormitory together.

"Hey, did you hear? It looks like team two won by a landslide!" one of two students exclaims as they pass us.

"How did that happen?"

"I don't know… I just know that the round was over in two games."

Chapter 24 – Academy Year 4 – Dark Horse

I knit my eyebrows, thinking what about what they said. We walk in silence for several seconds as their conversation dies out behind us. 
"Umm… What'd they say…?" Hiro asks.

"They said team two beat team fourteen in two games," Drugo answers. "Weren't you listening, Hiroster?"

"That's what I thought! Nice! We don't hafta fight team fourteen!" Hiro exclaims. "So we're fightin' team two... Do we know anyone from that team?"

"You should remember one person in particular, Hiro," I answer, remembering when Hiro was in awe during the second phase of the preliminaries. 

Hiro closes his eyes and interjects, “Hmm…"

I sigh and then ask, "Don't you remember the girl who won using only Water magic?"

"Oh yeh… There was someone like that… What was her name again?" Hiro asks.

"Hina. Her name was Hina," I answer, letting more air out than necessary on the ending of her name. I still can't pinpoint where I first heard her name. "You don't sound that worried, considering how frantic you were a moment ago."

"Why would I be? We don't hafta fight the opponents who woulda been our greatest challenge," Hiro says.

I sigh and then look toward Drugo. "Drugo, you take over."

After a few seconds, Drugo asks, "Hiroster, in a match between two equally skilled warriors, wittiness can be the determining factor of who wins, right?"

"Yeh," Hiro nods.
"Hiroster, why'd we win against the opponents we fought just now?" Drugo asks, but Hiro doesn't react at all. He continues to walk forward with his eyes pointing up.

"Oh!" he interjects into my ear. I twist the left side of my face like old times. "What do we do guys?! If they're stronger than those on the other team we saw in the preliminaries… I don't wanna fight 'em."

I sigh and then turn my head toward Drugo with my eyes opened widely. "No one said they were stronger, Hiroster. Remember how we won 'Convoy Escort' with minimal effort? We didn't utilize our magic at all, but we still beat them."

"Oh!" Hiro interjects right into the same ear. It doesn't sting nearly as bad this time because my ear drum was conditioned for it. "This is even worse than I thought! You're saying team two beat team fourteen without usin' any Mana, completely effortlessly?!"

I turn my head toward Drugo again. I display an open mouth with lips curved downward, but he doesn't make eye contact with me this time. Sitos shakes his head with a palm over his face while the girls chuckle. 

"Yes, yes…" I say lethargically as I face Hiro. I continue in a monotonic tone, "You're exactly right. We're in deep trouble. I'm not sure what we're gonna do."

Sitos coughs and then says, "I hope everyone else knows where the hell we are going tomorrow."
"I don't.  We should probably find Moria or a referee-looking person," I suggest. We find out later the details of our match tomorrow. We train after eating lunch since we didn't expend a whole lot of energy during our games today.  The evening is spent resting as we retire early for the match in the morning.

We arrive at the front entrance of the Forest a few minutes before the appointed time. Our opponents are already waiting. A girl with blue twin-tails down to her shoulders says, "Well, well. Look who it is, the infamous Kai."

She holds a buckler in her left hand with nothing in her right. She asks, "Are you ready to lose another competition to us?"

I cock an eyebrow.

"Oh, don't tell me you don't remember…the test in our second year. Thanks to a certain someone, we took first place instead," she explains as she glances over to Hiro. 

I slowly widen my eyes and mouth as I recall the past. "Lastly, first place, the group who will get these keys to the first large room 1A is…Hina's group with an average score of 98!"

"It looks like you remember," she says with a mischievous smile. "Beating your team will be a cinch. We'll just exploit the weak like we did against our last opponents."

She glances at Hiro. Hiro takes a step back and looks down. Hina smiles smugly. I point my eyebrows downward and exclaim, "You already have a large room! Why do you wanna win so badly for a room you aren't gonna use?"

"It's 'cause of you," the boy holding a mace and a large elliptical shield next to Hina says. "We hated yer carefree attitude in the past two years… Slackin' off, skippin' class, and passin' off the rest of us as inferior. Of course we're not gonna let you win!"

"Darling…" Hina says quietly as she hugs his left arm with her open arm. I relax my facial expressions.

Huh?
"It's not only for the room," she explains as she rests her head against his arm all while looking at me. "Our team's value will increase if we win the tournament… Besides…"

She stops for a moment and then blushes as she presses her face harder into his arm. My heart beats faster. "We agreed that if we won another room…we would use it to establish more privacy between us…"

"Pumpkin…" the boy mutters while wearing a lewd smile. He swings his arm around, bringing Hina toward his chest. I blush and look away as their heads move closer, coincidentally in Luna's direction. She smiles, and I look away again.

"Ahem," one of the referees says. "May I remind you two…that we are still in the middle of a tournament here."

The two lovebirds pull away from each other and then line up in formation again. "The first game you will play is called 'Trophy Hunting.' You may have noticed in the past few days the food supply has disappeared from the Forest. As a result, you were instructed to gather prepared ingredients at the pantry. Our Conjuration specialists have prepared the animals that you will hunt in this game. Throughout the Forest, there are five birds, ten boars, five squirrels, three bears, and a lion. Bears are worth two points, the lion is worth four points and the rest are worth one point."

During his explanation, I glance over to the rest of their team. On the far left, a boy is holding a slingshot. Next to him, is another guy holding only a buckler in his left hand. My eyes roll over to the far right, where a girl is holding a rapier and a buckler. Next to her, stands a larger-built kid wielding a large sword with one hand. I cock an eyebrow as several of them are talking among themselves. "To collect the points, you will use these magical items provided."

He points to a cart nearby. Another referee takes one and then brings it over. It appears to be a thin cylindrical-shaped device with a needle on the bottom side. "These are modeled after Crelos and Crulos, used to convert Mana and Affinities inside monsters into crystals. You will inject these into the animals and press the button after you have killed them. It will take a moment, but a colored crystal will appear on the other side. Blue ones are worth a point, yellow ones are worth two points, and red ones are worth four. 

"You may use these pouches to carry any trophies you obtain. The only requirement is that the pouches must be visible if you carry it on your body. We have these clips to help with that. There is space available for you to clip on the trophy collection tool. The winning condition is to accumulate 20 points and deliver it to the referee on the opposite side of your starting position. They will only accept it if you have all 20 points. The referee at this entrance will be wearing red while the referee at the other entrance will be wearing green. You can also win by eliminating everyone on the other team. There is no time limit. Are there—"

"Yes!" Hina exclaims and raises her right hand in the air. "We'd like to start at the other entrance!"

 I raise my eyebrows, understanding why her team is so lax. A referee points to a man wearing a green shirt and says, "Very well. After you have put on the leather garments and the items provided for this game, this man will take you there."

We spend the next few minutes putting the usual leather garments located on a cart nearby. We also attach the clips on the leather garments and then attach the pouch and magical tool on opposing sides. Afterward, the referee wearing green walks away. Their team follows him, but not before Hina smirks in my direction.

"Damn, this is bad for us," Sitos says.

"We knew that yesterday!" Hiro exclaims, but I ignore him.

"They've played this game before…" I add.

"We're doomed!"

I sigh and then say, "Stop being so melodramatic, Hiro."

"But ya said it yourself… They've played this game before… So they know how to win! I'm not stupid ya know."
"I'm not saying you're stupid, but this game isn't hard to figure out. As long as we collect at least 11 points, then we can force them to fight us to decide the game. So they can't use any cheap tricks."

"What Kai said! Don't be such a scaredy-cat, Hiro! Toughen up!" Luna exclaims, giving Hiro a few smacks on his upper back.

"Who're ya callin' a scaredy-cat?! I'm not scared! Let's go! I'm ready!" Hiro exclaims as he holds his weapon horizontally above his head.

"Calm down, Hiroster. The game hasn't started yet," Drugo says. We spend the next ten minutes chatting away before a referee talks into something in his hand. I can't see what it is. He approaches us.

"Get ready. The game will start soon." Everyone gets in their positions at the entrance to the Forest. We stand next to the referee wearing a red shirt. 

"Begin!" the thing in the referee's hand exclaims. We run into the Forest.

"Do not fuck up the plan. Stay close," Sitos says. 

I run off in a different direction as everyone else does too. I make sure Drugo's in my line of vision before moving farther away. There's something moving in the grass ahead of me. I stay put, focusing my attention where there's movement. I send out some Unrefined Mana, preparing to ambush it. Fifteen seconds pass. Crunching noises resound. The creature reveals itself to be a squirrel. I activate my Mana and then a ball of fire emerges. It bursts into flames as it collides with the squirrel.

I run over to the squirrel and then drop a sword on the ground. I grab the magical tool clipped on the bottom left side of my leather garments. I inject it into the middle of the burnt squirrel, press the button near the bottom side of the tool, and then wait. I check around me for enemies. A blue crystal, roughly an inch wide is present in the opening at the top of the magical tool. I loosen up the pouch attached to my waist, slip in the crystal, and then tighten the pouch again.

"Code yellow!" Luna shouts in the distance. I pick up my sword on the ground and then make my way toward Drugo.

"Hey, Drugo. Did you find anything?"

"No, but I heard Hiroster with a boar a moment ago," He responds as we run to meet up with Luna. Along the way, Marin and Hiro rejoin with us.

"Hiro, did you get the crystal from that boar?" I ask.

"Yeh! It was no match for me," Hiro exclaims. We rejoin with Luna and Sitos in the distance ahead of us. There's a brown bear on its hind legs against a tree. One of his paws reaches up to an apple on a branch. The sheer height of the bear right now is around nine feet. 

"It is about time you slow asses made it here. Hiro," Sitos says.

"Right!" Hiro swings up his hammer and then lets it rest on his shoulder. He points his right palm forward. Sitos runs toward the bear. "Water ball!"

A sphere of water appears from his palm, heading straight toward the bear. As it collides with the bear, water splashes all over its back dripping down to his hind legs. 

"Volt thrust!" Sitos exclaims as he pierces the bear. The bear's roar resounds as the wet parts of its fur sparks electricity. Sitos jumps back with his sword as the bear turns around with a swipe. Sitos jumps back again, removing himself from our crosshair. I point my right elbow toward the bear. It opens its mouth, bearing its fangs at us as it roars again. Marin shoots an arrow straight into one of its eyes before it charges at us. It lets out another cry.

"Fireball!" Luna and I shout at the same time. Slightly different sized balls of fire fly toward the bear, eventually bursting into flames on the bear. It charges at us as it roars again, still covered in flames.

Hiro, Sitos, Drugo, and I run toward the bear. Drugo is in front of us with his shield in front of him. He blocks the bear's charge with his own. Hiro jumps in the air from the side of the bear, slamming down his weapon on its spinal cord. The bear's legs give out. Sitos and I launch a barrage of slashes from opposing sides. The bear twitches its limbs with every strike. Eventually, the bear lies lifeless on the ground with a growing pool of blood forming. I toss away my right sword for now and then grab the magical tool. I inject it on top of the bear and then press the button. 

"Good, no one has screwed up yet," Sitos says.

Nice work, guys. Bears are a little tough, but as long as we set up an ambush it won't be hard," Sitos says. "Kai, catch."

Sitos tosses me a blue crystal. Hiro holds a blue crystal in his hand and exclaims, "Yeh, it's probably safest with Kai! Take mine too!"

I smile as I store both of the blue crystals. A piece of wood resounds in the distance behind me. Hiro shouts, "Enemy team!"

I turn around. There's a guy with a slingshot standing on a branch. I pick up my weapon and then move forward in formation with the others. His weapon is already pulled back with a rock ready. He shoots the rock on a straight path toward Hiro. Marin shoots an arrow at the rock, but the arrow is deflected off the rock. I knit my eyebrows as I follow the rock with my eyes. Do they really think Hiro's that weak…? Or…
"I'm not so weak to be taken out by a rock!" Hiro exclaims as he swings his hammer toward the incoming stone. He smashes it easily, but a blinding light appears from the rock.

"Ahh!" several of us interject as we are all probably blinded with shooting pain behind our eyes. I squeeze my eyes shut as I take a step back.

Damn! They have someone with Hybrid magic?! It's gonna be bad if we're attacked now! Something rustles near me. The crystal!
I turn around, following the pool of blood toward the bear. Eventually, my foot hits the bear. I swing my sword randomly in front of me. The rustle resounds again directly in front of me. Another sound resounds after that, but it's farther away. The sounds only resound farther and farther away. About five seconds has passed since I was blinded. I force my eyes open. Pain lingers, my vision is double, and I'm nauseous. I ignore it as I examine the top of the magical tool. There's a yellow crystal inside. I sigh and then store it in my pouch.

"Is everyone okay?" Drugo asks.

"I think so…" Marin answers weakly.

"The roach got away," Sitos says.
"Looks like it," I answer. "Let's move together now that they know where we are. That guy's probably on his way to report back to his team."

"Sounds good. Only go for the one pointers unless you want to lose," Sitos says. We agree with his suggestion and then move in a random direction. Along the way, we end up taking out a boar and a bird, leaving us with seven points in total. Soon after that, we encounter the slingshot guy again. He launches his rock in the air above us where its trajectory would hit no one. I cock an eyebrow, then immediately look away from the rock.

"Don't look at the rock!" I warn immediately.

"Flashbang!" the slingshot guy yells. A bright light shines from behind me. No one screams, so I figure no one was blinded. Two roars resound in the distance. It sounds like the bear from earlier. The light disappears after three seconds. I turn around, finding that the slingshot guy has left.

"Damn, that dude is annoyin'!" Hiro exclaims. "Is he just gonna keep showin' up and doin' that?! The next time he shows up, I'm gonna chase 'im dead!"

"Calm down, Hiroster. We won't need to do that once we obtain four more points. His blinding tactics will suffer the drawbacks when his team's present too," Drugo says.

Roars resound again close to us. No one says a word and simply gets into formation with weapons ready. I gulp. About ten seconds pass, when suddenly, two brown bears appear from a line of bushes in front of us. These bears feel different compared to the bear from before. Their roars sound more ferocious, and their mouths stay open. Saliva from their tongue drips onto the ground. They charge at us at a speed faster than the weakened bear from earlier.

Luna takes the initiative and stands in the path of the two charging bears with her palms up. "Bonfire!"

Numerous flames come out of her palms that approach the ground in front of her. The flames travel in a circular motion, quickly increasing their height up to five feet before disappearing, but new flames are constantly being thrown into the upward spiral. The flames obscure the vision of the approaching bears. A moment later, both of the bears charge right through the flames. Luna stops emitting flames from her palms.

"Lunaster, watch out!" Drugo exclaims as he rushes in front of Luna, blocking one of the bears with his shield in front of him. I focus my attention on the bear still charging at us three on this side. I point my right elbow toward it.

"Fireball!" The bear doesn't dodge and takes the ball of fire head on. It bursts into flames directly in its face, but it doesn't even flinch. I jump back as it attempts to swipe me with its claws. Does it not feel pain?
Hiro's hammer is already in the air.  Bone crackles as his weapon smashes the right side of the bear's head. Blood from the wound dyes its brown fur red as some of it drips down its face. I relax for a moment as I expect the bear to change its focus to Hiro.

Oh shit! I jump backward again in a hurry, barely avoiding a serious injury. I grit my teeth as its claws swipe through my abdomen. It continues to charge at me. What the hell's wrong with this thing?!
I continue to jump backward and dodge. Marin shoots several arrows at the back of the bear, but it doesn't seem to notice them at all. My back is against a tree. I stand still, waiting for the next attack. I jump to the right as it throws back its right paw. It leaves behind a large scratch mark on the tree.

"Heya! Have another one!" Hiro exclaims as he jumps toward the bear's head. He swings his sledgehammer down in the same location he had struck earlier. A louder crackling noise resounds from the bear's head, and blood splashes onto the ground. I smile. 

Did that do it? The bear turns its head toward me and stares at me for a brief second before it charges at me again. It seems the bear still doesn't notice Hiro.

"Whoa!" Hiro interjects as the bear pushes him down while it charges at me. Arrows come flying from the right into the gaping wound on the bear's head. The bear slows down and strays from moving in a straight path. It crashes into a tree, and one of its legs give out. I charge at it with the full intention of stabbing it through the wound on its head. I throw my right arm back preparing to finally end its life, when suddenly, it raises its right paw. 

Shit! Judging by how fast my attack is compared to the paw, the paw will hit me before my attack. I grit my teeth as I prepare to take the blow.
"Kai!" Marin shouts. A moment later, an arrow flies past my face that pushes its right paw away from me. I stab through its brain with my right blade. The bear stops moving.

"Marin, you saved me," I say with a smile as she runs up to me a second later.

"I'm glad I made it in time."

"Damn bear didn't even notice me! Take that!" Hiro exclaims as he bashes the bear with his hammer.

"How're the others doing?" I ask as I turn toward the others. They're still fighting. "Come on, Hiro. We have to help the others!"

I run toward the others. Something strange resounds near me, and I stop running. It sounds like loud breathing and quiet growling coming from behind me. I raise my eyebrows and turn around, immediately running toward Hiro. He's not attacking a corpse anymore, but he's far behind. There's something in the shadows behind him.

"Kai?" Marin asks.

Should I warn him? No, there's no time! I point my right elbow toward him and shout, "Fireball!"
The usual ball of fire appears from my elbow, running its course toward Hiro's direction. Hiro's a little slow when it comes to thinking, but he should be able to react to this!
I pray while continuing to run forward. He manages to jump out of the way as I had hoped. The shadow behind him finally reveals itself to be a lion and collides with my magic. It bursts into flames. "Kai, what the hell?!"

Hiro turns around and notices the lion as it pounces where he was standing. The lion follows up with another pounce toward Hiro. Hiro puts up his guard and blocks one of its paws. The other paw slashes his right shoulder. "Gah!"

I slash my weapons at the lion though I don't land any attacks. I click my tongue as it jumps backward to dodge my next attack. Hiro's wound is not that deep. The lion's face has a minor burn mark. Is it resistant to fire…? Where're the referees, anyway?
I don't see any referees in any trees anywhere. I guess they're just hidden really well… Hiro would've been in trouble if I didn't help him. Do they have a medic nearby?
I drop those thoughts for now and focus on the lion. Its eyes are pointed toward Hiro as it roars. Hiro's body quivers as he takes several steps back. I knit my eyebrows. Taking into account the two ferocious bears that seemed to have specific targets…now this lion wants Hiro… There's only one answer.
I think back to the start of the game when I saw their lineup. There was another someone without a weapon besides Hina. He must not have been able to control this lion as well as that bear earlier…otherwise, it wouldn't have bothered to dodge my attack.
"Hiro, stay on the defensive. Let's stall until Sitos and the others can help us," I suggest.

"You do-don't hafta tell me. I ca-can feel its blood thirst…" I narrow my eyes at the lion.

The question is…when are they gonna ambush us? They could easily win by eliminating all of us right now…but they haven't appeared. I drop my thoughts as the lion charges toward us. I position myself next to Hiro and exclaim, "Hiro, you take the right side!"
I focus on its right paw. I block it with both of my swords. Hiro blocks its follow-up attack on his side. The lion alternates right, left, right, left, and we continue blocking every blow. It switches up the angle, but I keep my concentration up and continue to block them. An arrow zooms past me and then lodges itself in the top of its right leg.

"Kai!" Sitos exclaims as footsteps resound rapidly behind me. Drugo runs in front of me with his shield up while Sitos stands on my left side.

"Finally, you're here. Let's kill this oversized cat," I say with a smile.

"It looks like you cannot do anything without me. Drugo, let us do that again!" Sitos exclaims.

"Alright! Whenever you're ready!" Drugo answers with enthusiasm. I cock an eyebrow. 
Sitos turns toward me and says, "I'll make an opening for you, and then it is up to you."

He runs forward and then stops positioned diagonally relative to Drugo. He stands there for a moment with a relaxed pose. He shouts, "Magnets!"

Nothing happens. He throws his left sword in the air in an arc toward the lion and then winds his other arm back. Meanwhile, Drugo is charging at the lion. A few seconds later, Sitos throws his remaining sword horizontally toward the lion and then runs forward. Drugo reaches the lion at the same time as Sitos' second sword. The sword seems perpendicular to the first sword that falls from above, with its blade pointed toward the lion. The lion dodges the second sword by moving over to the right.
"Activate!" Sitos shouts. The two swords that were next to each other sparks electricity and breaks apart rapidly. The second sword launches itself into the left side of the lion. Sitos catches the first sword and then throws it again in the air above the lion. I figure this is the opening he was talking about. 

I run forward and exclaim, "Let's go, Hiro!"

"Ye-yeh!" The lion launches a flurry of attacks on Drugo, but he holds his ground. The sword Sitos threw up in the air a moment ago now accelerates its descent toward the lion. The lion lets out another cry as the sword pierces its back. The two swords in the lion seem to lodge themselves deeper with every passing moment. Drugo slashes one of its frontal legs with a single swing. The lion doesn't let up and tries to attack Drugo, but is not successful.

The lion leaps back a little and then charges in my direction. Drugo responds and moves in front of us. He stops the lion's charge. I jump over Drugo, slashing both of my swords at the lion. Blood oozes out of its neck. I immediately sweep past its hind legs, cutting one of them as well. Hiro jumps over Drugo and then slams down his hammer on top of the lion's head. The lion cries out one last time as it falls onto the ground. Drugo stabs it through the brain. The lion stops moving.

Sitos inserts the magical tool into the lion. He takes back both of his swords from the lion. Marin inserts her tool into the bear from earlier. I look around for Luna. She's running toward the other bear. She eventually turns back around and then runs toward us.
"Everyone, we have a problem!" Luna exclaims in a panicked voice. "The crystal's gone!"

I knit my eyebrows. Hiro exclaims, "What?!"

Hiro, Drugo, and Sitos run over toward Luna. I stand where I am and contemplate. So, instead of ambushing us…they took a single crystal from us when we already have 11 points… Could it be that they're trying to…
I raise my eyebrows and smile. Sitos says, "Come here so I can tell you my plan before the roach comes back."
I silently listen to his plan, knowing that it isn't a good idea, but it puts me in a better position to tell them mine. I collect all the crystals before we initiate Sitos' plan. All of us are in a tree while Hiro is by himself nearby.

"Where are y'all at?" Hiro asks with an imitation of a genuine voice, but it sounds forced. He looks toward our direction several times. I sigh and smile, glad I came up with the plan I did.

"Guys, actually…I have a better plan," I propose quietly.

"What is it? This idiot already ruined mine…" Sitos whispers.

"Well, you know how the enemy wants to exploit Hiro, right? We'll take advantage of that." I begin my explanation, continuing it for several minutes. We finish our preparations and then wait for the enemy to find Hiro.

"Hey, guys… Where are ya…?" Hiro asks, sounding more and more obvious. 

It's only a matter of time… Leaves rustle nearby. Hiro yells, "The enemy! Where are ya'll?! I need help!"

I lose count of how many times Hiro has looked straight toward us in the past few minutes. Loud laughing resound a few trees down where we are. I jump down and then walk toward Hiro. "Kai, why aren't ya followin' the plan? You ruined it!"

I laugh loudly. "Kai, that's not funny…"

I continue laughing as the rest of the team jumps down from the tree. 

"It must be hard having him on your team. Well, see ya! Thanks for the free two pointer!" the slingshot guy exclaims from atop a tree. He retreats.

"You bastard! I'm not letting you outta my sights!" Hiro exclaims as he runs after the guy. I smile and chuckle as we chase after him.

Well… So far all according to plan…but the next part could be dangerous as we are running into a trap. I quicken my pace to catch up with Hiro. I ask, "Hey, Hiro. Do you remember where we turn in the crystals?"

"Huh? Kai, and you said I was stupid… Of course, it's that way," Hiro says and points into the correct direction. I sigh as he's correct for once.

I point in a perpendicular direction and say, "No, it's that way, you moron."

"Huh? That's strange… I'm pretty sure, well never mind. We almost caught up with this guy!" Hiro doesn’t doubt me in the slightest. We catch up to the slingshot guy, who seemingly runs into a dead end.

"Wa-wait! I give up!" the slingshot guy exclaims as he unclips the pouch attached to him. "Ju-just don't hurt me…please…"

He tosses the pouch. Hiro catches it and then throws it at me. I catch it by cupping my arms together. I raise my eyebrows as the weight of the contents presses against my arms. This is…!
Hiro says, "Looks like there's enough in there to finish the game le—"

A stream of water suddenly bursts out from a nearby tree, pushing Hiro several meters across. He drops his weapon in the process. I turn around and then pass the pouch on my arms over to Luna. I turn back around. Hina drops from a tree. The others follow soon afterward. 

"One down. Five more to go," Hina says as her boyfriend drops his stuff on the ground. Next, he picks up Hiro's weapon and then tosses it far away. He equips his shield and mace afterward. The path toward our exit is open. I smile and then stab the ground with my sword. I unclip the pouch attached to my leather garments and then toss it over to Hiro. Drenched in water, he stands up and then catches the pouch.

"Hiro, you're the fastest runner outta all of us. It's up to you! We'll hold them off here!" I exclaim. Luna tosses the pouch she's holding onto too.

"Yo-you're gonna leave it to me…?" Hiro asks in a genuinely touched voice.

"Yeah, you remember where the exit is, right? Go!" I exclaim.

"You can do it, Hiroster!" Drugo exclaims.

"Good luck!" Marin exclaims.

"Go, Hiro!" Luna exclaims.

"Do not fuck this up!" Sitos exclaims.

"Alright! I'm off!" Hiro announces as he sprints off full speed with the two pouches in hand. Two members of the enemy team move away from the group.

"You two are up," Hina says.

"We'll meet you at the goal," the girl wielding the rapier says. The guy with the large sword follows as they run off toward Hiro. My eyes linger on the pouches on their leather garments.

So it's there, huh…
"Hiro's the fastest runner here, and he isn't carrying any weapons! Do you think your teammates can catch him before he reaches the goal?" I ask as I grab the sword I put into the ground. Their entire team laughs.

"Did you think I really gave him a pouch full of our crystals…? It was just a bunch of rocks I put in there!" the slingshot guy confesses.

"What?!" I exclaim simultaneously with my team.

"Quick! We have to catch up to Hiroster and warn him!" Drugo shouts as he runs toward the direction the others went to.

"Landmine!" A burst of water comes out of the ground, launching Drugo into the branches above him. He crashes into one as he falls back down. I jump backward, rejoining with the rest of my team. Their Tank rushes toward Drugo with his mace in hand.

"Shock!" their Tank shouts, his mace now radiating electricity. He swings it at Drugo.

"Deflect!" Drugo shouts as he moves his shield toward the direction of the mace. Mana gathers at the front of his shield. Sparks of electricity from the mace go backward. The mace user backs off and then Drugo rejoins us.

"We can't have you do that now… Just admit your defeat. We win," Hina says confidently. I click my tongue loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Let's move toward our starting position! We can still stop them from winning!" I exclaim as I retreat from the scene. The rest of my team follows.

"Fine! Continue your pointless struggle!" Hina yells from behind us. I glance behind me. They're heading in the direction where the others ran.

Sitos laughs and then says, "Those dumbasses played right into your hands, Kai. We got them."
"Well, not yet… We still need to take their supply of crystals and turn it in," I say as we continue running toward the next part of our plan.

We eventually make it back to the area where Hiro tried to trick the enemy. I find the tree that we were on and then climb back onto the exact branch. Marin follows me as well. On the trunk of the tree, Marin's magic is still in place. She places a hand on it for a moment. She removes her hand, revealing a secret compartment. Our stash of crystals is still there. I sigh and then say, "It was a good thing none of them noticed that you were missing your pouch."

"Ye-yeah…" I attach the pouch to my leather garments again as we jump down from the tree.

"Alright, let's go over there," I say as I point in a direction. "Hiro should be somewhere in that direction. He'll probably be confused when he finds that the exit isn't there at all…"

We run in the direction I pointed in. After several minutes of running, we find Hiro backed up against the corner of the Forest. He's on the ground with his stomach side down. Moments later, the guy picks him up from the ground, holding him up by the waist. The girl takes the two pouches that he was protecting under him. Hiro kicks her several times with his legs. Marin shoots an arrow toward them. Before the arrow reaches them, the guy tosses Hiro aside.

"Scatter!" Marin shouts. Subsequently, a dirt cloud appears around the arrow, instantly disabling the two enemies. The girl points one of her open palms up before blowing some of the dirt away. Luckily or for the worse, Hiro gets back up. He tackles the girl.

"Give 'em back!" Hiro yells as he tries to force the two pouches out of her arms. She's pressing the pouches against her breasts. I frown.

"Wh-where—are yo—you tou—ching?!" the girl screams and coughs at the same time. My heart beats rapidly.

Damn it, Hiro! Don't get us disqualified! I hope the referees don't count that as harassment. Hiro finally grabs a hold of the two pouches and then stands up. I locate the pouch the girl has and then cut it from the bottom. Numerous blue crystals and a single yellow one leak out. I toss aside one sword and then take them. Drugo knocks down the unarmed guy down with his shield.
"Oh! Y'all caught up! Don't worry; I got back our stash. What're y'all doin'…?" Hiro asks, confused. Sitos is holding onto several crystals.

"There are four blue ones in here," Sitos informs.
"One yellow one and five blue. In total, we have 22 points," I say.

Hiro dumps out the contents of the two pouches he's holding onto, revealing that they're all rocks. He exclaims, "Ah! What the hell?! These pouches have only rocks in 'em!" 

I can't help but giggle. Behind us, Luna announces, "Operation Hiro, success!"

"Kai, explain! To begin with, I was right 'bout the direction after all!" Hiro yells into my face. I laugh uncontrollably. I find it hard to believe that my plan actually worked.

"Now, now, Hiroster. We'll explain it to you after this game is over," Drugo says as he pulls Hiro away from me. I get back up and then store the crystals in the real pouch. Sitos hands me his too.

Sitos laughs and then says, "The other roaches are still running around in the Forest like the idiots they are."

Before leaving the scene, we destroy the leather garments of the two on the ground just in case. It proved to be unnecessary as we successfully reach the goal. We show the green referee standing at the back side of the Forest our crystals. Soon after, the end of the game is announced. They inform us that the next game will take place at the Arena at 10 AM. We head home.

Chapter 25 – Academy Year 4 – What Lies Beneath

Two hours later, we are the first ones to arrive at the Arena. The obelisks are not here. We take the leather garments on the cart.

"I still can't believe y'all used me…" Hiro says bitterly. "You're not hidin' anythin' from me this time, are ya?"

"There's nothing to hide here. This game doesn't involve any tricks. You still remember the plan, right?" I ask.

"Yeah, we'll charge in if it's 'Eliminate the King!' My favorite kinda plan! They don't stand a chance!" Hiro exclaims.

"We have the advantage on this game, so do not fuck this up," Sitos says.

The other team arrives. Hiro walks in front of us, standing in front of the other team's path.

"Hah! Didja see my amazin' performance from last game? I basically won it for the team! It's too bad ya underestimated me!" Hiro exclaims with his chest puffed out while pointing at them with a finger. "Whadaya hafta say to that, Hina?"

Hina and the rest of her team walk past Hiro as if he doesn't exist. Hiro runs after them and yells, "Hey! Don't ignore me! I'm asking ya what ya hafta say to that!"

Hina stops in front of me while the rest of their team head for the leather garments cart. 

"That was a clever strategy. I didn't think focusin' the weak one would backfire on us," Hina says. I smile.

"Weak?! Who're ya callin' weak?!" Hiro exclaims and happens to spit on the side of her face. Hina twists that side of her face a little, but she continues as if nothing has happened.

"I may be lazy, but I'm not stupid. I can read you like a book," I respond. 

She smiles and says, "We'll see about that."

With that, she makes her way toward the rest of her team. I cock an eyebrow. She's not the least bit concerned about the game we're playing?
"Hey, Hina! Hina Hina Hina Hina, Hina!" Hiro exclaims quickly as chases after her. I stop him with my sword as he reaches out with an arm.

"As your friend, I can't let you embarrass yourself any further," I say.

"Yes, whatever the hell you are doing, stop, please. Talk with your hammer, not your mouth," Sitos adds.

Hiro grunts afterward and then says, "Fine… You hafta let me be the one to drive my body through that frail body of hers."

"She's all yours…" I say. I doubt you'll even get a chance to…
"Well, it looks like both teams are here and ready," a referee announces. "From what I understand, both teams have already played 'Eliminate the King,' so I will not be explaining the rules. We can start as soon as the Kings and Queens are decided."

"I'll be the Queen," Marin answers, steps forward, takes the crown, and then puts it on her head.

"I will be the king," one of the guys from the other team steps forward and then does the same.

He only has a buckler. This guy must be the Conjuration user. We go to our starting positions and then wait for the start of the battle. I clench both of my weapons in preparation.
"Fight!" Drugo leads the charge using formation Diamond as the start of the game is announced. Sitos and I follow by his side slightly behind him while Hiro follows directly behind Drugo. We form the shape of a diamond with our positioning. Marin and Luna follow not too far behind. Our opponents do not move.

"They aren't moving… Should we fall back to plan B?" I ask while continuing to run in formation.

"No, they are planning something. Best not lose our advantage by waiting too long," Sitos says. Several of them close their eyes. Their Archer shoots a rock into the air toward us. I close my eyes and continue to run at the same speed, all according to plan. The rock shatters and then light shines on my eyelids.

"My minions, I summon you!" their Conjurer exclaims. I knit my eyebrows.

What'd he just do? Light still shines on us after three seconds have passed. Footsteps close in on us from the front. Are they charging blindly at us?!
"Deflect version two!" Drugo shouts. I open my eyes, finding that the light rays in the air are only pointing toward us. Drugo redirects it toward the two charging at us. It's the rapier girl and the big sword guy. They back off. There appear to be three boars behind them, but they're different; its tusks are twice its normal size. Two seconds later, the rays of light disappear.

The boars charge at us with the two from earlier backing them up. Hina and her boyfriend appear to be doing nothing in the backline. The Archer slings another rock in the air. I keep my eyes open as I charge forward. Drugo points his shield toward the rock and shouts, "Deflect version two!"

Mana envelops the front of Drugo's shield. It stretches out from his shield, extending far enough to cover Sitos and me. The rock doesn't shatter. It flies over us. I frown. So they're trying to separate us…
The rock shatters behind us. The conjurer shouts, "Enrage!"

The boars squeal loudly and run faster. Drugo is the first one to collide with a boar. I point my right elbow toward the one in front of me. "Fireball!"

A ball of flames appears from my elbow that flies toward the boar. It explodes on its face, but it doesn't slow down. I thrust my right blade toward the center of its head. The momentum of its charge pushes me slightly backward despite my own. Sitos exclaims, "Volt thrust!"
The rapier girl has her weapon drawn back, preparing to thrust it in the next moment. I knit my eyebrows as she won't reach me. It feels like something is coming, but I don't move. Something pierces me like a pin through my right shoulder. I clench my teeth as the pain radiates around that point. What?!
I clench my right sword and then start pulling out my sword from the boar's head. Another one of her thrusts is coming. "Deflect version two!"

Drugo's Mana extends outward, apparently protecting me from whatever the rapier girl is using against me. My eyes are on her weapon the entire time, but there's nothing. There's only one conclusion; Wind magic. Hiro's in the air behind Drugo. He shouts, "Water smash!"

I finally pull out my weapon from the boar's head as Hiro smashes the boar in front of Drugo. Some water splashes out in all directions. The boar with a burnt face and hole in his head doesn't stop charging at me. I break formation and jump backward. Their Heavy is swinging his large blade at Hiro, who is wide open.

"Flame wave!" Fire envelops his large sword. Drugo forces his shield in the air toward the direction of his attack. Simultaneously, he thrusts the boar in front of him with his sword. Hiro's weapon is forced into the air, and then he falls backward. The Mana surrounding Drugo's shield disappear as flames scatter toward the direction of impact. Some of it hits Sitos. 

I ignore the boar in front of me as it will probably die regardless. I jump to the side before it hits me. I charge toward the rapier girl and point my right elbow toward her. "Fireball!"

She avoids my ball of fire and then extends her arm back again. I put my blades in front of me, preparing to block the exact point she thrusts. She shouts, "Air cut!"
She slashes her weapon in a horizontal line toward my face. I block it thinking that it's a thrust, and I end up getting cut on both sides of my cheek with no damage in the middle of my face. I don't stop running. She jumps backward and thrusts at me with additional attacks. I move my sword toward the trajectory of all of them though I only feel a force behind some of them. Damn, so annoying.
It looks like she's about to jump backward in the next moment. Now!
I point my right elbow forward and shout, "Fireball!"

She jumps backward in the same moment my fireball launches from my elbow. Suddenly, I find their sword user coming at me from my left side. 

The moment an arrow appears between the heavy sword user and me, Marin shouts, "Scatter!"
A dirt cloud appears around the arrow. He stops charging.

"Airburst!" the rapier girl blocks my fireball with her buckler. My magic disappears. Afterward, a small gust of air blows against my face. My magic did nothing to her. I jump back and then rejoin with the others. Their Archer has been flinging rocks at Sitos. I cock an eyebrow at Hina and her boyfriend who are still standing still.

"Those annoying boars are dead. Formation Diamond, hurry!" Sitos exclaims. We do as he says and charge forward in formation Diamond. Their Tank drops his shield on the ground with the back facing upward. The rapier girl runs forward toward my right while the heavy sword user runs to the left toward Sitos.

"Tidal wave!" A huge amount of water suddenly appears in succession in front of Hina. It starts from the bottom, quickly rising in height. It's at least twice as tall as I am and spans a long distance. The water forms a wave and approaches us rapidly.

Holy shit… I stop running and gape at the incoming wave of water. I consider charging toward the rapier girl, but I figure she'll push me back with her Wind magic.
"Friends, behind me!" Drugo exclaims. I stand behind Drugo, Hiro, and Sitos in that order. I figure Marin and Luna are behind me. "Deflect version two!"

Mana covers the front of Drugo's shield as he points it in front of him. He appears to be putting additional Mana into it beyond what comes out with his keyword. The wave of water collides with Drugo's magic and doesn't flow past it. However, some water leaks through the bottom, and the wave starts to fall on us from above. 

"Barrier!" Drugo exclaims as he points his sword above him. A flat horizontal wall of Mana appears on the level of the tip of his sword. "Spread out! Get closer!"

We do as he says and split into two lines instead of one. Water rushes past us from every side. Our view is completely obscured by the water from every direction. Her Water Affinity is insane!
It sounds like something resounds above me and some water splash on me. Drugo's magic is still in place. I turn around and then gape. Their Tank is drenched in water, but he has Marin's crown in his open hand. He turns around and smiles.

"We lost…" I say.

"What're ya… Whoa! How'd he-he has our crown!" Hiro exclaims. The rest of stay silent as the water from Hina's magic finally pushes past us. It leaves a huge puddle of water behind us. In the distance, there's an elliptical shield on the ground. I knit my eyebrows.

How's that even possible…? I think of the possibility that he rode the wave on his shield when he dropped it on the ground before Hina's magic started. But I toss that thought out as I know metal doesn't float. 

He laughs, walks away from us, and says, "Hina can use Wind magic too."
"The winner is team two!" a referee announces.
"You did it, darling!"

"Damn!" Sitos interjects. "There's a 50% chance that the next game is going to be 'Hostage Extraction.' We are going to be in deep shit in that narrow space with the shit she just pulled off."

"Oh, shit! What if they take Drugo as their hostage?" Hiro asks.

"Don't panic. We take Hina as our hostage," I say.

"Oh, so it's gonna be a cinch!" Hiro exclaims, suddenly confident.

"Don't forget about their Archer," Luna says. "The Underground's the perfect place for him."

"Oh… So we're screwed…" Hiro says lethargically.

Drugo pats Hiro on the pack and says, "Well, don't worry about it so much, Hiroster. We don't know if we'll be playing that game yet."
"Your next game will take place in the Underground. We will meet at the front of the Academy entrance at 12 PM," a referee announces as another one uses Healing magic on my injury. Hina smiles and waves toward us as her team leaves.

"There's no point in sulking here. Let's head back," Drugo suggests. After the referee finishes the Healing magic, we head back to our home and then relax a little before going into discussion mode about possible plans and counters for 'Hostage Extraction.' We eat lunch before the destined time for the last game. We arrive at the front of the Academy where the other team is waiting, along with the referees.

"Let's get this over with. Follow us, ya damn brats," a referee says as he and four other referees start walking. Both teams follow. "Let's see. Uhh... The game you'll play is called… Shit, what was it again? 'Watch your feet.' That's it."

"'Watch your step.' Why the hell did you even come here for, Gudar?"

"Vulwin, are ya tryin' ta pick a fight with me here, eh? Why don'tcha explain this ta these shitty brats instead?"

"Stop yer yappin' and explain the damn game already, dumbass," a female referee says.

"Pff… Vulwin's playthin' getting' cocky again..."

The female referee laughs. She moves closer to his face, strokes him on the cheek with a finger, and says, "Aww… Don't be so mad cuz I won't sleep widja."

His hand reaches for the sword on his waist. The referee leading the four behind him turns around and then says, "That's enough out of you two. We're on a job here. Explaining the game is your job, Gudar. Or did you beg me for this role because you knew Deona was coming?"

The female referee chuckles. What the hell's wrong with these referees…?
Gudar relaxes his body and then says, "Ahem…  In this game, each team will go through an identical obstacle course full of traps at the same time. The goal's ta minimize your casualties while aimin' fer a quick completion."

We're going in a different direction compared to the last time we went to the Underground setting. "Ya got two hours ta complete the course. Understand?"

I'm not completely sure about the rules, but I'm slightly intimidated by him, so I don't ask. Hiro asks, "What's the goal again? I don't think I understand."

"Didja hear that? He said yer explanation sucks!" the female referee asks and then giggles.

"Uhh…no, I didn't say that…" Hiro mutters.

"Okay, I'll explain it so even a brain-dead idiot like you can understand." Hina and her team chuckle. "An arrow flyin' atcha. Run. Magic flyin' atcha. Move. Yer armor dead? Yer out. Lose too much blood? Yer out. Time limit. Two hours. Run fast. Team with less outs, end. Win. Both teams same. Faster team wins. Got it?"
During his explanation, one of the referees opens a locked door and then we head down the stairs. "Oh, okay… Um—"

"Uhh-umm-durr. What's it ya wanna ask now? Spit it out."

Hiro looks down for several seconds and then asks, "Wh-what should we do if we get out?"

"I dunno. If ya were dumb enough to get hit enough times in the first place, ya should probably keep movin’ and get struck by somethin' else and drop dead.  One less idiot in this world."

"Words spoken by the idiot," the female referee says. Someone clicks their tongue.

"In other words, just find a safe spot and one of us will come getcha. You'd best pray that it isn't my job ta do that." The referee in front turns to glare at Gudar. "Just kiddin', of course. I won't let any of ya die, probably."

I muster my courage and gulp as we arrive at our destination. There appears to be a corridor on both ends of this room. Between them are two doors widely spaced apart. I figure that those are the entrances each team will take. I say, "I have a question."

Gudar turns to face me with a cold expression like he's telling me to hurry up. "Won't teams that have played this game already have an advantage?"

He glances over at the other group and then smiles. "Nah, ya won't hafta worry 'bout that. The course's different in each round. I forgot ta mention. Ya aren't allowed ta take any of yer weapons inside. Earth magic's restricted. There's yer shit armor over there."

He points to the usual cart. "Hurry up and put it on so I can get this shit over with." 
We deposit our weapons on it, put on the leather garments, and then wait in front of the door on the left. I turn around to take a better look at the referee that was leading the four behind him and then knit my eyebrows. He seems familiar… Have I seen him before?
A shiver goes down my back as he turns to make eye contact with me. It feels like I'm suffocating. Luna asks, "What's wrong, Kai?" 

I turn toward her, still feeling a bit stiff and say, "It's no-nothing. I just thought those referees are a bit strange…"

"Yeah! That Gudar guy was really mean to Hiro! He shouldn't be here if he doesn't wanna. Did Moria hire him?" Luna asks.

"Yeh, I was just askin' a question! Why didja get special treatment, Kai?"

"Because he is not an idiot," Sitos says.

"Don't call me an idiot too, Sitos!" Hiro exclaims.

I put a hand over my face and shake my head. This feels awfully familiar…
"Yer two hours start now," Gudar announces. Afterward, Hina's team goes in their door. I turn to look at the referees again.

Why're they all staring at me? So creepy.
"Kai, get your ass moving! We are losing time!" Sitos exclaims.

"Coming!" I reply and then follow my team. The door closes behind us. We arrive in a rectangular shaped room shortly after with the longer wall facing us.

It looks like a normal room made out of stone. The exit is at the upper right corner of the room. I walk a little forward, but I don't go too far. There's a space about two feet on the longer from the ground up to stand on. I poke my head out to the left, finding that it extends up to the opposing wall. The right side has no place to stand. I raise my right leg up and then stand on the small platform on my toes while leaning my weight forward. I put my hands on the wall to help balance as I slowly side step my way across.

"I see," Sitos says. I make it to the end of this wall and then carefully change platforms onto the adjacent wall. Sitos is right on my tail with the others in pursuit. Hiro still hasn't gotten on the platform yet.

"What're y'all doin'? Let's just walk across!" Hiro exclaims as he walks forward.

"Stop! Get back!" I yell. He walks across regardless. I gape with my jaws dropped as he walks to the exit. Nothing happens.

"See? What the hell are y'all doin' over there? Y'all are thinkin' too hard," Hiro says. I sigh and then jump off. The others soon follow.

"Hiro, from now on don't make decisions like that by yourself," I say as I walk across the room.

"Hey, do you hear something?" Drugo asks. I stop to listen.

Hmm… There's a sound, and it's getting closer. It sounds almost like… Water suddenly bursts into the room from where we came from. 
"Damn it Hiro! I knew it!" I exclaim as I run for the exit.

"This happened 'cause y'all were too slow!" Hiro exclaims as he runs farther ahead.

"Wait! Don't go too far by yourself! Stop!" I shout and then lose sight of Hiro as he turns around the next corner. I soon catch up to him and find a flight of stairs. I run up the steps quickly in pursuit of Hiro. I knit my eyebrows. There are larger steps we can jump onto on the side of the stairs. It begins about a quarter of the way up. I climb on it the first chance I get. Hiro, your speed's gonna screw us…
The others follow me. Drugo climbs on the other side of the steps. Marin is still running up the steps. The stairs suddenly turn into a 45-degree slant. Some water slides down the slant.

"Ah!" Marin interjects. Sitos and I grab different arms, and then we pull her up.

"Ahhh! Save me!" Hiro exclaims as he slides down back toward us. I bend down and then reach out while Sitos grabs onto my legs.

Damn, he's too far! I consider diving down completely, but I drop that plan. Drugo's reaching out to him. "Drugo don't, you'll fall too!"

He doesn't stop. Eventually, Drugo grabs a hold of Hiro's hand all while maintaining balance by holding onto the edge of the steps with his other hand. I sigh as he pulls him up. The water level decreases, eventually draining into the hole that's at the bottom of the stairs. We make it to the top of the stairs. I punch Hiro in the back of the head.

"Ow!" Sitos kicks him in the leg."Ow!"

Hiro gives Luna a sad look and exclaims, "Luna, they're bein' mean to me!"

Running to Luna… I shake my head.
Luna smiles and then kicks him in the other leg. 

"Ow!" I laugh as Hiro falls on his ass.

"Stop running off by yourself! You'll be good and work with us now, right?" Luna asks with a broad smile. I can feel murderous intent leaking out from her lips.

"I'll be a good boy," Hiro says. There are spiked balls swinging left and right in the next hallway. Bursts of fire are coming out of the floor and occasional gusts of wind blow on my face. Hiro walks toward the wall and says, "I'll sit this one out and watch y'all get past this one."

Something clicks near Hiro. "Whoa!"

What now…? The walls near Hiro are moving, revealing a passage. There's a block pressed inward on the wall beside Hiro. I see. So there're tricks like that too.
"Nice one. I will hold back my urge to punch you in the gut now," Sitos says as he steps over Hiro into the passage. The rest of us follow.

"Hey, wait for me!" Hiro exclaims. We arrive in another rectangular room, except this time the longer ends of the wall are on the sides. The exit is on the other side. My eyes wander around the room. There isn't anything that sticks out other than how the floor is divided into stone squares. I peek my head out around the corners for platforms, but there aren't any. 

"Friends, let me have a go at this one," Drugo says as he walks in front of me. He takes baby steps into the room while closely following the right wall. He doesn't fully put weight on his legs right away. Sometimes a stone lowers as his feet press down on the floor, but returns to normal positioning as he lifts them up again. I remember the locations of these problematic stone squares. 

A click resounds as Drugo moves a leg forward but doesn't touch the floor. A small fiery explosion erupts where Drugo stands while a flaming ball of fire appears on the other side of the wall. It flies toward him.

"Drugo!" several of us exclaim.

"Deflect!" Drugo shouts and then Mana envelops around his hands. He extends an arm out to his side. He punches the incoming ball of fire and reflects it to where it came from. It hits the wall and then scatters into nothing.

"Drugo, what happened?! Are you okay?" I ask.

"I'm fine thanks to the armor. It looks like I might be out, though," Drugo says as he rejoins us. "There was a thin wire there I didn't see until I already tripped it. Be careful. I guess I'll wait here for rescue."

"I will take over," Sitos says as he follows the path Drugo took. He slowly moves his leg in front of him before attempting to tap the floor. I follow behind him about five feet apart.

Hmm… I wonder if I can mark these somehow. I shoot out a thin burst of fire pointed at the problematic squares. It leaves behind a black burn mark. I point to the black mark and say, "Avoid the ones with the burn mark in the middle. You hear that, Hiro?"

"Got it," he responds.

"Wire!" Sitos exclaims. I note his location while continuing to burn the ground with my magic.

I pay close attention to where Sitos stands when he warns us about a wire. I note it while continuing to burn the ground with my magic. I say, "Stop for a second, Sitos."

I crouch down upon making it to the first wire and then purposely trip it. Two flaming balls of fire appear three feet up the wall where the wire connects to the wall. They collide with each other and then scatter into nothing. So it activates more than once.
I let out a burst of my Fire magic on the wall where the wire attaches to the wall. I get back up and then continue forward. We advance like this until all of us have reached the end of this room.

In the next room, there are two different passages. The one on the left has a circular path with flames coming out of the ceiling that rotates around the circle clockwise. The one on the other side is identical except the flames spin counter-clockwise. I say, "Hiro, you're up. Run in and tell us if you find anything."

"Yessir!" Hiro exclaims with a salute and then runs off.

I say, "Hey, wait for the…" 

I frown and shake my head. Sitos says, "His legs move faster than his brain. He will be fine."
Three seconds later, the flames reach the start again. There are no signs of Hiro coming back. 15 seconds later, his footsteps resound progressively louder. The flames are right on his tail, but he safely makes it back with two seconds to spare.

"That was close…" Hiro says as he looks behind him.

"Well, did you find anything?" I ask.

"No, the path just curved back here with no exit in sight."

"Nothing else?"

"Nope. Should I go in again?"

"That's probably a good idea, but for god's sake Hiro… Wait for the flames so that you're chasing it, not being chased by it."

"Oh, that's genius! Okey-dokey, I'll keep circlin' around until I find somethin'!" he exclaims and then runs into the donut-shaped room again. I sigh.

"Well, I think I'm gonna try exploring the other way," I say as I face the left passage.

"Okay, be careful!" Luna exclaims. I wait for the flames to reach the beginning of the way in, and then I chase after it. I bounce my eyes left and right between the outer and inner walls while sliding my hand on the inner wall. There's a stone square sticking out on the wall ahead. I run over and then press it. It stays pressed in despite me not putting any pressure on it. Nothing changes around me. I continue running clockwise until I've made it back.

"How was it on that end?" Sitos asks.

"I found a button on the wall. I'm gonna go for a second lap here in a second to check for its effects," I say and then face the left passage again. I wait for the flames to come back before chasing after it again. I run all the way up to the point where I found the button on the wall earlier. Huh? The button isn't pressed in anymore.
I run up to it and then press it again before running back to the beginning. Sitos exclaims, "Kai, this is bad! Our idiot is missing!"
"What?! Did he get hit?"

"I do not know. The idiot did three laps without stopping and did not come back for a fourth. I am about to go check," Sitos says and then runs off into the right passage. I knit my eyebrows.

I highly doubt he’d get hit… So what other explanation could there be? Rooms identical…counter-clockwise and clockwise…symmetrical…button that resets itself after a certain amount of time has passed… I raise my eyebrows.
"Did you figure something out, Kai?" Luna asks.

"Yeah, but I'm not sure. I need Sitos to check something for me." 

Sitos comes back and says, "I did not see him. Where the hell did that idiot go?"

"I think I might know the answer. Can you run in again?" I ask. "Try to stay on the other side long enough for me to get to the button I found earlier. I think something might open on your side."

"I will be upset if you are just fucking with me, but I will trust you." When the time is right, I run into the left room while chasing after the flames as usual. I make it to the button, press it, and then run back. Sitos arrives a little later. "You were right. Something opened in the upper right outer wall of the passage I was in. So that idiot ran off without us again…"

"We can't be worrying about that idiot right now. There's probably a button on your side too that opens my side. We're gonna have to press them at the same time and run for the exit…"

"Yes, I saw the button. I propose we run in reverse to get the button, and then run forward to the door."

"That sounds…risky…"

"Well, only you and I can pull it off since the idiot is not here. I do not think the girls are fast enough for that."

"Alright, we'll try it. But don't go in because we're just trying if it's possible."

"Right."

"Good luck, you two," Marin says.

"Good luck!" I go back to the left room and wait for the flames. As soon as it glides by, I run in reverse. I quickly press the button and then run forward again in my fastest sprint. I make it around to the upper left corner of my room, but there is no exit. I barely get away from the flames by the time I get back to the starting line.  "How was it, Kai?"

Sitos comes back. Breathing harder than usual, I answer, "It's no good. There's only one thing left to try, but it's all or nothing."

"I was just thinking the same thing," Sitos says.

"What do you mean?" Luna asks.

"It means…we'll chase the flames, grab the button, and then run backward," I explain. "We'll be cutting it close, and there's no turning back."

"That does sound like the only way possible…but I don't think Marin and I can do that."

"Which is why we'll repeat what we just did to get you two across. Sitos will run in reverse while you girls run into the left room. He can wait out the button as long as possible before pressing it. Right, Sitos?"

"Right. I will have to do it since you are too tired to continue."

"No, I'm not tired! I've been running longer than you have so it's only fair."

"It's okay, Kai. We understand," Luna says as she pats me on the back. I frown and then sit against the wall before lying on the ground completely. I close my eyes. The girls giggle.

"You're teasing him too much," Marin says.

"Not really."

I get back up as the girls' footsteps fade out. Several seconds later, Sitos comes back. I face the left passage and say, "I'm ready. Let's go."

"Wa-wait just a minute! Let us wait for the next lap."

"What the hell? Who said that I was too tired so he had to take over…?" I shake my head. 
"Shut up."

Well, better safe than sorry…
We end up waiting for two laps before getting into our positions. I say, "I'll see ya on the other side."

"Right." I sprint full speed forward as the flames pass by. I stick close to the inner wall to minimize the distance I have to run. I don't slow down at all. As the button is in sight, I switch to moving straight toward it. I turn my body 90-degrees as I approach it. My hand collides with at full speed, and then I turn 90-degrees in the same direction while running back where I came from. My passage opens about a second later. I safely make it into the passage with less than five seconds to spare. The wall closes in the same amount of time. I sigh and then follow the passage down. I rejoin with the others.

"You did it!" Luna exclaims and pats me on the head while smiling.

"What about me?" Sitos asks as he points to himself.

"You did good too. By the way, Hiro already figured out this room."

"He better have…after pulling that," I say as I continue forward into the room. There's a seven feet tall fence that stretches across the middle of the room, connecting to both walls. The ceiling is only about eight feet high on our half of the room, but in the area around the fence, the ceiling is around 15 feet high. There's a vent-like surface in one area in front of the fence and on the wall adjacent to the short ceiling. "Care to explain?"

"Since y'all were too slow to…" I stare at Hiro while imaging that I'm strangling him. He laughs nervously before continuing, "Anyway… There's a stone on the ground here that when you stand on…"

He stands on a stone square in the bottom right corner of this room. The stone stays in even after he steps off. "After about 15 seconds, a burst of air is released from this wall up here."

He runs over and points to the wall adjacent to the short ceiling. "And then there's this stone on the wall over in this corner of the room that releases a burst of air on the ground over there after about five seconds."

He presses a stone button at the bottom left corner of the room. I say, "Sounds simple enough."

"And before you ask… I've tried climbin' the fence already. I got immediately zapped by electricity, and it pushed me away. I think I'm still in the game, though," he explains with a smile on his face.

I wasn't gonna ask… I sigh before saying, "Alright. Since you're the fastest runner here, you'll be the person that clears the fence last."
We carefully time the buttons and launch over Luna, Marin, Sitos, and myself in that order. Now, Hiro has to make it over by himself.

This was a mistake… I skeptically raise one corner of my lips as Hiro fails miserably. He simply runs to the button on the bottom right and then immediately sprints to the other corner. After making his way to the vent on the ground, a draft of air blows him upward, but the other draft of air doesn't come, and then he falls down.
"Ow!" he interjects as he falls for the eighth time.

"Let's bet on how many more falls it takes until Hiro breaks his legs. I'll go with three," I say.

"I will go with two. I think I heard a crack that time," Sitos says.

"Hey, that's not funny! My legs are really gonna break at this rate!"

"Hey, Luna… Maybe you can use your magic…to help him across?" Marin asks.

"Oh, that's a good idea, Marin! Okay, Hiro just try one more time!"

Oh, there was that option…
"Ugh…my legs…" Hiro mutters as he gets up. He presses the buttons in the same order before standing on the vent. A draft of air blows him up like before, only this time, a gust of wind propels him forward as he reaches the peak of height. "Ahhh!"

He's traveling across faster than we were. His feet touches the ground and then he rolls a long distance forward. He's lying flat on his back.

"Operation Launch Hiro Over, success!" Luna exclaims. I give him a look of pity and shake my head.

"Alright, moving on," I say as I walk over Hiro's lifeless body.

"Hey! Don't leave me!" Hiro exclaims. I stop walking and briefly glance at him.

"Oh, you're still alive. That's good. Let's go," I say and then continue forward. We come across a room with two visible buttons on the wall in front of us. There's a sheet of paper taped to the wall above each button.

Press this button to pass for free at the cost of one member. Press this button for a difficult path.

"Well, this is an easy choice," I say.

"Agreed," Sitos agrees.

"I know what y'all are thinkin'… Y'all can sacrifice me to move on," Hiro says. I press the button for the difficult path and then the walls move, revealing a path. "Kai, what're ya doin'?!"

"The goal's to make it to the end with as many players as possible. Of course we're not gonna sacrifice you," I explain.

"Besides, it looks like we get to pass for free," Sitos says as he walks through the path.

"What the hell? Did they mix up the signs?!"

"No… I think it was testing if we were willing to sacrifice a member," I say as I follow Sitos. "It probably would've given us a hard path on the other route."
Eventually, we come to a room with six different narrow paths widely spaced apart. Before looking at the piece of paper on the wall, I look into the third path, noticing that it's a dead end. 

The path will only open if only one player stands inside. After the path is opened, it is closed from behind. The two on the left are speed trials. The two in the middle are dexterity trials. The two on the right are finesse trials.
"I have a bad feeling about this one…" Sitos says.

"I'll take the one on the left!" Hiro exclaims.

Oh, god… Now it's up to luck. I take the path next to his. The walls resound as they move around on Hiro's side. The wall behind me closes and then tiles move below me. I fall about eight feet down. The path is still narrow with the same width as a door. I go in. There several different ways to go. I pick the one on the right and then the path branches again. Is this a maze?
I pick an arbitrary direction and then come across a dead end. I run back, go in another path, find a button on the wall, and then press it. Something resounds in the distance, but I stay put. 20 seconds later, the same sound resounds in the distance as the button resets itself. I sigh. Here goes nothing…
I press the button and then run back where I came from. I try going on the straight path from the starting point instead of the right turn. It branches out again, but I don't pick any direction. Ten seconds later, something resounds on my right. So it's that way…
I return to the button, press it, and then follow the same path. This time I continue onward where I heard the sound from before. I run through and then find a straight path with six different ways to go this time. A moment later, something resounds behind me. I turn around. The path is closed, but I find a button nearby. I press it. The path opens up again. Should I check what was in the path I didn't explore…?
I refrain and continue onward. It takes a while, but I start checking every path starting with the first one on the left. It branches out into two different paths, and I pick the one on the left. Something clicks under my feet as I run. A flaming ball of fire approaches me when I turn around to check. I point my right elbow in front of me.

"Fireball!"

My magic overpowers the one approaching me, but it loses its shape and disappears into the air before hitting the wall in the distance. I sigh. Now there're traps in addition to this maze? What a pain.
I move on while exercising a little more caution in where I'm going. I set off some traps anyway, but I utilize every possible maneuver to avoid getting hit. I go through five different paths of the six in the beginning and find nothing. I sigh as I go into the last path on the right side. At the end, I find a button on the wall. Finally…
I press it and then run all the way back to the beginning, hoping that it opens the path there. Of course it wouldn't be that easy…
I stand there while smiling. 15 seconds later, something resounds in one of the left branches. "Ugh!"

I run back to the button while gritting my teeth. I press the button and then run back. I pick an arbitrary left path to go in, and lady luck finally shines upon me. There's a path open that wasn't open before. I run across. The wall closes behind me five seconds later. I… I did it! Running in these narrow, short paths isn't easy… I wonder if everyone else has to go through this too.
I follow the path ahead of me and then find a large room. There are five other paths that lead to this room. The one I came through is the second one from the right. There's no one else here yet. I sigh and sit against the wall. How much longer's this course…? I think it's been over an hour now.
"I made it…" Marin comes out the path next to mine. She's panting.

"Oh, good work. Did you have a maze too?"

"Oh, Kai… Maze…? Kind of…but there were…a lot of buttons…like…"

"Ah, you don't have to explain." Sitos comes out from the other end of the room and then falls on his knees. He has an arrow lodged in his left shoulder. I stand up and then run to him. "Sitos!"

"I am fine. I can handle this much," Sitos says as he stands up. Some blood drips from a few cuts on his face and arms.

"God, what was in your trial…?" I ask.

"Arrows flying everywhere, spiked balls swinging like a pendulum, rotating blades—"

"Stop! I don't need to hear any more. Now we're just waiting for Hiro and Luna."

"Luna will be fine, but Hiro…"

"It's over!" Luna exclaims with her arms stretched above her head. "Oh, you guys made it too!"

Luna runs over to us and says, "Oh, Sitos. You're injured. Are you gonna be okay?"

"Yes, I am fine."

"Okay then. Where's Hiro?" 

"He hasn't finished his trial yet. Maybe I should help him out because I'm the only one here who completed the same trial."

"We should ditch him. We do not know if he is eliminated or not. It will not be much longer until the referees decide to eliminate me from the game."
"That's true…" I say as I walk further into the course. An uneasy feeling creeps inside me for some reason. I stop and then turn back. "I think I'm gonna go after all! I'll be quick!"

"Wait, Kai!" Sitos exclaims. I ignore him and run into the first path from the right. I find a button that opens up the path inside the maze.

"Hiro! Where're you?!" I yell as I run in random directions, finding that it's a different maze.

"Kai! I'm over here!" Hiro exclaims from the left. I run over there and then find two different paths.

"Hiro!"

"Kai!" I knit my eyebrows. For a moment, I think his voice is coming from somewhere different than a few seconds ago. I shake my head and simply follow his voice.
I knit my eyebrows when I think I hear the direction of his voice from somewhere else. I shake my head and simply follow his voice. "Hiro!"

"Kai!"

Is he getting farther away…? I stop moving and say, "Hiro, stop moving so I can find you! You're going the wrong way!"

"Kai! I found the exit! It's over here!" I knit my eyebrows.

What…? I make several turns following his voice. I find myself in a square-shaped room. I go in, but Hiro isn't here. Where the hell's this place…?
The room isn't the room where we started, and this is clearly not the exit."Hiro! Where're you?!"

There is only silence. That's strange… I know I heard Hiro's voice in this direction…
Suddenly, the walls close behind where I came from. What the hell?!
Several possibilities run through my mind. The most probable one is that the referees made a mistake somewhere and left an empty room here. "Hey! Hello?! Is there a mistake here?"

There is no response. I frown and walk around the room. Something below my feet clicks. Oh, shit.
A flaming ball of fire appears in front of me. It looks bigger than the ones I previously encountered in this game. I point my right elbow in front of me. "Fireball!"

My magic collides with the approaching ball of fire. I expect it to break through easily, but instead, the trap swallows up my fireball and heads toward me. What?!
"Ahh!" I scream as the flaming ball of fire ignites my upper body on fire. I drop to the ground and then roll back and forth as fast as I can across the room, not caring if more traps are set off. Eventually, the flames die out. I pant as I grimace from the pain. I lift up my head with my eyes focusing on my body. The leather garments and my shirt are completely burnt up. My skin looks pink and raw in some places. I lightly brush over some pink skin, resulting in pain radiating from that spot. I rest my head on the ground. Sitos and the others are gonna be disappointed when they see me like this…
Suddenly, another flaming ball of fire appears on the other side of the room. It flies toward me. What?! I didn't set any traps off!
I quickly roll out of the way. I accidentally put weight on my tender spots, feeling pain radiating everywhere. "SHIT!"

I quickly get up on my feet. "Hey! Help! I give up! Please, help!"

There's only silence again. My eyes get slightly watery. I gulp. That fireball's no joke… It must be made outta Rich Mana…
I start preparing my Mana to prepare a stronger version of my fireball, but there's no time. Another flaming ball of fire appears that launches straight at me as if it knows where I am. I dodge it without a problem. Something resounds behind me. A path is opened. fDid someone hear me?
I walk into the passage that opened up. It is a narrow corridor that goes in one straight direction. Suddenly, the walls close in on me from behind me and in front. I'm completely trapped. I pound on a nearby wall and yell, "Hey! What the hell's going on?!"

There is no answer again. Something horrifying appears in my mind. I gulp. What am I gonna do if more traps are set off…?
My heart stops for a moment as the same flaming ball of fire appears from the other side of the hallway. I grit my teeth as my heart pounds rapidly. Shit! I only have one option now!
I gather my Mana and then quickly bond my Fire affinity to it as I point my right palm forward. I shoot it immediately forward. It doesn't have a shape, but it easily disperses the flaming ball of fire. My magic shoots all the way to the end and then scatters on the wall. It leaves behind a very dark mark on it. I use this time to prepare more careful instructions with my Mana. About 15 seconds later, another flaming ball of fire comes at me.

"Fireball!" I exclaim as I point my right palm in front of me. My usual shaped ball of fire comes out but bonded with my Mana. It overpowers the approaching fireball and then explodes into nothing on the other side of the wall. The dark mark now covers the center chunk of the opposing wall. I sigh. I need to find a way out of here before I run outta Mana…
I put my hands along the walls, feeling everywhere for any hidden buttons. There's more Fire magic coming out from the opposing wall. I point my right palm forward. Alright, I'll…
I gape. The Fire magic coming out is no longer a flaming ball of fire, but a stream of fire that's steadily getting closer to me. It covers the entire height of the hallway. "Fireball!"

I use my magic anyway. It swallows up the middle of the stream of fire and then explodes on the wall, but afterward, the stream of fire comes out from the wall and then continues where it left off. Shit, shit, shit, shit!

At this rate, I figure it will reach me in less than 30 seconds. My mind races. 15 seconds pass. There's only one thing I haven't tried that might work…
I put my right palm in front of me and crouch down. Please let this be a wall that stops the fire!
"Gate!" A dark-purple gooey thing appears in front of me that covers the entire width of the hallway from the ground up in the form of a vertical rectangle. I can stay in this position and stay safe from the incoming stream of fire. The fire approaches and goes through the gooey thing like it isn't even there. Some of the heat reaches me, and then I leap back. My back is against the wall. I will be miserably burned to death in just a few seconds. I squeeze my eyes shut. My heart feels like it's about to explode. Shit! Please work!
"Gate!" I exclaim but then realize something. I didn't point my palm toward the incoming fire. I grit my teeth. I'm dead!
I squeeze myself in fetal position despite the pain. I open my eyes as the heat is only radiating above my head. I look up, finding something unbelievable. The second dark-purple gooey thing I created is at a 45-degree angle. The stream of fire doesn't go through either of the gooey things I made, but some still go through near the top of the hallway where my purple thing doesn't cover. I crawl forward a little to get a better view.

Suddenly, the stream of fire starts to shrivel back into the other direction. I widen my eyes as it retracts behind the second purple thing, leaving only some flames leaving the purple thing at a 45-degree angle. I raise my eyebrows and then look at the first purple thing. The stream of fire pulls back from the front of it. I turn back to the second gooey thing. No fire comes out of it. Holy…shit…
I stay on the ground as I stare blankly at the wall. I feel the urge to start reading the book Emdos gave me again. I look forward as something resounds. The exit is revealed at the end of the corridor. Is it…over…?
I get up slowly and then walk forward, stopping an inch in front of the first purple thing I made. I wonder how this works…
I gulp before lifting a leg across, but it feels like there isn't a ground there at all even if I go lower than where my other foot stands. I cock an eyebrow as I retract my leg back. I creep closer to the gooey thing without going past it. I move my leg across in the air as if I'm going to take a step. I bend my body and head over to the other side. My leg is there, and then I walk across normally.

I turn back around to inspect it again. I look over it with my head and put my hand through it near the top. My hand doesn't appear from the other side, but instead, it appears near the top of the second gooey thing in front of me. My hand is inverted. I slide my hand out by moving it upward. My hand disappears instantaneously from the second purple thing while my hand suddenly becomes visible past the first purple thing. I slide my hand back where it was, but it doesn't appear back in the second purple thing.

Next, I stick my entire head through the purple thing in front of me. I look up, and the exit is in sight. I raise my arms up in the air. My arms are above the first purple thing in front of me. I move my arm down and slide it into the first purple thing as I tried with my hand a moment ago. Suddenly, my view changes, and I fall on the ground. The first purple thing divides my body in two, but it feels like it isn't even there. What the hell…?
By the time I stand up, the two purple things fade into nothing. I knit my eyebrows for several seconds and then relax them. I raise my eyebrows as I remember I'm still playing a tournament. I hurry and run to the exit. I come across a room with the six exits where I was earlier. The stone wall closes behind me. I sigh. What the hell are the referees doing? How the hell was anyone supposed to have survived that?!
I slowly make my way to the next room. It's an empty room with a random hole on the left side. I assume that the others have already solved the room, and I move forward. Eventually, voices are audible in the distance. The exit!
"I think I see Kai!" Hiro exclaims. "Hey—what the hell?!"

"Kai!" Luna exclaims.

"Kai, what the fuck happened to you?!" Sitos exclaims. My team rushes over, Drugo included.

"I do-don't know… I was looking for Hiro and followed his voice and I found this huge room where these traps flung fireballs of Rich Mana class at me and then I was in this narrow hallway and the same thing happened and I was completely trapped when a stream of fire slowly filled up the room and…" I say quickly but stop. Luna grabs my hand and then lifts my arm up. Hina's standing near me.

"And…what?" Hina asks. "How did you survive when a stream of fire filled up the room?"

She laughs and then exclaims, "If Kai's out, that means we win!"

"Damn it, Kai! It's all your fault! We woulda won if ya didn't get lost and ran into a bunch of traps!" Hiro exclaims.

"Shit… If only you listened to me and did not run back for Hiro. He found his way out only a minute after you left," Sitos says. All of his injuries are healed, the arrow no longer lodged in his arm.

"No! But I was following Hiro's voice the entire time!"

"What? I don't know what you're talkin' 'bout. Ya moved farther and farther away from me. I heard your voice. Then ya suddenly stopped respondin'. Didja hit your head somewhere and pass out? Maybe ya dreamed up everythin'," Hiro says.

"What?! No!"

"Do not be a sore loser, Kai. Stop making up a fake story because you fucked up," Sitos says.

"Hey! Why haven't you announced us as the winner yet?" Hina asks. I find Moria standing with the other referees.

"Oh, yes, sorry about that. I was trying to figure out what happened to the five referees I assigned to this round. But I think that misunderstanding has mostly cleared up," Moria explains as he walks closer to us. "Oh, Kai! What happened to you? Those injuries look serious… Hmm… This is troublesome… Why did you not stop Kai?"

He turns to a referee behind him. He's the one that looks familiar to me. Calmly, he explains, "I lost track of him when he went into the maze to look for his friend. By the time I found him again, he was already in those injuries you see now. Since the exit was right there, I went ahead and came back."

"Hmm…" Moria interjects.

"Hey, why're ya actin' all suspicious of us?" Gudar asks. "We're simply emergency stand-ins like we told ya! We didn't have much time ta know the ins and outs of this damn place!"

"No, I am not suspicious of you, but I am wondering why those five did not come to me. There were plenty of other referees on standby."

"We dunno anythin' 'bout that. Those five came ta our boss here, and he brought us four along with him."

"I see. I will just have to ask those five if I see one of them again. Well, with that, team two is the winner!"

I filter out the cheering of the other team as I gulp. I think back to what happened to me. A dream…? No…that was definitely real…
"Don't feel too bad, Kai. You should get your injuries treated," Luna says as she lets go of my hand.

"Ri-right…" I hesitantly walk toward the referees.

"Wait!" Moria shouts and walks toward Hina's team.

"What?"

"Hina, turn around for a moment." Moria examines her back for several seconds.

"What's wrong, Teacher Moria?"

He sighs and then says, "I am afraid I am going to have to take back what I said. Your leather garments have run out of power. That means that your team only has three surviving members while team three has four surviving members. Team three is the winner!"

"What?! I never… That's impossible!" Hina exclaims.

Her boyfriend exclaims, "Yeah! We were with her the whole…"

Moria turns to the referees again. Gudar says, "Don't look at us. We tried our best."

Moria sighs again. "Before I take back what I said again, I will need to examine all of you."

With that, Moria examines the back of all the surviving players. He doesn't find any errors with any other surviving player. "It looks like team three is the real winner."

My team cheers, but I feel uneasy. Someone puts a hand on my shoulder. It's Luna. "Isn't that great, Kai?" 

"Ye-yeah…" I look toward the referees again. Gudar is smiling.

"You should get treated. I think his name's Vulwin. He's the one standing on the left," Luna says while pointing to him.

"Huh? Okay…" I walk toward him. The voices around me ring in my ears.

"I'll get you fixed up." He waves his hands around my upper body while releasing Rich Mana from his hands. The Mana turns into a faint green glow around my body. It feels soothing. "All done. You're good to go."

I feel myself all over. There's no more pain. I head back to my team. Hiro is hopping from one leg to the other in front of Hina. "Hina! How's it feel to lose to me? Huh, Hina? Hina, Hina!"

"Sh-shut up!" Hina shouts and then walks away with her head down. I find that she's frowning as she looks back up, making eye contact with me. "Come here for a second."

She invites me over with her hand. I go to her and ask, "What?"

"Isn't there somethin' suspicious going on with those referees? Maybe you'll understand because no one believes you either. I swear… I didn't get hit by anything," she whispers.

"They are a little suspicious, but I don't see any motive," I whisper.

"Yeah but… I trust in myself. You do too, right?" I think back to the horrifying moments where I thought I would die and then shiver. 

I gulp before saying, "Yeah… What're you thinking?"

"Nothin' right now… I'll keep my eyes peeled out for them and ask some people."

"Alright, I'll do the same."

"Good job on the win. It was a good fight," she says in a normal voice. She holds a hand out and smiles.

"Thanks," I say as I shake her hand and then go our separate ways. I guess she can kinda be cute too…
I shake my head. No, no, no….
"What were you two talking about?" Luna asks. I freeze up.

"Uh, you know… Normal things… We made amends."

"That's good! Fighting's bad."

"Oh, here are the keys to your new room. It's room 1C," Moria informs as he hands me the key. "Congratulations on your win. Your new weapons should be arriving there shortly.

Later, we go back to our room to move our baggage over. I open my closet, locate my backpack, and then open it. I find the book inside. It's been over two years since I opened this… I really wanna read more of this as soon as I—
The door to my room bursts open. Hiro shouts, "Hey, Kai!"

I hurry and put the book back inside my backpack. "What're ya doin' crouched down there?"

I zip it up and then stand up while putting on the backpack. "Nothing, just grabbing my things."

"Ya can do that later! Ya have the key to our new room! Let's check it out now!"

"Alright, alright," I say as I walk out of my room. I guess I can store this in my new room.
I follow Hiro out our current home, eventually joining with the others. We go down the hallway toward 1C. I take out the key and then open it. I grin. Whoa! Look at that massive couch!
I dive onto it with my entire body. "It's so soft…"
"Kai, really?" Sitos asks. Everyone laughs. Someone closes the door.

"Hey, our new weapons just arrived! Whoa! Check out this new Platinum weapon!" Hiro exclaims as I melt deeper into the couch. Suddenly, a heavy weight falls on top of me. A sweet smell enters my nostrils and something soft presses against my back.

"Don't hog the couch to yourself, Kai!" Luna exclaims.

"O-okay I'll get off—"

Another heavy weight falls on top of me.

"Sitos, you're too heavy for me…" Luna says next to my ear. Her breath blows against my ear. My heart is pounding. The weight suddenly increases in weight two more times.

"This is kinda fun," Drugo says. My face is practically shoved into the couch at this point.

I can't breathe…

"Hey! Why're y'all ignorin' me and leavin' me out! Let me join too!"

"No… Hiro…" Sitos mutters. In my peripheral vision, Hiro spins around his new sledgehammer around his body. He trips. My heart skips a beat.

"Whoa!" Hiro interjects as the head of the hammer approaches my face.

Shit! I can't move! Miraculously, Hiro changes the direction of it. A loud crash resounds near me as it drops to the floor. It sounds like he broke the floor.

"Oops…" Hiro mutters.

What do you mean, oops?! Breaking our floor the moment we walk in!
"Hey, Drugo. Can you get off me?" Marin asks. Hiro's struggling to get his hammer out of the floor. The handle of it is pointed toward the couch.

"Sure, give me a second." It feels like the weight is getting heavier instead. Meanwhile, Hiro's ass is in my face as he continues to pull on his weapon. A crack resounds below me. My mind goes blank as I gulp. The sound of crackling continues at a rapid pace below me.

Oh, shit…
"Ahh!" all of us scream as the floor apparently breaks. We fall into the unknown darkness below us.
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"How long are we gonna fall?! We're gonna die!"  Hiro exclaims in the darkness. I use all the force in my limbs to push the couch further down.

I point my right elbow down and shout, "Fireball!"

The familiar flaming ball of fire comes out and then lights the couch on fire.

"Everyone hold hands! I'll use Wind magic before we hit the ground!" Luna exclaims. I join hands with Luna on my right. Hiro's still holding onto his weapon on my left.

"Hiro, let go of that stupid hammer already!" I exclaim.

"But—"

"Do you wanna die?!" He frowns and lets go of his hammer. I join hands with him. Luna and Drugo are on the ends with an open hand. We line ourselves up so that we are equidistant to the ground below us. I gulp as I stare at the burning couch about ten feet below us.

The narrow walls around us expand into a large open area. The burning couch illuminates the surrounding area. Hiro loosens his grip on my hand and exclaims, "Look! There's water below us!"

"Don't let go, Hiro! We don't know how deep that water is!" I exclaim.

"Everyone, get ready!" Luna exclaims. The couch falls into the water, and a loud splash resounds. The water seems deep. Luna points her right palm below us and releases Wind magic. I tightly grasp both of my hands as the force of her magic forcibly pushes Luna above us while Drugo swings to the bottom. Our descent slows down a little. Drugo falls into the water first while the rest follows in order. I let go of Luna's and Hiro's hand as I dive into the water.

There are luminescent florae on the floor of this body of water along with various types of fish. The couch and Hiro's new weapon sink into the depths of a cliff. I note the location of the cliff and then swim back to the surface. The cave is pitch black with no signs of light other than underneath the water. Everyone else surfaces too. A waterfall resounds nearby.

"Well, looks like we're still alive," I say.

"But my hammer… Maybe I can still get it back."

"Don't bother, Hiro. What's more important? Your life or that hammer?" I ask. Hiro gawks down into the water.

"Where're we?" Marin asks. 

"I think we're in a cavern," Luna says.

"Let's talk after we find some dry land," I suggest, recalling the direction of the cliff. I release some Fire magic out of my forehead, focusing on volume instead of burning intensity. It lights the area around me. I swim toward the dry land nearby. The others follow and do the same. I turn back. The waterfall I heard is actually water dripping down from a hole in the wall.

"It's cold down here. I'm freezin'!" Hiro exclaims while shivering. I shiver a little too.

"I'll make us some wood," Marin says.

"That's so useful, Marin!" Luna exclaims. "We can always count on you!"
We sit in a miniature circle as we wait for her to make us some wood. I blush and avert my eyes from Marin and Luna. After about 15 seconds, several short, thick pieces of wood appear in the middle. "Hurry up and heat it up, Kai!"

"Not yet, Hiro. Look, Marin's still concentrating," I say. Marin still has her palms focusing on the wood.

"What's the holdup…?" I sigh and then look at Drugo. He smiles and chuckles.

"Right now that wood's in a magical form. If Kai tries to heat it up now with his magic, both of them would collide against each other. After Marin converts it into a physical form, Fire magic will be able to light it on fire," Drugo explains.

"Did you really not notice when she used it during our first 'Eliminate the King' game?" I ask.

"Nope."

"It's ready," Marin informs. I let out a small stream of fire out of my right palm using Scrap Mana. I keep it going until the wood catches on fire. A wave of heat radiates the front of my body with warmth.

"This sucks… First I lose my hammer, and now we're stuck here…" he says and then sighs. I frown and shake my head.

"I don't wanna hear anything about that shit hammer again. We wouldn't be down here if you didn't trip and break the floor. And then there's that. All of you jumping on me without thinking about the consequences…"

"We're sorry," they say in unison. I sigh.

"Well, don't be so upset, Kaister. There might be some upside to this."

"This place might finally cure your boredom," Sitos says.

"We might find some new things to cook too!" Luna exclaims.

"Yeah! Explorin' the unknown…! Like adventurers would! Let's go explore this cave!" Hiro exclaims as he stands up. He shivers and then says, "It's cold…"

He immediately sits back down near the fire. "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't interested in exploring this cave…but we also don't have any of our weapons. If we do run into some monsters who knows if we can even survive… Even if we do kill them, we don't have any of our cooking supplies so it won't taste good."

"Sorry…" they say in unison as they look down. I sigh.

"Well, what's done is done. We'll probably be fine because I can use my Rich Mana for anything vicious that comes at us," I say with a smile.

"Wow, you're so reliable, Kai!" Luna exclaims.

"Yes, I feel safe with you around," Sitos says.

"We won't have to be afraid of anything with you around!" Luna exclaims.

"Nah I'm not that strong…" I say and then grin.

"So you'll forgive us?" Luna asks.

"Huh? Yeah, sure," I say while still grinning. Praise me more… Huh…?
No one is paying attention to me. "Marin, I think we can make the cooking work if you make us a pot with your magic. We can use my magic as the stove, and you can make everyone bowls and eating utensils!"

"Yes, and some makeshift weapons too to kill anything that wants to screw with us."

"Make me a hammer and I'll kill everything!"

"I'll be glad to. It will take a while, though."

"You don't have to worry about that, since we'll be drying our clothes for a while." My grin turns into a frown as I realize what just happened. "Don't just sit there gawking, Kai! We all share an equal amount of responsibility in this."
"Yeah, Kai! Ya can't laze around doing nothin' like ya usually do!" Hiro exclaims. My lip twitches.

"As the mighty protector of all of you guys… I'm gonna rest up my strength for when we need it," I say and then lie down and close my eyes.

"I think that was too much…" Luna whispers.

"He will forget all about it when he wakes up. Let him nap."

I'm not gonna forget this, Sitos… Ah, whatever.

…

"Kai, we're all ready!" Luna exclaims. I open my eyes slowly and then get up. Everyone is standing up holding onto something. I rub my eyes. Hiro's holding onto a weapon shaped like his usual sledgehammer while Sitos and Drugo hold onto a single edged long blade made out of only stone.

"I made one…for you too," Marin informs as she holds out the weapon in her palms. I stand up and then grab it with my right hand. I swing it a couple of times in front of me. "It might be a little heavy…to stay durable…"

"It's fine, Marin. This will work," I say with a smile.

"Hiro, you cannot swing that hammer around like you usually do. It will break."

"I know Sitos!"

"Friends, let's go explore and find the way out before it gets too late," Drugo says.

"I'll lead the way," Luna says as she lights a flame like torch in the palm of her hand. She walks toward the darkness in front of us. We follow. I look around. The ceiling is much shorter in this passage than the ceiling above the body of water. The walls, ground, and ceiling are very uniform with no unevenness whatsoever. The dimensions of the passage seem to be like a perfect square with sides measuring at least 30 feet. There are no rocks or plant growth anywhere.

"Hey, friends, wait," Drugo says and stops following Luna. He walks over to the wall on the left. He puts his hand on the wall. "This is strange…the walls aren't made out of stone. They're made out of dirt…"

"Have you noticed how fucking even these walls are? It looks like something dug out this tunnel."
"I saw. I haven't seen any living creature besides some bugs," I add.

"Uhh… I don't know how I feel 'bout explorin' this cave anymore… Can we just dig our way back up…?" Hiro asks.

"Don't be a wuss, Hiro. You were so excited just a moment ago. I'm pretty sure the tunnel might collapse on us if we do any unnecessary digging," I say.

"Kaister's right. Let's follow the path," Drugo suggests as he rejoins us. We continue forward.

"I think I see something on the ground," Luna says as she quickens her pace. She stops in front of something and doesn't say anything. I cock an eyebrow and then catch up to the others. I widen my eyes. Skeletal remains lie on the ground clad in armor. A strangely designed sword lies beside it.

"Is it… Human?" Hiro asks. Sitos sets down his weapon and then turns over the remains on its back. A tail is revealed along with a thin horn that curves upward on the back side of the skull. I figure the other horn broke off somewhere. "Do-do you think this is one of the Xogs…?"

"What the hell else can it be?" Sitos asks while still crouched down. He picks up his weapon as he stands back up. We continue forward, discovering more of these skeletons along the way. We come to a new area. There's an abundance of bedrock along the walls. Carts are knocked down next to them.

I say, "Hey, this is really starting to look like…"

"An ancient civilization. There has got to be treasure here somewhere," Sitos says with a small grin. We walk the rest of the way without saying a word as we observe our surroundings. After about five more minutes, we discover a broken down looking entrance. Several skeletons lie near the entrance surrounded by various types of weapons and armor. There are pillars knocked down and broken. The doors are around fifteen feet tall, and the structure seems to be built inside the dirt.

"Have you guys noticed that there weren’t any other types of skeletons? They were all of the same type wearing the same armor… So either it was a civil war or…" I say and then gulp as we make our way inside. The building appears to be made out of stone.

"We do not have to worry about that. It has been at least a thousand years since anyone has inhabited this place," Sitos says. We make it inside and find ourselves in a straight hallway with the ceiling as tall as the door. We find a room on the left and right with normal-sized doors. "Let us split up. Drugo and Marin, you two go with Kai. Hiro and I will go with Luna and explore the room on the right."

"Sounds good," I say as I light a flame out of my forehead with Scrap Mana as I did earlier. I move toward the door, immediately finding some strange writing on the door. I ignore it, open the door, and then go in. There are dozens of swords lined up along the walls. I drop the weapon Marin made and then pick up one of the swords. There are cobwebs all over it, and it looks rusted, but it's lighter. I swing it several times in front of me and then strike the weapon Marin made. The sword doesn’t break, but Marin's weapon does. "Oops… Sorry, I broke the weapon you tried your best to make."

"It's okay… It just means that sword is better," she responds with a smile. I set down the sword I picked up just now and then try picking up a few other swords. I try a variety of swords, but the lightest was the one from before. I find an identical sword to take with me. Drugo takes one of the heavier ones I tried. "Kai, there's another room over here. Can you come here?" 

"Yeah, sure," I reply as I walk over to Marin. There's another room with no door attached. There are dozens of boxes and an anvil in the middle of the room. There are various types of ore inside the boxes. "Wow… There're a lot of different types of metal here that I've never seen…"

"I think there're more swords over here," Marin says. I walk over to her. There's a barrel full of swords next to her.

"Hmm… I think I'll just keep the two I have, but Sitos might wanna check some of these out."

"Kai! Did you find anything?" Sitos asks.

"Yeah! I found a ton of cool weapons! Come check it out!" I exclaim.

Sitos and the others find their way to us. I show him the weapons I found and the barrel full of more swords. After some digging around, he finds two more swords made of the same metal, but they are longer than mine.

"No fair! Where's my weapon?" Hiro asks.

"You will find it soon enough," Sitos says.

"How can you be so sure, Sitos?"

"Have you not noticed, moron? The room that we were in had only armor. Now this room has only swords. These rooms are where they manufacture various weapons and armor."

"Oh! Let's go find some more rooms then! Luna, follow me!"

"Okay!"

Shouldn’t it be the other way around…? I sigh and then follow them.
"Hey! What gives?!" Hiro yells before I reach the hallway. Hiro and Luna are just a little bit ahead. A pile of rubble covers the entrance of both doors on the sides. "These stupid rocks are blocking the way to these rooms!"

"Just keep moving forward. There are bound to be more rooms," I say as I toss both of my weapons over the rubble. I jump up, climb over it, and then pick up my swords again. Apparently the rubble covers the entire length of the hallway from what I see at this spot. Hiro's hammer falls near my foot. 

I turn around and shout, "Hey! Watch where you're throwing that!"

Hiro and the girls climb over. Drugo and Sitos hand their weapons over to Marin and Luna while they climb over. Hiro exclaims, "Kai, point the light over here!"

I face forward, showing Hiro the cruelty of what reality is. I gather some Scrap Mana around my left elbow and point my elbow forward. After binding some Fire Affinity to it, I let it out. A ball of fire speeds down the hallway. The rubble continues for a long distance. It ends far down the line. "Sitos… You said I'll find my weapon, right…? Right?"
"Let us move forward. Forward!" Sitos exclaims and continues forward without looking at Hiro.

"Cheer up, Hiro. You still have the weapon Marin made for you," I say before following the others. 

"I guess…" As we travel across, we find more remains scattered about. We make it to the end of the rubble and then find two more rooms. There is only some strange clothing in both of them. We continue forward and then find stairs that lead down. The ceiling reduces to ten feet as we reach the new floor, but the hallway is still plenty wide. We find ourselves at a crossroads with two possible ways to go.

"I suppose I'll go left again with Drugo and Marin. Yell if you find anything."

"Sure," Sitos says.

"Be careful," Luna cautions.

"You too, Luna." With that, I lead my group into the left hallway and then go toward the first door on the left. As I open the door, random dust particles get scattered on my face. Some of it gets into my throat, and I cough several times before going in. The room is very cramped with dimensions probably half the size of our old bedrooms. "Is this a bed…?"

I kneel over to the strange rectangular shaped material on the ground and then sit on it; it's hard and bouncy. Marin and Drugo examine the table next to the bed.

"There's a book here, but I can't read it," Marin says.

"It doesn't look like there's anything else here," Drugo adds.

"Let's move on then." I get up and then go back into the hallway. We discover similar rooms down the hallway and don't bother exploring them fully past opening the door. Eventually, we come across three different paths, and I pick the one on the right. There isn't anything different in the rooms we find here, but sometimes the rooms are slightly bigger. The hallways and rooms seem to be in better shape than the floor above us. We haven't found any skeletal remains either. Marin suddenly screams and grabs onto my back.

I turn around and exclaim, "What's wrong?!"

She lets go of me and then blushes. "Sorry… There was a rat…"

"Oh…" I sigh and keep going forward. Girls will be girls I guess… Oh, I see something!
I quicken my pace and then come across a room with no door. I go inside. As I look around, I say, "Wow, this room is huge! It reminds me of the Arena." 

There are seats in the stands too. Marin exclaims, "Ka-Kai! Look in the middle…"

"Hmm?" I widen my eyes as I look toward the middle. Skeletal remains are in my entire field of vision. I point my left elbow forward and then shoot out a ball of fire using Scrap Mana as before. It reveals that the skeletal remains continue for hundreds of feet. There's a statue-like thing in the center of the room. I walk toward it.

"Kaister, look at the orientation of these remains… They're all facing the center," Drugo says. I stop walking as something resounds behind me. I turn around and listen carefully.

"Kai! Where're you?!" Hiro exclaims.

"It's Hiro. Let's go back for now. The others might've found something!" I exclaim as I run back the way we came from. I see something move in the stands and then stop as I focus my attention there. I squint my eyes and wait. Was it my imagination…?  I thought I saw something blue over there…
"Kaister, what's wrong?" Drugo asks.

"Nothing… I thought I saw something, but it was probably my imagination. Let's go." I resume running back to where we came from toward Hiro's voice. Eventually, we regroup. "Hey, what did you guys find?"

"We found where they stored the books! It's just down these stairs," Luna informs.

"Books…? How does that help us if we can't read them?" I ask.

"That is not the only thing. There were some strange murals on the walls and pictures in some of the books. It will take forever to go through them on our own. What did you find?" Sitos asks.

"There was this huge room like the Arena with hundreds of skeletal remains! They were all pointed toward the center where there was a statue-like thing. Before we got close enough to examine it you guys called us over," I explain.

"Statue-like thing? Well, whatever. We will head over there eventually," Sitos says as he heads down the stairs with the others. We follow. There are more steps in this staircase than the previous.

"This place is so dark. Did people really live here?" I ask.

"Whoever did probably adapted night vision. We didn't see any candles, lanterns, or anything for a light source in the rooms we checked," Luna says.

Eventually, we reach the bottom, arriving in a large, tall room. There are numerous columns of bookshelves. Some parts of the room have random heaps of rubble along with broken bookshelves. Books and random pieces of paper are randomly scattered on the floor throughout.

"Follow me. There is something interesting over here," Sitos says. I follow him. He leads us to an open space on the other side of the room. There are several tables paired with chairs, but there's only one table with a book on top of it. Along the walls are the murals Sitos was talking about. There's an upright beast with two thin horns coming out of the back of its head. It has a tail that has a triangular-shaped bone at the end of it. The arms, legs, hands, and feet look identical to humans.

"I brought over some random books from over there," Hiro says as he sets a pile of books on an empty table. He picks the book on top and then flips through it. "I can't understand any of this."

He tosses away the book and then repeats the process with the next book. I ask, "Well, it's interesting to see what these people looked like, but this can't be everything you wanted to show us."

"Take a look at this book. We figured it was some kind of diary based on the headings… By we, I mean Luna and I," Sitos says. I let the book rest on the table as I flip through the book.

"I see, so that's why you thought it was some kinda diary… The dots mean '0,' the circle means '1,' the line means '2,' the triangle means '3,' and the rest of the shapes represent the rest of the number system. How archaic…" I say while flipping through the book. I reach the last page of written content. "It ends on day 20…"

"You think this is worth taking back with us?" Sitos asks.

"Yeah, we can discover what language this is at the Academy!" I exclaim. 

"Put this shit in your backpack and let us move on," Sitos says. My joints turn stiff, and I hold my breath. "What are you waiting for?"
"Uh, yeah, but let's grab it later."

"Huh…? What the hell are you saying? We do not know if we are coming back to this place."
"Look! It looks like there's more to this room over there!" I exclaim while pointing toward a direction I haven't explored. I run there. Oh! I'm in luck… There's a hallway! Hmm?
I stop for a moment and then turn my head to the right. I think something was moving here just a second ago. I search the area, finding nothing. Was it really just my imagination again…?
"Kai, what the hell are you doing now?" Sitos asks.

"Nothing… I'm coming!" I rejoin with the group and head down the hallway. "Did you guys see a blue creature or anything?"

"Huh? Blue creature…?" Sitos cocks an eyebrow.

"Yeah like something blue moving in the shadows…"

"I have not seen anything like that. Nothing other than rats and bugs would still be living down here. Has anyone else seen it?" Sitos asks as he turns his head toward the others. Everyone shakes their heads. "What did it look like?"

"I'm not sure. I just saw something blue move for a moment, that's all I saw."

"Was it some kind of bug?" Luna asks.
"Maybe…"

"There's somethin' up ahead!" Hiro exclaims. Luna and I light the way, revealing a giant pile of rocks blocking the way. The ceiling caved in. "Damn, so boring… Why're there so many piles of rocks?"

"Probably damages from the battle they had," I answer as we turn back to where we came from. "This adventure turned out to be a disappointment. I was kinda hoping we would find some kinda huge monster to defeat…"

I sigh.

"We didn't find any new creatures to eat either…" Luna says and then sighs.

"We discovered this place and these weapons, though. I bet the Academy will reward us generously for it," Sitos says.
"Yeah, I gu—I see the blue thing!" I exclaim as I sprint toward several blue things in the distance. They're in the area where the tables were. I knit my eyebrows and stop moving as I reach them. The books Hiro threw on the ground and the book on the table are glowing blue.

"What the fuck is going on here? Kai, is this the blue thing you were talking about?" Sitos asks.

"I don't think so…" I answer, feeling an eerie feeling creep down my back. The blue glow feels familiar to me.

"Wow, I've never seen a blue as bright as this!" Luna exclaims. I raise my eyebrows.

This blue… Is it the same color as my Mana?
"Friends, look! For some reason, this diary is readable now!" Drugo exclaims.

"What?!" several of us shout in unison. I pick up one of the books Hiro had thrown on the ground earlier. I widen my eyes. The blue glow forms letters in the Human language on top of the unknown language.

Chapter 27 – Academy Year 4 – Harbinger of Death

We sit around the campfire Marin and Luna set up with the glowing books in hand. I spend several minutes flipping through a book while the others do the same. Sitos flips the page from the diary on the ground. Hiro exclaims, "Hey! I wasn't done with that page yet!"

"You are too slow. Find another book to read, dimwit."
"You're the dimwit, dimwit! Why don'tcha do that instead? I wanna read this one," Hiro says as he turns the page back. Sitos sighs. I chuckle and close the book I'm holding.

"Kai, you're done with that book already?" Luna asks.

"Yeah, I think I got the gist of it. This is a history book on the Leps, who I think these people were called. Apparently they were frequently at war with other races for a long time, and they finally decided to travel across the ocean in search of a new home. The book ended there."

"Travel across the ocean? Outside Sholoth?" Luna asks. "Doesn't that mean…"

"Yeah, they came from the 'Cursed Territory.' Maybe these other races are the reason why no one came back from any expeditions across the ocean…" I answer as I toss the book aside and then pick up another one.

"The Leps must've been really strong! They came from the 'Cursed Territory,' yet they survived and came to Sholoth. According to this book, the Leps separated their race into six different groups: Arius, Selenas, Giso, Melle, Tuluin, and Bigelis," Luna informs while still reading. "They each have their own set of values."

Drugo turns a page. "I'm still reading this book, but it's about the techniques of the Arius clan about digging and building new habitats."

"Hiro, you're being pretty quiet over there. Did you guys find something interesting?" I ask.

"Shh! Quiet, Kai! We're getting' to the good part!" 

I cock an eyebrow. Hiro's interested in a book? Now I really wanna know what they're reading in that diary…
"Marin, you look focused over there. Is there something interesting in that book?"

"Yeah, it's a cooking book."

Luna immediately drops her book and exclaims, "Oh! Let me read that with you too!"

She scooches over to Marin's side and then reads alongside her. I pick another book from the pile of books Hiro tossed aside and then open it. Hmm… Looks like this one's about weapons. I guess I'll read some of this.
Several minutes pass. Sitos quietly says, "We just finished this diary…"

"And? What was it about?" I ask while still reading the book in my hands.

"It's too much to explain! Just come read it yourself."

"That will take too long, dimwit. Everyone, stop what you’re doing and come here. Read the first-day entry, and I will summarize the rest," Sitos says. I close and set aside my book while others do the same. We gather around the table and then gaze down on the first page of the book.

To my fellow Lep, A week ago, we sent a group out to Vorgium to propose the underground tunnel plan, but they never came back. And a few days ago, I and a dozen other warriors set out at midnight toward Vorgium to discover what happened. The place was completely and utterly destroyed. Multiple large craters opened up the village underneath, and everyone lay lifeless on the floors of Vorgium. It was eerie to find so many of our brethren dead on the ground, yet there were no signs of what or who they were fighting…
That's kinda like what we found here…
On our way back to Sestai, we encountered something. 
Is that the name of this place? 
It hovered in the air above us, despite that it didn't have any wings. Its entire body was covered in metal or some kind of rock while it held onto a large mysterious weapon.

I knit my eyebrows, thinking about what I saw earlier.

We tried to communicate with it, but it attacked us immediately. Magic and physical attacks proved ineffective. In the end, my brothers sacrificed their lives in order to let me escape. I came back to the capital and informed everyone what I had witnessed. We immediately sent out messengers toward the villages where we had already implemented the underground tunnel plan though it may have been too late. Only one of the five messengers we had sent out came back, and only half of the village arrived while the rest apparently were dead. We caved in all of the connected tunnels and prepared for possibly what may be our last battle. I assume every other village has fallen as I write this diary that may log the last moments of the Arius clan.
I finish reading. Everyone else finishes up within fifteen seconds. Sitos says, "Okay, I will summarize the rest.
"They prepared for battle after day one. They were desperate and equipped every Lep, trained in battle or not. The less experienced were put in the backline. On the 19th day, a scout notified them about it coming during the night who they named the 'Harbinger of Death.' They sacrificed over a thousand warriors to the surface to intercept it, leaving the best fighters behind for the second line of defense. It's weapon shit on every kind of magic and physical attack the Leps threw at it. They—"

"Fought valiantly the entire night!" Hiro exclaims. "Then they retreated back inside their base. But the 'Harbinger of Death' didn't let 'em. They continued their battle inside their village underneath, which eventually led into the coliseum, where their best fighters stood. They battled for 12 hours straight and finally brought him down at the cost of thousands of lives. Their population reduced to mostly women and children with less than a hundred capable fighters left. For the next seven days, they note the passin' crisis and how they're rebuildin’ the place…but the diary entries mysteriously end there… I bet that 'Harbinger of Death' or whatever wasn't actually killed and came back to life and killed them all!"

"Nah… I think we found it in that coliseum room earlier. I saw some statue-like thing in the middle of the room," I mention.

"The room you said with those corpses pointing toward the middle?" Sitos asks.

"Yeah. Let's go back up there and take a closer look at that statue… Maybe we'll discover some—watch out!" I exclaim and shove Sitos aside as something falls from the ceiling.

Sitos falls on his butt and mutters, "Kai, what the…"

No one says a word as some gooey slime drops onto the floor where Sitos stood previously, a foot away from several of us. The color of it matches the glowing blue text on the books. We jump back as it starts to move.

"What is that?!" Hiro exclaims.

"Stand back, I'll use my magic!" Luna exclaims. "Fireball!"
A flaming ball of fire with a diameter a little over a foot comes out of Luna's palm that flies toward the mysterious blue slime. It bursts into flames, covering the entirety of the slime. It stops moving as it burns. I gather some Rich Mana in my right hand and prepare the instructions just in case. A moment later, the flames die out, revealing that the slime looks exactly the same. Hiro picks up a book.

"Take that!" he exclaims as he throws it at the slime. Some of its body splashes apart as the book slowly sinks into the slime. The parts of the slime that separated move toward its main body. They combine together and then glides along the floor toward Drugo beside me, leaving the book behind. I point my right palm toward it.

"Fireball!" A flaming sphere with a diameter of a foot comes out of my right palm toward the blue slime. I break down more of my Mana into Rich Mana and then pool it in my right hand. "Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"
All of them hit the slime directly and burst into flames every time. The flames continue to burn with no signs of anything moving. I rear back when the slime emerges from the flames unscathed despite still on fire. It continues to move toward Drugo. Sitos shouts, "Hiro!"

"I got it! Water ball!" A ball of water comes out of Hiro's palm that splashes on the blue slime, extinguishing the flames from my magic. Sitos charges at the blue slime with one sword.

"Lightning!" A yellow bolt of lightning comes out of Sitos' left palm toward the blue slime. Electricity sparks on the surface of the slime. He slams down his weapon on the slime from above, cleanly bisecting it. The slime instantly moves again, rejoining into one while creeping up Sitos' sword. He drops his weapon, jumps backward, and yells, "What?!"

A moment later, Sitos shouts, "Look out above!"

There are more slimes dropping from the ceiling on the others. Luna, Drugo, Marin, and Hiro jump back before they fall on them. One of my weapons is near a slime. I ignore it and only pick up my sword nearby. I walk backward toward the other hallway we haven't explored. I exclaim, "Let's get outta here!"

The others gather around me, Sitos arriving last. He has abandoned the sword he dropped earlier. I illuminate the dark passage with fire coming out of my forehead. I lead the group at a speed everyone can keep up with. Hiro exclaims, "We're screwed if this is a dead end!"

"Stay positive! We don't know if those things are dangerous yet," I say.

"Then why're we running?"

"I don't wanna stay to find out."

"Friends, there should be an emergency exit near the bottom of this place," Drugo informs.

"How do you know?" I ask.

"It was mentioned in the book I was reading. I figured I might find something like that in there, so I kept reading."

"Nice one. If only the dimwit found something too…" Sitos says.

"Who's the dimwit, dimwit? You coulda left to read another book…"
"What are you talking about? I am the one who found that book."

"Guys, stop bickering!" I shout.
"Yeah, Kai's right! We need to work together and leave this place!"

"Didja hear that, Sitos? Mom and dad are mad at us now." My face burns up. I fantasize about marrying Luna one day.

"Shut up!" 
"Ya don't need to be that mad about it…" Suddenly, I lose my footing, snapping back into reality at the same time. The floor below me breaks. I fall into the darkness below.
"Ahh!" I interject.

"Kai!" Marin exclaims. I let go of my sword. Marin barely grabs a hold of my fingers. Her hand slides off and then falls down too. Drugo catches her from behind. I fall for several seconds. I grimace as I hit the ground below me.

"Kaister, are you okay?" Drugo asks.

"Yeah, I'm fine!" I inform. It looks like they're over 25 feet above me. "I'll catch up with you guys eventually! We just need to keep going down, right?"

"Yep, be careful!" With that, Drugo and the others move away from the hole I dropped into. I locate my sword, pick it up, and then get up from the ground.

What is this place? I look around. The walls and ground aren’t made of stone anymore. There's dirt everywhere, like in the cave we were in earlier, but the width of this passage is much smaller. I walk in the same direction as everyone else. There are small holes along the edges of the wall. I flinch as something appears in my vision. A small white lizard stays still in front of me. It doesn't have any eyes. What is that…? Luna and Marin would probably be excited if they saw this. Maybe I'll kill it and put it in my backpack.
The lizard crawls away into a nearby hole. I sigh and then continue onward. Eventually, the passage breaks into three possible ways; one continues forward while the others branch left and right. I choose to follow straight. Something squeaks. I turn around to check. A rat runs into the intersection from the left. Oh, it's only a rat…
I stare into its eyes. Several seconds later, it turns back into the passage on my left. It squeaks again as I'm facing forward again. The squeaking is much louder, as if it's in pain. I gulp as I slowly walk toward the intersection. Suddenly, blood splatters toward the center of the intersection. I stop, my heart pounding hard. I prepare myself to run at a moment's notice. I gulp again, slowly creeping toward the corner. I take a peek around the adjacent passage with only my head. I widen my eyes. A familiar blue slime oozes across the floor. It disappears into the darkness, leaving the bloody dead rat behind.

Holy shit! Okay, blue slime, dangerous, confirmed! How'd those things catch up so fast…? At least it didn't notice me… I turn around and then continue forward, hoping to find a specimen to take home. It doesn't take long before the path splits into three paths again ahead. Suddenly, the path on the left becomes progressively brighter. Two seconds later, Luna comes out with fire coming out of her right palm. "Luna, what're you doing here alone…?"

"Oh, hi Kai! We got separated after you fell…"

"What happened exactly?"

"Well… Marin suggested that we carry around torches in case we get separated in the future, so I don't have to be the only source of light. Marin created a few sticks, and I lit them on fire. At some point, the floor around broke apart, and Marin fell. But we continued forward after she had said she was fine. I fell down too because I'm a klutz…"

It feels like her voice entrances me as we stare into each other's eyes. "I see…"

"I think Marin's this way…" She points toward the path on the right.

"Let's go this way then," I say with a smile as I walk in that direction.

"Wait!" She runs directly in front of me and then turns toward me.

"Wh-what?" I ask. My face burns up as she presses her breasts together with her arms.

"Can you wait here for me…? I promise I'll come back in a bit."

I knit my eyebrows and answer, "Uh, sure."

"Thanks, Kai! You're the best!" she exclaims as she runs deeper into this passage.

Something feels off about her… Maybe she's not afraid to show her charm when she's alone with me! I fantasize about her for an entire minute. The blue slime comes to mind, and I stop smiling. Wait… The direction Luna's heading in now…is in the same direction as that slime…
I gulp as I stare into the darkness Luna headed into a minute ago. "Hey, Luna! Are you there?!"

There's silence. Several seconds later, a high-pitched scream resounds. I immediately sprint into the passage. Did something happen to Luna?!
I find myself in a large open room after about 45 seconds of running. The room is filled with vegetative plant growth of those I've never seen before. The trunk of a tree goes through the ceiling of the room. While walking around, I ask, "Luna, where're you?"

The ground below me is mushy; it's mud. Is there water running down here…?
A drop of water hits my head. There are drops of water leaking from the ceiling. "Luna!"

I continue exploring the room for several minutes. There's someone on the ground ahead. I run closer, discovering Marin. I drop my sword. "Marin!"

I kneel down near her, lift her head off the muddy ground, and then lightly slap her cheeks. "Marin! Hey, Marin!"

Her eyelids twitch several times. I sigh as she slowly opens her eyes. She quietly asks, "Kai…?"

She widens her eyes. "Kai?!"
She quickly sits up. A moment later, she grips one side of her head with her hand, grimacing. "Marin, are you okay?"

"Yeah… I'm fine…"
"What happened to you?"

"I don't really remember… I remember I got separated from everyone else when I fell into a hole like you… After that, I found this room and… I think I screamed when I lost my footing. I probably hit something with my head as I fell…" I look around. There aren't any rocks nearby. There's only a stick near her with one end burnt.

That's right… Where's Luna?!

"Marin! Kai! Are you out there?!" Luna exclaims in the distance behind me.

"Yeah! We're both over here!" I yell as I stand up. I offer my hand and ask, "Can you stand?"

"Thanks…" She takes it and then gets up while looking away from me. Something about her face makes me lose concentration.

Was she always a beauty…?
"Um… Kai?" she asks. I'm still holding her hand. I snap back to reality and let go.

"O-oh, sorry… Le-let's go!" I exclaim as I quickly pick up my weapon and turn around, heading in the direction of Luna's voice. What's wrong with me? Why am I nervous when I have Luna...?
I shake my head. Eventually, we rejoin the rest of the group, and they lead us to the stairs they found. I think back to the moment I was with Luna alone. I walk next to her and then ask, "By the way Luna…are you hurt at all from when you fell?"

She turns her head toward me and quirks an eyebrow. "What're you talking about?"

I knit my eyebrows and then say, "You know, when you found me at that intersection not that long ago. You said Marin suggested making those torches everyone else is holding…and you told me to wait at the intersection for to explore the passage on the right."

She continues to give me the same confused expression. "It's true Marin suggested that…but…"

"Kai, have ya gone crazy? Luna's been with us the entire time," Hiro informs. An ominous, cold feeling creeps down my back as I look down.

What? Did I imagine Luna doing all of that?

"Have you been drinking enough water? Dehydration can cause hallucinations…" Luna informs. I close and open my mouth repeatedly. The inside of my mouth is incredibly dry, and my lips are chapped.

"I haven't been, actually… Maybe that's what's wrong with me," I say weakly.

"Be glad that I can use Water magic!" Hiro exclaims. "I'll make ya some right now."

"Dimwit, do not do that. He cannot drink the water you make," Sitos says.

"What's that supposed to mean?!"

"Calm down, Hiroster. He's just referring to any kinda water created by Water magic. It's unhealthy to consume magical water as it's not the same thing as consuming actual water," Drugo informs.

"Oh, alright then… Sorry 'bout that, Sitos."

"I am used to it."

"Then what 'bout earlier? Well, never mind." We reach the staircase they mentioned a moment ago. They are made of the same stone as the rest of the structure we were in previously. We take the stairs down.

"By the way, I encountered the blue slime again earlier… We can't let it touch us at all," I say.

"Did it touch you? Are you hurt?" Luna asks as she grabs my left arm. I pull it away immediately.

"I'm fine! It didn't touch me at all, but I saw it touch a rat, well, I didn't see it, but it definitely did."

"Did you see it or not? Explain clearly," Sitos says.

"So I saw this rat… Then it started squeaking frantically after I lost sight of it around a corner. Several seconds later, blood splatters all over the ground. By the time I checked to see what happened, the rat's bloody corpse was on the ground, and I saw the blue slime going deeper into the passage," I explain.

"That sounds scary…" Marin says. 

"Seriously? Holy shit. It almost got to me when it started creeping up my sword earlier…"
"What're those things anyway?" Hiro asks. "I don't think I've seen 'em in any book at the Academy."

"I don't know, but maybe one of the teachers will! When we get back, we should tell them everything!" Luna suggests.

"Don't you think it's weird we haven't seen any of them since?" I ask as we ignore another floor we come across, going only deeper down.

"They are just slowpokes," Sitos says.

"Yeah, but there was that one I found creeping around. There might be more around here."

"You are worrying too much," Sitos says. We eventually reach the bottom after hundreds of steps, but there's no exit in sight. 

"Where's that exit you were talking about?" I ask.
"Hmm… It should be around here…" Drugo says as he goes toward a nearby wall, banging on the wall with the hilt of his sword. I nod my head and then go to a separate wall to do the same thing. Sitos and Hiro do the same thing on another wall. A noise resounds from Sitos' direction.

"It is here," Sitos informs. We gather near the wall in front of Sitos. Drugo and Sitos attack the wall with their weapons repeatedly at the same time. The wall eventually crumbles, revealing a secret passage. It feels like something is coming behind me. I turn around and then widen my eyes.

"Guys, we need to leave, now!" I exclaim as several of the blue slimes drop from above. They're combining to form bigger globs of goo. We hurry into the secret tunnel. The walls and ground are made out of rough stone, but the color is brownish rather than smooth gray stone in the place we were just in. The ceiling is just a few feet taller than me, and the width is only wide enough to comfortably fit the four of us running next to each other.

I turn around and then shoot a ball of fire from my left palm ahead using Scrap Mana. It illuminates the path behind us, revealing a wave of blue slime approaching us. As I continue to run behind the rest of my group, I exclaim, "Guys, it's catching up really fast! We need to do something!"

"Do what? We can't do anythin' to it, remember? I wish it stops followin' us instead," Hiro says.

"Wait… That is it! Hiro the Great, you said something useful!" Sitos exclaims.

"What'd you get from what he said?" I ask.

"Yeah, what'd I say?"

"We can make it stop following us…by creating a wall between us."

"You aren't suggesting that we…" I don't finish that sentence, aware of the dangers that it may bring.

"It is our only shot here. We have to take it. Bring down the ceiling," Sitos says. I stop running and then turn around. I point my right palm toward the ceiling with an underhand position. Luna stands beside me on my left side pointing toward the same point with both of her palms with underhanded positions too. Marin stands on my right and puts her hands on the wall next to her. I break down my Mana into Rich Mana.
"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"
"Twin flamethrowers!" Balls of fire fly out of my palm that bursts into flames on the ceiling. At the same time, a large amount of fire comes out both of Luna's palms toward the same point on the ceiling. The flames are constantly flowing out in a cylindrical-shaped fashion. I assume Marin is doing something within the ceiling. The blue slimes are closing in on us up ahead.

"Okay, Hiro the Great will assist you!" Hiro exclaims as he lunges forward with an underhanded swing. His weapon impacts with the ceiling. The force of his blow breaks the head of his hammer, but something vibrates and rumbles around us. Luna and I both stop using our magic and take several steps back. Hiro does the same after he tosses away his broken weapon. I close my eyes and put my hands in front of my face as small particles blow against my face.

"Kaister, get back!" Drugo exclaims. Someone pulls me back. Loud rumbling continues to resound for several seconds. I open my eyes. The path is completely blocked off by rocks.

It looks like those things aren't coming now… I sigh.
"Looks like the crisis is over. Good job, you four," Sitos says.

"You guys did good too. Drugo for discovering this passage, and you for coming up with the plan," I add.

"Wow! That's the first time Sitos ever complimented me!" Hiro cheers.

There are pink marks covering the back of Hiro's hands. I ask, "More importantly, are your hands okay? You were pretty close to the fire…" 

"Oh… Ow!" Hiro exclaims as he shakes both of his hands.
"That's just like you, Hiro," Luna says and then laughs. We all laugh. For some reason, Hiro's laughing too.

"Why're you laughing…?" I ask with doubt.

"I was just remembering that time I chased you around with the carrot again."

"That was hilarious!" Sitos exclaims. The laughing switches to me. I frown as I pinch my glabella between my thumb and index finger for a moment. I walk past everyone, continuing down the passage.

"That's enough standing around. Let's get out of here!"

"It's okay, Kai! I still like you," Luna says. I blush.

"Yo-you like me…?"

"Yeah, I do! And I like everyone else too!" She says with a smile. My heartbeat races as I reciprocate her smile.

"I see… I li-like you too…and everyone else, of course," I say as my eyes wander between her eyes and the wall behind her. Sitos suddenly walks between us.

"Let us leave. We have been standing here for too long," he says and then continues down the path. We follow him, going down the passage for nearly 20 minutes before there's an exit ahead, accompanied by the sound of rushing water. We stand at the edge of the exit. Apparently the exit leads to the back of a waterfall several hundred feet in the air.

"Uhh…" Hiro interjects. I chuckle at first, but I break into an uncontrollable laugh as I stand behind everyone. Everyone slowly turns their head around, saying nothing for several seconds.

"Umm… Kai…?" Luna asks.

"Wait, Kai…do not…" Sitos mutters. I don't let their words phase my determination. I stop laughing, but I grin at them and spread out my arms in preparation.

Hiro exclaims, "Kai, wait! I need to mentally pre—" 
I run while jumping and pushing forward with all my strength. I laugh loudly as I fall along with everyone else who is screaming their lungs out.

Chapter 28 – Academy Year 4 – Lost

"Woo!" I interject as I force my eyes open despite the water in my eyes and wind blowing against me.
 

"Fuck, get that away from me!" Sitos exclaims. My sword is next to Sitos' face. I rotate the direction of the blade away from him. I grin while staring at his face.

 

It's almost four years late but… I squeeze my right hand into a fist. There are only a few seconds left before we will land in the water. I punch him on the left side of his face, hold my breath, and then close my eyes.

 

"Kai, what the—" A splash resounds as we all dive into the water. The current pushes me downstream. My body inverts upside down and faces the cliff. I open my eyes, finding rocks along the cliff falling to the floor of the river. More fish than I can count swim in random directions, including against the flow of the river. I invert myself again and then swim toward where the others are heading. I dig my sword into the ground next to the stream and then pull myself up. I lie down on the grassy surface and sigh.

 

"Kai, ya bastard!" Hiro shouts with narrowed eyebrows and a frown. I grin and laugh.

 

"You alright, Sitoster?" Drugo asks as Sitos coughs out traces of water.

 

"You don't have to be so mad… We had to make it down one way or another," I say.

 

"Yeah, but… I wasn't prepared!"

 

"Don't worry. That feeling's nothing compared to how I felt when I thought I was gonna die because of something completely outta my control…"

 

I say with a smile while releasing murderous intent. Hiro doesn't talk back and only makes a small sound as he looks down. Sitos finally stops coughing. "Kai, why the hell did you punch me…?"

 

"Oh… I thought I might've hit you… My hand slipped. Sorry," I say with no remorse.

 

"I do not think your hand—"

 

"So, we never got around taking a second look at that statue," I mention as I stand up and then pull my sword out of the ground. I jump up and then cut off a small branch off a nearby tree. I pick it up and then bring it back to the others. "But we probably don't need to. I bet that was the 'Harbinger of Death.'"
 

"Sounds reasonable. Could it be that those blue slimes wiped the remaining Leps out?" Drugo asks as he cuts the branch into smaller pieces. 

 

"I think not. We were able to outrun those things on multiple occasions," Sitos says as he gathers the small pieces of wood in a pile.

"Yeah, the Leps would've had plenty of time to write something down in the library if those things appeared," Luna says as she herself in a circle around the wood. Sitos sighs as the rest of us do the same.

 
"It does not matter how they fucked up and died. What is important is why those glowing blue books were the same color as the slime."

 

My limbs go stiff. Luna ignites the wood with her magic. I gulp as I stare down into the emerging fire.

 

"Yeh! It was like those things used magic or somethin'."

 

"Marin, did you figure something out?" Luna asks.

 
"Yeah…no I was just thinking about something… So I thought…those things that caused the glowing blue… Like…they understand both the Lep and Human language…but they don't talk. So I was thinking they used Runic magic on the books…or something...while we weren’t looking… I don't know."

 
"That sounds like a stretch. How is it possible to translate a language without any knowledge of it? Kai, you have been quiet… What do you think?" Sitos asks. I look up, finding everyone's eyes on me.

 

"Uh…maybe there exists magic that we don't know about that can transmit knowledge to anyone? Maybe the glowing blue would appear differently depending on who was looking at it," I respond.

 

"Ugh!" Hiro interjects. "I don't wanna talk 'bout this anymore. We're just 4th year Academy students… Let's tell a teacher about everythin' and be done with it. I just wanna go home."

 
"Yes, enough of this nonsense. We need to figure out how to get home. Kai, I assume you got a good view of everything when you pushed everyone over?" Sitos asks with piercing eyes. I smile.

 

I'm not that absentminded like someone I know…

 

"Well, I tried looking, but the trees were really tall. Thickets surround this entire place. I didn't see an end to them…but how hard can it be? We simply have to follow along this cliff until we get back," I say while pointing to the direction of the cliff. "We know we fell several times from somewhere up there.

 

"Kaister's right. Following that general direction while going higher in elevation will get us home," Drugo adds. My stomach growls loudly. Everyone stares at me.

 

"I guess we should eat first!" Luna exclaims. 

 

Marin giggles. With a smile, she says, "I'll start preparing while everyone collects ingredients."

 

My eyes linger on Marin. Luna asks, "Some fish from the river would be great!"

 

"Leave that to us," Sitos says.

 

"Ehh…but why do all of us have to do that?" Hiro asks.

 
"If you prefer to have your guts mauled out by some passing monster in the forest, feel free to explore."
 
"We have Kai! He can take out anythin' with his magic! I'm not scared of anythin' with him around! We can eat somethin' new for a change. Right, Kai…? Kai?
 

I turn my head toward Hiro.

 

"Huh? Yeah, I'm gonna look for something over there," I say as I point and walk toward the cliff. I shake my head and then gulp. My heart is racing. Shit, why's this happening to me now?
 

"I'm goin' too!"

 

"Stay here, Hiroster," Drugo says. "You can help us catch different fish and other creatures from this river."

 

"But I wanna go monster huntin'…"

 
"Basically, you are scared that I will catch more fish than you." Sitos says and then chuckles. "I understand."

Two splashes resound behind me. "What?! I can catch way more than you! Just watch!"
Another splash resounds. 

"Kai! I'm coming with you!" Luna exclaims, running by my side with a smile. I smile back, feeling like I shouldn't evade her for now.

 

"Sure."

 

"Where're we going?"

 

"I don't know, somewhere over there I guess," I say while pointing to a direction and then turn toward her. My eyes linger around her chest. Specifically her bra that's visible. I face forward as she turns her head toward me. She makes a small noise and says nothing else. Several seconds pass.

 

"I don't mind if you see, Kai…" she says quietly with a sweet smile that makes my heart skip a beat. It takes me several seconds to process what she said. I blush and look away.

 

"I-I see…but I'm not gonna look…"

 

I cock an eyebrow. There's something at the bottom of the cliff next to the stream. I walk toward it, quickening my pace as it becomes visible. A turtle is struggling to break free from rocks atop it. I drop my sword, kneel down, lift up the rocks, and then move them aside, eventually freeing the creature.

 

Its shell measures about a foot from its tail to the head and has a complex pattern consisting of various shades of blue. The skin has tints consisting of two shades of dark green. There are multi-colored stripes consisting of red, orange, and yellow along each side of his head.  It keeps its left eye closed as blood leaks out of it while its right eye stares at me with a green glimmer. "Wow, you found something amazing! I heard turtles are great in soup!"

 

My mouth waters as I imagine the dish in my mind. The turtle retracts its head and limbs into his shell as Luna approaches it. It hisses. "Luna, wait."

 

"Hmm?"

 

"Maybe we shouldn't eat it… I mean…it probably thought he was gonna die slowly under those rocks, and then I saved him. It would be cruel if we took him back and ate him…" The turtle comes out of its shell and then crawls closer to me. It extends its head to my hand and then blows air on it.

 

"That tickles!" I exclaim and then pat it lightly on the head.

 

"Hmm…maybe it is kinda cute…" she says as she reaches out her hand. The turtle retracts its body parts again and hisses.

 

"Don't worry; she won't hurt you now!" The turtle comes out of its shell. Luna pets him on the head.

 

"That's amazing, Kai! It understands what you're saying. You should name it. Is it a boy or a girl?"

 

"Hmm… If I were to guess… I would say it's a boy. Guys don't forget their debts to people."

 

She narrows her eyebrows and asks, "What's that supposed to mean? Are you saying girls can't be grateful too?"

 

"No, I didn't say that…"

 

"Well, okay… What're you gonna name him?"

 

I sigh and then say, "Hmm… How about Rocky? I found him under some rocks, after all…"

 

I laugh. "You should put more thought into it!"

 

Rocky rubs his head against my leg. "Well… I guess he likes it. What're you gonna do with him? Take him back with us?"

 

"I'm not sure… I suppose we'll keep him company for now," I say as I get up. I pick up my sword. "Follow us, Rocky."

 

We lead him to the campfire, where Marin has completed her preparations. There are several fish in a pool of blood in a large pot next to the fire. I presume it goes on top of the stone pillars surrounding the fire. Marin cocks an eyebrow and asks, "You two are back already? What's that behind you?"

 

"Marin, let me introduce you! This is Rocky, a turtle Kai rescued," Luna says as she strokes the top of his shell.

 

"Oh, it's so cute! But his eye's injured…" Marin pets him on the head, avoiding the injury. Something splashes in the stream next to us. Hiro's holding onto something that's not a fish.

 

Is that an otter…?
 

Drugo and Sitos resurface soon afterward. They're holding onto bloody swords with several fish pierced through it. They swim onto land and then deposit into the large pot. Hiro exclaims, "This doesn't mean that I couldn't catch more fish than ya, just so ya know! Catchin' fish was too easy."
 

"Is that a fucking turtle?" Sitos asks.

 

"His name's Rocky. I decided not to eat him and be his friend instead," I say with a hand on top of his shell. He lounges on the grass with his limbs fully extended.

 
"What're ya guys makin' a fuss about over there?"

"Kai's new friend. His name's Rocky!" Luna exclaims.

"So I bring back this amazin' creature we've never eaten before, and Kai brings back this turtle we can't eat…" Hiro says as he prods Rocky in the head several times with his foot.

"What the hell is your point? It is impressive Kai has managed to tame a wild creature so quickly," Sitos says.

"Well, this otter that I just caught can be tame too!" Hiro exclaims as the otter continues to struggle in his grasp.

"Make him lie still on the ground like Rocky, and then I will believe it."

"Done!" Hiro exclaims. He bends slightly over and then slowly drops the otter to the ground. It continues to struggle. "Otter, stop moving for a second!"

It breaks free for a moment and runs away. Hiro catches it again with his back facing us. A crackle resounds. "Okay, otter, sit!" 

Hiro turns around and drops the otter to the ground. It doesn't move. "See? He's tame."

"Great, now tell him to run to me."

"Otter, run to Sitos!" The otter doesn't move as expected. "I give up. So what! I bet Kai couldn't make that turtle run to me either!"

"Well, Kai?" 

"Let me try. Rocky, run over to Hiro over there," I say and point to Hiro. Rocky stands up and then slowly makes his way to Hiro. "Good job!"

Hiro frowns, bends down, and then repeatedly pokes Rocky in the head. "Hey, Rocky… Run over to Sitos and bite him in the leg,"
 

Rocky hisses but Hiro keeps poking him. He opens his mouth and then bites his finger. 

 

"Ow!" Hiro interjects and then tries to pull his arm back. Rocky opens his mouth. "Damn turtle!"

 

I laugh and then exclaim, "Good job, Rocky!"

 

Rocky makes his way back to me. I lie down, spreading my limbs across like Rocky while waiting for our meal. Murderous intent seeps out of Hiro. I warn, "Hiro, just leave him alone. Don't you dare do anything to him."

 

"Don't worry I won't hurt 'im…" Hiro says as he suddenly picks up Rocky. "But I'm gonna get 'im back for bitin' my finger."

 

"It barely left a mark anyway. If he really wanted to bite you, he probably could've tasted your blood."

 

"Come on, Rocky! What're ya gonna do 'bout this?" Hiro asks as he violently shakes him back and forth in the air with a dumb grin on his face. Rocky spits a ball of water at Hiro. I widen my eyes as it splashes on his face. He drops Rocky.

 

"Drugo, did you see that?" Sitos asks as Hiro coughs.

 

"Yup, that was quite something."

 

"My eyes! They're burning!" Hiro yells as he covers his eyes with his hands.

 

"Get a grip, Hiro. It's just water," I say.

 

"This ain't just water! Shit!" Hiro shouts and then dives into the river. Rocky makes himself comfortable next to me again.

 

"What happened to Hiro?" Luna asks.

 

"He was bullying Rocky when suddenly Rocky spewed Water magic in his face," I explain.

 

"Rocky did that?"

 

"Yeah, isn't he amazing?" 

 

Hiro resurfaces and climbs back onto land. He exclaims, "Did ya see what that turtle did to me?! He's a monster! Kill 'im!"

 

"Calm down, Hiro. He's not a monster. I mean, look how harmless he is," I say as I turn to him, who is simply lounging on the grass.

 

"Even I remember a simple fact like this. Only monsters and people can use magic! He's not a person, so he's a monster!"

 

"It's true that we learned that, but we also learned that all living things have Mana. He could be one of the few creatures who don't follow that rule," Luna deduces. "Rocky's pretty amazing! By the way, someone needs to help us cut some of this since we don't have our usual supplies."

 

"I will do it," Sitos says immediately.

 

"I'll help too," I say, stand up, and then grab my sword. Hmm… This guy might be hungry too…
 

"Hey guys, you mind if Rocky takes one of those fish?"

 

"What?! You're gonna let that thing eat our food too? My hard work…"

 

"Shut up Hiro. You did not catch any fish. Go ahead and take one, Kai."

 

"Thanks," I say and then skewer one of the fishes. 

 

"Kai, take this too!" Marin exclaims as she hands me an extra large bowl. "It's just temporary, though."

 

I take it and then put the fish inside. I run my sword through the fish on each side, filleting it. I toss out the leftover skeleton and leave the flesh inside the bowl. I cut the two fillets into smaller bite-size pieces and then set the bowl in front of Rocky. "Here you go."

 

He stares at the bowl for several seconds while staying completely still. He opens his mouth and then water spills into the bowl. He chows down the pieces of fish in a matter of seconds. I wonder if that's enough to fill him up.

 

The others finish preparing the remaining fish and the otter Hiro caught. The girls decide to throw all the fish into the giant pot and then move it over the fire. When it's ready, each of us gets a bowl of soup along with a whole fish. As we enjoy it, pieces of the otter are cooked dry over the campfire. We spend nearly an hour eating and regaining our energy.

 

"It is starting to get dark. We need to get moving," Sitos says as he gets up.

 

"Kai, what're you gonna do about Rocky?" Luna asks.

 

"I've been thinking about it, and I think it's better if we leave him here. He should probably stay in his habitat," I say as I stand up and pick up my sword.

 

"Ya hear that Rocky? Kai's abandonin' you! I'm glad we can finally be rid of this thing," Hiro says with a smile. Rocky charges toward Hiro's legs and then knocks him over. "Ah!"

 

We laugh. He stands back up and says, "Damn, this turtle bullyin' me until the very end…"

 

"I think that's his way of saying goodbye," Marin says.

 

"I should show him my way of expressin' goodbye…" Hiro says with murderous intent creeping out of his glare.

 

"Forget him and let us go," Sitos says as he walks toward the side of the cliff. The others follow.

 

"Well, this is it, Rocky. Go back to where you came from and enjoy the rest of your life," I say and then follow behind everyone else. I stop and turn around as his footsteps follow me. I plunge my blade into the dirt between us. "You can't follow me, Rocky. Seriously, go back to where you came from."

 

He doesn't move for several seconds. I sigh. He stares at me motionless with his green eye. I pick him up and then walk toward the river. He exhales small bursts of air on my face. I drop him into the river. He resurfaces, swimming in place with his head fully extended toward me. Hiro exclaims, "Hurry up, Kai!" 

 

"Yeah, coming! Well. This is goodbye, Rocky. I hope you find some friends, so you don't have to be lonely," I say, turn back, grab my sword, and then run to where the others are waiting. I glance back briefly, finding that he's still in the same position. I catch up with the others and then look back. He's gone. I smile.

 

"You liked him, huh?" Luna asks as she walks by my side.

 

"Yeah, I guess."

 

"You should be more enthusiastic! I know you liked him a lot."

 

"Wha-why do you say that?"

 

"Why? Well, that's obvious."

 

"It is the first time you have been passionate about something since our second year," Sitos answers. I knit my eyebrows.

 

Hmm… Now that I think about it, they're right. We travel along the cliff for nearly two hours with no end in sight to the thicket. Luckily, we don't encounter any monsters along the way. It gets completely dark, though, so we stop. While the others are gathering some wood, I rest on the ground. 

 

Suddenly, it feels like I forgot something. I raise my eyebrows as I remember I'm still wearing the backpack, but it's light. A very cold shiver goes down my spine. No… Please, no…
 

I take off my backpack while no one is looking. I keep my eyes widened as I gulp and then look inside. My mind becomes blank as I find a large hole on the bottom. Traces of the thread holding the backpack together is broken. Did it fall out when we fell the first time…? No, I definitely still had the book when we were reading those books…
 

I gape as I think where the book might be. Luna asks, "Kai, what's wrong?"

 

I turn around, finding Luna looking over my shoulder. I twitch my body once and then reply, "No-nothing…"

 

"That doesn't look like nothing! That's a big hole… Did you lose something?" I look down and grit my teeth.

 

"Yeah, something like that…but don't worry it wasn't anything important!" Her facial expressions tell me that she has more to say, but she doesn't say anything. Eventually, everyone retires for the night and falls asleep. I stay wide awake, still thinking about the book. Something rustles near me. Luna's walking away from the campfire. I stand up and then follow her. Where's she going…?
 

She stops behind a tree. I quietly say, "Hey Luna…"

 

She's crouching with her shorts down by her feet. I stiffly still and blush. I turn back around and say, "Sorry."

 

"Wait, you don't have to leave. You can't sleep, right?"

 

"Yeah…" I respond as I walk backward carefully, resting my back against the other side of the tree Luna's against.

 

"Were you thinking about the thing you lost?" I don't say anything. My heart beats faster. "Are you trying to keep a secret? I won't tell anyone."

 

I gulp and then answer, "Yeah… Emdos entrusted me with something important, and I lost it."

 

"We all can look for it together… If you tell us what it is."

 

"Even if you knew… I don't think we can find it. I'm sure I lost it back at that Lep village."

 

"I see…but when we tell the teachers about this, they'll send people down there. Then, they can look for whatever you lost."

 

"Maybe…" I say with doubt, knowing that I shouldn't take that risk. My heart skips a beat when Luna jumps out in front of me.

 

"All done."

 

"I-I see… So are you going back to sleep now?"

 

"Nope. I couldn't sleep either. I have nights like this a lot… I stay awake while thinking about stuff."

 

"Stuff?" I ask and cock an eyebrow. She has a strange smile. It's a smile I saw once before two years ago as she made the punishment soup for Sitos.

 

"All kinds of stuff, like…why do bad people exist? Why do people do bad things? Maybe monsters are the same as us… Some are bad, and some are good, like Rocky," she explains as she rests her back against another tree trunk in front of me.

 

"Maybe some of those bad people aren't really bad… They might have a reason where they have no other option except do bad things."

 

"What about the people that are actually bad? Should you feel sad if they die? I know bad people kill good people and don't feel guilty…but what if a good person kills a bad person? Does the good person become a bad person? Should that person feel sad or guilty after killing a bad person?" I think about her questions in silence. I can't come up with an answer. Nearly half a minute passes.

 

"I don't know… Bad people wouldn't hesitate to kill a person or do bad things to people. I think good people shouldn't have to stoop down to their level. They don't have to kill the bad person… They could throw them behind bars instead. I'm sure there are other ways to solve a problem other than killing a person. But if they don't have any other choice other than to kill the bad person, I don't think they should feel guilty or sad. To begin with, they had to kill them because they were bad…"

 

The strange smile on her face melts into a grin. "I understand now! Thanks, Kai!"

 

"Sure," I say with a smile. I'm not sure how I helped her, but I'm happy to see her smile. "By the way, what—"

 

Something rustles nearby in more than one direction. It closes in on us. Two boars appear from afar, charging toward us. I yell, "Run!"

 

I run back to the camp. "Everyone, get up! Monsters!"

 

I pick up my sword from the ground. As everyone else gets up, I point my right palm forward toward the boars charging at us. Their skin is red, and their husks are shaped differently than the boars we fought at the Academy. "Fireball! Fireball!"

 

I shoot a ball of fire at each of them. They explode into flames directly on its face, but they don't stop charging. It only leaves behind a minor burn mark. What?!
 

"Kai, dodge!" Sitos warns. I snap back to reality and jump off to the side to dodge the boar's charge.

 

They're faster too! They turn around and then charge back toward us. Hiro stands in front of them.

 

"All right, my turn! Water ball!" A globe of water appears from his palm and heads toward them. The boars dodge it. "Water ball! Water ball! Water ball!"

 

Hiro shoots more balls of water at them, but none of them land. The second boar turns to another direction as the first one continues forward. "Damn it! Ya can't dodge it at this range! Water ball!"

 

Hiro shoots another ball of water from his palm ten feet away from the first charging boar. Something red sparkles from its mouth. I raise my eyebrows. A breath of fire comes out of the boar's mouth. The ball of water goes through, extinguishing some of the flames and drenches the front of the boar. More flames come out of the boar's mouth forward by five feet and increasing. Hiro jumps to the side at the last second. "Argh!"

 

A small part of the center of Hiro's shirt is burnt away. Sitos moves in on this boar with his left palm out and shouts, "Lightning!"

 

A yellow bolt of lightning comes out of Sitos' left palm toward the first boar. Electricity sparks on the surface of the boar's skin as it stops its charge. I knit my eyebrows as I look closer on the drops of water falling from the boar. They fall perpendicular to the sides of the boar instead of dripping down to its legs. I raise my eyebrows. Wait a minute… That's not skin…that's fur!
 

"Sitos, run!" I warn, but Sitos is already charging in. The second boar appears out from wherever it went and then flanks Sitos on the side. Luna blows it off course with a burst of Wind magic. Drugo runs alongside Sitos, blocking one of its tusks while Sitos blocks the other. I charge toward the side of the boar they're fighting now that it's still. I prepare to attack, but before I land the blow, the boar suddenly tilts his head up with a jump. It pushes Sitos and Drugo away. I stop my charge and then jump back.

 

"Everyone! Come up here! I don't think they can get to us that way!" Marin exclaims from above me. I raise my eyebrows.

 

There was that option too! Okay… I run to the tree Luna's climbing and drop my weapon on the ground. I climb at least 15 feet where the two girls are, and the others follow right behind me. Tremors vibrate the entire tree as the boars repeatedly bump into the tree.

 

"Hey, ain't stayin’ up here actually bad? They're gonna use that breath of fire again. Here it comes!" Hiro exclaims as both boars use their breaths of fire aimed up the tree. It only reaches about half the distance up. The tree doesn't burn.

 

"We're fine. The tree has some Mana to protect itself from the effects of the fire," Drugo says.

 

"So, we're just gonna wait up here until those things go away…?" Hiro asks.

 

"Probably until the sun comes up again…" I say while yawning. "It's not so bad up here. We can lean against the trunk of the tree to get a resting position for sleep. We just need to climb onto different branches for it to work."
 
"What happens if I lose my balance and fall?" Hiro asks.

"Is it not obvious? You are fucked," Sitos says.

"Someone needs to keep watch for any new complications to our situation too. I don't know about you guys, but I'm gonna stay up and keep watch," I say.
 

"We're both gonna stay up too, right Marin?" 

 

"Sure."

 

"It cannot be helped… I will stay up too." 

 

"Friends, we'll endure it together."
 

"Count me out! I'm gonna sleep here, good night!" Hiro exclaims as he puts his back against the trunk of the tree and then closes his eyes. Everyone silently watches the boars continuing to bang their heads against the base of the tree.

 

"How about we play a game to pass the time?" Marin asks. "Sheila taught me this word game a long time ago, and we played it all the time!"

 

"Who's Sheila? The maid who's like your second mom?" Luna asks.

 

"Yep, that's her. Basically, we take turns in order saying words. The next person has to say a word or name that starts with the letter of the last word without ever repeating the same word. You only have five seconds to answer or you lose."
 

"Sounds interesting!" Luna exclaims. "I guess you start, Marin."

 

"Okay… Hmm…Tree."

 

"Eleven," Luna says.

 

"Night," I say.

 

"Trunk," Sitos says.

 

"Kitchen," Drugo says. We continue playing our game for about five minutes, and Hiro makes a fuss about leaving him out. In the end, he doesn't sleep and joins us. Eventually, the two boars leave, but we keep still, only playing our game to pass the time. Around 10 hours pass.

 

"Fireball…" I say weakly. Luna doesn't say anything as her head bobs forward. My eyes widen as she tilts further forward. "Hey, Luna!"

 

I move my arm in front of her, stopping her from falling. "Oh, sorry…umm… I guess you win that one. Marin, start us with a new word… Marin?"

 

"Huh?" Marin interjects.

 

"House!"

 

"Luna, I don't think that was her word…" I say and then yawn. I rub my eyes and suggest, "I think we can get off this tree and continue our way back to the Academy. It's bright enough now."

 

My eyes feel sore, and they're hard to keep open. My entire body aches and my joints are stiff. It takes a while for us to climb down the tree with our joints stiffened up. It takes ten minutes for everyone to get down. 

 

I pick up my weapons before we continue our travels. We wander aimlessly along the cliffs for what feels like hours, but we find our way out of the thicket. If by some miracle, we don't encounter any monsters along the way. 

 

We go in the direction that leads farther along the edge of the cliff we followed the entire time. We find ourselves in a big open area with few trees in sight. There are numerous amounts of hills and lush florae atop the grassland. Several different types of creatures are in sight, but they don't appear to be hostile. We ignore them and continue along the trail.

 

"Hey! There're some people up ahead!" Hiro shouts and quickens his pace ahead of the group.

 

"Hiro, slow down!" I shout as I try to catch up with him. Hiro stops running and stands still. As I get close enough to the people, I stop too and gape. Two people in armor lie on the ground in a pool of blood. There's an unarmed middle-aged couple surrounded by three shady-looking men who have both armor and weapons equipped. One of the three men turns toward us. I gulp.

 

"Hey! It looks like we've got company! It's a group of kids. One of you, come with me to take care of 'em!" Two of them charge toward us wielding only a sword.

Chapter 29 – Academy Year 4 – Home

"Hiro, don't just stand there!" I exclaim. He turns tail while the others catch up. I run with him before facing the two charging at us when Sitos catches up.

"I'll take the guy on the left," Sitos claims, preparing to swing his sword.

 I focus my eyes on the one ahead of me. We clash our swords a few seconds before the one behind him clangs his weapon against Sitos'. All the joints in my body ache as he pushes my sword back. Sitos is also having trouble. I grit my teeth and grimace, putting all my strength into pushing him back. It doesn't work. I need to get away!
Before his weapon nearly pushes my own into my neck, I want to jump backward, but my legs don't respond. Move damn it! 
The man in front of me clicks his tongue and looks toward Sitos. My legs give out as the man pulls back, apparently switching his attention to Sitos. 

"Sitoster, watch out!" Drugo exclaims as he runs past me. 

A flame sphere appears behind the man Sitos is fighting. It goes on a straight path toward his back, bursting into flames. "Argh!"

Sitos jumps back, joining up with Drugo. The man hit by the flame sphere drops to his knees. "I felt somethin' hot behind me. What the hell was that?"

"I saw some fireball appear behind you," the other man explains, making way back to his comrade. "These aint yer average kids."

I find the energy to stand back up, making my way to Sitos and Drugo in front of me. The others stand behind us.

"Six against two. Give up," Drugo says. The two men drop their weapons on the ground almost simultaneously.

Both men grovel, and the one hit by Fire magic says, "Okay, okay! We give up!"

I drop my stance, as do the others. Their other friend comes running toward us. "What're ya two doin'?!"

I tense up and ready my weapon, but one of the two on the ground says, "Bro, we can't win. Let's just give up."

The man drops his weapon, puts his hands in the air, and walks toward us. I relax.

"What do we do with these people now?" I ask.

"That couple over there will know what to do," Drugo says.

"Marin, let's go talk to those two."

"Sure." With that, the two girls run toward the couple. Suddenly, the man walking toward us changes direction. Before any of us can react, he grabs Luna and pulls out a dagger with his other hand. He points it to her neck.

"Luna!" Marin screams.

Damn, doesn't he care about his two friends here?! I grit my teeth.
Drugo exclaims, "Hey, what're you—"

The two groveling men suddenly have weapons in their hands. One of them stabs Drugo through the leg while the other one slashes with a sweeping motion toward me. I hold up my weapon at the last second, jumping backward at the same time. My guard breaks easily, and my legs suffer a shallow cut. Sitos jumps over the sweep and cuts the man across his shoulder, between the gaps of his armor. Drugo retaliates and stabs the other man through the arm that stabbed his leg.

"My arm!" one of the men screams. Sitos kicks the other man to the ground, pointing his sword in front of his face.

"Whadaya think yer doin'?! I have yer friend right—" The man holding Luna hostage suddenly trips as he's walking backward and interjects, "Argh!"

He lets go of her as he's pushed away by Luna. There's something smoking around his abdominal region.

Sitos says, "Give up. Don't move or I will—" 
The man under his foot attacks him. Sitos pulls back his weapon to defend, but his arm gets cut in the process. He pulls back and clicks his tongue.

"Or you'll what?" the man asks and snickers. He gets back on his feet and continues, "Yer only kids after all."

"Don't forget 'bout me!" Hiro exclaims, running around the man. He points his right palm at the man and shouts, "Water ball!"
A sphere of water appears from Hiro's palm, eventually bursting on the side of the man, drenching him in water. Sitos charges at the man, pointing his left palm toward the man. "Lightning!"

A yellow bolt of lightning comes out of Sitos' palm. Sparks of electricity fly all around the man. He screams a cry of pain before loosening his grip on his weapon and collapses on the ground.

I walk over, pick up the sword, and toss it in a random direction. The other man lies on the ground unconscious with a small pool of blood forming around his right arm. Drugo in a crouched position still has a sword stuck in his leg. A bad feeling envelops me as the sound of a man screaming pierces my ears. I focus my attention toward Luna. Fire comes out of both of her palms on a straight path on the man. The flames cover the man as he rolls on the ground.

 "Luna stop!" Marin exclaims while grabbing Luna from behind. Subsequently, she stops, but the man still rolls on the ground as he flails around his body parts. He continues to burn.

"Hiro put him out!" I exclaim as I run toward the burning man. He follows me. By the time we get to him, he stops burning, and his body smokes. He doesn't move. Glimpses of the skin that's visible on his arms, neck, and face have a bubbly appearance. Parts of his skin bleed, whereas other parts look pinkish or black.

I cover my mouth as a nauseating, thick smell enters my nostrils. It resembles a mixture of metallic and sulfuric odors. I'm unable to control myself and vomit on the ground, but the smell lingers as if I taste it inside my mouth.

"Kai, are you okay?" Luna asks, apparently unaffected by the odor. Marin runs away, probably to throw up too. 

"Yeah…" I gulp before asking, "Is he dead?"

"I don't know. Maybe?"

I kneel down to the pan and put a finger on his neck. He has no pulse. I gulp before announcing, "He's dead."

I get up and wipe my finger on my pants.

"Oh well. I don't have to feel bad since he left me with no choice, right?" Luna asks, smiling. 

Is this my fault…? I did say all that...but...talking about it and doing it are different matters.
I don't want to say anything that might make her sad. I ignore the uneasy feeling and with a smile say, "Yeah, it's his fault."

Still tasting the vomit in my mouth, I step away from the corpse. The middle-aged couple approaches us.

"I don't know who you are, but thank you for saving us," the man says. They both bow. "We don't have much to give you as a reward, but we can surely reward you if you accompany us back to Eruu."

"That won't be necessary. Can you tell us how to get to Drymo? We're a little lost," I explain. They briefly turn to each other before looking back at us.

"We don't mind, but…it looks like your friend over there won't make it," the man says, pointing in a direction behind me.

I turn around. Drugo's on the ground with the sword still lodged in his leg. His right arm is supported by Sitos. 

"Drugo!" I shout as I run over to him. He breathes hard and sweat drips down his face.

"We need to dress that wound. Take that sword out of him, and I'll wrap his leg around this," the man says, carrying his shirt in his hands. Sitos and Hiro hold Drugo down as I grab on the sword. Drugo's body twitches as I pull out the sword. Blood rushes out of his wound. The man rolls up his shirt and ties a knot around the injury. Sitos and Hiro help him stand him.

"Our village is not that far from here. Hang on until then," the man says. Marin joins back with us before the couple leads us to their village. We keep a slow, steady pace, eventually arriving at their village within the hour. 

"Wait here," the man instructs. The couple walks ahead of us and talks to the guards in front of the gate. After about a minute, the guards open the gate, and the couple comes back. "We're nearly there."

We follow the couple into the village, eventually leading us to a large farm. Plentiful amounts of produce litter the fields and dozens of cows graze in the grassy plains on the side. We enter the house at the end of the field.

"Mom, Dad, is that you?" 

"We're back. Is Derek still sleeping?"

"Yes, welcome ba…" a young woman appears from the hallway and asks, "Who are our guests?"

"We only made it back safely because of them."

"Oh, no… Wa-was it him?"

"No, it wasn't. But they recognized us. Sorry Ariane. But there's no hope for him now."

"Th-there has to be a misunderstanding! Ragnar would never—"

"People change."

"But—"

"Not another word. We need to leave to bring the doctor here. This child needs prompt medical attention. Take care of them while we’re gone."

"Wait!" The door closes behind them. Ariane sighs before saying, "Bring him over here. I'll take a look at him."

Sitos and Hiro help Drugo over to a chair. She unties the blood-drenched shirt and puts her palm over his wound. A faint green light glows around her palm. I raise my eyebrows before asking, "Is that Healing magic?"

"Yes."

"That's amazing. You have a rare talent! When did you graduate from the Academy?" Luna asks.

Ariane frowns before answering, "I didn't go to the Academy."

"Are you like Kai then? A renowned person had taught him before he enrolled at the Academy," Luna says.

"I learned from Ragnar," Ariane says with a smile. "Your leg should be fine now. Why don't I look at the rest of you now?"

Drugo stands up and stretches his legs, bending them several different ways. "Yup, I think I made a full recovery." 

"I don't understand. Why're your parents getting the doctor if you could just do that?" I ask as she moves to look at everyone else's injuries.

"My parents don't approve of magic. They often reprimanded me for practicing."

"That's weird. Why would they disapprove?" I ask.

"It's a long story." My stomach grumbles. She laughs before saying, "Why don't I get you something to eat first? You must be starving."

She brings us some bread to snack on before continuing her story. "People with magic talent were a rare thing in our village, but there was a talented pair that appeared about 40 years ago. They were Ragnar's parents. They learned magic on their own and were the pride of the village. Tourist attraction, wealth, trade, business…everything increased over the years they racked up achievements in other places around the world. It was known that they were born and raised in this village. The years after that, the children of age of this village were entered into the Academy in hopes of cultivating unripe fruit.

"The villagers say they never heard back from those children again. They only learned of their demise nearly a decade down the line. About two years after Ragnar was born, his parents met an unfortunate end. My parents who were close friends with his parents say that their fame attracted all kinds of bad people. Among them were those who hunted the strong. Ever since the news of their deaths reached the village, it has been taboo to use magic."

"I've never heard of magic usage being taboo," I say. "Is Ragnar a close friend of yours? It sounded like he was in some kinda trouble."
Ariane sighs. "Yeah… Sorry, just listen to me talk for a while longer. I just want someone to hear this. I told you earlier that Ragnar is the one who taught me how to use magic. Like his parents, he was highly gifted in magic. He learned on his own behind the backs of his grandparents and the eyes of the villagers. He wanted to go to the Academy, but he never got to. Neither of us did. He dreamed of going on adventures like his parents did. He was always happiest when he talked about exploring the world. 

"Two weeks ago, he was tasked with a job to establish new business relations with a nearby village. Since his grandparents wanted him to inherit their business, they wanted to give him experience in that sort of thing. But, he never came back. We feared the worst. A few days ago someone thought they witnessed him together with some hoodlums. The village organized a group to rescue him, but yesterday he suddenly returned. He said, 'I got away,' and we left it at that. 

"I was just glad he was back, unharmed. There was an air about him that was different, but I didn't know exactly what. He started asking me questions like if I wanted to explore the world with him among other things. I regret I didn't give him an answer… Later that night I heard he knocked out the guards and opened the gate for the same hoodlums he was with earlier. They took a large chunk of the village's supplies and rode off. My parents said he was leading them…the bandits. Even if it's true, I won't believe he's doing it out of malice. I've known him my entire life. There's no way he’d hurt anyone. Everyone's eyes are clouded." She grits her teeth.

"It doesn't sound like he's a bad person. Right, Marin?" Luna says.

Marin smiles. "Yeah, I hope you clear up the misunderstanding." 

"Thanks," Ariane smiles before continuing, "I feel a lot better now."

The door opens. "We're back."

The couple enters the living room along with another man. The couple widens their eyes as they look at us. They turn to Ariane before exclaiming, "Ariane! We've told you again and again! To never use your magic! You'll be happier in the end. You don't understand now."

"Happy? I'll never be happy as long as you treat Ragnar like some criminal!"

"Darling, it's done. We reported to the head, and he officially exiled him from this village. By tomorrow, all of Drosera will learn of his bounty. Forget about him."

"Wha-wha-what…" Ariane mutters while gaping at the floor. Nearly five seconds pass before she grimaces and shouts, "I hate you!"

She storms off, opens a door, and slams it behind her.

"Sorry you had to see that. She's been very unstable over the past week. Since the doctor is already here, why don't you let him take a look at you?"

"Sure," Drugo answers, following the doctor into another room. The door closes behind him.

"I understand you guys want to return to Drymo, where the Academy is located. I can arrange for transportation to leave today if you'd like. I hope you decide to rest here for at a least a day so we can repay you, but we won't force you to stay," the man informs. 

"Guys, I just remembered… We have the keyword test tomorrow! What're we gonna do if we don't make it in time?" Hiro asks.

"Not tomorrow. The day after tomorrow, moron," Sitos corrects him before continuing, "There is no problem if we stay here for a day."

"So that's how it is. Do you guys have more food around here?" I ask, feeling like my stomach is bottomless. 

"Of course! We don't live on a farm for nothing! We'll do our best to deliver you the best meals until you depart tomorrow!" the woman exclaims. 

We enjoy a mini-banquet of food dishes we rarely got to eat at the Academy. We alternate the remainder of the day between eating and sleeping. It continues to the next day.

"Good luck! Come back anytime!" the man shouts as our wagon leaves. Ariane, her parents, and her little brother wave as we ride away from the village.

I sigh. "The last two days felt like forever. I'm definitely gonna take a nap in our old room when we get back."

"How the hell can you say that after sleeping for an entire day?" Sitos asks with doubt. "Take your nap after we inform the teachers on what happened."
A chill goes down my spine as I remember the lost book. What am I gonna do…? I have to convince everyone to keep everything a secret…but how…?
My head plays out several different scenarios, but none of them seem viable. I stop thinking when Sitos suddenly asks, "Kai, do you have anything else to add?" 

"Huh?" I ask, unsure of what he means by that.

"Are you deaf? Like I was saying… We plan to tell the teachers everything what I just said. Do you have anything you want to add?" he asks again, but I have no idea what they've said.

"Uhh…well…I don't think we should tell them anything," I answer. "We ended up ruining the floor and lost the couch. They might kick us out because of that or make us pay for it. I don't wanna take that chance."

Sitos laughs. "The damages were not that bad. I am sure someone could easily fix that hole we made. More importantly, I bet the reward we would get for reporting everything we found would be worth a lot more."

"Yeah! Maybe we'll be famous too! And they can make me a new hammer."

"So no one wants to add anything else?" My mouth opens, but no words come out. "Then it is settled."

What am I gonna do if they find that book? What am I gonna tell Emdos…? Shit! Why did I have to lose it in the first place?! I recall the unexplainable occurrences revolving around the book throughout my years.
"Kai, what's wrong?" Luna asks. "You look pale."
"It-it's nothing…I'm just tired. I'm gonna take a nap," I say and close my eyes, lounging my elbows over the edge of the wagon. Several of them laugh. 

"Un-fucking-believable," Sitos says.

I can't help but keep thinking about the book. Hiro asks, "Do ya think we'll encounter any monsters around here? After…and…"

…

I open my eyes forcefully while jerking my body forward, feeling like something grabbed me. Huh? What was that…?
I look around. A familiar setting surrounds me. This is…the Residential District…
The others look at me blankly. I scratch my head and smile. "I just had a bad dream. By the way, did someone grab me before I woke up?"

They look at each other before turning back to me. They respond nearly in unison, "No…"

Something still lurks at the back of my mind, so I ask, "Did you see anyone suspicious?"

They give each other confused looks before Sitos asks, "What the hell are you talking about? That must have been a really bad dream."

Feeling the atmosphere tensing up, I laugh. "Yeah, never mind."

"Did someone chase ya with a giant carrot?" Hiro asks with a straight face then breaks into laughter. 

I frown and narrow my eyebrows. "No, what the hell? I'm not scared of that anymore!"

"Then tell us what ya dreamed 'bout!"

"I didn't have a dream," I say accidentally, realizing my mistake after the fact. Hiro gives me a neutral look before melting into a grin.

"Kai's in denial! He's still scared of carrots!"

"No, that's not true!" I say, feeling hot puffs of air exit my nostrils. I sigh then say, "Never mind…"

The wagon rider takes us all the way to the bottom the hill that leads up to the Academy. We thank him before heading up to the entrance. The two guards standing by the main entrance give us a few strange looks.

"Wait a minute. What is with all that blood staining your clothes? You are not 5th-year students yet, are you? I have never seen those weapons before either…"

"Let us pass. We have something of foremost importance to pass to the teachers," Sitos says.

"That will have to wait. We need to verify who you are first."

Fulharm walks into our view and looks our way. "Oh! If it isn't Emdos' pupil, Kai!"

"Emdos? Glacius?" one the guards asks.

"That's right," Fulharm says.

"Oh, we are sorry about that mix-up! You and your friends can pass!" one of the guards says.

I raise my eyebrows. Wow, if I had known how people would act if they knew Emdos taught me, I would've mentioned it so much sooner! Is Glacius his other name…?
"Fulharm, we have something to tell you," Sitos informs as he leads us to a secluded area. Fulharm stares at the weapons in our hands.

"I'm a little interested in where you got those weapons…"

Sitos give him a summary of everything that happened. 
"I see…" he says as he rubs his chin. "I'll let some of the other teachers know about this, so don't tell anyone else. Fixing that floor for you won't be a problem. I'll do it myself."

"Whatabout our reward?" Hiro asks. 
"Hmm… I'll mention it after I pass it along some of the other instructors, along with a replacement for that hammer. In the meantime, I'll take those weapons off your hands."

We give him the three swords. He heads off in another direction. "I'll be in your room, 1C, to fix the floor after I store these weapons."

With that, we head back to our dormitory. I say, "Well if you'll excuse me…I'm gonna go take a nap in my old room."

I wave at the others before going into our old home, the door unlocked. I lock the door, take off my empty backpack, and then fall on my bed. It's nice to finally sleep in my own bed…
I fall asleep.
Chapter 30 – Princess Irene –Façade

"It sounded like it came from one of the upper floors," Leila informs.

 

"It must be Jack!" We reach the entrance we entered earlier today. I pull the double doors open, not stopping to think why they're unlocked. With the three paths in front of me, I declare, "I'll take the left staircase!"

 

"And I'll go right!"

 

I sprint up the stairs, skipping several steps with every lunge. The sound of the metal doors closing echoes behind me. The stairs curve toward the right. It splits into two more paths. The stairs continue on the left and the right leads into a hallway. While holding my breath, I listen to my surroundings. A tiny sound comes from the hallway. I sprint toward it.

 

Thoughts of someone hurting Irene or worse play in my head. I shake my head and grit my teeth. Please be safe! 

 

Using the occasional screams that resound, I navigate through the various hallways.

 

"Help!" Irene screams. Her voice is close. Light from a room with an open door ahead illuminates the dark hallway. My heart beats faster with every step I take. 

 

I finally make it to the door and look inside. I widen my eyes. Nauseating memories appear in my head. I squeeze my eyes shut as I put a hand over the scar tingling across my chest. This time's different…
 

I open my eyes, walk forward, and then yell, "Irene!"

 

"Who is there?!" The man on top of Irene yells. He turns half his body around. I raise my eyebrows as I continue to walk forward.

 

"You… You're Reid," I say while frowning and narrowing my eyebrows. Irene makes muffled noises behind his left hand covering her mouth. She lies on the floor, wearing nothing except her underwear with her hands wrapped around his left arm. With only his shorts on, Reid widens his eyes and drops his jaws. Irene's judgment was wrong after all?
 

"Wait! There is an explanation for this!" he says as he turns around completely and stands up. He puts his hands in front of him. "It—"

 

I grab his neck, digging my fingers into his skin and thrust on against a nearby wall. He makes choking noises and grabs my arm with both of his. I move my head inches away from his face and say, "I had a feeling you were full of shit. By the time I'm done with you, you're gonna beg me to kill you…"

 

I grab the sword on the left side of my hip with my left hand. I start to unsheathe it, but someone grabs my left arm. I turn to see who it was. It's Irene. She frowns with quivering lips. What's she doing? Why's she stopping me? Reid just…
 

Her eyes tell me everything without her saying a word. I remember the promise I made with Irene. I hold back my demons for now and sigh. I let go of my sword and Reid. He coughs and gasps for air.

 

"Start talking," I demand. "If you lie…something bad will happen."

 

"I-I got that already…but…" Reid responds while darting his eyes around.

 

"But what?"

 

"Can you let me put on my clothes first? They are right over there." He points to a shirt and pants lying on the ground across the room next to the bed.

 

"Fine," I say and turn back to Irene. I take one of my swords and cut the ropes binding Irene's hands. 

 

"I'm glad you came back, but what're you doing here?" Irene asks. 

 

"There was something we needed to check again at the library." 

 

She smiles and says, "Oh! Leila's here too then, right?"

 

I can't help but stare at her chest. I gulp and force my eyes to look somewhere else, but my focus is still there. "Yeah…"

 

I look around the room for her dress. It is on the floor across the room. I notice Reid still hasn't gotten dressed. He has his pants in his hands, but he's not putting it on. He grins widely. A second later, something rumbles in the distance. The floor occasionally vibrates beneath my feet. I raise my eyebrows and run toward Reid. He has one of his hands inside the pocket of his pants. I grab his arm and remove it from the pocket. He holds onto a Slave Remote.

 

I narrow my eyebrows and say, "You bastard…"

 

He laughs. "You will regret raising your hand against me!"

 

These vibrations… It can't be an Elf, so it must be one of the larger variants of the Xog… Is it an Ogre, Minotaur…or something else?
 

"Did you shit your pants? You will have to thank my benefactor for that one."

 

A benefactor…? Reid is still grinning in front of me. Damn he's so annoying…
 

I click my tongue and punch him in the face with a right hook. He lets out a cry of pain. I grab Irene's dress and run for the exit.  I hold out her dress in front of her and say, "Irene, take this and let's go. We need to leave."

 

She takes it and follows me into the hallway. 

 

"Kai!" Leila yells. She's running toward us from the opposite end of the hallway I came from. The rumbling grows louder. A large silhouette emerges behind her. It's at least 15 feet tall. "It's an Ogre! We need to take this outside!"

 

An Ogre? 15 feet's unheard of…
 

I run with Irene in the direction I came. "We can't fight outside!"

 

"Why not? You know my magic's not as effective otherwise."

 

I think about Marin and Ruby. "It'll be bad if we draw unwanted attention. Just fight him here."

 

I start to slow my pace.

 

"No, keep running. He's fast and we can't avoid that troublesome weapon in this narrow hallway. If we can't go outside…then the only other open area I know of is the library. Lead me back to the entrance, and I'll lead the rest of the way," Leila says, eventually catching up to us in pace. "By the way, what happened?"

 

She looks at Irene. I answer, "It was Reid. He tried to—"

 

A roar resounds behind us, and the rumbling intensifies. I glance behind me.  At this rate, he's gonna catch up!
 
"Irene, I'm gonna carry you so bear with me!" I declare then sweep her off the ground while she's still running. She lets out a small shriek. "Haste!"
 
I retrace my own steps, eventually finding the same stairs and go down. Leila takes the lead, and we go up the stairs Leila took earlier. I look behind me. The Ogre scales down the stairs on the other side like it's a ramp. At the bottom of the stairs, he leaps at us. He raises his giant gray bat overhead and swings it down. Stone scatters around the impact point a few feet behind me. I feel a few bumps on my back. So that's the troublesome weapon she meant… A cave-in situation would be bad.
 

I gulp at the top of the stairs then ask, "How much farther?!"

 

"It's not that far now."

 

"Kai, run faster!" Irene exclaims. "He's going to hit us!"

 

I don't change my speed when Leila puts a hand in one of her back pouches. One of her seeds flies past me. "Sprout!"
 
The Ogre lets out a loud grunting noise, and the vibrations halt. Glancing over my shoulder, I find a rough wall made out of vines extended from the width of the hallway to each wall. I sigh before asking, "Did you really have to wait that long?"

 

"I was contemplating whether I wanted to waste one of my precious seeds to save you, but Irene is with you."

 

I curl one side of my lips upward. We finally arrive at the library. I put Irene down. "Find a hiding spot away from the battle."

 

"Okay, be careful!"

 

Irene scurries away. Leila points her hand toward the ceiling before shouting, "Flare!"
 

A ball of fire appears from her palm that shoots upward. It stops just before it hits the ceiling, illuminating the room. The rumbling and vibrations continue in slower intervals compared to before. A loud banging noise resounds in the distance paired with more shaking. This sounds like…
 
I look over on the opposite side of the wall. The loud sound stops for a few seconds, but the ground still vibrates a little. Subsequently, cracks appear on the wall paired with another bang. The wall bursts open, knocking down a bookcase in the process. The Ogre emerges and runs toward us. He wears a Slave Collar and has armor all over his body that matches the color of his bat. Reid is behind him, now fully clothed and dons a sword on his hip.

 

With that power, he'll probably break my swords if I take them head-on…
 
I point my left palm at the charging Ogre. "Fireball!" 
 

A small ball of fire appears from my palm and flies toward the Ogre. It bursts into flames in front of his breastplate. He continues charging at me as if nothing has happened.

 

"His armor's fire-resistant, and his skin is too thick for my seeds to go through by themselves. I'll make an opening for you to make an opening," Leila informs.

 

"Got it," I reply, charging in. I take both of my swords and ready them in front of me.  The ogre raises his club over his head again with one arm. Several seeds zoom past me toward the Ogre.

 

"Sprout!" The seeds burst into a mist in front of his face and around his upper body. He drops his arms, looks behind him, and then lets out a confused noise. Reid runs into the library.

 

"What are you doing looking at me, you stupid Ogre?! I have not changed my command! Kill them!" Reid exclaims.

 

I run up to the Ogre's legs and cut him on both legs with a slash through the gaps of his arm and jump backward. I prepare my Mana. He lets out another confused noise and looks at his legs. Two more seeds fly past me. One of them enters the wound on his right leg and the other in his left. "Sprout!"
 
Vines appear from his wounds, spiraling around his limbs in both directions. He tries to grab it with his free hand, but he's unable to get a grip. I release my Mana and wait for the moment they reach their destinations. "Open!"
 
A vertical purple portal appears in front of me and a horizontal one above the Ogre's head. I reverse my grip on the swords and leap in the portal in front of me while the Ogre struggles with the vines. I appear on the bottom side of the other portal above the Ogre. My body falls on the top of his head. 

 

"He is above you! Do something!" Reid exclaims. "Do you not understand?!"

 

The Ogre hasn't seemed to notice me. I take this chance to stab both of his eyes with my weapons. I pull them out and kick my legs off the back of his head. He lets out a loud growl and flails his metal club in front of him. His other hand covers his eyes. The force of some of the empty strikes blows against my body. I land on my feet behind him. "Close!"
 
The two purple portals I created scatter. He attempts to move his legs, but he staggers. He loses his balance and falls backward. I sheathe my left sword and point my right blade upward. "Strengthen!"
 
I put force into my right arm as the Ogre's head comes into range above me. My weapon completely pierces him, stopping only at the guard. Some blood splatters on the floor around me. My right arm is pushed back a little, but I stabilize it. Warm blood oozes out from the back of his head, bathing my hand in blood. Some of it slides down my arm and the side of my body. The rest of his body wiggles, gradually getting weaker.

 

"Shit!" Reid exclaims. I turn my head around and then he runs where he came. Leila chases after him.

 

"Sprout!"  Vines appear around the opening the Ogre created in the wall. It stretches across from each end. Reid takes out his sword and tries to cut them. He's unsuccessful. The shaking I feel in my right arm stops. I turn back around. The Ogre has stopped moving entirely. I augment my left arm with a burst of my Mana for a moment to lift his head as I pull out my sword. I cancel the enhancements in both of my arms and jump backward. The Ogre's limp head makes a loud thud against the floor.

 

I slash my sword against the air to get rid of excess blood and then sheathe my sword. I make my way to Leila and Reid at the other end of the room. Reid has his back against the vines with his sword in front of him. His legs are shaking, and he darts his eyes between Leila and me. I stand by Leila's side and say, "Now, you're gonna give me that explanation of yours…"

Chapter 31 – Princess Irene – Connection

Reid doesn't move or say anything for several seconds, continuing only to change his glance between the two of us. He gulps, drops his weapon, and then falls on his knees. 

 

"Wa-wait wait wait!" Reid says while shaking his hands in front of him. "Yo-you have got it all wrong! I did not mean any of the things I did, I swear! Please, forgive me!"

 

He prostates himself on the ground. I lose focus on what's in front of me as a voice from the past repeats in my head. "I did not mean it, I swear! Kai, please forgive me!"

 

I close my eyes for several seconds before opening them. I look down at Reid and ask "You want forgiveness? Tell me about your benefactor and the things you did."

 

He raises his head and sits up. He opens and closes his mouth repeatedly. He sighs and then responds, "It all started nearly three years ago. At the lowest point of my life, a mysterious man approached me and made me an offer. To do everything he says in exchange for worldly desires."

 

I widen my eyes and put a hand over my mouth. "At first, I did not think he was serious. He was persistent. I jokingly told him that I would play along if he showed me proof. I thought of something impossible to grant. I thought of the name of an old crush and requested for her to acknowledge me. The next day, she came into my life. She slept with me a week later. I was astonished. Later, the man approached me again. I agreed to his deal."

 

"Did…did the man have a white mask on?" I ask. 

 

"No, why?"

 

"Nothing… Get to the point. I can already imagine what kinda requests you made to him. I'm more interested in hearing what he requested of you."

 

He is silent for several seconds. "Well… I do not know…"

 

I knit my eyebrows. "Huh? What do you mean you don't know? Haven't you been following his orders this whole time?"

 

"Yeah… Well…" Reid says quietly. "I told him I wanted to be the king. He has been telling me that everything he has me doing is working toward that goal…"

 

"Hmm… So you're the reason this country is in turmoil right now? Playing both sides…"

 

He squeezes his eyes shut and clenches his fists. He probably doesn't know his benefactor's motives… His benefactor must be the one who wanted Dae to get Irene. The raid on the castle was definitely just a public performance… Hmm…
 

"What about the missing girl incident three years ago? Did your benefactor take them and bring them to the castle?"

 

"No… The only time I remember village girls being in the castles was during the raids."

 

"Were you the one who paid Neso or hired bandits to ambush us?"

 

"What are you talking about?"

 

"No, never mind. What about the story you sold us during dinner? Was it all a lie?" I ask.

 

"Yes, well… It was not entirely a lie. As far as I know, my benefactor played the role of Jack."

 

"I am not understanding something here," Leila says. "If he is playing the role of Jack…then that means he is after the magical item inside the vault, right?"

 

"That is right."

 

"You are saying that he has only been working toward the goal of making you king…but there are a number of ways to do that efficiently that does not involve bringing Irene into this. How did he find out about Irene in the first place?" Leila asks.

 

"Uhh…" Reid looks at the floor. I stomp the ground next to him. He looks up at me and quivers his eyelids.

 

"We won't forgive you if you don't tell us everything," I say.

 

He gulps before responding, "Sei-Seirus told us…"

 

"Why? How long ago was that?"

 

He looks away and replies, "Be-because we held Aurora hostage… It was two months ago." 

 

I knit my eyebrows. "Where are they now?"

 

"I have not seen Seirus since last week. Aurora…is here..." Reid says quietly.

 

Behind me, Irene suddenly asks, "Where's my daddy? Is he safe?" 

 

"I do not know. He has been gone like Seirus since a week ago."

 

They're gone without a trace…? The information broker would not miss something like that. But why would his benefactor wait two months before bringing Irene here…?
 

The vines behind Reid turns into Mana then fades away, Leila walks toward the hole in the wall. "For now, bring me to Aurora. You can keep Irene company here, Kai."

 

"Why don't we come with you?" I ask.

 

"I'm fine by myself. Don’t forget why we came here in the first place." I remember the portion of books we didn't check.

 

I turn around and say, "Okay. Come on, Irene."

 

I walk toward the corner we didn't check. 

 

"Get up and take me to Aurora."

 

"Right!"

 

"By the way, what is with this room? There is no entrance to it other than the hole the Ogre made. There is nothing here other than empty boxes with scraps of paper lying around," Leila says.

 

I cock an eyebrow and stop walking. I turn around and go toward the room Leila and Reid are in.

 

"Kai!" Leila exclaims. "You'd better come look at this!"

 

What's she so frantic about? I go into the room and find Leila crouched down next to a few boxes. She's holding a piece of paper. There's already magic in place illuminating the room. I walk over and crouch next to her. "What's that?"

 

She hands me the piece of paper. I look down at it as she explains, "It's a letter addressed to the Astralye family. That's not the important part. Read on."

 

I widen my eyes. 

 

You have our utmost gratitude. We wouldn't have escaped if not for your method of utilizing Void Magic and Raw Mana unique only to the Purebloods. 
I can't believe what I'm reading. Raw Mana…? It's true that I can only bind Void Magic to my special Mana type. Is it called Raw Mana? I'm…a Pureblood?
 

"There's more over here, look," Leila informs and hands me another piece of paper. This one is torn and barely legible. 

 

Mana replenishes slower here compared to Eprillon.
What am I reading? Is Eprillon another name for the Cursed Territory? I've never heard of that name… Leila hands me another. It's another gratitude letter addressed to the Astralye family. I skim over the information I already have.

 
The invaders didn't follow us. It was a successful plan. We're indebted to those who made the ultimate sacrifice. For that, we will serve you forever. I look forward to working with you on building a new kingdom.
"This is the last one," Leila informs and hands me a burnt piece of paper. Only one sentence is readable.

 
We're the last and first generation of the Valerians.
I don't understand… This is clearly written in the Human language. But I can't even begin to comprehend any of this.
 
"Hey, did you just mention the Astralye family?" Reid suddenly asks.

 

Leila and I look at each other before facing Reid. Leila responds, "Yes. Two of these letters are clearly addressing them. Have you heard of that name before?"

 

"Yes, my benefactor mentioned it while he was interrogating Velyn and Seirus for information before Seirus told him of Irene. He said, 'You're the ancestors of the Astralyes aren't you? One of you has to have the key to the vault. Unless there's another member I'm missing here. Does it have something to do with your little trip outside of the city four months ago?' Apparently, he found out that Velyn utilized a secret passage under the castle to leave without being seen."

 

I raise my eyebrows. "Leila, this means that the royal bloodline is the Astralye bloodline, right?"

 

"I don't see any other possibility."

 

I look toward Irene. She said her father suddenly visited her last year… We know Velyn left the country in secrecy six months ago, which was last year. 
I toss the paper in my hand aside and stand up, walking toward Irene. "Irene, did your father visit you six months ago? Are you sure you don't remember anything?"

 

"Hmm... Has it been six months already? I think so, but I really don't remember anything," she answers. I gulp.

 

She has the key…? Impossible. She doesn't have any pockets and the only places I haven't checked are… My imagination runs wild, and my face burns up. No no no… No good sane father would do anything like that, and it's been half a year. She would've noticed by now. Maybe he cut her up and sewed the wound? That would be traumatizing enough for her to lose her memory, but I didn't see any scars on her body either when she was practically naked. What kinda key is it to begin with…?
 
I think back to the vault I inspected and have no idea. But it adds up. He brought Irene here because she has the key. At the same time, Reid thinks he's doing it all to make him king… We almost have all the pieces together now. His benefactor must have brought the Ogre through the underground passage and took Seirus and Velyn through the same way without being discovered. I still can't understand what purpose Reid serves in all this.
 

I walk over to Reid and then say, "Hey, you're still keeping something from us, aren’t you? From my understanding, your benefactor has absolutely no need for you."

 

"I am not keeping anything from you, I swear…! Oh, he might have been after my wealth. I came from a wealthy family," he adds. It appears his eyes are a little watery. 

 

They're similar… I smile before saying, "I see."

 

I knit my eyebrows as I suddenly remember something. I ask, "What happened to the guards that were stationed here a few hours ago? Why haven't they come out despite all the noise we made? You mentioned most were asleep too."

 

"I am not sure what happened to them. I did not hear from them. Despite what I have said, they were the only guards in this entire castle. The majority of my mercenaries were hired by my benefactor. How about we go look for them?"

 

"First, Take me to Aurora," Leila requests. Reid frowns and doesn't appear thrilled. With that, Reid leaves through the other hole that leads into the hallway and Leila follows. Irene follows me as I head toward the books I was going to check.

 

"Irene, I've been meaning to ask you this for a while. Why're you so trusting of people? I don't see how you determine if they are good or bad without knowing anything about them."

 

I take a book from the shelf and flip through it. By the time I flip through the whole book, Irene still hasn’t responded. I turn my head toward her and ask, "Irene?"

 

She's smiling. "It's because of my mom and daddy. This might take a while."

 

"I don't mind. We'll be here for a while anyway," I respond while flipping through another book.

 

"When I was really young, everyone saw my mom in bad eye. I don't know why, but their eyes looked cold. When I first met Daddy, it was the first time I met any man that was nice to my mom. He was really nice to me too, and I loved him. My mom wasn't employed, so it was hard for us to live each day. Daddy was kind enough to support us. He gave us money to live off of every month. It all changed when he stopped visiting three years ago. I didn't know when my mom started working again, but she said she got her old job back.

 

"All of a sudden, people around the village that used to be cold around us started to be nice. They gave us food and money. I thought they were good people. My mom wouldn't tell me anything. So one day, I followed her and peeked through a window. There was a man I was familiar with on top of her, thrusting. She laid there motionless with tears streaming down her face. Later that day, she was cheerful and completely normal around me.

 

"It was around then I started hearing rumors circulating. Men were gossiping on how my mom is a bad person. They said my mom was a filthy whore who raised murderers. I learned my mom had a husband before daddy. I didn't believe them and asked my mom about it, but she denied ever having a husband and was very insistent that I was her only daughter and that she loved me. I think that was the first and only time I felt my mom lied to me. I knew my mom didn't have any bad intentions. She was a good person.

 

"Eventually, I developed a sixth sense for good and bad people. I feel good people won't have any bad intentions, so I don't feel the need to doubt them. My mom was bad in the eyes of my village, but daddy didn’t care. He saw through the good that was in her, so I think I should do the same for other people!"

 

I close the book I'm holding and say, "I see."

 

I remember how she said I was a good person. Thinking back to the moment I first met Irene, I giggle.

 
"What's funny?"

 

"I just remembered something." 

 

"I'm glad," she says with a smile. "What exactly are you trying to check in these books?"

 

I suppose there's no harm in telling her… I pick up another book before responding, "I'm checking if Humans recorded an event like 'The Selection' in their history books."

 

"What's 'The Selection'?"

 

"An event that happened about 2000 years ago. It's said that Mana and monsters suddenly appeared in the world. Apparently before this event, the races lived without Mana. With the sudden introduction of Mana, not everyone was compatible with it. The numbers are rough, but I think over half of each race failed to adapt and passed away. According to Leila, every race has this event recorded except Humans."

 

"Hmm… I don't really understand, but I hope you find what you're looking for!"

 

"I hope so too. Thanks, Irene."

 

A loud noise like a crash resounds in the distance. Indistinguishable voices are nearby. I close the book I'm holding and put it back before saying, "There's something going on over there. Let's go check it out."

 

I start going back toward the hidden room between the library and the hallway. Leila and Reid are back with a third person.

 

"You are the fucking worst!" the girl with them screams. She stomps her way in front of Reid and doesn't hesitate to punch him straight in the face. Reid doesn't dodge it and falls on his back. The girl sits on top of his chest and launches more punches on his face. Left. Right. Left. Right. Leila watches silently from behind. I hear Reid muttering something as I get closer with tears streaming down his face.

 

"I am sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry…" He mutters those words repeatedly between occasional sniffs of snot while taking her hits. She stops eventually, breaking down into tears too. 

 

"Why…why did you do all of those things?! The Reid I grew up with would never give in to greed. Would never kill his entire family. Would never do all those things to Seirus…or me…"

 

"I am sorry…" he says with a desperate tone. "I did not mean it. I did not mean any of the things I did.  It all felt like I was inside a dream. It felt like I could do anything without consequence. Once I realized the weight of my actions, I could not stop. I am so sorry, Aurora. Please forgive me…"

 

"No, I will not forgive you. Ever."

 

Inside a dream…? The similarity's stunning. Is it just a coincidence? I close my eyes for a moment and sigh. I ask, "Can't you find it in you to forgive him?"

 

She gets off of Reid and faces me. She rubs her eyes on her arm and sniffs. Her long black hair is disheveled, and she wears mens' clothing. There are pin sized wounds around her neck. Markings of a Slave Collar…
 

She looks at me with red bloodshot eyes. Half crying she asks, "Are you fucking serious? Forgive him? I am grateful for the rescue, but what the hell do you know? Do you know how I feel? Do you have any idea what he has done to me…? In front of Seirus too… What he has done to everyone? Can you forgive someone who has done something absolutely unforgivable?"

 

I look her right in the eye and with a confident tone answer, "I can. I won't understand exactly what you went through, but you said it yourself. The Reid you grew up with would never do any of those things. I don't know him, but it sounds like he was misled or brainwashed."

 

"Aurora, please… I will spend the rest of my life earning your forgiveness. Please give me a chance…" Reid begs, still crying. 

 

Aurora crosses her arms and looks away. She is silent for several seconds before replying, "We will see."

 

Reid grins. "Aurora! I will not disappoint you anymore. I will take care of our—"

 

Aurora slaps his hand away from her stomach. She glowers at him and exclaims, "Do not touch me, fucking scum! I have not forgiven you yet."

 

Reid looks down with a sulky expression. Leila looks at me and signals me to come over. We walk over to the hallway quietly, letting the two reconcile. "Did you finish checking those books?"

 

"Not yet. There're just a few more to check, but nothing so far."

 

"You're so slow. You were probably too busy flirting with Irene. Was it worth it?"

 

"Huh? I was doing my job properly… Anyway… We have all but six questions answered."

 

"Six? I can think of seven." 

 

"Are you sure you didn't skip a step in your deductions?" 

 

Leila sighs, then says, "Who paid Neso?"

 

"Who hired the bandits?"

 

"What's in the vault?"

 

"Who's Reid's benefactor?"

 

"How did Reid's benefactor know about the Astralye bloodline?"

 

"Why did Reid's benefactor wait two months to get Irene?"

 

"Why did Reid's benefactor tell Reid to feed us that fabrication?"

 

Hmm? My mind is blank for a few seconds. I knit my eyebrows. That fabrication was almost believable too… It wasn't too far from the truth. Leila has a point. Why would he purposely try to give himself away? Wait… In the first place, I thought he got Dae to deliver Irene to the castle. That was interrupted by us, so why's Reid so prepared to answer our questions…?
 

"Do you finally get it? It was almost like you were insinuating that I was less intelligent than a pig," Leila says. I frown bitterly and don't say anything back. There's nothing to say because she's right. "By the way, I have a physical description of our villain from Aurora. From her testimony, I gathered that everything Reid has told us to be true."

"It seems Seirus told Aurora to leave the country, and she did, in secrecy. She traveled alone on her way to Elbar. When suddenly, her vision went black, and she woke up here. The rest you know. She remembers a foreign man she didn't recognize in the room. It was a middle-aged man with short brown hair. He wore a white hooded uniform. She's never seen any Cascabel masks in her life."

 

"I see." I sigh. It has to be a coincidence. He wouldn't give away his identity. That aside, we really don't know anything about Reid's benefactor…
 
Seeing how there's nothing left to be said, we rejoin the others. Reid and Aurora have stopped their tears, and they are silent while sitting against the wall several feet apart.  

 

"Reid, how do you maintain contact with your benefactor?" I ask. He is unresponsive for a few seconds, looking only at the floor. 

 

"He usually communicates via Klam but sometimes we meet in person. I have not heard from him once since the success of the raid. I have tried to contact him because I have no idea what to say tomorrow, but he has not responded," Reid answers while still looking at the ground.

 

I knit my eyebrows and look at Leila. She has a similarly confused expression on her face. I gulp before asking, "When did he inform you to memorize that story you fed us? Did he say anything else?"

 

"That was the last thing he instructed me to do. He left all the information on several pieces of paper. He told me to use that information in case someone that is not Dae shows up with Irene. He was right about everything except the reward you asked for."

 

"I see… Well, if he contacts you again, make sure to tell him you don't wanna be king anymore. It might stop his actions and give back Velyn and Seirus," I say, but I know it wouldn't work. I walk away from Reid toward the books I have yet to check.

 

This is getting more and more eerie. His benefactor came up with that fabrication two days before we even bumped into Dae's group. Can he see the future? And Neso was instructed to take Irene a day after the raid. So Velyn was the one who paid Neso after all? But why would he send her to the city where Reid's benefactor wants her to be…? 
 
I raise my eyebrows. Wait… Xedeus' personally coming to meet us tomorrow, which has never happened before. Xedeus' the one who ordered us to take out Dae. If he takes that assumption, it wouldn't be unlikely that he's Reid's benefactor… No no no… That's impossible. In the first place, he ordered Dae's execution only because he ruined an important mission back then. 
 
My thoughts halt as I remember Reid's benefactor made contact with him three years ago. Whereas the ruined mission was last year. 

 

Impossible. Xedeus would never use such a roundabout way to get something he wants… It's a coincidence. Everything's a coincidence. Some things won't even begin to make sense if it's true.
 
I check through several books, finding nothing. I look at Leila, who is next to me and say, "This is the last one."

 

She nods. I open and go through it. The results are the same, but something of interest is written in the middle. I widen my eyes. "Hey, Leila. It says here that Mana appeared in the world 2000 years ago."

 

She knits her eyebrows and then sighs. "I see. So my suspicions were wrong…"

 

"No, I think it's too early for that. It doesn't say anything about 'The Selection…'"

 

She cocks an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

 

"I meant exactly what I said. Look," I say, then point to the sentence with the book held in front of her. She appears to read the sentence multiple times.

 

"That's…strange."

 

"Right? What do we do with this information?"

 

"Let me think about it for a while… We still have our current situation to worry about."

 

"Yeah… I'm having second thoughts about executing our plan now."

 

"Are you referring to Reid's benefactor? It's far too much of a stretch for Xedeus to be that person. The chances of it being a trap are pretty low."

 

"Hmm… If you say so." I feel a load off my chest. If even Leila thinks that it's a coincidence, it must be true…
 
"With Reid's benefactor at large, we can't really leave Irene here. He might contact him today or tomorrow considering the city folk are all expecting him to explain how he's distributing the money."

 

"That's true, but you know we can't stay here forever."

 

"Yeah, yeah. I know."

 

"Do you really?" She looks at me with a serious look. I stare her in the eyes with unwavering eyes.

 

"Yes."

 

"Good. What do you want to do with them?" She points her head toward Reid and Aurora. Irene is bobbing her head forward and back in the corner.

 

"Hmm… It would be bad if Reid's benefactor visited in person while we aren't here. You already released Aurora, so we can't have them act as if nothing has happened. I'm a little curious what happened to those guards from earlier, but we can't be searching this entire castle. Irene's dozing off again. I propose we bring those two with Irene in an inn until we finish our business tomorrow."

 

"That's reasonable. We should leave through the underground passage."

 

"Good idea."

 

We let the others know where we're going, and Reid leads us to the underground passage. On the first floor, we go through a door that leads to an ordinary looking dining room lit by several lanterns hanging from the ceiling. There is a modest-sized table with chairs around it, two couches, various decorations around the room, and a fireplace. Reid goes to the fireplace and goes into the small crawlspace. He presses some kind of button on the ceiling of the crawlspace. It opens something at the end of the crawlspace. He goes through, and we follow. 

 

We find ourselves in a hallway just narrow enough to walk in a single file line. Reid presses another camouflaged button on the wall that raises a wall at the end of the crawlspace. At the end of the hallway is a hole with a ladder attached to it. Reid presses another button that illuminates the hole with light. He climbs the ladder down, and we follow. At the bottom is a long spacious passage lit by a line of lanterns on the ceiling. 

 

Hmm… I was wrong to think the Ogre came through this passage… How'd they get him inside the castle then? Oh well… I wonder how long the passage is and where it would lead to. We eventually reach the end of the passage in about half an hour. It appears to be a dead end. Reid presses another button that reveals the exit. I cock an eyebrow as soon as I leave the passage. The walls of the city are in close view. The exit we walked through looks like the side of a mountain, like the Cascabel hideout. 

 

I feel like I'm missing something as Reid presses another camouflaged button that closes the opening in the wall. Leila has her chin tucked between her fingers. I raise my eyebrows. That's right… The information broker said that a source saw Velyn leaving Byzia in commoner clothes…but we know he took this passage. No one could see that he left in the first place. Only one person could be the source. 

 

I gulp. Aurora asks, "What is wrong you two?"

 

I exchange a quick glance with Leila. I hope we can find Velyn. It would be easier to ask him directly everything that happened to him.
 

"Nothing. Let's get a move on," I say.

 

With that, we continue making our way to the southern gates. Before we go in, we give Aurora and Reid the hooded cloaks that we're wearing. We make it through and arrive at 'Bolt's Inn' without any problems. We buy another double room and split into two groups. I'm left with Reid, but we sleep in our own beds. 

 

I wake up sometime in the morning with my stomach growling. I buy some quick grub on the first floor of the inn, eat it, and head for 'The Simple Forge.' I'm not sure if he opens his shop this early.

 

I arrive and open the door. My armor is sitting on the table near the entrance.

 

"You're here early," the blacksmith says as he comes out of the backroom. 

 

"I'm surprised you're open at this hour."

 

"This is nothing. I've been here since 6:00 AM."

 

"Impressive." I take off the arm guards and set them on the table. I equip the armor and put my arm guards back on. 

 

"You look great. Much better without the hole in the middle."

 

I smile and laugh. "I might arrive later today with another hole."

 

He laughs. "You sound like you're going to war. Be careful out there. I'll be here if you need my services."

 

"Thanks," I say and then walk out the door, closing the door behind me. I stretch my limbs. Well then. Leila and the others should be awake by now.
 
I start walking back, but I feel like something is watching me again. I look behind me on the roof of 'The Simple Forge.' There's an ordinary bluebird perched on the edge of it. I sigh. Why has this been happening to me so much lately?
 
I rejoin Leila and the others at 'Bolt's Inn.' 

 

"As we told you guys yesterday, we want you to stay here with Irene until we come back. Do not leave this building under any circumstance. We'll be back by early evening. We're leaving Irene in your hands," I say.

 

"Got it," Reid answers.

 

"I understand, but where are you going?" Aurora asks.

 

"It's better if you don't know," I respond as I walk toward the door. I can't stop my hands from quivering. Someone grabs my right hand before I get to the door. I turn around and find Irene holding Leila's and my hand.

 

"I don't know why you two seem so scared…but good luck! I know the two of you are unbeatable together!" Irene exclaims. "I'll be praying for you here."

 

Leila and I smile. We thank her for her wishes before leaving the room and making our way to the Cascabel hideout. We arrive outside of the hideout around 1 PM, with two hours left before the scheduled meeting with Xedeus. 

 

"Kai, are you ready?" 

 

I hesitate for a moment before answering, "Yeah. Let's do this."

 

Leila walks over to the wall and reveals the entrance to the hideout with Earth magic. She shifts a stone wall the size of a door like before. She moves the wall back before we head inside. A glimpse of the same man's face appears through the small opening of the wooden door. "You're early."

 

"We didn't wanna be late. There's nothing to do," I say. The man's face disappears from the small opening for a moment, and he opens the door. We go inside and follow the passageway. We only pass by one other person before we reach the end of the passageway, finding a door. I open it, and then we head inside. Leila follows and closes the door behind her. "Even the amount of people stationed here has reduced. Isn't that weird?"

 

"Probably just a coincidence. It's a different time of day compared to yesterday," Leila answers. I walk and look around the room. Everything is placed as I remembered yesterday. "I'm going to start setting up."

 

"Sure," I reply. I check what Leila is doing when I find her staring at something behind me. 

 

"Hey, Kai… There's something in the wall over there." She points to somewhere behind me. I don't see anything.

 

"What're you talking about?"

 

"Are you blind?" she asks and then sighs. She walks over a wall in the direction she pointed in. She points to the bottom of the wall. "Look."

 

I move closer and look at it. This part of the wall sticks out a little, and it's in a barely noticeable different shade of color. I raise my eyebrows. "This is the bottom of someone's shoes…? No, wait, there're two pairs of them…"

 

"Good job," she says with a smile and pats me on the head. I frown. 

 

"Hurry up and uncover the wall."

 

She puts her hands on the space above the place in question. Several seconds later, part of the wall falls backward. It's a fairly thin piece of wall. It reveals a small compartment in the room. There are two men lying in a pool of blood. One of them looks young, and the other one is an old man. They have deep cuts all over their body. I pick up a Klam on top of the old man and press the button that plays back the saved message.

 

"We failed to deliver the girl. The man and woman guarding her took her back. No hard feelings, but we're keeping the 100 gold coins you already gave us."

 

My mind goes blank for several seconds. I knit my eyebrows. I look at the Klam in my hands and then at the old man. No way…
 
Leila picks up the Klam on the other man and plays back the saved message. "Hey! The two that showed up with Irene did not ask for gold like you said it would in the script! They are lurking in the library, what do I do? Contact me as soon as possible with tomorrow instruction's too."

 

I hold my breath and my heart beats progressively faster. That's definitely Reid's voice. When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth… Impossible, but…this is irrefutable evidence.
 
We turn our heads to each other. I stand up and exclaim, "We need to get out—"

 
The door bursts open with a bang behind us, resounding again as it crashes into the wall. A cold shiver goes down my spine. Several pairs of footsteps walk into the room.

"That's as far as you go, 'Phantom Swordsman' Kai." My heart skips a beat as a familiar voice enters my ears. My entire body quivers. I bite my lower lip hard, tasting blood. My mind is entirely blank. I turn around, widening my eyes. Marin stands there clad in her armor alongside Jetia and several bodyguards.

Chapter 32 – Academy Year 5 – Suspicions

"Guys, I have to go run an errand really fast!" I exclaim while running toward the exit of our home. "I'll be back in time for the mission!"
 
"Kai, wait—" Luna's words are cut short. I make my way to the Residential District. Nostalgia hits me as I find myself in a familiar place. I smile.
 
The Green Boar…huh. I walk into the establishment and then look around. The place is packed. I recall the memories I made here with Emdos. Emdos isn't too far from here. Maybe I should go visit him later.
 
"Kai, over here," Hina says from the corner of the room. She's sitting at a table for two drinking something. I walk over and then sit across from her. "You're late."
 
"Sorry, I forgot. Can you make it quick? I have a mission soon…"
 
She sighs before saying, "Well, I'll make it quick. I take it you didn't figure out anythin'…"
 
I put a hand behind my head and laugh hesitantly. "I asked Moria later that day for descriptions of those five referees that were supposed to be there instead of the five that appeared."
 
I stop smiling and narrow my eyes. She continues, "I went to the Adventurer's District and asked everyone if they've seen anyone like that. No leads there. I followed-up with people who were already on missions when they came back. Still nothing."
 
"Maybe they went to another Kingdom for their mission?"
 
"Maybe, but I don't think so. Moria said these five came to him saying that they needed some quick money. They couldn't find any other jobs and went to him. Apparently the emergency stand-ins said those five found a better paying job."
 
I know what she's insinuating. "That's not enough evidence to make a conclusion."
 
"I know. That's why I didn't set up this meetin' until a few days ago. Someone told me that they saw someone that resembles that Gudar referee. I didn't tell him anything other than some of his physical traits.
 
I gulp as she pauses for a second. "They said one of three executives of an outlaw group in Neomeris has brown slicked back hair and a golden nose ring. All the members have snake earrings coiled around the left ear."
 
I knit my eyebrows as I think back to the referees. "I don't remember any of them wearing a snake earring."
 
"True, but this is still something. It can't be a coincidence."
 
It's true that those referees weren’t very professional…
 
"What exactly happened to you during the tournament?"
 
"Huh? Oh…" I mutter, remembering my close encounter with death. I pause for several seconds and look away. "Nothing, really. There were just some traps that were unavoidable, so I took a couple of hits."
 
"Hmm…" Hina stares at me with a frown. "Are you hidin' some kind of secret?"
 
My face grows hot, and then I gulp. "Wh-what do you mean?"
 
"Like, are your parents famous or somethin'? If those referees are really from this outlaw group…they might have a grudge against you."
 
"I don't know anything about my parents…"
 
"I see," she says and relaxes her facial expressions. "Well, if you do see them again, I would be careful."
 
"Alright, I will. You too," I say and then head for the exit.
 
"Sir, did you want to order anything? We've been busy as you can see…" a waiter asks.
 
"No, I'm on my way out," I inform and then leave. I start walking back to the dormitory. I recall the moments those referees smiled in my direction. Do they really have a grudge against me…? Maybe I should ask Emdos about this…
 
I run back to the dormitory. I knit my eyebrows at the guards, who are shuffling about the Academy. I open the door to my home.
 
"Kai's back!" Luna exclaims and then runs into Marin's room. "Marin~! Let's go!"
 
"Kai, you are going to be the reason all of us are late. Where the hell did you go?" Sitos asks with a frown.
 
"I told you, I had to go run an errand…"
 
"Could it not have waited? I am blaming you if they penalize us for tardiness."
 
"Sitoster, it should be fine. We still have plenty of time to walk over to your place if we leave now," Drugo notes. 
 
Sitos smiles and then informs, "I will be waiting outside."
 
"I need to use the toilet really fast! I'll meet you guys outside," I say as I run into my room and then into the bathroom. I relieve myself and then go back into my room. I knit my eyebrows. Huh? I thought I left my weapons on the bed before I left to meet Hina…
 
I search under the bed, in the closet, in the drawers, and then the storage chest. I slam the chest shut. Shit!
 
I run into the main room. Hiro leaves his room with his hammer in hand. I open one of the storage chests in this room but still find nothing.
 
Hiro laughs and then says, "Ya misplaced your weapons right before the mission? How careless!"
 
I cock an eyebrow and then look at Hiro. "Why're ya lookin' at me? I'll be outside…"
 
"Wait," I say and then shut the chest. Hiro freezes in place as I walk over to him. "How'd you know I misplaced my weapons?"
 
"We-well…be-because…" I glare at him and squeeze the side of his neck with my hand. "Ow, ow! I gi-give up!"
 
I let go of him and then say, "Give them back to me."
 
"Uhh…"
 
"Hurry up!" Hiro drops his weapon, runs into his room, and then comes out with both of my weapons. I pull them away from his grip forcibly and then clip them on my belt. "We're already cutting it close on time here. Unbelievable."
 
I lock the door after both of us leave. "So, why the hell did you think it would be a good idea to hide my swords?"
 
"Be-because…I thought it would be funny."
 
"Well, I'm not laughing." Hiro frowns the entire way to the exit. 
 
"Where've you two been? We need to leave now!" Luna exclaims.
 
"Sorry, Hiro thought it would be funny to hide my weapons."
 
 Sitos clicks his tongue and then says, "I am disappointed in you, Hiro."
 
"Uhh…" Hiro makes a small sound and looks down. One of the guards shuffling around approaches us.
 
"Hey, are you 5th year Academy students?" he asks.
 
"We are. Why?" Luna asks.
 
"You students should be careful. We've received reports about missing female 4th and 5th year Academy students from Neomeris, Elbar, and Xantho. Don't stray from the group and don't follow any suspicious characters," he says and then leaves.
 
"Missing? That sounds scary!" Luna exclaims. 
 
"Yeah…" Marin says.
 
"We don't have to worry because Kai will protect us! Right, Kai?" 
 
"Ye-yeah! I won't let anything bad happen to you guys!"
 
"I will protect you too!" Sitos exclaims with widened eyes.
 
Luna looks at Sitos for a moment and then says, "Okay."
 
A short silence follows before Drugo says, "All of us will protect you two. We really should get going."
 
With that, we make our way toward Sitos' home in the Royal District.  The usual caravan is parked at the front. Alios is standing next to it.
 
"What're we doing today?" I ask.
 
"A competitor in the market suddenly appeared and bought out all the Gue, an agent used to make a numbing medicine," Alios informs. "The client wants you to collect it and bring it back here. An observer will be joining you."
 
I cock an eyebrow. The caravan door opens, and then an old man with a long beard walks out. He strokes his beard and says, "Don't mind me. I'm just here to watch."
 
He turns to Alios and asks, "Which one is the one you spoke of?"
 
Alios points his finger at me and then says, "This child here."
 
The old man walks up to me while continuing to stroke his beard. "Hmm… So you're the one Alios has spoken so highly of."
 
I force a smile, unsure of what to say. Sitos is looking away toward Hiro next to him. "What's your name?"
 
"Kai, sir." 
 
"I see, I see…" he mutters and then walks into the caravan.
 
What a weird old man… 
 
Alios holds a backpack in front of him. "Take this. It contains a sample of the Gue you are to collect and fill the entire backpack with. The driver will take you to the cave. I expect to see you back here in a few hours."
 
After I take the backpack, Alios smiles and then walks away into the mansion. We all get into the caravan and then it starts moving shortly afterward. Our banter along the way is not lively as usual. I figure the presence of the observer is the reason. I opt to take this chance and take a nap.
 
I wake up when my body rolls slightly toward the front. The caravan has stopped. The driver says, "We're here. Your destination's in a cave up ahead."
 
Sitos takes the backpack, we go outside, and then we find a cave on the base of a hill nearby. Sitos opens the backpack and then takes out some of the product. He lays it out on a hand for us to see. The two of them look like mushrooms. The white stem at the base is short and thick. It's connected to a red rugged dome-shaped head.
 
"Let me take one of those for reference," I say. I quirk an eyebrow as Sitos closes his palm and then stores both of the mushrooms into the backpack.
 
"No, I am going to keep it in the backpack to be on the safe side," he replies and then puts on the backpack. "Marin, make us a torch."
 
"Sure," Marin answers and then creates a piece of wood suitable to carry around. Luna takes it and then lights the top on fire. Sitos takes it while holding a sword in the other hand and then goes into the cave. We follow behind him, the observer furthest behind. Bats squeal and fly past us as we venture deeper in. They are not hostile.
 
Sitos' acting strange today… There isn't anything around at first sight, let alone mushrooms. About two minutes into the cave, we find a small patch of mushrooms. Sitos runs over and then puts down his weapon. He plucks the mushrooms out without a second thought. They look like the Gue we need, but I'm not sure. I ask, "Can you take out one of the mushrooms for reference? 
 
"No need. I know this is the same mushroom," he says.
 
I laugh a little before saying, "Well, you need to open up that backpack to put them in. Why not just take one out for reference before mixing them all up?"
 
Sitos looks at me for several seconds before sighing. He takes out one mushroom from the backpack and then sets it next to one that he plucked. They look nearly identical except for the length of the stem. I note, "The reference mushroom has a shorter stem."
 
"Big whoop." Sitos cuts the mushroom with the longer stem with the sword and then responds, "Now you cannot tell the difference, right?"
 
"Hmm… Why would they cut off a part of the Gue? Something's off here," I note.
 
"We do not have time to be sitting here thinking up bullshit reasons why that is," Sitos says as he puts all the mushrooms into the backpack. I take the reference mushroom on the ground before he stores it. He glares at me. I smile.
 
"It shouldn't be a problem if I lose this one mushroom now that you have all of those, right?"
 
"Whatever." Sitos stands up and then begins to walk further into the cave. My eyes wander around the area he plucked the mushrooms from. I light a fire from my forehead using Scrap Mana as Sitos' torch drifts farther away. 
 
"Kai, what're you doing?" Luna asks as the rest of the group stops except for Sitos.
 
"Look," I say. "There're some small skeletal remains here. They look small enough to be some kinda small animal."
 
"Oh, you're right."
 
"So what? We're gonna lose sight of Sitos," Hiro says.
 
"I just thought it was strange."
 
"What are you idiots still doing back there?!" Sitos exclaims. "There is a huge patch of mushrooms over yonder!"
 
Footsteps resound rapidly deeper into the cave. I stand up and then run after him. "Wait up, Sitos!"
 
Along the way, I run around random holes on the ground. The dirt on the ground is uneven. I stop again when I find a small patch of mushrooms. I squat down and then pluck one of them from the ground. The stem is longer on this one too. 
 
"Kai, what're ya doin'! I can't see unless you're lightin' the way!" Hiro exclaims. "Forget it! Luna, lead the way!"
 
"I'm gonna stay with Kai," Luna says and squats down next to me.
 
"Fine, whatever!"
 
 "Hiroster, don't go too far by yourself!" Drugo warns as he walks closer to me along with Marin.
 
I knit my eyebrows at the bottom of the mushroom. There's a black circle on the bottom of the reference mushroom, but there isn't one on the base of the one I just plucked. I take out one of my swords and then cut off a part of the base from the reference mushroom. A purple liquid oozes out from the center of the stem. It's a slimy substance. I hold it up for everyone to see.
 
"Gross… The mushroom is sick!" Luna exclaims.
 
I turn to the old man who isn't saying anything. 
 
"Let me see that mushroom," Luna requests. I hand it to her. She squeezes the head which causes more of the substance to flow out. She throws it at my face. 
 
"What the?!" I rear back as the mushroom hits my face, and then I fall on my bottom. Some of the mystery substance sticks to my cheek. Luna points at me and laughs. I frown and grit my teeth. 
 
"Luna…that's going too far…" Marin mutters. I relax my facial expressions and then knit my eyebrows as a weird sensation develops on my cheek. I use a hand to wipe off the substance off my face and then poke the area where it contacted. It feels slightly numb.
 
"Hey, I don't think there was a mistake with that reference mushroom… Sitos' dad said the Gue was used to make a numbing medicine, right? My cheek is a little numb now…and I'm starting to feel something on my hand too."
 
"Oh, so the mushroom wasn't sick?"
 
"I guess not. Or it wasn't a mushroom." I pick up the mushroom and then hold it up toward the old man. I ask, "Hey old man! Is this a mushroom?"
 
"I'm just an observer."
 
I frown. Figures…
 
"Hey y'all!" Hiro exclaims. "There's this mushroom all by itself! I'm gonna grab it really fast!" 
 
I cock an eyebrow and then stand up. I face Hiro's direction. There's a lone mushroom surrounded by several skeletal remains like before. I raise my eyebrows and then run after him. "Hiro, stop!"
 
He grabs the mushroom and then tugs on it, but it doesn't come out. He uses both hands and then pulls on it again. The ground around it shakes. "This stupid mushroom is stuck!"
 
"Hiro, you idiot! Let go of that monster!" I exclaim as I grab onto my weapons.
 
"Monster…? What're ya—" The thing Hiro pulled on finally comes out of the ground. Some worm-like creature comes out with its mouth open. Razor sharp teeth close in on Hiro's arms as he falls on his bottom. I slash the monster starting the opening of its mouth down its tail. The top half of the monster falls down next to Hiro. Blood oozes out of it forming a puddle next to Hiro. Hiro is frozen in place on the ground, still holding onto the false mushroom. It's connected to the bottom half of the worm.
 
"Oh, it was actually pretty delicate," I say. The others run over to me.
 
"This is why I told you not wander off by yourself. You're lucky Kaister figured it out."
 
"Well, that's one mystery solved. I guess we need to hunt more of these things," I say and then cut off the false mushroom. A familiar purple substance oozes out from the bottom. I raise my eyebrows. "Oh, let me see that a sec."
 
I sheathe my weapons and then take the false mushroom from Hiro's hands. There isn't much resistance. I hold it up and point one of my fingers at the opening at the bottom. I cauterize the opening using the flames of my Fire magic. The bottom blackens, and it stops oozing out liquid. I put it back in Hiro's hands which haven't moved. "You can have this back."
 
"Hey…" Marin mutters. "What's Sitos doing right now?"
 
I knit my eyebrows as I think about it for several seconds. I turn toward the direction SItos went in before exclaiming, "Oh, shit. We should go after him now!"
 
I run after Sitos. "Y'all gotta wait for me! I'm still shocked from the worm!"
 

We find ourselves at the top of a cliff after a short distance of running. Sitos is at the bottom knelt down picking up mushrooms. I shout, "Sitos, stop what you're doing right now!"
 
Sitos looks up and then says, "It is too late for that now, fool. I have almost completely filled this backpack while you were doing nothing."
 
"Huh? What're you talking about? Anyway, we figured out the puzzle behind the mushrooms! Those mushrooms aren't the ones we're supposed to collect!" Sitos ignores me and continues to pluck the mushrooms. His hand reaches a mushroom that doesn't come out immediately. "Get back! That's a monster!"
 
"I have no idea what you are talking about. Are you spewing nonsense to stop me from getting all the credit?" I click my tongue and look around. There is a ramp leading down to where Sitos is, but it's a long way down. I make posthaste and run down. Sitos is still tugging on the same mushroom. The ground shakes.
 
I'm not gonna make it! The worm monster comes out of the ground like before. Sitos falls backward, and his arm is completely vulnerable. An arrow pierces the top of the worm to the ground. Sitos pulls back his arms before the monster closes its mouth. He scampers backward, speechless. The worm opens and closes its mouth repeatedly while twitching its body around.
 
Nice save, Marin! I make my way to Sitos and then ask, "Are you alright?"
 
"Ye-yes…" he says as he stares at the worm squirming on the ground. The worm doesn't have any eyes.
 
"Get back. I'll extract the product from it."
 
"Ri-right…" he mutters, stands up, and then moves back.  I unsheathe a sword and then cut the worm in half down the middle. Both of its pieces wiggle for a while longer before it stops. I grimace as I lift up the top of its mouth. I proceed to cut it horizontally, being extra careful not to cut the false mushroom. I hold the false mushroom up as I cut it off. A familiar purple fluid oozes out from the bottom. I cauterize it with my magic as before.
 
"Dump out everything in that backpack and put this in," I say as I toss the false mushroom toward Sitos. He stares at it for several seconds before following my instructions. The others join us.
 
"Sorry… I got too excited…" Sitos looks down and says in a demoralized voice.
 
"It's fine! Anyone could've made that mistake," I say. "Besides we still need to get a lot more of that before the backpack is full. We should split into two groups and collect them now that we know where to get them."
 
"Oh, I wanna be the person that kills the worm!" Hiro exclaims. "Kai, you hold the mushroom this time, and I'll kill it!"
 
I grimace, remembering the bird incident from last year. "No thanks. I'll just do it myself."
 
"What! That's not fair…"
 
"I'll hold it for you," Marin says.
 
"Oh, Marin! I knew I could count on you!"
 
"Marin, I don't recommend that…" I warn.
 
"It's fine. I'm sure Hiro won't let the worm eat me. I want to contribute something too."
 
With that, we split into three groups. I'm by myself while Marin pairs with Hiro. Sitos gives Marin the torch for the light source. We decide that the most efficient way to kill the worm is by pulling it out as Hiro and Sitos have done and then killing it.
 
I go around pulling on various mushrooms until one doesn't come out. I pull harder with my sword ready in my other hand. As the worm reveals itself, I cut it in half. After that, extract the false mushroom and then cauterize it as before. 
 
We regroup after collecting a good amount. We fill up the backpack entirely and then head back to the caravan. I figure we spent over an hour in the cave. Marin is covered in blood and her hands covered in purple fluid. Her eyebrows are pointed downward, and she's frowning. I twist one side of my lips upward. I warned her…
 
The driver takes us back to the Royal District. Alios is waiting for us at the front. The old man takes the backpack filled with the product and then hands it to him. Alios asks, "So, what did you think of them, Zarus?"
 
Alios opens up the backpack and then examines the false mushrooms. "Kai is as good as you've said. He's the one who figured out the true identity of those mushrooms… He covered up the mistakes of your son, who jumped to conclusions too soon. Your son seemed too focused on individual contribution than working as a team."
 
"That is not surprising to hear. Sitos has always been the type to seek attention at the cost of everything else," Alios says as he continues to review the contents of the backpack. 
 
I look over to Sitos, who is looking down and frowning.  His fists are clenched. "Quite frankly, he has disappointed me the—"
 
"That's not true!" I exclaim. "Sitos always works like a team! He's done a lot more work than you give him credit for!"
 
"Kai…" Sitos mutters.
 
"Hmm… If you say so, I will not give him a punishment this time," Alios says.
 
Punishment…? 
 
Alios closes the backpack and then says, "Good work on collecting the product. The client will be pleased to receive this. Next, he wants you to check out what the new buyers are up to. You are to find out what they are using the Gue for. The client should be here soon to fill you in on the remaining details."
 
"Well, thanks for the opportunity on for letting me observe the seeds of the next generation," the old man says as he walks away. "I'll be heading back now."
 
"You are welcome to come back anytime," Alios says. Later, the client appears and leads us to the Adventurer's District. He instructs us to follow the three men that will come buy the product after he gives us the signal. In the meantime, we idle next to a wall. It's been nearly half an hour. I yawn.
 
I notice Luna has not moved her head for several minutes. I look in her direction. I don't see anything particularly interesting. There are two girls holding hands simply standing there. One is clearly older than the other. Other than that, the crowds of people are constantly moving about.
 
"Do you know them?" I ask.
 
"Huh? What're you talking about?"
 
"Never mind." Another fifteen minutes pass. I think about the distance from here to Emdos' place. I figure it won't take me long to get there. "Hey, guys. I've been thinking about visiting Emdos for a while now…and—"
 
"Go ahead," Sitos says and then smiles. "You did a lot today. We can take it from here. I am sure no one here minds."
 
"Actually, I—bleh!" Sitos elbows Hiro in the stomach. Marin and Luna smile. 
 
"Thanks, guys! Drugo, you know where to find me, right?"
 
"Yup, I'll find you if we need you." With that, I run toward Emdos' place. I reach it in less than ten minutes. I smile, standing in front of the door with my heart pounding hard. 
 
It's been over four years since I last saw Emdos… How should I act…? I stand there, thinking about everything I want to ask and say to him. I zone out for a while and then snap back to reality when I realize I can say what comes to mind when I see him, letting it come naturally. I put my hand on the doorknob and turn it. The door is unlocked. I'm about to push it open when a voice resounds.
 
"Are you really going to do it?" I push open the door and then go in.
 
"Emdos?" I call his name and close the door behind me. I walk down the hallway in front of me, heading toward the living room on the left side of the hallway. I find Emdos standing there facing the closet. He turns around.
 
"Oh! Is that you, Kai? You've grown!"
 
"Yeah!" I exclaim and then hug him. "Who were you talking to?"
 
"I was talking to someone? You might've been hearing things."
 
I cock an eyebrow. My eyes focus on the closet he was looking at just now. I smile. "How gullible do you think I am?"
 
I walk over to the closet, preparing to open it. "Wait, don't open that!"
 
"Let's see what you’re hiding!" I declare and then open the closet. A mountain of clothes falls and pushes me down. There's no one in the closet. I knit my eyebrows as I look around. The windows are shut, and I didn't hear them open after I entered the house. Was it really my imagination?
 
"I warned you… I bought a bit too much," Emdos explains as he picks up the clothes and then shoves them back into the closet. "What brings you here, Kai?"
 
"I was on a mission, but my friends can finish the job, so I came here to visit." The book I lost lurks at the back of my mind. I want to tell him, but I can't bring myself to. 
 
"I see."
 
My heart skips a beat when he suddenly asks, "Have you been keeping up with the book I left you with?"
 
I don't answer immediately. I only stare at his back while he puts his clothes back into the closet. "Yeah…actually, I have something to tell you."
 
My heart beats progressively faster. "I…"
 
"Kaister!" 
 
"Hey, Kai!" 
 
Drugo and Hiro?
 
Emdos shuts the closet door and then says, "It sounds like your friends are calling for you."
 
"Yeah, I'm gonna go check it out," I say and then open the front door.
 
"Kaister, there you are! It's an emergency!" Drugo exclaims. I quirk an eyebrow.
 
"What happened?" 
 
"We'll explain on the way, but we have to go now! Luna and Sitos got captured!"
 
"What?!"
 
"Is that Emdos behind you?" Emdos is looking over my shoulder.
 
"That would be me indeed. So you're one of Kai's friends?"
 
"Yup, but now's not the time! Could you come with us?"
 
"I don't mind… Kai are you okay with that?"
 
If we bring Emdos along, we would definitely rescue Luna and Sitos…but then what was the point of going to the Academy? I figure the situation is serious based on Drugo's facial expression. I rarely find him in this panicked state. I sigh before answering, "No, I don't want you to come with us. I'm gonna show you that I've grown since then."
 
Emdos smiles. "I'll be waiting for you to come back with all your friends."
 
"Kaister, are you sure about this? These people might be the kidnappers the guards were talking about earlier…" Drugo mentions.
 
I widen my eyes and then say, "Seriously?" This situation might be direr than I thought…
 
"Hey!" Hiro yells from close by. He's running toward us with Marin and a few guards. "I got some help from some guards who caught interest. Let's go back!"
 
"I'll be back later Emdos!" I exclaim and then run alongside the others. "Can you fill me in on what happened?"
 
"Yeh, those buyers came right after you left. We followed them here in the Residential District. They went into this alleyway in the slums. There was some kinda warehouse buildin' in there. We heard them talkin' about using these balls to kidnap people when they noticed us. We ran immediately, but some gas came out of a ball they threw out. Luna got caught in it and fell down. She wouldn't respond after that," Hiro explains.
 
"What?!" I grit my teeth. After I told her I would protect her… Why did I decide to visit Emdos at that moment? It's all my fault…
 
"Sitoster went in after we saw Luna go down. When he reached the gas, he went down too without a sound," Drugo explains. A few minutes later, we arrive at our destination. There are double doors leading to a building inside the alleyway. 
 
"You students wait here. We'll go inside first," one of the guards instructs. "Be ready when we give the signal to go in."
 
We nod our heads and let them go in first. Several minutes pass with no signs of anything happening inside. No noises at all resound.
 
"It's too quiet… Should we go in?" I ask and then yawn.
 
Drugo yawns and then says, "No, we let's wait a while longer."
 
Something resounds behind me. It was the sound of Hiro and Marin falling to the ground. My vision blurs as my strength leaves me. I fall on the ground too and then pass out.
Chapter 33 – Academy Year 5 – Captured

"…she…burned…use…cuffs…" Nausea encompasses my entire body. I open my eyes a little, but I see double, and everything is blurry. I can't move my body. I close my eyes.
 
"…tie…too…magic…cell…" My arms are brought to my back, and something hooks them together. I'm dragged across the floor somewhere. My consciousness fades again.
 
…
 
I open my eyes. The feeling of weakness, drowsiness, and nausea is gone. I'm lying on a cold, stone ground. There's a sound of a water current nearby. The sound of metal clicking resounds as I try to move my arms. I remember the brief moment of consciousness I experienced. I flip my body over. I'm inside some kind of prison cell. There are vertical metal bars with gaps in between blocking me from leaving. Everywhere else is a stone wall. There's only one other cell across from me. Sitos is lying there. His hands are handcuffed behind his back. There's a small chain that connects the circular metal part around the hands. I raise my eyebrows.
 
"Hey, Sitos… Are you awake?" I say quietly. There's no answer. I gulp. I stand up and move backward toward one of the corners in the back. I stretch out my arms so that the chain between the cuffs is straight. I prepare the instructions for my magic and then activate it. I create a thin stream of fire aimed at the middle of the chain. It's a little off, so I move my arms to adjust.
 
I pull my arms apart using all my strength. The chain breaks after five seconds. My heart pounds rapidly, and my palms are sweaty. Sitos still hasn't moved. I prepare instructions for my magic again and then activate it. A dark-purple portal appears in front of me just in front of the bars of the cell and another one outside of it. The shapes of both of them are three feet squares. I dive through the one in front of me and then appear in the hallway. Sitos still hasn't moved. I sigh.
 
There're voices in the distance I can't make out. They progressively increase in volume. "Bring that kid over to the location we discussed. We're going to meet Alios right now."
 
Oh, shit! Footsteps resound louder progressively. I turn back around and dive back into the portal. I appear back in my cell. The purple portals are still there. Maybe I should just go back out there and stop them before they come into the room but Sitos might wake up from the noise or they might still see it or maybe I can just get rid of these portals.
 
Grasping at straws, I gulp as I prepare my Mana. I instruct them to inactivate the magic I casted. I send it out toward both of the purple portals. They disperse into nothing without activating the Mana. I widen my eyes. A door bursts open. My hands are free, and the footsteps increase in volume. I lie on my back, put my hands under them, and then close my eyes. I don't move a muscle.
 
Something clicks and then squeaks. A man exclaims, "Hey, get up! Hurry up!"
 
I inch my eyes open. There's a guard crouched down next to Sitos. Sitos doesn't move. The man clicks his tongue. He slumps Sitos over one of his shoulders. I close my eyes.  Footsteps resound away, and the door closes. I open my eyes and sigh. That guy…was he one of the four guards who came with us? They knew Sitos' father's name…
 
I prepare the instructions for my Mana like before, with some adjustments. I send it out and then activate it. The same sized portals appear. I dive through the one in front of me and then appear in the hallway. I turn around. The two portals both disperse into nothing after several more seconds pass. I smile and then turn back to the door. I put my ear on the door. There are no apparent sounds other than my breathing.
 
Should I go outside? What if there's someone waiting…? I bite my lower lip. I hope everyone else is okay. I can't get caught while I don't know where everyone else is. Waiting here's pointless.
 
I slowly turn the door knock and then open it. Luckily, there is no creaking sound. I peek my head out. There isn't anyone in sight. I go out and then close the door quietly. There are several more doors on the left side of the hallway, but it's a dead end. I inch open the door next to me on the left. There's no one standing in the hallway. I go in and then close the door behind me. 
 
This room is identical to the one I was just in. Drugo and Hiro are in the cells, apparently still unconscious. I contemplate whether or not I should free them, but I refrain; too many suspicious questions would arise. I go back into the hallway, closing the door behind me. Luna and Marin should be next door…
 
I repeat the same process and go into the next room, but there's no one here. I do the same for the remaining doors on the left. I find no one. I go back into the hallway and then check the room furthest down the other direction. It's the last door in this hallway. I check it and find nothing. I knit my eyebrows. Luna and Marin aren't here…
 
I recall what Drugo said on the way here. I shake my head and avoid thinking about the possibilities. I go back into the hallway and follow the only passage out. There are several ramps that lead up. I sneak along the wall toward the opening that leads to another room. There are voices ahead. I scoot up into the corner with my back against the wall.
 
"These brats had some high-quality weapons. These must be made out of Cobalt," someone says.
 
"That girl had an Edgelax bow too. We could sell these for a lot," another man says.
 
"You moron, do you remember why we're doing this in the first place?" a man asks.
 
"Yeah, yeah… I know. It's tempting, though."
 
"We'll get part of the cut when Alios takes his son back. Even while divided among everyone, it should support you for a while."
 
"I'd hope so. We're risking a lot for this. Are we really going to turn a blind eye on those two?"
 
"You'd best ignore it. You don't want to make an enemy out of them. They're working with them. We're not supposed to talk about this, so don't bring it up again."
 
"What do you think will happen to the other three?"
 
"They weren’t the targets so they'll probably release them after they get the money." I raise my eyebrows. My eyes quiver.
 
"Give me the keys. I'm going to gather them up, so we can be ready for when that happens. I want this to be over with." The clattering of the keys resounds. Footsteps approach me. I gulp as I tuck myself further into the corner. I hold my breath. A guard walks through without noticing me. 
 
What should I do? Follow him…or go out and take out those two? The answer is clear. I opt to follow the man heading down the passage. I sneak along the wall after him as he disappears from my view. I peek my head out around the last corner. He skips the room I was in and goes toward Drugo and Hiro's room. I bite my lower lip. This is bad… If he takes any of those with him, I won't be able to explain how I escaped…
 
I raise my eyebrows and then tiptoe behind him. I wrap an arm around his neck and then squeeze it. He makes choking noises and grabs my arm with his. He stops struggling after about five seconds pass. I let him go on the ground. I take the keys from his hands. He doesn't have anything else in his pockets. I open the door to the room I was in and then drag his body along the ground. I lay him down in Sitos' cell. I take his weapon and then close the cell door.
 
I go back into the hallway, closing the door behind me. I sneak into Hiro and Drugo's room all the way in front of the cells. Luckily, they're still asleep.  I insert keys into Hiro's cell until one of them successfully unlocks it. I open it very slowly. Every time it creaks, I stop. My heart pounds rapidly as I look between Hiro and Drugo. They don't show any signs of moving. I leave the cell slightly open and then slide in the sheathed sword. I leave the room after closing the door behind me again. I walk up the passage quietly and go back into the corner.
 
Several minutes pass. "Hey, he's taking forever. What's he doing?"
 
"Who knows."
 
"I'm going to go check it out."
 
"Right." One of them heads this way. Eventually, he passes without noticing me. I sneak along the wall and follow him like before. My heartbeat quickens as his hand reaches for the doorknob of the room I was in. He opens it but closes it afterward. He moves along toward the next room. I sigh. He opens the door to Hiro and Drugo's room and then goes inside. I follow after him without making a sound. "Hey, what're you doing in there?"
 
I close the door quietly and then tiptoe behind him as he walks further into the room. I wrap my arm around his neck when he stops moving. Choking noises resound as he grabs my arm with his. It takes around seven seconds for him to stop moving. I let him down and then check his pockets. I find nothing. Apparently Drugo's awake. He asks, "Kaister, how'd you get out?"
 
I insert several different into Drugo's cell before a clicking noise resounds. I open his cell door and then respond, "I tricked one of the guards to open my cell, and I knocked him out. These cuffs were rusty, so I was able to break it. I got the keys from him."
 
"I see. It's strange how Hiroster's cell door was open, though."
 
I laugh lightly and then say, "Maybe he heard the noise I was making and decided to check it out. He probably forgot to close the door. Let me see if one of these keys will take those off of you."
 
I try all the keys, but none of them fit. Hiro's still asleep on the ground. I wake him up before I explain my knowledge of the situation. 
 
"So the recon mission was a trap?" Drugo asks.
 
"I think so. It seems like their target was Sitos all along. I don't know why they took Luna and Marin…" I answer as I drag the second guard into a cell.  I take his weapon and then shut the door. I leave the weapon on the ground. "We'll have to ask the guy upstairs."
 
"Let's run at 'im together."
 
"Let's not. We don't know if there're more people in another room nearby. There's still the issue with that thing they used on us too," I respond. "I'm gonna head upstairs and go into my spot again. After about a minute, start making some noise to make him come."
 
"Got it. I'm the best there is at makin' noise." I nod and then head up the passage. The guard is standing against the wall on the right side. My weapons are on the ground in the middle of the room. Boxes are scattered across the room. I rear my head back and then tuck myself into the corner as the full minute passes.
 
"I don't wanna! Lemme go!" Hiro exclaims. Footsteps resound closer to me.
 
"What's going on down there?"
 
"What're ya doin'?! No! It hurts!"
 
"Hey, stop messing around!" the guard exclaims. Silence follows his words. He clicks his tongue and then goes through the opening. I tiptoe behind him as he heads deeper down into the passage. As he approaches the final hallway, I wrap my arm around his neck.
 
"Now!" I exclaim. Drugo and Hiro burst out of a nearby door. Drugo turns around and takes his weapon away. Hiro kicks him between the legs.  "Don't make any loud sounds."
 
I loosen my grip on him and then ask, "Are there more of your comrades here?"
 
"N-no… We…we're the only three people here right now," he says and then lets out a quiet grunt.
 
"How many more of you are there in total?"
 
"I don't know. More than two dozen."
 
"Where'd you take the two girls who were with us?" I tighten my arm around him after several seconds of silence. He taps my arm with his hand. I loosen my grip again.
 
"Th-they're probably in the sewers… I don't know more than that."
 
"Who're you working with? Who are they?"
 
"How do you—" I tighten my grip on him again, stopping when he taps my arm. "I can't tell you. It's the same as a death sentence."
 
I tighten my grip on him until his arm goes limp. We drag him into a cell before continuing upstairs.
 
"How'd I do?" Hiro asks with a grin. I ignore it as I pick up my weapons. I clip my sheaths back onto my belt.
 
"Now's not the time to celebrate. We need to rescue the girls," I say as I take out a sword. "Turn around. I'll cut those off of you."
 
I put the sharp edge of my blade pointed toward the chain behind Drugo's back. He pulls forward as I pull back with a cutting motion. The chain is cut almost instantaneously. I'm about to do the same thing to Hiro, when suddenly, footsteps and voices resound rapidly closer. A door bursts open.
 
"Quick! Inside before they catch up!" a man shouts. Subsequently, four armed men rush into the room. They notice us immediately.
 
"What the?!"
 
"Those idiots! They must have diverged off the plan. Get them, but don't hurt them!" I cock an eyebrow as they run at us.
 
"Kai, the chains!" Hiro exclaims. 
 
"Too late! Just go distract one of them!" 
 
"Whatever!" Hiro runs in toward one of the men charging at us. That man stops and pulls back his spear, but he doesn't lunge forward. Hiro tackles him with his head. I block the strike of one of them from the one. Another one is circling around me. I push forward while jumping backward, pointing my right elbow toward the guy in front.
 
"Fireball!" A ball of fire with a diameter of a foot shoots out of my elbow. It hits the man in front and knocks him down.
 
"Shit!" the man that was circling around me stops and then exclaims. "We'll have to rough them up a little."
 
He tightly grips his sword with both hands. Hiro is pushed onto his back. I grit my teeth. I've gotta hurry!
 
I charge at my opponent who stands still. I slash my right sword at him. He blocks it. I attack him on his vulnerable side with my other weapon. He's pushing through my right side with brute force. I draw back my other arm to defend. My right arm is thrown back, and then his weapon hits my left. I jump backward while pointing my right elbow toward him.
 
"Fireball!" The usual flaming ball comes out. The man doesn't move.
 
"Soak!" Water envelops around his weapon. I gulp as he blocks my Fire magic with his sword. Some steam rises from his sword. I look over to the others. There's a man repeatedly hitting Hiro with the back end of his spear. Drugo's on the defensive against the other man. I prepare new instructions utilizing Rich Mana instead of Unrefined Mana. The man in front of me ricochets my magic toward the ceiling. It scatters into nothing. I point my right elbow at him again.
 
I activate my magic immediately without a keyword. The same sized fireball comes out and speeds toward the man. "The same attack won't work! Soak!"
 
The man blocks it with his weapon again. I charge forward and then strike his weapon with both of my blades, opposing his force. The water around his weapon rapidly turns into steam. "What?! Soak!"
 
I put more strength into my attack. His guard breaks, and his eyes widen. "Water armor!"
 
A layer of water appears around his body at the last moment before my magic hits him. The force knocks him against the wall. A large quantity of steam rises from his body. He doesn't move. I charge toward the spear-user attacking Hiro. He blocks my attack. Hiro stands up and then tackles him again. He head butts him in the head with his forehead. A thud resounds. The man lets go of his spear and holds onto his forehead, letting out a cry of pain. His body squirms around. 
 
Hiro stands up, completely unaffected. He says, "Kai, get these off me."
 
I twist one side of my lips. I feel sorry for that guy. I learned the hard way too. I cut off the chain between Hiro's handcuffs. The man on the ground stops moving. My eyes wander around the room as Hiro assists Drugo. There's a hole in the corner with a ladder attached to the side. The sound of running water is clear here. 
 
I turn back around, the last guy now unconscious. Hiro asks, "Hey Kai, should we throw these guys in the cell too?"
 
"No, that would take too much time. We need to hurry. Looks like the sewer is in that over back there," I respond as I point a thumb behind me. 
 
"I found something," Drugo says as his hands are rummaging through one of the men's pockets. He pulls out a small key. Something clicks as he inserts it into one of the cuffs. He does the same to the other cuff and then tosses it to Hiro. Hiro unlocks his cuffs.
 
"Oh! It works for mine too!" Hiro exclaims as he takes off his cuffs. He tosses it over to me and then I do the same.
 
"Let's hurry," I say as I put the key into my pocket. Suddenly, more footsteps resound from outside. A guard appears. He knits his eyebrows.
 
"Are you the—" 
 
"Yahh!" Hiro exclaims as he rushes toward the guard. He swings his hammer horizontally. It lands on the side of the guard's torso which flings him into a nearby wall. A loud noise resounds, and his motionless body falls onto the floor. "Don't worry. I got 'im."
 
I shake my head and then sigh. "Let's go then. Follow me."
 
I sheathe my swords and then climb the ladder down into the sewers.
 
Chapter 34 – Academy Year 5 – Shadow

I grimace as the odor of urine and feces enter my nostrils. Hiro exclaims, "Gross!"

 

"Shh," I interject loud enough for him to hear. "What if they hear you? We don't want them to know we're here."

 

A stream of yellowish water containing lumps of poop flows down the middle. We run toward the downstream, down the dimly lit pavement on the side of the passage. The passage splits into other paths. I knit my eyebrows. I point at the intersection and then say, "Look. They're flowing in the same direction."

 

"You're right," Drugo says.

 

"I'm not goin' over there if that's where we're goin'," Hiro says.

 

"Where do you suggest we go then?" I ask.

 

Hiro faces a passage right next to where we came. "Let's keep goin' this way. We don't hafta jump over this nasty sewage." 

 

"That's the problem?" I ask and then sigh. "We're leaving you here then."

 

 I jump across the stream and then Drugo does the same. "I can't believe Hiro the Great's scared of jumping over some water…"

 

"What?! I'm not scared! Watch me!" I ignore him and run down the passage. "Hey, didja see that? Hey!"

 

We continue following the downstream for several more minutes, jumping over the stream when necessary. We ignore a ladder we discover. Something flickers brightly in the distance at the next intersection. I knit my eyebrows and slow down my pace to a walk. I straighten my palm vertically toward the two behind me. We quietly walk toward the light. I straighten my back on the wall and peek out with my head.

 

The stream flows into a hole emitting tons of smoke. There isn't anyone in sight. I walk in and look around. There seem to be seven separate streams flowing down into the hole in the middle. I presume there's an eighth stream behind the pillar of smoke rising from the middle. I gag when I'm a few feet away from the hole. I hold my breath.

 

The sewage flows down in a separate opening from where the smoke rises. I can't make out what's at the bottom of the hole, but it's warm and bright. I figure they're flames. I put my hand into the smoke, feeling a draft of air flowing upward. It goes into an opening in the ceiling. I jump across several streams to check out the blind spot I can't see. I widen my eyes.

 

"Luna!" I exclaim as I leap over the remaining streams. Luna and Marin lie on the ground near the entrance to the room on the other side. They aren't moving. I take out the key to the cuffs in my pocket and then unlock the cuffs on Luna. I take them off, grab her arm, and then shake her body. "Hey, Luna!"

 

I put a finger on the pulse on her neck. It's still beating. I sigh. Marin's also still alive. I unlock her handcuffs too and then toss them aside. Drugo catches up with me. He immediately picks up Marin and then dangles her over his shoulder. He says, "We'd better get outta here while we can."

 

I look around. Where'd they go…?
 
I don't think about it anymore and then pick up Luna. I hang her over my left shoulder and then say, "You're right. Let's get outta here."

 

I turn around. Hiro's slowly jumping over the streams. After Hiro catches up, we exit through the closest opening ahead of us. I smile as Luna's scent cancels out some of the rancid air lingering these passages. We continue for several minutes, and I stop when Luna moves a little. I set her down on the ground. She rubs her eyes.

 

"Kai…?" Luna asks and then looks around. "Where're we…? Wait… I remember. We were following those people, and they discovered us. I was running away when suddenly I lost all my strength... Oh! I woke up with rope binding my limbs. I burned them off, but they threw some kinda ball on the ground. I think I lost consciousness again after that…"

 

It appears she doesn't remember anything else, so I don't ask about the possible men that carried her here. Drugo sets Marin down and then she wakes up soon after. We explain the situation as we understand it.

 

"Yeah… I think I got it… Can we get out of here as soon as possible?" Marin asks with a frown. "It smells horrible here…and I'm still covered in this mess."

 

She lifts up her arms, emphasizing the blood and sludge covering her body. Hiro pinches his nose and then says, "Yeh that's really gross… Smells bad too."

 

Marin frowns, narrows her eyebrows, and mumbles something I can't make out.  I twist one side of my lips and shake my head. Hiro's barking up the wrong tree…
 

 I jump across the stream and then say, "Well, let's go then."

 

We continue for several more minutes, when finally, there's a ladder in the distance. I exclaim, "I see an exit!"

 

I wait for the others to jump across the last stream. Hiro still hasn’t jumped over. I sigh and then say, "What's taking so long, Hiro the Great?"

 

"I'm preparin'…" he says and then starts a sprint. "Yah!"

 

Suddenly, a rock appears and then lands on Hiro's head right before he jumps. He falls into the stream and then the rock disappears. I jump back before some of it splashes onto me. Marin's smiling. Hiro stands up immediately, the water reaching up to his knees. He spits out some murky water. There's brown residue in it. "What—"

 

A green-yellowish liquid spews out of his mouth as he gags. My eyes lock on Marin, who is looking away. I shake my head and then turn back to Hiro. "What're you doing?"  

 
He pants for several seconds before exclaiming, "Didja see that?! Somethin' hard hit me on my head!"

 

"I didn't see anything. Did you guys?" I ask and then turn toward the others. Drugo is apparently already climbing the ladder. I smile and chuckle.

 

"I didn't notice anything. What about you, Marin?"

 

"Nothing here either. You probably made a mistake and fell. Please don't come near me. You smell awful," Marin says and then heads up the ladder. Hiro grunts.

 

"I'm not lyin'! I'll find it!" Hiro closes his eyes and then dives into the water. I grimace. A hand resurfaces first. There's a clump of poop in his hand. He resurfaces completely afterward and exclaims, "I found it!"

 

I shake my head and turn around. I follow Luna up the ladder. "Gross! I picked up the wrong thing. I'll prove…"

 

His voice dies off as I climb all the way to the top. I find myself in a very cramped room. The only thing in it is the ladder leading down into the sewers and a door. There are footsteps on the other side of it. I whisper, "I'm gonna open the door."

 

After everyone nods their heads, I turn the knob on the door and then pull, but it doesn't open. Pushing the door doesn't work either. Someone nudges me from behind.

 

Marin says, "Kai, let me try."

 

I stand aside. Marin puts a fingertip on the keyhole on the doorknob. Nearly 15 seconds pass before she pulls her hand back, revealing a stone key in the lock. She turns the key and then something clicks. The stone key fades away and then she opens the door. We find ourselves in a spacious hallway. There are fancy paintings along the wall and vases atop miniature stone pillars.  Someone exclaims, "Intruders!"

 

Several armed guards run over to our direction. I draw my weapons. More guards in the distance run toward us. They surround us.  I raise my eyebrows and then sheathe my weapons. I put my palms in front of me and then say, "Wait, there's a misunderstanding…"

 

"You broke through that door which means you came through the sewers. There should only be three entrances, and all of them are closely guarded by us. What's your motive?" one of the guards says.

 

"What's all the ruckus over here?" a familiar voice asks. 

 

"Oh, General Zarus! You came at a good time. A group of kids broke through the sewer doors…"

 

"I'm retired, remember? Just Zarus is fine."

 

Zarus…? The guards make way for someone behind them. I raise my eyebrows. It's the old man from before.

 

"Oh, aren't you Kai? What're you and your friends doing here?" Zarus asks. "Hmm? It seems two of you are missing."

 

"Gen—Sir Zarus, you know these kids?"

 

"Yes, there's no need for alarm. Continue your routine patrol."

 

"Yes sir!" a guard exclaims as he salutes him. The guards disperse afterward. We explain everything that happened to us. Hiro rejoins us midway.

 

"Hmm… I see. Don't worry about Sitos. If they're looking for money, they won't hurt him. I'll pull some strings with some people I trust. For now, I advise you five to hurry to the Castalia residence. The culprits are probably still there," Zarus says. "I'll show you the way."

 

With that, he escorts us out of the castle. He points to a direction and says, "You'll reach it if you keep heading that way and take the first right."  

 

We follow this direction, eventually finding ourselves in familiar territory again. We arrive in a few minutes. There's a crowd of people in front of Sitos' house. We walk closer. There are over a dozen guards in front of Alios and Sitos' older brother. Opposing them are Sitos' kidnappers. There are 13 of them. Sitos is handcuffed and has a blade on his neck. I exclaim, "Sitos!"

 

The lot of them turns over to us. Sitos looks at us and then turns away. Alios smiles and the culprits turn pale. One of them says, "Wha-wha-what are yo-you kids doing over there…?"

 

"It seems our deal has fallen apart. It was all of them or nothing," Alios says.

 

"Shut up! We still have your son!" a man exclaims. "We'll fall back on our previous offer. 200 gold coins."

 

Alios stops smiling and then says, "Fine. Give him the money."

 

Sitos' brother picks up a bag next to his feet and then throws it over to them. Many coins clang inside the bag. One of the culprits picks up the bag. He looks inside the bag and then says, "Ve-very well… After we've escaped the city, we'll let him go…but only until then."

 

They start running, dragging Sitos along with them. An arrow comes out of nowhere and soars through the air. It completely pierces the back of a man's head. He happens to be the one carrying Sitos. He falls forward instantly and drops Sitos. The other men are still running forward. I widen my eyes and run toward him.

 

"Wait! We just lost the kid! Get him back!" one of them exclaims. They run back to where their comrade fell. I point my right elbow toward them

 

"Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!" Balls of fire appear out of my elbow in succession. I spread them out evenly across them. They stop their advance and run to the side. Sitos rolls along the ground toward us. I take out the key for the handcuffs and then yell, "Sitos! Face your back toward me!"

 

I quickly unlock Sitos' cuffs when I reach him. The culprits stop their advance and stand still. They drop their weapons and then put their hands up. The guards nearby surround them. They walk them back to Alios. I look in the direction where the arrow came from. There's no one on the roofs nearby.

 

"What should we do with them?" one of the guards asks.

 

"Take them to the castle. I will let Zarus know what happened," Alios responds.

 

"We already met with Zarus. We told him everything," I mention.

 

"Excellent. I will just let him handle it."

 

"Wait!" one of the culprits exclaims. He stops walking despite guards pulling him. "If you're going to take us there, please keep an eye on us!"

 

The guards pull harder and then drag him away. "Keep an eye on us! Please!"

 

The ramblings of the man goes on until his voice dies out. We report everything that happened again to Alios. He compliments, "You have done well. Kai, if not for your efforts, we would have suffered a 1500 gold blow to our funds."

 

"It wasn't much… I just did what I could…" I say while looking away. Sitos is looking down.

 

"No, no, no. You have really outdone yourself this time. If only Sitos had a shred of your talent." I force a smile. "You and your friends should join me for dinner tonight. You may also use our luxurious bathhouse…"

 

"I-I appreciate the offer, but I promised to meet someone…"

 

"That is a shame… I will take those keys off your hands before you go." I take out the cell keys and handcuff key and then hand it to him. He hands them to Sitos' brother. "Go check it out."

 

"Yes, father," he says and then leaves.

 

"Sitos, we are going to go have a long discussion."

 

"Yes…" Sitos says with a frown and then starts to follow Alios into the mansion.

 

"Hey!" I exclaim. "We're gonna visit Emdos. Do you wanna come?"

 

Sitos stops walking and then glances at me. With an expression devoid of energy, he answers, "Nah…"

 

I cock an eyebrow as he turns back around into the mansion. After all those years of him asking me questions about Emdos…
 

Afterward, we head to Emdos' place. I introduce everyone. Apparently he has already prepared a huge meal course. My stomach growls. We take our seats at the dinner table and then eat. I explain everything that happened for the fifth time, but I haven't grown tired of it.

 

"Sounds like you've had quite an adventure today. Save some room for the soup," Emdos says as he points a thumb behind him. I look up while continuing to chew my food. "It's your favorite. Harpy soup with carrots, potatoes, broccoli, milk—"

 

I spit out my food and then cough. Horrible memories resurface from my mind. Luna asks, "Oh, is that the soup you fed him on the first day? He's told us that story before!"

 

Hiro laughs and then says, "I remember! He suddenly woke up and then puked everywhere! I almost couldn’t stop myself from laughin'."

 

Emdos scoots his chair away from Hiro. I look down at the table while a sour feeling stirs in my stomach. Emdos asks, "Kai, what's wrong?"

 

I knit my eyebrows and frown at him. 

 

"What's with that look?" he asks and then laughs. "I'm just kidding. It's just some ordinary beef stock soup with things you like."

 

"I-I've heard that one before…" I mutter.

 

"Oh? You don't believe me?" Emdos asks and then stands up. He takes out a bowl and then serves the soup in the pot. He places it on the table in front of me with the spoon already in it. I widen my eyes and then smile. I immediately take the spoon and then enjoy the soup.

 

"Emdos, I just remembered," Hiro says. "Ya were called Glacius, right? The teachers at the Academy said ya could use Ice magic! Is it really Water magic?!

 

Emdos laughs and then puts his finger in Hiro's glass of water. He freezes it in a second. "You mean like this?"

 

Everyone lets out sounds of amazement. I'm still slurping my soup. Hiro exclaims, "Yeah! I always thought my Water magic was weak… Could…couldja tell me how to do it?"

 

He puts his finger on top of the ice in Hiro's glass. A moment later, it turns into water again. He laughs and then asks, "What's the fun in that? It is indeed Water magic."

 

Marin stands up and then says, "I think I'm going to head back. Thanks for the meal."

 

Luna and Drugo stand up too. "I'll come with you, Marin! Thanks for the meal."

 

"Come on, Hiroster. Let's go."

 

"What? But I wanna ask Emdos more questions!"

 

"Ask him another time," Drugo says as he drags Hiro away. "See you later, Kaister."

 

"Damn… Fine."

 

I wave and say, "Yeah, see ya guys later."

 

The front door opens and then shuts. I smile as I finish eating my soup. They didn't get to have any of this delicious soup…more to myself.
 
"So… What was it you wanted to tell me?" Emdos suddenly asks. I stop smiling as the atmosphere in the room intensifies. I gulp.

 

"Oh, yeah… Uhh…" I say while mentally preparing myself. I raise my eyebrows. "I wanted to tell you that I'm the last hope…according to my father."

 

"Oh? You met him?"

 

"No…it was written in the book you gave me. I didn't bring it with me."

 

Emdos smiles and then says, "Because you lost it, right?"

 

My heart skips a beat, and a shiver goes down my spine. My mind stops. As my face gets hot, I burst out into laughter. Emdos doesn't laugh and continues to stare at me with a creepy smile. I continue to laugh. Suddenly, he laughs too.

 

With my heart pounding rapidly, I say, "That was a good joke, Emdos."

 

"I couldn't trick you this time. You've improved."

 

"So, did you know what my father meant by that?"

 

"Hmm… Perhaps he meant that you're the last person left with your parents' genes. It's up to you to pass it on," Emdos says and then smiles. "It seems you really have matured since the last time I saw you… I never taught you how to seduce women."

 

My face flushes red. "What the hell are you talking about?"

 

"You fancy that girl, right? Her name's…Luna. You'd better hurry before she swims away."

 

Droplets of sweat form on my face. I pout and mutter, "N-no…"

 

After several seconds, I relax my facial expressions. "You were adventurers with my parents, right?"

 

"Yeah, I've told you that before."
 

"Were you famous? Did someone hold a grudge against you guys?"

 

"Why do you ask?" I think of my meeting with Hina, but I refrain from mentioning it. I raise my eyebrows.

 

"Yo-you said my parents died in an accident, right? I thought maybe it wasn't an accident…and you just said that because I was young."

 

Silence follows. Several seconds pass before Emdos responds, "Yes, we were well-known…and there may be some people who didn't like us. But, your parents were not killed out of hate."

 

"So…they were killed by someone? What happened?"

 

"I can't say. Your parents didn't want me to tell you until you're older. I'll tell you when the time comes. For now, how about you demonstrate me your progress on the book?" Emdos asks with a smile.

 

Oh, shit… I smile before replying, "Su-sure…"

 

I stand up, prepare my Mana, release it, and then activate it. A purple portal appears behind me and in front of me. I walk into the one in front of me and then appear in the one behind me. I end in the same position I started in. Emdos' eyes are widened with his lips slightly parted. He smiles before saying, "Very good… What else have you learned?"

 

My mind races as I've run out of ideas, but an epiphany hits me. I smile. "What's the fun in showing you everything in one go?"

 

He cocks an eyebrow and says, "What?"

 

"You won’t have anything to anticipate the next time I visit!" I exclaim and then laugh. He laughs too after several seconds.

 

"You got me. You have a fair point." My purple portals fade away.

 

"Well, I think I'm gonna head back. I've had a long day," I say as I walk toward the exit. Emdos follows. I open the door and then turn back. "See ya later, Emdos." 
 

He smiles and then says, "Yeah. Sleep well."

 

I run back home, finding everyone's doors closed. I go to my room and then attempt to take a shower, but it doesn't work. I open up the lid on the shower and then take out the Mana Crystal. I press the button on it. Mana comes out of the other side. I put back the Mana Crystal, take out the Water Crystal, and then toss it in the trash. I go into the main room. I open up the chest containing our supply of Crystals. There isn't a single Water Crystal here. I sigh. I guess no shower…
 

I go to my room, undress, and then hit the sack. I wake up the next morning and then get dressed. I guess I'll stock up on our Water Crystals.
 
I head to the main room. "Morning, Kaister."

 

"Oh, hey Drugo," I say as I walk over to the chest containing our money. I take a handful of silver coins and then store it inside my pocket. I take an empty bag from the chest too.

 

"Going to the Trade District?" 

 

"Yeah. My Water Crystal ran outta juice," I answer as I head for the door.

 

"I'll go with you. I was thinking about visiting the orphanage ever since I got back from Emdos' place yesterday."

 

With Hiro's door closed, I ask, "Don't you wanna wake up Hiro?"

 

"Nah. It sounded like he was beat from yesterday. I'll let him sleep in." We head out for the Trade District.

 

"Do you have anyone you're visiting in particular? It's been over five years. Couldn't you see most of them here at the Academy?"

 

"Not everyone decides to attend the Academy…and you've seen some drop out. I know a lot of the younger kids too, so it's almost that time they would enroll into their first year. The director has been good to me as well."

 

"I see." We arrive at my destination. Apparently they're out of stock too, so we wait for them to check out their storage. We lean against the building. Across from us is a toy shop. There's a barefoot kid dressed in tattered clothes standing near it. He swipes something from the shop while the shopkeeper isn't looking and then walks away. 

 

I cock an eyebrow as Drugo jogs toward the kid. He catches up to him and then grabs his arm. I can't make out what he's saying, but his eyebrows are narrowed. They appear to be yelling at each other. After about a minute, the kid looks down and frowns. Drugo walks back to me and says nothing.

 

I've never seen him like that before… I ask, "What was that about?" 

 

"He reminded me of my old self… I couldn't ignore it," he answers. I raise my eyebrows as I look back at the kid, still standing in the same place.

 

"That kid was you at some point? I find that hard to believe…"

 

Drugo laughs and then says, "I'm sure everyone at the orphanage would have a hard time believing too."

 

"What happened?"

 

"Not much, really. The orphanage was poor, despite having to support so many of us. The meals they served us didn't satisfy me, so there were times I tried to take food without anyone noticing. I got caught several times. The director scolded me and told me not to do it again, but I didn't feel bad because I was hungry. I did it again, and again, and again. One day, the director threatened me that he’d hit me if I did it again."

 

He smiles before continuing, "Soon enough, my stomach growled during the night. I went into the kitchen and ate until I was full. The next morning, there wasn't enough to feed everyone. It was clear someone had eaten the food overnight. He looked at me with an angry expression and asked if I ate it. I didn't wanna be hit, so I said no. A lot of the kids gave me a nasty look."

 

"Then suddenly, someone said, 'It was me. I ate it 'cause I was hungry. Does anyone have a problem with that?!' Everyone's expressions lightened up. The director still took him to a room and gave him a spanking."

 

"Wow, that guy who covered for you sounds like a great person."

 

Drugo laughs and then says, "Yeah he is. You know him very well."

 

I knit my eyebrows. I know him very well…? Wait…
 
I raise my eyebrows and exclaim, "That was Hiro?!"

 

"Yep. After that day, I became good friends with him. He gave me portions of his meals too. I decided I wouldn't be dishonest anymore. I'd give everyone the benefit of the doubt."

 

Hiro… I'll see him in a new light. Soon after, the shopkeeper notifies me that he brought back the Water Crystals. I say my goodbyes to Drugo before purchasing a dozen of them. I store them in the bag I brought. Before I head home, I look at the scene unfolding on the other side of the street. The shopkeeper is yelling at the barefoot kid from before. He stops and then holds the toy the kid stole in an open palm in front of him. The kid smiles and takes it from his hand. I smile and then head back home.

 

As I'm about to turn the knob to the main room, someone says, "Sorry."

 

I quirk an eyebrow as silence follows. A few seconds later, someone else says, "I see."

 

Someone's footsteps resound toward the door. My heart beats rapidly. I turn back to where I came from and then run. The opening and closing of a door resound ahead. I walk back as if nothing happened. I find Sitos walking out with his head down. He's frowning.

 

"Hey, Sitos! You're back?" He doesn't answer and walks past me. "Sitos?"

 

"I am going to go train," he says quietly. 

 

What was that about? I open the door to the main room and then go in. Luna's standing there.

 

She smiles and then says, "Welcome back, Kai!"

 

"What were you guys… What happened? I ask as I walk over to the chest with the Crystals. I open it and then dump the contents of the bag inside.

 

"Nothing. What do you mean?"

 

"Never mind." I take one of the Water Crystals and then store it in my pocket. I empty the coins in my pocket into the money chest. I stare in the chest while thinking about something. I close it and then head for the exit. "I'm going out again."

 

"Why don't you stay here for a bit while everyone's still asleep or gone? I'll make you some food…"

 

I stop and look at Luna for a moment. It's tempting with her smile, but I answer, "I'll be back later."

 

I head out, closing the door behind me. I run toward the training room we frequently use for training. Sitos enters the room. I catch up to him in no time. The room is empty. Sitos turns to me.

 

"Kai, you came at a good time," he says as he unsheathes his weapons. He smiles. "We have not had a serious duel in a while… Fight me."

 

I cock an eyebrow. He sounds normal again… I guess I'll play along.
 
"Sure," I respond as I take out my weapons. We ready our stances and then stare at each other like we usually do. I look at him in one spot, never letting my eyes waver away. I analyze his stance. Hmm… Is that an opening or a trap?
 
I charge forward and then attack him in that possible opening. He attempts to block, but it is too late. One of my swords cuts him on the arm. It doesn't bother him as he abandons his defense and switches to offense. He launches a fury of slashes at me with a wrinkled nose and narrowed eyebrows.  They're unrefined attacks, unlike his usual self. I dodge half of them while parrying others. I cut him lightly on the arms and body when I dodge. He jumps back.

 

The gap between us is only a few feet, but we have our staring contest again. I look at him at a single point as before. He's showing the same opening as before. Is he not in the right mind today…? No, wait…
 
I lunge forward and prepare the same attack I used earlier on his opening. I snap my arm forward as before, but I plan to stop my arm midway. I smile as he suddenly changes his stance, revealing his feint. He attempts to attack me with a counter attack, but I've already seen through it. I counter his counter, flinging his sword out of his hands. I point my other sword at him and then say, "It's my wi—"

 

"Lightning!" A yellow bolt of lightning comes out of the palm without a sword. I widen my eyes as it hits me in the arm I used to knock his sword out of his hand. My arm throbs with pain as it shakes uncontrollably.

 

"Sitos, what the hell? We never used magic—" He knocks the sword out of my weakened arm. I jump backward. He changes to a two handed grip and then follows with a relentless assault of slashes. Most of them break through my last ditch guard and cut me around my entire body. "Sitos, wait a se—" 

 

He draws his arm further back. I hold my sword with both hands too. I attempt to block his attack, but it has too much power. The force knocks me on my back. I knit my eyebrows as a wave of murderous intent seeps out of Sitos. He jumps toward me and then stabs his sword downward. I widen my eyes and roll sideways. His weapon is stuck in the floor. He takes it out and then faces me again. He's still frowning with narrowed eyebrows.

 

I click my tongue and then grit my teeth. I clench my fingers on my grip. He runs at me with his sword in the air. I block the first blow and then follow with slashes that parry every one of his attacks. It feels like I'm putting all my strength into every blow. This carries on for several minutes until I finally knock his weapon out of his hands. I knock him on the ground using the blunt edge of my sword. I step over him and then point my sword at him. Panting, I say, "I-I win."

 

He doesn't say anything. I sheathe my sword and then hold my hand out in front of me. "Good match."

 

He slaps my hand away and scowls at me. I stare at him with a blank expression. After several seconds, he relaxes his facial expressions. He looks down and in a tone devoid of energy, he says, "Sorry. It was a good match. You have really improved. I will admit it. You are better than me. You win."

 

I'm not sure how to respond, so I don't say anything. I only frown. He looks up at me and then asks, "Hey Kai…are you hiding something?"

 

"Wh-what do you mean?"

 

He smiles and then says, "It is nothing. I want to be alone right now."

 

He presses a hand over his eyes. A few tears seep through. I pick up my other sword before turning to the exit. I figure any words of praise or pity won't do him any good. "I'll see ya later then."

 

I head back home. Sitos doesn't come back even after several days pass. A messenger notifies us to report to our usual place for our mission briefing. We arrive there where we find Alios waiting for us as usual. A bow and quiver are on the ground next to him. Marin runs over to them.

 

"Oh, you found my equipment!" Marin exclaims.

 

"Affirmative, we found them exactly where Kai said they would be."

 

"Did you arrest those other guys we left there?" I ask. Alios doesn't answer immediately.

 

"No, we did not."

 

I cock an eyebrow and then ask, "Why?"

 

"Because they are dead. All of them, except one of my men who said a kid with a hammer suddenly attacked him," he explains as he looks at Hiro. I knit my eyebrows. Hiro looks away and whistles. 

 

"Wait… I didn't kill anyone, right Drugo?" I ask.

 

"Yup. Those people dressed as guards were still breathing when I checked. We didn't fatally wound any of the other people either."

 

Alios sighs and then says, "Well, no matter. You will not be penalized for killing them. They are better off dead. Zarus has informed me that those men I sent to him committed suicide. You can rest at ease."

 

I don't say anything else, feeling that he won't believe me. I change the topic and ask, "Where's Sitos?"

 

"He is taking care of something else right now. You will continue without him for now."

 

"But we've never done a mission without all six of us…"

 

"With your skills and teamwork, I am sure you will be fine." We continue the mission without Sitos, but something feels different. It's lonely without him.

 

Nearly two weeks pass since the disappearance of Sitos. We're eating lunch in our home during one of our free days. Someone's turning the knob on the main door. I raise my eyebrows and stand up. "Sitos' back!"

 

The door opens and then Sitos walks in, but someone else does too. They're holding hands. She looks a little older than us. She has long, black hair and wears an elegant white dress. "Everyone, I want you to meet my fiancée, Sofiel."

 

"Fiancée?!" all of us exclaim.

 

"Good afternoon. My name is Sofiel," she introduces with a bow. Something feels off. Sitos' eyes have no shine to them, despite the smile on his face. 

 

Our days resume back to normal now that Sitos has returned. 

Chapter 35 – Princess Irene – Trap

"Wh-what are you doing here…?" I mutter, still unable to grasp the situation. 
 
"I could ask you the same question. What are you doing here?" Marin asks.
 
"I… I was…" I mutter, but unable to finish my thought. Marin looks at the two dead behind me. She closes her eyes. "It-it's a misunder—"
 
"The information broker told us about this hideout," Marin answers and opens her eyes. I knit my eyebrows.
 
"What?"
 
"He told us you admitted to being a part of Cascabel. He followed you to this hideout yesterday. He showed us where today."
 
What?! Impossible… We covered our tracks. Did they read us…? I grit my teeth, take a few steps to the left, and ask, "What else did he tell you?"
 
"That you're the one who has been backing Osmir. That you've been holding Velyn and Seirus hostage…but we're too late."
 
"An-and you believe him?" "Over me?" 
 
"Are you saying he's lying?"
 
"Yeah. None of it is true. Whatever he's been telling you, it's all lies."
 
Marin sighs and then says, "I want to believe you… I really do."
 
I smile and then exclaim, "You can! Just trust me." 
 
"I can't…when you've constantly been lying to me… When will the lies stop?" I frown. "I didn't need the information broker to tell me that you were a part of Cascabel. I already knew. I've known for a while now. Did you think I wouldn't notice?"
 
I bite my lower lip and don't say anything for several seconds. There's an opening behind Marin and the others. "Maybe that part isn't a lie…but everything else! That old guy can't have possibly made any of those conclusions. The most he could've known was the location of this hideout."
 
Marin cocks an eyebrow and then asks, "What're you talking about? He wasn't that old."
 
I knit my eyebrows. She continues, "Hmm… Perhaps late 30's or early 40's?"
 
I raise my eyebrows. I gulp and then ask, "Did he have short brown hair…? And a hooded white uniform?
 
"Oh, so you did meet him." My eyes widen. My mind is finally grasping around everything. "Why'd you say he was old?" 
 
I sigh and then furrow my eyebrows. I look straight into Marin's eyes. "Marin, listen very carefully. The only reason I joined Cascabel was to kill the man responsible for that incident. The man that led you here is Xedeus. He's the leader of Cascabel, and he's behind everything. We were here to set up an ambush, but he set us up with this trap instead." 
 
Silence follows my confession. Marin, Jetia, and the guards burst into laughter. I relax my facial expressions and then quirk an eyebrow. Jetia says, "Oh how the great Kai has fallen."
 
"Kai…do you think we'll really believe that?" I frown. "Why would your leader purposely set you up and weaken his organization? It doesn't make sense."
 
"I…I don't know the answer to that either, but it's true! Bring me to that man right now. He's here, isn’t he? You can't let your guard down around him! Where's Ruby?"
 
"You're not going to see that man again. You're coming with us, and he already went back to Byzia," Marin informs. I raise my eyebrows. "We only needed to wait for you to show up to catch you in the act."
 
Wait… If Xedeus knew that we pulled that stunt at the information broker… I grit my teeth. 
 
"Ruby is…" Footsteps resound in the hallway behind Marin. 
 
"Marin~! They're ready ta talk!" Ruby enters the room while smiling and then licks her lips. Two guards enter behind her holding onto the two men we passed by earlier. Their faces are wrapped in ecstasy. 
 
"I wanna fuck ya from behind next time."
 
"I'm fine with those lips again."
 
"Sure," Ruby answers with a smile. I avert my eyes, frown, and grit my teeth. "After you've done yer part."
 
The men turn toward us. One of them says, "Those two are really cruel."
 
I cock an eyebrow. "We could hear the screams… I don't know what they were doing with Seirus or Velyn, but it probably wasn't pretty."
 
"They ordered us never to disturb them or ask questions. He communicated with Osmir with one of those Klams over there," the other one says and points to us.
 
"You wanna listen to this? It has nothing to do with me. Take it," I say and then toss Marin my Klam. Leila tosses hers too. Ruby catches it. Marin presses the button.
 
"We failed to deliver the girl. The man and woman guarding her took her back. No hard feelings, but we're keeping the 100 gold coins you already gave us."
 
"Yo-you don't know this, but we were escorting one of the successors to the throne. Her name's Irene. Back in Neso, they tried to take her from us. We took her back. I'm the man they're talking about, and Leila's the woman. The other one proves our innocence."
 
"Hmm…" Marin interjects. Ruby presses the button on the other Klam. 
 
"Hey, Kai!" My heart skips a beat. "Did you kill those two yet? I can be the king now, right?" 
 
"What the fuck?! That's wrong!" I exclaim. My eyes widen. Shit! Irene!
 
"We knew Osmir has been working with Cascabel for years. You can't deny these allegations now, Kai," Marin explains. I grit my teeth as I look toward Leila. I give her a nod as I prepare my Mana.
 
"Hey, we told ya what ya wanted to know," one of the men says. "Where's my reward?"
 
"Oh, that's right… Let ‘em go," Ruby says. The guards shove them on the ground.
 
"Hey, what gi—" A stream of flames bursts out Ruby's palms. "Ahhh!"
 
I take a step back as they scream and squirm as hot flames scorch their faces off. They stop screaming and go limp after five seconds. Ruby's flames halt, revealing blackened faces. The smell of burnt hair and skin lingers in the air.
 
"Marin, can I kill him now?" Jetia asks as he draws his weapon.
 
"No, don't kill him. We're taking him in alive. You can kill the Elf, though."
 
"That is rude," Leila says. I release Raw Mana without moving. My heart beats rapidly as I focus on the opening in the hallway.  Suddenly, a wall of Scrap Mana appears, covering the length of the entire doorway. My Mana can't go through. I knit and raise my eyebrows.
 
"Were you thinking of leaving by using your magic, Kai?" Marin asks. "I already know what you're thinking."
 
I click my tongue. Leila asks, "She knows about your magic?"
 
"Yeah… I told her."
 
"Kai…are ya gonna leave me again? Ruby asks with a pout. "It's 'cause of that Elf, ain't it? She brainwashed ya… I won't let ya go this time!" 
 
She grins as she raises her arms. She points a palm toward Leila. "Fireball!"
 
A large ball of fire flies toward Leila. Leila points her palm toward it and shouts, "Water ball!"
 
A sphere of water shoots out of Leila. It's slightly larger than the ball of fire. They collide with each other. Steam rises in the center. After several seconds, the flames fade away. A small part of Leila's magic remains and flies toward Ruby. It wets her face. She frowns and mutters, "That's no good… Can't ya let me kill ya peacefully?"
 
"Of course not," Leila answers. Ruby's silent for several seconds as she frowns. She grins and then bursts into laughter. I gulp as my heart beats progressively faster. I prepare instructions for my magic. Marin and the others are gone. She stops laughing, but she's still smiling. She raises her arms. I glance at the corner behind Leila.
 
"I won't give ya a choice then… Minefield! Blaze! Inferno! Spiraling flames!"
 
Flames appear around the entire room. I exclaim, "Get into that corner, now!"
 
I run toward the corner as Leila does the same and then release Raw Mana. I activate it immediately. Two purple portals appear, covering the ground all the way to the ceiling. They box us in the corner. "Who the hell's that crazy bitch?!" 
 
The room rumbles. Ruby's laugh mixed with rocks crumbling and explosions resound. The ground vibrates. I look down. "She's…Ruby. Just someone I've known for a few years."
 
"She's insane. Is she trying to kill us all?"
 
"She gets outta control sometimes… Anyway, we need to save Irene!"
 
"I'm already on it." Her hand is on the wall next to us.
 
Did Reid betray us…? No… It was him. A part of the wall cracks and moves away from us. The opening it creates is about the size of a door. It's pushed all the way outside where it crashes into the ground. As I sprint into the hallway, I exclaim, "We can still catch up to Xedeus if we leave now! Haste!"
 
"Swiftness!" The distance to the outside is only about 30 feet. Suddenly, a dirt cloud blasts into us as we nearly make it out of the opening. Some of it gets into my eyes. I close them and cough while continuing to run forward. Something pierces my right arm between my arm guards.
 
"Argh!" A draft of air blows around me. The feeling of dirt hitting my face stops. 
 
"Kai, watch out!" Footsteps resound progressively louder. I force my eyes open despite dirt still lingering in my eyes. Jetia's charging at me with his sword and shield in hand. I draw my sword with my right hand and then block his attack. He presses his sword against mine.
 
"I've always wanted to fight you," Jetia says and then smiles. "But I never thought you would join their ranks."
 
"I told you already. It's all to kill Xedeus."
 
"Excuses. You were just a coward. Just like how you are now."
 
I frown and grit my teeth. "Shut up; you don't understand anything."
 
I yank out the arrow with my free hand and then swing it toward the hand holding his sword. He blocks it with his shield. "Still in denial, are we?"
 
I draw my sword and then prepare to swing it at him. An arrow flies toward me from above. I jump back, rejoining Leila. There are five bodyguards surrounding Marin. Ruby walks out of a different opening in the mountain. She turns toward us, smiles, and then exclaims, "Oh, there ya are!"
 
As she walks toward us, Leila says, "Hey, Kai… This girl…is she—"
 
Several balls of fire appear in the air and fly toward us. We jump backward. The magic hits and ignites the plants on the grounds. Leila clicks her tongue and then says, "I'll take care of this lunatic. You probably can't fight her regardless."
 
"Yeah… I'll leave her to you. Don't hurt her too much if you can."
 
"While she tries to kill me? No problem. I'll teach her a lesson on my territory," Leila says. "Wave!"
 
A wave of water appears in front of us that rushes forward. It extinguishes the flames on the ground. Marin, Jetia, and the guards form a line with Jetia in front. He puts his shield in front of him on the ground and then envelopes an area around the shield with Unrefined Mana. Ruby stands still and creates a wall of water in front of her. The wave of water moves around it and the shield. 
 
"Sprout!" The ground shakes and the ground in front of me cracks. A stem emerges from the crack, eventually growing into a giant flower. 
 
I don't wanna be caught up in this… I run toward the forest and shout, "Hey, Jetia! Come over here where we won't be disturbed!"
 
"Fine!" Jetia exclaims and then follows me.
 
"Pollinate!" Leila shouts.
 
"Jetia, wait! Don't follow him!" Marin exclaims. Jetia continues to follow me.
 
Hmm… I can't use my partial coating with these swords, and he's already seen my sword's length. I'll give him the phantom blades special. I stop running and then turn around. I hold my swords in front of me at an angle. "You want a fight? I'll give you one… Phantom blades!"
 
I cock an eyebrow as he covers his eyes with Scrap Mana. His eyes widen as the entirety of my swords turn invisible. "Is this the magic Marin was talking about just now?"
 
He doesn't know…? I smile gradually and then say, "Oh, so you guys aren't that close after all… This won't even take two minutes."
 
He narrows his eyebrows and yells, "So what! Do you think I won't be able to tell where yer swords are?"
 
"We'll see," I say with a smile. I charge at him and then attack with my left sword. He parries my blows. I swipe my right blade at him toward the right. He raises his shield.
 
"Shock!" Lightning envelops his shield and then impacts with my sword. Only a few fingers tingle. "Discharge!”
 
I widen my eyes as the lightning bursts out toward me. I jump back, but the lightning hits my right arm. I tighten my grip as a shock runs through my arm. I gather Rich Mana around my left elbow as he runs at me. I point my elbow at him and then release my magic as I shout, "Fireball!"
 
A ball of fire comes out that flies toward him. He moves to the side and continues to run toward me.
 
"What's wrong, Kai?!" I click my tongue. 
 
I need to wait for this to wear off to finish him. I point my left elbow at him while continuing to jump backward. "Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"
 
More balls of fire fly toward him. I break down Raw Mana into Rich Mana while they're in the air. He dodges all of my Fire magic. I point my left elbow toward the ground. "Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"
 
The balls of fire ignite the plants on fire. I create a wall of fire in the process. He jumps over it. As he's in the air, I point my left elbow toward him and shout, "Fireball!"
 
A flaming ball flies toward him. He puts his shield in front of him and envelops it in Rich Mana. My magic collides with his shield, bursting into flames. The fire clears up, and he takes no damage. He continues to charge at me. "I knew it! Running's all yer good at!"
 
The tingling in my right arm has reduced to levels I can handle. I furrow my eyebrows and focus on him. I charge at him as I prepare instructions for Raw Mana. I slash with my left sword the same way I did previously. I reverse my grip on my right blade as he parries it the same way. He smiles and says, "And we're back to this."
 
I attack him a few more times with my left sword as I release my Raw Mana. Afterward, I swing my right arm the same way as I did previously. He raises his shield in the same place as he exclaims, "Shock!"
 
Lightning envelops his shield, but he doesn't impact my blade. His arm is now out of position. I flip my right hand around, take a step forward, and then stab my weapon toward his arm. It pierces it completely. He grimaces. As I'm pulling my sword out, he exclaims, "Discharge!"
 
I jump backward and shout, "Open!"
 
A purple portal appears between us while the other one is directly behind him. I immediately turn around and then jump backward. He lets out a scream of pain. I reverse the grip on my right sword back to normal. I hold my breath as I wait for my portals to dissolve in a moment. They disperse into nothing, and I'm behind Jetia. He turns his head a little to the left and then right. I lunge forward and thrust with both of my weapons. "Where—"
 
I impale both of his legs in the center of his thigh. "Ahh!"
 
I let go of my weapons and shout, "Strength!"
 
Power surges through both of my arms. I tighten my grip on his forearm and bicep. I pull them apart, dislocating his arm from the elbow. He lets out another scream of pain as he falls onto his knees. He lets go of his shield. I cancel my enhancements and then pull out both of my swords. His body twitches as I do. I sigh and then say, "Not even two minutes."
 
I sheathe my swords and then run back where we came from. Suddenly, Jetia chuckles and then breaks into a laugh. I cock an eyebrow as I turn my head around. There's a small pool of blood forming around his thighs. He turns his body around while still laughing. I ignore him and continue forward, until he stops laughing and says, "You may have beaten me…but yer still a coward. We both know the reason you left wasn't to join Cascabel."
 
One of my eyes twitches. His laugh resounds until I run so far I can't hear him anymore. It continues in my head. I shake my head. Where'd Marin go? I was certain she’d back up Jetia…
 
I hurry back to Leila and the others.
Chapter 36 – Princess Irene – Truth

Nearly the entire area around Leila is on fire. The giant flower is gone. A few guards are entangled by vines coming out of the pollinated flowers near them. Balls of fire appear in the air and descend toward Leila. Marin shoots arrows toward Leila. Leila takes a seed from one of her back pouches with her right hand and then throws it in front of her.

"Sprout!" Vines extend outward from the seed. Some of them dig into the ground. It creates a rough wall in front of her. She points her left palm toward the incoming balls of fire and shouts, "Water ball! Water ball! Water ball! Water ball!"

The balls of water collide with the balls of fire. Steam rises from the center of each collision. Marin's arrows penetrate the front of the vine wall. I shout, "Leila!"

The balls of fire disappear as parts of Leila's Water magic keep flying straight. Leila glances at me and yells, "I'm fine here! I'll catch up later!"

I grit my teeth while staring at her. I click my tongue and then run toward Byzia. 

"Kai, wait!" Marin exclaims as she chases after me. An arrow flies toward me. I draw a sword and then deflect it. 

One of the guards exclaims, "Lieutenant Marin, we'll come with you!"

"No, Sergeant Jetia needs your assistance. He's probably still alive in the woods somewhere."

"But—" 

"That's an order."
"You heard her! Let's go!" 

"Celerity!" Marin shouts. The frequency of her footsteps increases.

"Haste!" I shout. Power surges through my legs. What's she planning? Does she think she can take me out by herself…? We've almost reached the woods.

I dodge three arrows by moving to the side. They pierce three different trees up ahead. "Zephyr!"

Wind blows against me from the arrows in the trees. It slows my advance forward. I click my tongue. She’s learned a few new tricks of her own… Can I not avoid using more of my Mana?

I unsheathe my other sword and then turn around. Marin's aiming three arrows at me. I ground my weight behind me as I put my blades in front of me. I prepare instructions for my magic. She shoots the arrows. I knit my eyebrows as they miss me completely and hit the ground around me. My eyes widen.

"Wind Trap!"  Wind blows on me from every angle. I stab one of my swords into the ground as it feels like I'm lifted up into the air. I squint my eyes, leaving only a small opening of sight.  Marin unleashes a wave of dirt from her palm.  It obscures my vision around me, and the wind blows it into my eyes. I close my eyes and hold my breath.
I adjust the instructions for my magic and then release my Raw Mana through the opening above me.  I grit my teeth as an arrow pierces me between my arm guards. Where's she gonna shoot from next…?
I imagine what I look like inside my mind. There's an opening on my left side. I wave my sword on my left. I knit my eyebrows as my blade collides with air.  Just a moment longer…
"Open!" I shout, take my sword out of the ground, and then jump up with all my strength. I crash into the ground at the edge of the woods. I open my eyes as I begin to stand up, looking behind my shoulder. Marin's nowhere to be found. 

"I knew you were going to do that," Marin says, apparently on my right behind a tree. She approaches me slowly with three arrows pulled back on her bow. I gulp as I stand up completely. She smiles. "You know…someone succeeded General Nero.

I smile and then say, "Oh, someone finally got rid of that scumbag?  What happened to him?"

"He was found dead on the floor in his room. Almost all the bones in his body were broken."

"There must've been a huge commotion when he was found."

"Yeah…there was an uproar for a while since there were no traces of anyone entering or leaving his room. A huge investigation was conducted, but in the end, no one was punished because no one knows how General Nero died."

"He wasn't attacked by a blunt weapon?"

"That's what they thought, but no possible murder weapon could be found. If you ask me…it looked like he was dropped from a tall height, but there's no hole in the ceiling."

I stop smiling. "Well, it doesn’t matter how he died or who killed him. You're probably better off without him."

"That's true. Living conditions have greatly improved. Why don't you come back?"
"That's great to hear, but I'll decline. I can't accomplish my goals confined to the army." I sheathe my swords and then inch closer to Marin. I pull out the arrow in my arm.

"Don't move! Stop!" she exclaims, her eyes quivering. She slowly takes a few steps back. Her back is against the trunk of a tree. I stop in front of her. Her weapon is pointed toward my face.

"I figured out why you ordered those guards to help Jetia instead of pursuing me," I say with a smile. "You hesitated on an opening just now too."

"I've strengthened my resolve since you left," she says, her arms shaking. A drop of sweat drips down from her face. I slowly reach for the arrows on her weapon. "I'll re-really do i-it…"

I snatch her arrows and then drop them to the ground. Her lips quiver. I sigh and pull the bow from her hands. There's no resistance. I drop it to the ground. "Funny you should say that. I've strengthened my resolve too."

I grab her chin, pushing her against the tree behind her and then point the arrow in my hand toward her neck. Her eyes are trembling as she asks, "Yo-you wo-wouldn't hurt me…would you…?"

I smile and then say, "I won't hesitate if it's necessary to carry out my goals."

"Kai…you've changed…" she says quietly with tears flowing out of her eyes. The tip of the arrow barely pierces her neck. A drop of blood trickles down. I grit my teeth and then let her go. Her legs give out as she slides her back down the tree. She wraps her arms around her knees with her head down and continues to cry, occasionally sniffing up snot.

I drop the arrow in my hand and then run toward Byzia. I frown. Maybe that was a little too harsh… Well, at least now she won't be entangled in this mess.

I slow my pace to a walk as I walk into the city and then run again. I burst into 'Bolt's Inn,' sprinting up the stairs. I turn the knob to our room, apparently unlocked. I open it. As expected… No one's here.
I close the door and then head out. I make my way toward the castle. There are a lot of people gathered in the city square outside the castle. I raise my eyebrows. That's right… They're expecting Reid—no, Osmir to give them the rundown on how he's redistributing the wealth. I don't wanna attract any attention here…but how did Xedeus…
I raise my eyebrows. The secret passage! That's a long detour. I can catch up.
I walk to a street adjacent to the castle. There are still people wandering about here, but not as much. The outer wall of the castle is 20 feet high. How should I clear this wall without being seen…? 

I look over to my right. I could climb to the roof of those buildings and then connect a portal between there and the castle... No, people will see me climbing it. I guess I'll have to use that. Thirty seconds' more than enough.
I walk up to the wall and then count my steps all the way to the side of a building across the street. I turn back around. I rest my back against the wall of a building, facing the wall. A few people glance over to me, but their eyes don't linger for long. I break down some Raw Mana into Rich Mana, immediately using some to augment my legs. Afterward, I prepare instructions for my Raw Mana. I wait for the moment no one is looking at me.

I release my Raw Mana and then immediately activate it. I wrap two one-sided portals around my body. My entire vision is the familiar purple haze. I run forward while counting my steps. I slow my pace as I approach the wall. I put my hand out, touching the wall. I jump up and then climb over the wall. I land on the other side. I know people will see me from the front of the gate if my mantle disappears now.

I prepare more instructions for my Raw Mana and then release it. It immediately activates. I extend my left arm toward my left. The purple haze around my body fades into nothing.  The familiar portals are on my left and right. My arm is inside the portal on the left. It appears out of the portal on the right. I find the closest window on the second floor of the castle. I prepare my magic and then release it, subsequently activating it. A purple portal appears between the two by my sides and inside the castle. I extend my right arm into the portal in front of me before taking my left arm out of the other portal. I walk forward and then appear in the castle. 

"Close!" I exclaim. All four of my portals fade away. I look around. This hallway's familiar… The library's close!

I find the library and then gulp. I take out both of my weapons and slowly walk into the room. It's too quiet… Maybe he hasn't arrived yet?

I widen my eyes and stop walking. Irene's on the floor in front of the vault. Irene! That means Xedeus' already here… This is clearly a trap.

I look around. There's no one around. I check through all of the columns of shelves. There's nothing. I knit my eyebrows. Did Xedeus already obtain what was inside the vault…?

I relax my guard and then run toward Irene. Something pushes me from behind. I fall forward, widening my eyes. My weapons drop to the floor next to me. I can't move. A cold shiver goes down my spine. This is…!
A slow clap resounds, steadily moving closer to me. A man in a hooded white uniform appears from somewhere. I have no idea where he came from. He's wearing a Cascabel mask. I grit my teeth and then shout, "Xedeus!”

"Well done, Kai. Well done," Xedeus says. "You arrived a few minutes earlier than planned. Did you enjoy the little game I prepared for you?"

I cock an eyebrow and then ask, "Game? What game?"

He laughs and then responds, "I knew you would help Irene in the middle of your mission because you've grown weak. You were the same three years ago."

"Weak?! I've become much stronger since those days!"

"Then why didn't you kill Reid? The Kai from a year ago wouldn't have hesitated," Xedeus says. I open my mouth but don't say anything. "I'm really disappointed in you, Kai… I had hopes for you. I spent all this time preparing this game for you…to help you realize your true self. This is how you repay me?"

I grit my teeth and force my fingers into a clench, but my fingers don't move. The tension remains in my hands. "Do you think I'll ever be grateful after what you did?!

He doesn't answer for several seconds. He tilts his head sideways and asks, "What're you talking about?"

"Don't play dumb, you fuck! You killed them!"

"Hmm… I'm afraid I don't know who you're referring to. I don't keep track of who I have or haven't killed." My chest feels like it's about to burst from anger. Hot puffs of air escape me as I stare at the man in front of me. "I like those eyes."

"Sitos… Drugo…"

I squeeze my eyes shut, pausing for a few seconds. I continue, "Luna… Those are the names of my friends you've killed. You'll regret it if you forget their names again."

"Sitos, Sitos… Ah, yes… I remember him," he answers and then laughs. "I still have no idea what you're talking about. Who…killed who?"

"You mother fu—"

"You should get your memory checked out before you attack me with slander."

"Liar! You know it was your fault! It was your fault they died!"

"I only gave them a little push," he explains and then laughs. "I helped them realize their true selves." 
I grit my teeth as I think about Sitos and his final moments. I squeeze my eyes shut, thinking about Luna. My eyes burn up as I remember her smiles and the morning of the incident. Tears pour out of my eyes. "Bring her back…"

"What was that?"

"Bring her back…! Bring her back!"

"You're talking about your—"

"Bring her back! Bring—"

"Bring her back, bring her back!" Xedeus exclaims and then laughs loudly. "You're persistent. It's annoying. Since you're so adamant on the fantasy that I killed her… I'll grant you your wish."

I still can't move my limbs. My fingers move a little. Damn it! I've come all this way…and I still don't know what he's doing.

"Kai!" Leila exclaims. I open my eyes, calming down a little. "Where're you?"

"Leila! Don't come over here! It's a trap!" I shout. Her footsteps resound louder. 

"Kai!" Leila shouts from behind me. Xedeus moves away, probably from her line of sight.

"Idiot! I told you, don't come any closer! Stop!" Her footsteps resound closer and closer. She falls next to me. I sigh. "I told you it was a trap… Are you deaf?"

She cocks an eyebrow and asks, "What're you talking about? You're the one who told me to come over!"

"What do you mean I told you to come over? I told you the exact opposite of that! Don't blame me for walking right into the trap."

"This is the thing about you, Kai. I—" Xedeus' footsteps resound as he walks toward the vault.

"Another actor has arrived. Welcome, Leila," Xedeus says. "You played your role well in the script I laid out for you, unlike Kai."

"Xedeus…" Leila mutters. "What're you talking about?"

"Use your head. The mission, the information you received, your deductions, your movements… All of it…was just as I calculated," Xedeus informs. My eyes widen.

That possibility lurked at the back of my mind…but I refuse to believe it. It can't be true. It's a lie. The past year flashes through my mind. I raise my eyebrows and then say, "That mission eight months ago… You let Dae discover the cargo on purpose…?
Xedeus claps and answers, "Correct. You're finally getting it."

I frown and shut my eyes. It's hopeless… We're completely in the palm of his hand.

"Kai, what's with that look? Have you forgotten what we did?" Leila asks. 

That's right… I can't let myself get caught up in his pace. I gulp and then exclaim, "That's right! You predicted everything? That's one hell of a bluff. You didn't even figure out that we're the ones who shut down your slave trafficking operation."

"What?!" Xedeus exclaims with widened eyes. "You two were the ones responsible…"

I yell, "Yeah it was us! I savored that moment you threw a fit of rage."

"Impossible…" he mutters and then laughs loudly. I knit my eyebrows. "Is that how you wanted me to react? Did you really think that I wouldn't know about what you were doing behind my back? Of course I knew."

"Liar! If you knew, then why didn't you do anything—"

"It didn't matter to me… Whether you destroyed that operation or left it alone, it didn't interfere with my plans."

"What're you talking about?! That operation was the main source of income for—" Irene moves slightly. She makes a small noise. My eyes widen. "Irene!"

"Oh? It looks like our princess finally woke up. It's time to continue our game," Xedeus says as he walks toward Irene.

"Get away from her!" I yell. He grabs her hair and then pulls up, forcing her to stand up. She screams. I grit my teeth. I prepare instructions for my magic. "Stop!"

He faces her toward the vault and says, "Open it. You remembered now, haven't you?"

"N-no… I wo-won't open it…" Irene says quietly. Xedeus turns her around and then punches her with a hook. Another scream resounds as she falls.

"Irene!" Leila and I simultaneously exclaim. 

"Open it!" Xedeus shouts as he picks her back up. 

"I won't open it…no matter what. No matter how much you beat me up…or even kill me."

What the hell's she saying?! Damn! I still can't move.

"We'll see about that," Xedeus says as he holds her by the hair. He punches her repeatedly with his other hand. Each impact resounds clearly. 

"You fucker! Stop!" I exclaim.

"Is she really that important to you?" Xedeus asks as he continues to pummel her. "This is what I don't understand. How can one random girl affect you so much?"

I grind my teeth. He lets Irene go, and she drops to the floor. She whimpers and cries. "You’re a stubborn girl. We'll see how determined you really are."

He laughs and then turns around, walking toward Leila. I raise my eyebrows.

He's trying to keep Irene alive… This is my chance! Luckily, he doesn't know about Void magic. I adjust the final touches to my magic and then release it. A ball of fire appears above Xedeus that drops down. It's positioned a little bit on his left side. He looks up and then jumps to the side on his right. I widen my eyes and shout, "Open!"

Four one-sided portals appear. Xedeus goes through the portal in his path and then falls from the air directly above the fireball. The ball of fire enters a portal above the floor and then appears through the last portal in a perpendicular direction as the one Xedeus falls from. My magic will collide with him in a moment.

Xedeus moves his legs and then launches himself out of harm's way.  He lands on his feet. My magic eventually collides with the wall ahead of it, bursting into flames. My eyes tremble. No way… How'd he react to that? I can't win…
He draws his sword and says, "Hmm… Not bad, but not good enough."

He walks closer to Leila. Irene suddenly shouts, "Stop!"

Irene slowly stands up, her face bloodied. I exclaim, "Irene! Don't push yourself!"

"I'll open the vault for you…so don't hurt Leila or Kai…" she says. Xedeus turns around and walks toward her.

"Excellent. Open it, now." Irene puts one of her palms against the transparent circle at the center of the vault. A few seconds later, the front of the vault moves down into the floor. He pushes Irene down and goes inside.

"Hey, Leila… Did you figure it out yet?" I ask.

"No… This is the first time I've encountered something like this. Wind magic must be a component in his trick."

"We'll have another—"

"Elf! Where're ya hidin'?!" Ruby exclaims nearby. I widen my eyes.

"Damn, that bitch's persistent. I thought I lost her," Leila says.

"How'd you get into the castle without being seen?"

"I took the secret tunnel. I covered my tracks too."

My heart beats faster. "This is bad. This is very bad…"

Her footsteps resound progressively louder. "Elf! I found ya! Die!"

Ruby launches a large ball of fire from her palm. A similarly sized ball of water appears in front of its path near Leila, standing still. Their magic collides, and steam rises from the center. Several seconds later, the fireball fades away. Xedeus walks out of the vault holding a book in one hand and his sword in the other. He looks toward Ruby and says, "It seems our final actor has arrived."

I raise my eyebrows. No…
Ruby stares at him. She suddenly bursts into flames. Fire covers her entire body, but she doesn't seem to be in pain. She glowers and screams, "It's you!"

"Ruby, run!" I yell.

"Everything's yer fault!" Ruby runs toward Xedeus. "I'll kill ya ‘n’ take Kai back!"

Xedeus laughs and stands still. He says, "Kai, I finally understand…"

Several balls of fire appear at various angles. They all fly toward Xedeus, who's standing still. A loud sound resounds one after another. The balls of fire instantly fade away with every bang. "Your attachment to that girl, Irene."

"Fire tornado!" Ruby exclaims and then a tornado comprised of flames appears between her and Xedeus. Some of the wind and heat reach me from this distance.  The tornado moves toward Xedeus. Suddenly, the tornado shrinks in size, the flames dying too. It fades away in seconds. Xedeus continues, "You really are cruel."
He's right… I bite my lip as he slowly walks toward Ruby.
"Minefield! Inferno! Firestorm!" Over a dozen small balls of fire appear between Ruby and Xedeus. A blanket of fire covers the ceiling and rains down flames.  Flames erupt all over the ground. Xedeus continues his slow pace, swerving around the small balls of fire in front of him. The flames dropping from above fade away before hitting him. "Explode!"

The small balls of fire explode, releasing a gust of wind and flames outward. Xedeus is at the center of it all. "Flame pillar! Fire explosion!"

I widen my eyes as a large amount of flames erupt in the area where I last saw Xedeus. Flames cover everywhere from the ground up to the ceiling in a large area. Leila has a shield of water covering us. "Furnace! Burning prison! Fire explosion! Fire explosion! Fire explosion! Flame pillar!"

Flames erupt constantly. I have no idea what's going on. I think about Xedeus' words and bite my lip hard enough for it to bleed. Damn it… What have I been doing these past three years…? To end up here again… Powerless.

"Meteor!" A large spherical flaming object appears behind Ruby's active magic. It descends into the cluster of flames. The flames covering Ruby fade away as she falls on her bottom. My eyes quiver. I gulp as the remains of Ruby's magic clears up.

Xedeus appears at the center, seemingly unharmed. The book is still in his hand and the sword in the other. He laughs loudly. A gust of wind blows Ruby down on her back. He walks toward her. No…no…no!

"Watch closely, Kai. It's time to end this game," he says. My body is more responsive now, but I still can't get up. I clench my fists and grit my teeth tightly. Tears flow out of my eyes before I know it. It's too late to assist her with magic at this distance. I squeeze my eyes shut.

No…it can't end like this. Before I could apologize… Before I gathered the courage to... My memories of her flash rapidly inside my head. I open my eyes, Xedeus now standing over her. His blade is pointed toward her neck. She isn't moving. I widen my eyes as he lifts his arms up. My heart pounds rapidly. He thrusts his arm down, and I scream, "Luna!"

Chapter 37 – Post Academy – Encounter

She grabs my hair. I bring her body closer to me in a cuddle, pressing her firm, petite breasts against me. My tongue wraps around hers inside her mouth as I rest a hand on her neck. I stick a leg between hers and then press my raging erection against her leg.  Her tongue pushes mine back into my mouth. I swallow as her tongue lunges toward my throat. She pants and moans softly. My heart pounds rapidly, and my palms are sweaty.

I grab both of her breasts while pushing her on her back, my mouth never leaving hers. Suddenly, she turns her head away, pushes me back, and squeals quietly. The blanket covering us falls off at the same time. I open my eyes. Only two small pieces of clothing cover her bare body. A breeze chills my warm body. I scoot closer to her and then grab one of her hands with both of mine. I stare into her eyes and ask, "Luna, what's wrong?"

She doesn’t answer immediately. She looks away and then back at me. "Sorry, Umm…"

She looks away again. Her face is flushed red. She looks into my eyes and asks, "Do you wanna…do it with me?"

Her eyes sparkle. It takes me a moment to process her question. My face burns up gradually while my heart pounds harder. I let her hands go, force a smile, and then answer, "N-no! Of-of course not!"

I force a laugh but then stop. Her facial expression doesn't change. My eyes lock on her breasts where my hands were and then back on her eyes. I relax my facial expressions and then gulp. I want to look away, but I keep eye contact. "Yeah…"

"Do you love me?"

"Yeah. I love you, Luna."

She smiles and then says. "If you love me forever, then I'll do it with you…"

I clench her hand tighter and respond, "I'll love you forever. No matter what happens."

She grins. "Then, it's okay."

She lies back on the bed sideways. I gulp before lying down too. I slowly slide my fingers across her back. Her skin is soft and silky. She doesn't resist as I unclasp her bra. I flare my nostrils as I drag it off, revealing her bare breasts. I bring my head closer to hers. I stop when she tugs on my shirt. "Oh, right."

She giggles. Oh, shit… I said that out loud… 

I blush and take off my shirt. I move closer to Luna as I drape the blanket over us. My lips lock with hers again. Our tongues mingle. Lightly at first, but it grows intense. My hand moves over her breasts. Her nipple is hard. I grab her breast with a hand while sliding my other hand across her inner thigh. She squeezes my hand with her legs. I slide my fingers across her underwear. I don't know why it's wet. Every time her moan resounds, it adds fuel to the growing fire inside me. 

I sit up and then grab her underwear with both hands. I slide it off her legs. She rests the back of her hands on the bed next to her head. I pant as my eyes linger on the most sensitive part of her body. I gulp before moving a hand closer to it. She squirms a little and moans softly as my finger slide across. I slowly insert a finger inside her to satisfy my curiosity. She closes her eyes. Her lips slightly parted with faint, fast breaths resounding. Her legs squeeze together as my fingers moved inside her, eliciting soft moans. 

I can't hold it anymore. Immediately, I take off my briefs and then position my body on top of hers. Our eyes meet, but neither of us says a word. She spreads her legs apart. I gulp and then slowly drop down. My heart feels like it's about to explode. Suddenly, someone bangs on my door. I stop moving.

"Hey, Kai! Wake up!" Hiro shouts. I click my tongue and turn my head to the door.

"What do you want?!" 

"Sitos' here! We can finally go on a mission!" He tries to open the door, but it's locked.

"Can't you wait like an hour?"

"No! I can't wait anymore! We still need to find Luna! Just take a nap later!" 

Just take a nap later, he says… I frown and turn back to Luna. Quietly, I say, "Let's continue."
"If ya don't come outta there within five minutes, I'll bust it down!" His footsteps resound away. My eyes lock on Luna, but it feels like the mood we built up is completely gone despite that our bodies are inches apart. She giggles.

"Don't worry," Luna says and pats me on the head. "We'll continue tonight."

I sigh. "Yeah…"

I get off her and then put on my clothes. "I need to get my things from my room. I'll meet you in the lobby."

"Alright," I respond as I start to put on my armor. She opens the door and then leaves. I finish equipping my armor and then clip on my sheaths. I leave the room and then go downstairs. Everyone except Luna is waiting there.

"Finally, he's here!" Hiro exclaims. "Let's hurry up and find Luna. Marin said she left early to go shoppin'."

Marin smiles. Footsteps resound down the stairs. Luna appears out of breath. "Sorry, I'm late."

A small spiked mace is clipped to her belt. Hiro asks, "Luna, where'd ya come from? I checked your room, and ya weren’t there."

Hiro turns to Marin and then asks, "Didn'tcha say she went out to go shoppin'?"

"Yep," Marin replies. "She must've returned earlier than I thought."

"That's strange. How'd we miss her? I was waitin' here this entire time."

"That is because she did not go shopping," Sitos blurts out and then looks at me. "She was in Kai's room this entire time. Right, Kai?"

My face burns up as everyone's gaze shifts to me. I mutter, "Uh…yeah…"

"Marin, ya lied to me!" Hiro exclaims. Marin stays quiet. "What the hell was Luna doin' in your room so early for, Kai? Luna, why didn'tcha answer when I pounded on that door?" 

Sitos smiles and says, "Yes. Enlighten us."

Luna smiles, blushes, and says, "Well, if you really wanna know… We were—" 
I cough loudly. "More importantly, didn't you mention we were going on a mission? Does your dad finally have a mission for us, Sitos?"

"No, he is still occupied with the same thing." 

"What?! I thought ya came here because he finally has somethin' for us after a week of nothing! Hiro exclaims.

"You jumped to conclusions too early, Hiro. Sitos told us while you ran up the stairs," Drugo says. I frown.

"So you're telling me I came down here for nothing…?" I ask and then sigh. I start to walk back toward the stairs.

"It does not look like my dad will resolve his problem anytime soon. Stop being a little bitch and look for a request with us," Sitos suggests. I stop.

"Yeah! That sounds like a good idea! Let's go!" Hiro exclaims and then runs out the door. We follow him at our own paces. I stay in the back with Luna.

I gaze at her weapon and say, "By the way Luna, I see you finally bought yourself a weapon."

"Yep! Because you said I needed one just in case."

"Isn't that too heavy for you?"

"I can handle it if I use both hands."

"I see. Don't be too reckless. It's a last resort."

She smiles and says, "I know. Are you worried about me?"

"O-of course I am… Did you have to make me say it?"

"I wanted to hear it from your lips," she explains and then clasps an arm around mine. I try to pull back, but she doesn't let me.

"Careful. What if someone sees us?" I ask as I look in front of me. Hiro and the others aren't in sight. I sigh. "We're in luck. They’ve already gone ahead."

"What're you so afraid of?" Luna asks. "They've known for a while now."

I cock an eyebrow and interject, "Huh?"

Luna stops walking and turns her head around. I stop walking and look behind me too. I rear back, finding the others are smiling closely behind us. "When did you guys…"

"Even I noticed there had been somethin' between ya two the past few months," Hiro says. "I was playin' dumb this whole time."

I skeptically curl one side of my lips upward. Right…because you need to pretend…
He continues, "Ya don't hafta be so secretive 'bout it anymore. Especially after last night."
I knit my eyebrows and ask, "Last night?"

"Like I said, ya don't hafta hide it anymore. We know ya two slept together last night. That's why you're like this now, right?"

I frown, thinking back to last night. I can't tell him that nothing happened despite that we were in bed together… It only came close this morning when Luna suddenly jumped on me.
"Yeah, we did sleep together last night," I admit.

"Yep, we did!" Luna exclaims.

"Is that all you wanted to say?" I ask. "Let's hurry to the Adventurer's District."

Before I have a chance to turn back around, Sitos says, "Now is the time to come clean of anything else you are hiding."

"Huh? What else would I be hiding?"

"You tell us."

"There's nothing. Let's go," I say and then turn around, bringing Luna with me as I walk forward. We enter the Trade District a few minutes later. 

"Hey, the couple over there. Come over here for a second," an old man sitting behind a stall on my left says. We walk up to it, the others behind us. "How would you like to try this game of luck? If you win, you'll win the prize of one gold coin. It costs one silver coin to play."

There's a stack of scratch cards on the stand. I've seen this type of business before in the Residential District in the past. Emdos told me that I should never waste money on it. I walk away and say, "Not interested."

Only a few seconds pass before Hiro asks, "How do ya play?"

I sigh and then go back. "It's simple. You take a coin and use it to scratch off the circular coating. If you match three W's in any direction, you'll move on to the next stage."

"Alright, I'm in!" Hiro exclaims and then hands the man a silver coin.

"Good luck. You're free to take any card you want," the man informs. Hiro takes the one from the top.

"Hiro, you shouldn't waste your money on this type of thing…" I say. He ignores me as he scratches off all nine circles. There's a line of three W's on the bottom. 

"I won!" 

"Wow! The chance of winning was only one out of twenty! You got past the hard part. The next part is easier," the man says and then puts three cups on the table with the brim down. He shows a rock in the palm on his hand. "I'm going to hide this rock under one of these cups. You have to guess the right one."

"Got it," Hiro says. The man takes a cover from the ground and then puts it on the table. It blocks our view of the cups. A few seconds later, he removes it.

"Okay. Pick a cup."

"Hmm… I want the one on the right!"

"Okay. I'm going to give you another opportunity right now. For only ten silver coins, I'll reveal one of the cups that are empty." I knit my eyebrows.

"I'll do it," Hiro says instantly. He hands over ten silver coins. The man removes the middle cup.

"Now you have a fifty percent chance of winning one gold coin! If you want to change to the cup on the left, that's fine with me."

"No, I want the one on the right!"

"Alright," the man says and then lifts up the cup on the right. There's nothing under it. "Too bad."

The man lifts up the cup on the left a second later, revealing the rock. Hiro puts another silver coin on the table. He takes another scratch card and exclaims, "I'll play again!" 

"Sure," the man says and smiles. "Don't worry; you just got unlucky."

"I won again!"

"That's some amazing luck you have there! Alright, let me set up part two again," the man says and then puts up the cover. Seconds later, he removes it.

"I'll take the middle one."

"For ten silver coins—" 

"Yeah, yeah. I'll do it," Hiro says and then drops ten silver coins on the stand. The man takes it and then reveals the cup on the right to be empty. Both of the man's hands are behind the stall.

"Do you want to change to the one on the left?"

"Nah, I'll stick to the middle one," Hiro says.

"Wait, you should try changing to the one on the left," I suggest.

"What, why?"

"Just a hunch."

"Fine, but if I lose… It's your fault. I'll change to the left."

"Sure." The man brings up his right hand from under the table and then lifts up the cup on the left. It's empty. Hiro grunts and turns to me.

"Damn! This is your fault!" The man brings up his left hand and then lifts up the cup in the middle.

"Tough luck. This time it was the correct decision to stay with the middle. You're on a roll, though. You should play again. You can still win more than you lost if you keep playing."

"Fine!" Hiro puts another silver coin on the table and then takes a scratch card.

Hmm… Is this old guy doing what I think he is? The next time he takes out those cups, I'll make sure…

Hiro scratches out all nine circles, revealing that it's not a winner. "So close. You only needed one more match to win. Don't worry; you still have a lot of chances to win!"

Five minutes pass of Hiro never making it past the first stage. Hiro stomps the ground. "Damn! This one ain't a winner either!"

He reaches into his pouch but doesn't take anything out. "Crap… I didn't bring any more money with me. I'll run back to get some!"

I grab his arm and say, "Don't bother. Let me try winning your money back for you."

"Oh, you'll do that for me?" 

"Yeah, no problem. How much did you spend so far?"

"Uhh… I'm not sure."

"84 silver coins," Marin answers.

"I see," I say and then take my arm back from Luna. I put a silver coin on the table.

"Well, it's the youngster from earlier! You've decided to play have you?" I lift up the top half of scratch cards and then put the bottom half on top. I take the first one and then scratch it off with a coin. I don't win. I repeat this for several more scratch cards. I finally have a winner.

"Congratulations! With the odds of one out of twenty, you won after only five tries!"

One in twenty, my ass. I shake my head as the man prepares the cups. The moment he reveals the cups, I say, "I'll take the middle one."

His hands are behind the stall. "Sure. Do you want to spend—"

"Sure." I put ten silver coins on the table. He reveals that the left cup is empty.

"Now, do you want to change to the one on the right?"

I unsheathe one of my swords and then point it toward his face. "Don't move."

 Hiro shouts, "Kai, what the hell are ya doin'?!"
A few people in the streets stop to look at me. I ignore them and say, "Put both of your hands on the table palm up."

"Wh-what's this about? The guards will have you arrested," the man says as he lifts both of his hands palms up. There's nothing in his hands.

"Lift up both of those cups."

"Yo-you can only choose one…"

"I don't care. If one of them is a winner, you can keep the money." He turns pale. After several seconds, he finally picks up both cups. The rock isn't under either of them.

"What the hell?! Where's the rock?!" Hiro exclaims.

"He probably dropped it before revealing his palms," I deduce. I stare into the man's eyes. "Now who's gonna call the guards? You're the one who's gonna be arrested now for fraudulent business."

"Let me beat up this guy for cheatin' me!" I grab Hiro's arm to hold him back.

"Th-there's no need to be hasty… I'll give you youngsters all your money back and the one gold coin prize."

"I want all your money," I say.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me. Either you lose all your money, lose your business, and get arrested…or lose all your money."

"What is going on over there?!" someone exclaims. A guard is running toward us. I sheathe my sword. The guard stops in front of the old man. "Sir, are these people threatening you?"

I glare into the old man's eyes before he turns to the guard. He answers, "No… It was my fault. He won the jackpot, and I refused to give him the money. Sorry for the trouble."

"I see. Do not let this happen again," the guard says and then leaves. The old man sighs. He takes out a pouch of coins and then drops it on the table.

"There. Take it and leave." I take his pouch and then toss it to Hiro.

"You can carry this," I say as I pick up my ten silver coins. "Can we skip the mission now and go back? What we just raked is probably worth more than the mission…"

"No way! I'm not doin' it for the money. I'm bored! How much is in here anyway…"

"Count it later. Let's get going already," I say and head toward the Adventurer's District. Luna smiles and clasps her arm around mine again.

"As expected of Kai! How did you figure out what he was doing?" Luna asks.

"I didn't. I just had a hunch he was doing something based on where his hands were. He seemed awfully enthusiastic about potentially losing his profits too. It rubbed me the wrong way," I respond.
"A hunch? If you were wrong, you could have gotten all of us into trouble," Sitos says. "You did not tell us what you were going to do that. Is that not irresponsible?" 

"Yeah, you're right… Sorry," I apologize. 

"Wait," Sitos says. I stop walking, free my arm, and turn around. "Sorry? You are fucking sorry? That is not going to cut it for me. I want you to get on the ground and apologize."
Luna frowns and asks, "Why does Kai have to do that? You don't have to be so uptight about it because he figured it out before you did!"

"What? That does not have to do with anything," Sitos replies.

"Wow! There're at least four gold coins in here!" Hiro exclaims. Luna crosses her arms.

"Doesn't it? You're always competing with Kai," Luna answers.

"And you are always taking his god damn side. If Hiro or I pulled what he did, you would reprimand us."

 "Only because you'd fail." 

Drugo walks between them and then asks, "Sitoster, it turned out fine this time, so can't we move past this? 

Sitos shoves him aside and then says, "Stay out of this Drugo. You usually take a neutral stance, but now you’re taking Kai's side too."

"Drugo didn't do anything wrong, so why're you being aggressive to him?" Luna asks.

Sitos has been acting strange lately… Maybe family pressures have him on edge.
"Okay, I'll do it," I say and then drop to my knees.

"Kai, get back up. You don't have to listen to him…" Luna says.

"Nah, it's okay. It's not a big deal," I say and then place my palms on the ground with my head down. "I'm sorry. Please forgive me."

"Hmm… Alright, I will forgive you," Sitos says. I stand back up, finding that he's smiling.

"Hmph!" Luna interjects and turns her head away from Sitos. She grabs my hand and says, "Let's go."

We continue our way to the Adventurer's District, eventually arriving at the Adventurer's Hub. There aren't that many people here compared to a week ago during the uproar over an S ranked request. We walk toward the bulletin board for E ranked requests.

"I don't care which one we accept. Just take one and go," I say.

"All of these sound borin'… Let's try a D ranked request!" Hiro exclaims.

"I'm not sure that's a good idea. We only graduated two months ago. We should probably wait a while longer before we try a D rank," I say.

"Bah! The E ranks we've done weren’t that difficult. I'm sure we can handle it. A D rank can't stop Hiro the Great."

"There's no harm in checking what requests are available for D rank," Drugo says. Sitos is already at the D rank bulletin board. 

"Did you find something, Sitos?" I ask.

"This one might be good," Sitos says while pointing to a request. "We need to collect three Albino Flying Squirrel pelts. The reward depends on the quality of the pelts. They are found in any forest area, but it recommends a place just south of Drymo. We have been there before."

"Yeah, let's take that one!" Hiro exclaims. "There's nothin' wrong with that one, is there Kai?"

"It's up to everyone else. Does anyone wanna stick to an E rank request?" I ask. No one answers. I sigh. "Looks like we're hunting Albino Flying Squirrels."

"Yeh! I'll go take it to the lady right now!" Hiro exclaims, takes the piece of paper from the bulletin, and then runs to the receptionists. We follow. He slams the paper on the counter. "'Hiro the Great and Company's gonna take this request."

"Sure. We need to check all of your licenses for verification," the lady says. We hand her all of our licenses. She takes them and the request. "I'll be right back."

She goes through a door in the back and closes it behind her. I still have a hard time accepting that as our team name…
Two minutes later, she comes back. She gives us our licenses back and the request. "You all are set. Have a safe trip."

We leave and head toward the Transportation Center nearby. We verify our identity and collect our key. We go to our garage in the building and then unlock it. I suggest, "We should hire a driver this time. I'll pay for it."

"I don't understand how you can blame Hiro for wasting money on gambling when you're like this," Luna says. "It's because it's your turn next, right?"

I smile and answer, "You know me best."

"You shouldn't waste your money like that, Kai. At least Hiro's mindset is earning additional wealth, but your mindset is just losing money," Luna says.

"I don't mind driving the caravan again," Drugo says.

"Are you sure, Drugo? Don't force yourself. It's better if Kai wastes his money instead," Luna says.

"It's not wasting money!" I exclaim.

"Yup, I'm sure. It doesn't bother me that much," Drugo answers.

"Thanks, Drugo," I say and then walk into the caravan. The others except Drugo follow. The caravan starts to move soon afterward. 

"We should look in the Drosera Monster Codex to learn more about the monster we're hunting," Luna suggests.

"Good idea," I say and then approach the book we left on the floor. I pick it up and then open it. Luna stands next to me looking down at the book. I flip to the pages covering D ranked monsters. There's nothing about Albino Flying Squirrels. "That's weird. It's not here."

"Maybe we missed it. Try flipping through it again," Luna suggests. I flip the pages in reverse slowly. There's nothing. Quietly, she says, "Was it categorized wrong? Try checking the E ranked monsters."

I flip through the pages covering E ranked monsters, eventually finding the Albino Flying Squirrel. I whisper, "Oh, here it is. Is this actually an E ranked mission after all?" 

"No, look. It says that this monster's elusive and nocturnal. It's not strong, but it's hard to find and catch. When in danger it can release an odor that attracts all nearby monsters."

"I see. So that's why it's a D ranked request. Hiro might be tempted to do something stupid if we tell him about the odor, so let's not tell him anything."

Luna smiles and then says, "He might not be happy about hunting an E ranked monster either. He's gonna be unhappy regardless."

"Did ya find it?" Hiro suddenly asks from behind me. I close the book in a panic. 

"Uh, yeah. It's a really tough monster to kill," I say.

"That's great to hear. I can hardly wait!"

"Marin, what's wrong?" Luna asks. She walks toward Marin, whose head is tilted down. "Marin?"

Marin looks up and then says, "Oh, sorry. What'd you say?"

"Are you worried about your parents?" Luna asks.

"Yeah…" 

"Don't worry! Your parents are strong! They have 28 other S ranked and A ranked adventurers with them too!"

"I know, but…it's been a week. Something might've happened..."

"Something definitely happened," Sitos says. "Some random no name shows up offering 15000 gold coins to explore a cave he found in the 'Cursed Territory.' Even my family does not have that much money lying around. Sounds fishy to me."

Marin's eyes quiver. She buries her head between her legs in fetal position. Luna exclaims, "Sitos, that wasn't necessary!"

"What? There is no sense in holding onto false hope. She should prepare for the worst."

"False hope? We don't know for sure that something happened to them! Their group's the strongest out of all the groups in the past to explore the 'Cursed Territory.'"

"Then how do you explain them not coming back after one week? They had a guide who knew exactly where he was going. I find it hard to believe that it would take that long to explore a cave."

"I don't know! I'm sure there's a reason."

"You say there's a reason…but you yell at me because I said something definitely happened. Are you stupid?"

"Hiro the Great versus Albino Flying Squirrel!" Hiro exclaims. He swings his hammer around. Luna frowns and points her eyebrows downward. 

"No, you're the stupid one! Can't you tell that you're hurting Marin with your words?"

"The Albino Flying Squirrel's dead! Hiro the Great's the winner!"

"That is her problem." Luna steps in and then slaps Sitos across the face. I run between them.

"Luna, that was a bit too much…" I say skeptically.

"You're a jerk!" Luna exclaims.

 "That hurt, you stupid bitch. You are always against me no matter what the situation."

"Sitos, you too… Let's calm down…" I say with a forced smile. "How's Sofiel do—"

"Because you're always wrong! You weren’t always like this, so why are you doing this now? Because I rejected you?"

I widen my eyes. What…? 

Sitos scowls, snarls, and then pushes me down. I drop the book. He takes a step toward Luna and then slaps her in the face. It resounds louder than the previous one. She falls.

"Hey!" I exclaim and quickly stand up. I push on his armor against the wall. "What the fuck do you think you're doing, Sitos?!"

"She said something completely unrelated and unnecessary," Sitos says and then shoves me away. He walks to the opposite corner of the caravan. I turn to Luna. She stands up with a hand on her cheek.

"Luna, are you okay?" I ask while holding her with an arm. Luna puts her hand down, revealing a red mark on her cheek.

"Yeah. Thanks, Kai. Sitos, you're a sore loser! Kai wouldn't act like that even if I rejected him!" Luna exclaims and then hugs me with her face on my body. Sitos is sitting against the wall.

"Luna, you really shouldn't provoke him anymore…" I say quietly. This happens the moment Drugo isn't in the picture. I should've insisted on hiring a driver after all.

Hiro swings his hammer around and exclaims, "In round two, Hiro the Great—"

"Hiro. Shut the fuck up," Sitos says. Hiro stops swinging his hammer and then sits against the wall opposite to Sitos. I sigh and then sit against the wall near me.

I guess the only thing to do now's to take a nap… I put my arms around Luna and close my eyes.

…

The caravan comes to a halt. I open my eyes, finding that I'm on the floor. Luna's next to me. I yawn and stand up. Drugo opens the door and then says, "We're here."

Everyone wakes up, and we go outside. No one says a word. "I heard everyone yelling earlier. Did something happen?"

"Nothing," Luna and Sitos say simultaneously facing opposite directions. I sigh.

"What're we waitin' for? Let's go hunt these D ranked monsters!" Hiro exclaims. "Where do we find 'em?"

I ponder for a moment whether I should tell him the full truth. I end up informing everyone about the monster we're hunting. We come up with a strategy, and then we go into the forest.

I climb a nearby tree to the top. There aren't any tree holes. I slowly climb down while looking in various directions. I spot a tree hollow a couple of trees over. I point and shout, "I found one over there!"

The others run in the direction I point to. Luna points to a tree and asks, "This one?"

"No, it is this one, stupid," Sitos says, pointing to the correct tree. I quickly slide down the tree and then join up with the others. 

I force a smile and then say, "Sitos' right."

"See? Stupid."

"Stop calling me stupid!" Luna gives Sitos a glower and grunts. Drugo steps between them.

"We shouldn't fight amongst ourselves. Why not solve your dispute peacefully? You can have a race to see who can find the most Albino Flying Squirrels."

"That is fine with me. But if I win, you will get on the ground and give me a heartfelt apology for everything you said against me today."

"Fine! And if I win, you'll apologize for hitting me and stop trying to pick fights with everyone!" 

"Sure, but that is if you win. Do not hold a grudge against me when you lose," Sitos says and then walks away.

"Hmph!" Luna interjects and does the same. I sigh. 

"Well, I guess I'll check that tree hole myself," I say and then climb the nearby tree. I look into the tree hollow, but there's nothing there. I slide back down. Hiro's slouched over, and his head is tilted down. 

"Ugh…" he interjects with a sigh. "When do I get to do somethin'?"

"We already discussed this. You'll have an active role when we find the monster," I say. Luna runs back toward us.

"I found one! Follow me!" she exclaims. We follow her to the indicated tree. She points up the tree and says, "It's up there."

"Okay, you and Marin are up," I say.

"Finally!" Hiro exclaims and then drops his weapon. Marin drops her quilt and bow to the ground. The two climb up the tree on opposite sides. Marin creates a wall of wood that covers up the exit of the hole. I know there's an opening at the top. Hiro puts a hand over the top of the wall Marin created. Water rushes out of his palm. A second later, a loud squeak resounds. Water flows out of the tree cavity. Hiro pulls his hand back and then water stops leaking from the tree.

"Okay, I sealed it up!" Marin exclaims. The two of them climb down the tree. 

"That was it? That was so easy...and boring," Hiro says.

"Well, it's different than what you usually do. Isn't that enough?" I ask.

"Yeh, but… I wanted to hit it with my hammer."

I sigh and then say, "I'm sure you'll have a chance, eventually, except it won't be an Albino Flying Squirrel. We'll let you get the initiative of any other monsters we encounter."

"Awesome! Ya can't take that back anymore. How long do we have to wait here?"

"I think a few minutes are enough for it to drown," Luna says. "I'm gonna go look for another one!"

Luna runs off. A few minutes pass. Marin starts climbing the tree and says, "I'll go grab its body."

Some water flows down the tree as the wall Marin made disappears. Marin reaches into the hole with her hand and then pulls out an Albino Flying Squirrel. She comes back down. The monster is about two feet from head to tail. It's covered in white fur. A strange smell lingers in the air. It's neither pleasant nor disgusting.

"What's that smell?" Hiro asks.

"Probably the gassy odor released by the monster. It's probably in your Water magic," I respond.

"Oh! Does this mean monsters are gonna chase us now?!"

"I hope not," I answer. "It might not attract any monsters because it got mixed with the water."

Hiro clicks his tongue and then says, "Damn, boring."

"I found another one!" Luna's running toward us. She leads us to another tree. We repeat the same process as before.

"I wonder where Sitos went?" I ask.

"He's not going to be too happy when he comes back…" Marin says. "Luna already won."

"You're right… Luna's about to find our last one while he hasn't found a single one," I add. "I'm just glad this was an easy D ranked mission."

"Hey look! There's a monster over there!" Hiro exclaims and points to a direction. A Yellow Striped-tailed Mongoose is walking toward a direction where we just were. I look around. 

"Looks like it isn't the only one," I say. There's a Horned Rabbit over there too. I gesture my head toward it. It's going in the same direction as the Yellow Striped-tailed Mongoose. 

"I'm gonna go kill 'em!" Hiro exclaims and then starts to run toward the Yellow Striped-tailed Mongoose. 

Immediately, I yell, "Wait! Luna's about to come back, and we need you to take out the last Albino Flying Squirrel!"

Hiro stops running and then walks back. "Damn. Ya can't do anythin' without Hiro the Great, can ya?"

I frown. I wonder where those monsters are going… I thought the scent wouldn't work if it mixed with the water… 

Luna returns to us shortly later. We collect the second body of the requested monster and then move on to the final one. We continue as before. Marin and Hiro climb down the tree after filling the tree cavity with water.

"Hey! Where is everyone?!" Sitos yells.

"Over here!" I shout. Sitos pants as he regroups with us. He smells weird. "Where the hell have you been? Luna already found three Albino Flying Squirrels."

"What?! That is not fair!"

"You lost, and now you're being a sore loser again? Typical," Luna says with a smug smile.

"No, I mean I found one a long time ago! But I could not find you all. So I just tried to catch it myself and…" Sitos' voice dies off and then he looks down.

I raise my eyebrows and then say, "Don't tell me… You failed, and it sprayed you with the odor…?

"Yeah… Something like that," he answers. I slap the center of my face with a hand.

"Nice, goin' Sitos! Now I can finally cure my boredom! Kai, I can initiate, right?" 

I sigh and then respond, "Yeah, just don't stray too far when they come. We don't know what monsters are in the area."

"Oh, I see a Yellow Striped-tailed Mongoose! I'm off!" Hiro exclaims as he runs off. 

"Well?" Luna asks while facing Sitos. "I'm still waiting. Not only did you lose miserably, but you're also gonna bring a horde of monsters over to us!"

Sitos looks at her with narrowed eyebrows and a frown. "I will stop picking fights, but I am not going to apologize. You just got lucky."

Sitos crosses his arms and turns away. "What?! You sore loser!"

I hold Luna back from doing anything that might worsen the situation. "Luna, can you let this go for me? At least until we get back to Drymo."

Luna smiles and then responds. "Okay!"

"A Horned Rabbit's coming this way!" Drugo exclaims and then stands in front of the Horned Rabbit's path. It's about a feet long and has a six-inch horn on its head. I unsheathe both of my weapons. It leaps with the horn pointing toward Drugo. The horn impacts with Drugo's shield. I attack it while it bounces off. My blades slice through the Horned Rabbit. It lands on the ground and then leaps toward me. I stab it through the mouth using its own momentum. It twitches a few times before going limp. Something squeals in the direction Hiro went.

"That's strange. Horned Rabbits aren't hostile, but it attacked us," I say.

"It must be a property of the gassy odor emitted by the Albino Flying Squirrel. It didn't say in the book," Luna says.

Hiro's running back toward us. "Help!"

A large group of Yellow Striped-tailed Mongooses chases after him. There are nine of them. Two of them are biting their snouts on the bottom of Hiro's legs. Luna exclaims, "I'll take care of the ones behind him!"

Marin shoots several arrows toward the monsters on Hiro's leg. One of them falls off after two hits on its body. The other one is out of her crosshair. Drugo runs toward the side where the last monster remains. "Flame pillar!"

Flames in the shape of a circle cover the ground directly behind Hiro. Instantly, fire erupts directly upward. The seven other monsters behind Hiro take a direct hit. A few of the Yellow Striped-tailed Mongooses walk out of the ongoing pillar of fire and then fall on their sides. Smoke rises from their fur. "Get this thing off me!"

Drugo slashes his sword a few times at the monster stuck to Hiro's leg. It falls after several blows to its body. Luna's magic disappears after about four seconds have passed since they appeared. I look around and then ask, "Where's Sitos?"

"Oh, I told him to grab the Albino Flying Squirrel right after Hiro was running back," Marin informs. Sitos comes down the tree with the monster in hand. Luna is carrying the other two.

"We need to bail before more monsters show up," Sitos says.

"But I wanna fight more monsters!" Hiro exclaims.

"You already got injured. Haven't you had enough?" I ask.

"Bah! This is just a flesh wound."

"Alright, if you find a monster by itself on our way back, you can take it," I say and then start running back to the caravan. The others follow.

"Alright!" We run for about thirty seconds before Hiro exclaims, "Look!"

I stop running and turn around. Hiro's pointing to something. "Ain't that an Albino Flying Squirrel? It's just sittin' there starin' at us!"

It seems exactly like an Albino Flying Squirrel. I knit my eyebrows. I thought they were supposed to be asleep…? The book said they normally avoid attention. It clearly isn't attracted to the odor, and it isn't attacking. It doesn't make sense.
I notice its eyes are red instead of yellow. It gives me a creepy feeling. Hiro runs toward it and shouts, "I won't be satisfied until I kill one of these with my hammer!"

"Hiro, wait! It might be dangerous!" I warn. Hiro continues running toward it with his hammer held high. He strikes down his hammer on the monster. It doesn't move and takes the hit directly. Blood splatters around its body. It doesn't move as a puddle of blood forms. Hiro turns around with a grin.

"What're ya worried 'bout? It's only an E ranked monster. Hiro the Great wins against Albino Flying Squirrel!" I sigh.

"Alright, you had your fun. Let's get outta here," I say. Hiro starts to walk back. I knit my eyebrows as the body of the monster isn't in sight anymore. The blood stains are still there. A shiver goes down my spine. "Hiro, get outta there! It's still alive! It's not on the ground anymore!"

Hiro turns around and says, "What're ya talkin' 'bout?"

I widen my eyes as the monster drops from above. It happens too fast for me to warn. The monster lands on his head and then stretches out its limbs, wrapping around Hiro's head for a moment. It jumps back into the air. Hiro drops his weapon and falls. 

"Hiro!" numerous of us scream.
Chapter 38 – Post Academy – Loss

I run toward Hiro's body. The monster shoots four small black needle-like spikes at me from its limbs. I stop.

"Watch out!" Drugo exclaims as he moves in front of me, his shield up. Loud clangs resound on Drugo's shield. He turns 90-degrees to his side and then topples over on me. "Don't try blocking those projectiles!"

Drugo stands up and continues, "Those went through my shield. I would've been in trouble if I didn't move outta the way."

"Run! That monster is too dangerous!" Sitos exclaims. I grit my teeth and stand up.

"How can you say that, Sitos?!" Luna shouts. "We can't abandon Hiro!"

"What do you suggest? Fight that monster and die trying? Hiro is a goner." The monster is gliding toward the others. 

"It's coming your way!" I warn and run toward the others. Drugo follows. Marin shoots several arrows into the air. "Let's run for now!"

"Kai, you too?" Luna asks. Balls of fire appear around Luna that shoot toward the sky.

"We can't help Hiro while that thing hunts us! We need to come back for him after we lose it!" I explain. Suddenly, strong winds blow between us and the others. I put a hand over my eyes. A tornado forms between us. Large cuts appear on the trees around us and smaller cuts on my armor. I jump back. "We'll meet back at the caravan! Go!"

Luna and the others run away. The tornado moves toward them. The monster is gliding above it. I point my right palm toward it and shout, "Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!"

Several balls of fire come out of my palm and fly toward the monster.
"Kaister, we should get going too!" Drugo exclaims as he runs toward a direction. 

"You go ahead. I'm gonna distract this thing while you guys escape."

He stops running and answers, "You can't! It's too strong! It pierced my Cobalt shield like butter!"

"Don't worry, I have a plan! Trust me." 

Drugo's closed lips quiver for a second. "Alright. Be careful!"

He resumes running away. The tornado is still running its course cutting through everything in its path. Some trees are shredded through completely and topple over. The Albino Flying Squirrel isn't flying over the tornado anymore. I knit my eyebrows for a moment. I hear something behind me. I raise my eyebrows and turn around. The monster's gliding toward me near ground level. Immediately, I jump to the side. A strong wind blows against me as it zooms past me. My heart pounds rapidly.

I stand back up. The monster is nowhere to be found. I unsheathe both of my swords while looking around. I gulp. Black spikes fly toward me from the right. Instinctively, I move my blades in front of me to block them. I grit my teeth and jump out of harm's way. A strong wind resounds behind me. I turn around, finding the monster gliding toward me near ground level again. I jump to the side and then swing a sword down toward the monster as it glides by. My arm is thrown back before my blade slices through it. I fall backward. I stand back up.

The tornado from earlier is gone. A wide path of broken trees is left behind. I grit my teeth and run away. There's one thing left to try…
I turn my head around me. I locate the monster flying diagonally above me at the top of the trees. I gather my Mana into my left hand and prepare instructions. I sheathe both of my weapons. Multiple loud growls resound near me. Three Brown Hyenas sprint toward me from the side. I stop and point my left palm toward them. "Fire bolt! Fire bolt! Fire bolt!"

Fire in the shape of a fat arrow appears one at a time out of my left palm. They burst into flames in a forward direction as they hit each of the Brown Hyenas. The fiery gasses surround them and burn them for two seconds. Sizzling black charcoal is left behind. Suddenly, strong winds stir near me. I jump back as the nearby trees are cut. A tornado forms again. I hastily run out of the straight path it heads toward. 

Suddenly, it changes direction toward me again. I widen my eyes. What?!

I run away from its path again. It changes direction and zooms in on me. I knit my eyebrows. How's that possible?!

The monster is no longer above the tornado. I look in front of me. It's gliding toward me far in the distance directly in front of me. It's fast. I keep the same pace while putting my left palm in front of me. "Fire bolt!"
Flames in the shape of a fat arrow shoot out of my left palm while the monster shoots two black needles toward me from its upper two paws. They collide with my magic and stops for a brief moment. My magic continues forward while the needles pierce through my magic. I slide forward before it hits me. My magic collides and bursts into flames on the monster. The fire envelops it for a moment before the flames disappear. 

I stand up and continue to run. It feels like the tornado is traveling faster as the sounds of trees being cut grow louder. I run past a Horned Rabbit munching on a plant. Hiro's in view in front of me. Shit! I didn't notice I ran a full circle…
I change directions, so the tornado doesn't collide with him. For some reason, the sounds behind me aren't as close by. I raise my eyebrows and turn around. The tornado is heading toward Hiro while the monster glides toward me. I grit my teeth. Shit! There's no time!

I raise my eyebrows. Oh, wait…
I prepare instructions for my Mana while continuing to run farther away and then release it. I gulp as my Mana travels to its destinations. The monster closes the gap between us quickly.

Eat this! I just run past one of the destinations for my Mana and then shout, "Open!"
A purple portal appears between the monster and me. I go through it from my side and then appear next to Hiro. The sound of the turbulent tornado stops. "Close!"

I turn around and find a path of destruction that the tornado ran through. The monster lies on the ground not that far ahead. I gulp as I walk toward it. A growing pool of blood forms around its main body. All of its limbs have been cut off and are scattered around. It shows no signs of moving. I sigh, turn around, and walk toward Hiro who is lying on his back.

There are several small holes around Hiro's head on top of a small pool of blood. His eyes are open. My eyes tear up a little. "Hiro, you're playing a joke on us, aren't you?"

My heart pounds as I crouch down next to him. I put my finger on his neck to check his pulse despite that I know the truth. Tears flow out of my eyes before I know it. I clench my fists and my teeth. "Hiro…this can't be real…"

I rest my arms on top of his armor and bury my head in. I bawl my eyes out while all my memories of Hiro flash by in my head. I don't know how much time passes before I lift up my head. I wipe off the long piece of snot that's dripping down my nostrils. I sniff up the remaining snot. That's right… I need to get back to the caravan…

I close his eyes, slip my hands under him, and then stand up holding him in my arms. Don't worry. You'll be home soon…
I start walking the way back to the caravan. I knit my eyebrows. Are my eyes playing tricks on me…?
I turn toward where the monster should be. I widen my eyes. My heart skips a beat as a cold shiver goes down my spine. The main body is gone, but its limbs are still on the ground. I look above me and then all around me. There's nothing. I gulp, slowly taking steps backward. My heart feels like it bursts when a crackle resounds behind me. I turn around.

Sitos is standing there. I sigh and then say, "Oh, it's just you… Where're the others?"

He smiles and then says, "They are all safe at the caravan. I ran back in when Drugo told me what you did. Kai, I am glad you are okay. I do not know what I would have done if something happened to you… What happened to the Albino Flying Squirrel? Did you lose it?"

"Well…" He walks toward me, turning his head toward the limbs and blood left by the monster. His eyes turn back to me.

"You killed it? What happened?"

"Well…not exactly…" I contemplate on spilling the beans, but I refrain. "It suicided. I got it to run into its own tornado."

"I find that hard to believe…" he says with a penetrating glare. He relaxes his facial expressions. "Well, you are still alive, so it must be true. How is Hiro?"

I close my eyes and shake my head. "Damn. Well, let us rejoin with the others."

"Yeah…" I mutter. We make our way back to the caravan. I rest Hiro's body on the floor inside the caravan. I close my eyes in silence as everyone else mourns for Hiro. I keep calm at first, but I cry again as everyone's cries resound. 

"This is all your fault, Kai. Are you not ashamed?" Sitos asks. I keep my eyes closed and tilt my head down, my hands on the floor. I clench my fists and teeth.

Someone sniffs loudly. Luna exclaims, "Sitos, how can you say such a thing at a time like this?!"

"But it is true, is it not? If Kai did not say what he did moments before he died… He might have lived. You are all crying that he died…but it was Kai's fault to begin with."

"He's right, Luna… It's all my fault…" I say, feeling my eyes burn up with tears again. I can't control myself anymore. I bawl. A slap resounds.

"I thought you were Hiro's friend…but you haven't shed a tear."

"Crying is not going to make anything better." Someone's footsteps resound closer to me. I smell Luna's scent in front of me. I open my eyes and look up, immediately finding Luna wrapping her arms around me.

"No one blames you, Kai… I don't blame you…" she says with a shaky voice. It sounds like she's barely holding in her tears. I embrace her back and bury my head in her shoulders. I return to bawling my eyes out. Some time passes.

I'm sitting against the wall, Luna next to me. The others are sitting against the opposing wall while Sitos is standing against the wall between us. I ask, "What're we gonna do with his body?"

"We have to bury him…" Luna says.

"Do you think he'll be happy if he was buried at the orphanage Drugo?" I ask.

"I think Hiro would be really happy if we buried him at the Academy…" Marin says. I smile.

"Yeah… I think you're right," I respond.

"That's a great idea, Marin!" Luna exclaims.

"I think that would be for the best. I'll let everyone from the orphanage know…" Drugo says.

"What do you think, Sitos?" I ask and then look up at him. He has a hand over his face covering his eyes. Tears flow through his hand. I look down at the floor, my eyes shaking. Luna puts her hand over mine and smiles. I smile too and hold back the tears.

"Well, I'll go to the front and drive us back. We'll stop by the Adventurer's Hub to handle our business there and then head to the Academy," Drugo says as he stands up. He starts walking toward the exit.

"Wait," I say. "Can you stop by Emdos' place first? I wanna tell him what happened…"

"I'm going to stop by the Academy ahead of everyone else to inform Teacher Moria and the others of what happened. Getting off at Trade District will be fine for me," Marin says.

"Alright. When you get off, come to the front, so I know," Drugo says and then exits. He heads toward the front.

"I'm going to start skinning the monsters we caught," Marin says.

"I'll help too!" Luna exclaims. The warmth of her hand leaves mine as she stands up and then walks over to Marin. 

I guess it's naptime again… I close my eyes and then soon fall asleep.
…

I open my eyes as someone puts a hand on my head. Luna says, "Kai."

The caravan isn't moving anymore. Familiar noises surround us outside the caravan. I look up and yawn. She continues, "This is your stop."

"Oh," I interject as I stand up. "I guess I'll see ya guys at the Academy later."

"Yeah," Luna says with a smile. 

"Are you sure you want to visit Emdos at a time like this?" Sitos asks. "You should come with us to the Adventurer's Hub."

"Yeah, I'm sure. I haven't seen him in a couple of weeks. I'll catch you guys later," I say and then open the door to the outside. As I'm closing the door, I find Sitos smiling in the corner. I walk to the front. "Well, I'm off. I'll see ya at the Academy, Drugo."

"Yup. Take your time with Emdos, Kaister. We'll wait for you before we bury him," Drugo says. He signals the horses to move again afterward. I walk to the door of Emdos' place. I knock on it several times. Half a minute passes with no response. I knock again but louder this time. 

"Hey, Emdos! It's me, Kai!" Another thirty seconds pass with no response. I try turning the doorknob, finding that it's unlocked. I open the door, go inside, and then close the door behind me. "Hey, Emdos! Are you here?"

There's no response. I look around the entire place. He's not here. I sigh. Did he go shopping or something? Since the door's unlocked, he must be coming back soon.

I go to my room and then lay down on the bed. I'll rest my eyes a little longer before Emdos comes back.
I close my eyes and smile. I think about the night before I went to the Academy for the first time and then the days after that. I lose track of how much time passes. Emdos sure is late…
Popping noises resound outside. My bed shakes a little. I open my eyes. What's that noise?
Suddenly, a loud explosion resounds outside. I sit up immediately, my heart pounding. I widen my eyes. What the hell was that?!

Chapter 39 – Post Academy - Invasion
I jump off the bed and then run to the main door. Screams resound outside. I open the door and then walk a few steps outside. I widen my eyes and drop my jaws as my eyes wander around. 

The building across from me is on fire and crumbling. People are running in every direction. My eyes linger on a man wearing a white mask. He chases an unarmed man and slashes his back with his sword. The unarmed man falls forward. A bolt of lightning appears above the masked man and shocks him. The masked man drops his weapon and falls. A group of four runs up to the injured man. One of them casts Healing magic on his injury while the other three protects them from more masked men. 

The smiling faces of Luna, Sitos, Drugo, and Marin flash in my head one after the other. My body instantly breaks into a sprint. I run past the chaos unfolding in front of me, heading toward the Adventurer's District. My heart pounds rapidly. The masked fighters are clashing with everyone near them. 

"Mommy!" A young boy cries, standing still in the middle of several fights going on. A woman is being dragged toward an alley by a masked man leaving behind a trail of blood. I unsheathe my weapons while following him. 

"Let her go!" I yell. He drops her and turns toward me. The cloak he's wearing obscures my vision of anything he's carrying.  I slowly walk toward him with my weapons ready. He backs away with every step I take. Suddenly, he jumps toward the wall. I knit my eyebrows as he kicks off the wall and then jumps to the other. Repeating until he disappears onto one of the roofs nearby. I sheathe my weapons and kneel down to the woman. "Hey, are you alright?"

Her eyes are open, but there's no response. A pool of blood is quickly forming around her stomach. I close my eyes for a moment, sigh, and shake my head. I close her eyes before standing back up. The least I can do is save the boy…

I turn back to the streets. There are already two people talking to the boy. I sigh. They look reliable. I'm glad he's safe now.

I resume running toward the Adventurer's District. I avoid the corpses littered on the ground in the area. There aren't any masked people here anymore. Suddenly, an explosion resounds behind me followed by more screams. I turn around and gape, my eyes losing focus. There's a cloud of smoke and dust around the spot the boy and the two other were. Someone yells, "Kai, look out above you!"

I look above me. There's someone falling about to attack me with an axe. A burst of water appears and pushes them away toward the other side of the street. They crash into the wall. I find Hina running toward me. "Hina…"

She stops in front of me and asks, "Kai, what're you doin' just standin' there absentmindedly? Where's the rest of your group?" 

I focus my eyes back on the situation. "That's right… I need to meet up with them! Thanks, you saved me!"

"And I need to meet up with mine," she says and then starts running in the direction opposite of me. "Stay alive out there. It's every man for himself!"

I resume running toward the Adventurer's District. I grit my teeth and avert my eyes from the carnage in front of me. The masked attackers are everywhere. Smoke rises in the distance all around the city. I recall Hiro's last moments again and squeeze my eyes shut for a second. I try to mute out the screams for help around me. It aches my heart to do so when I have to power to save them. Even so, I run past everything, somehow avoiding most of the skirmishes. I think about the good and peaceful times with the others. Everyone, please be safe!
Panting, I arrive at the Adventurer's District. It's quiet. The only thing I hear is the sound of crackling buildings on fire. I widen my eyes while continuing to run toward the Adventurer's Hub. There isn't a living thing in sight. There are only the dead bodies of civilians, masked people, guards, and adventurers; mostly the latter. I slow my pace a little, not wanting to find out what awaits me at the end. A cold chill goes down my spine. I gulp and then quicken my pace.

I stop running as the Adventurer's Hub is in sight, widening my eyes. Hiro the Great and Company's caravan is parked outside of it. Flames cover the entire transport. I grit my teeth, sprint toward it, and prepare my magic. I cover my hands in Fire magic using Rich Mana. I firmly grasp the door handle of the caravan with both hands and pull. It doesn't open. Damn door!

I plant my feet on the wall next to the door and push while still pulling on the door. The door suddenly bursts open. 

"Ahh!" I scream as a gust of hot smoke blows me away. I cough and stand back up. Hiro's body is still inside. I run forward and yell, "Hiro!"

The caravan crackles and part of the ceiling falls. I stop running as a piece of it blocks me from entering the transport. It doesn't look like anyone else is inside. Shit! I told Hiro I would bring him home! I can't—

The whole caravan collapses. Hot flames repel me away. Shit!

Tears flow down my eyes as the caravan continues to burn. I clench my teeth and fists. Damn it… I'm sorry, Hiro… I'll get you out later. That's a promise.

I stop emitting flames from my hands and turn toward the entrance to the Adventurer's Hub. I have to let everyone else know. You guys are inside the building, right?

I walk toward the building, my eyes unfocused. I smile. That's right…everyone must have taken shelter inside. That's a good idea. People did the same thing in other parts of the city. Good thinking guys.
I go into the dark building, finding Drugo face down on the ground near the entrance. I smile, walk toward him, and say, "Hey, Drugo. I knew you guys were okay. You can get up now. It looks like all those masked people left this area already. Where're—"

I step in a puddle. What's water doing here?

I look down and lift up my foot. It's blood. Huh…?

Suddenly, the smell of blood enters of nostrils. I stop smiling, focus my eyes, and look around. There's blood everywhere. More than a dozen bodies are littered across the room. Chills course through my entire body. I look down on Drugo again. I drop my jaws and widen my eyes. A massive pool of blood is around him. There's a hole in the back of his armor. 

"Hey, Drugo!" I yell as I shake his body. There's no response. I check his pulse, and there's nothing. My entire face twitches as tears well up in my eyes. I look down and cry. Damn it… Did I make the same mistake…? All because I decided to visit Emdos…

Luna's smiling face as I left the caravan appears in my mind. I sniff up the snot dripping down my nose. I look up. Luna…

I widen my eyes. Luna's on the ground on the other side of the room. She appears to be unharmed but unconscious. I stand up and yell, "Luna!"

I take no more than one step forward before another footstep resounds near me. I gulp as I turn toward the noise. A masked attacker stands there, his entire body shrouded by a cloak. He's dual-wielding swords. I raise my eyebrows. Those look like the swords we discovered in those ruins… 

Something is dripping down one of his swords. It's blood. I frown and grit my teeth into a snarl, tears still flowing down my eyes. "You… Are you the one who killed Drugo?"

He doesn't answer. I draw both my swords and charge at him. "I'll kill you!"

He throws both of his swords at me and charges forward too. I hold my blades in front of the sword's path, deflecting them. I prepare to swing my blades, when suddenly, his weapons find their way back into his hands. I parry his blows one after the other. I widen my eyes as a crack appears on one of my weapons. I parry his next attacks using a different part of the sword. I grit my teeth. An opening!

I kick him back and then throw my left sword at him with full strength. I point my left palm toward the center of his body as he stumbles backward and deflects my weapon. I charge at him and shout, "Fire bolt!"

Fire in the shape of a fat arrow appears out of my palm and flies toward him. He throws his right blade at me and then puts his cloak in front of my magic's path. I dodge his sword and continue to charge forward. My magic instantly burns his cloak to ashes. It lands in the center of his armor, scattering the flames forward. He screams as the center of his armor steams and melts partially. I throw my arm back and yell, "Die!"

I swing my weapon down with all my strength. He takes a step back at the last moment. I take a step forward and prepare a follow-up attack, his back now against the wall. This is for Drugo!

His mask falls, cut into two pieces. I stop my sword at the last second and gape. My heart skips a beat. No…no way…
Sitos is the one behind that mask. He's frowning, his eyebrows are narrowed, and his eyes devoid of any light. A small amount of blood leaks from a vertical cut on his face. My arm shakes, and I loosen my muscles in my entire arm. Suddenly, he knocks the sword out of my hands with his. He screams, "Kai!"

When I realize, it's too late. His weapon slices through my armor and cuts diagonally across my chest. I scream and stumble backward. His right arm is extended forward. I turn around toward my left. His other weapon is spinning in the air toward me. It cuts me through my left shoulder. It feels like something pushes me backward before his weapon cuts through the rest of my body. I scream again as I fall backward. Sitos catches his weapon. I try to move, but I'm unable to. I can't even turn my head or move a finger.

"Sitos… Why…" I mutter. He doesn't say anything as he walks toward me. I can't see him since my head rests on the floor on my left. Clapping and footsteps resound from somewhere else in the room, steadily growing closer. Another masked attacker appears in front of me.

"Fantastic performance, Sitos. Just in time for the main show," the masked man says. I raise my eyebrows.

"You…! What did you do to Sitos?!" 

He laughs and then answers, "I didn't do anything. He did all of that on his own will."

"Liar!"

"It is not a lie, Kai," Sitos responds. I relax my facial expressions.

"Wh-what're you talking about, Sitos?" I ask, my eyes and lips quivering.

"Is it not obvious by now?"

"Th-this is-isn't a good jo-joke, Sitos. Stop me-messing around."

"How can you be so ignorant of everything around you? That part about you annoyed me."

"Huh?" I ask and knit my eyebrows.

"I hate you!" he yells and then spits on my face. "I have always hated you!"

"Th-that can't be true Sitos… This guy must've done something to you…"

Sitos laughs and then responds, "I do not understand how you can still be so trusting of me. Drugo did not doubt me even at the very end. Look at the good that did him."

I widen my eyes. "That's a lie, Sitos! Stop lying! Drugo's your friend. I'm your friend. Why—"

"Friend? I can hardly believe you still think I am your friend in this situation…but you are not my fucking friend."

"I'm—"

"Shut up, shut up, shut up!" he yells. "What kind of friend… were you Kai? You took everything I have ever wanted from me. You ended up with the girl of my dreams. If that was not enough, you surpassed me in swordplay without even trying.  If that was not enough, you got my father's acknowledgment! You did not even notice any of that like the ignorant piece of shit that you are, Kai!"

I hear his panting. There's anger in his voice, but there's also sadness. My eyes tear up. I don't know how to respond to that. "Sitos I—"

"You cannot possibly be that stupid, right Kai? You pretended not to notice. You actually did everything on purpose to hurt me, did you not… Kai?"

"What? No, I—"

"Now I am going to show you how it feels when I take something from you," Sitos says and then walks away. I knit my eyebrows.

What's he talking about…? I raise my eyebrows as his footsteps resound toward Luna's location. "Sitos, no! You can't kill her! If you hate me, then kill me! Didn't you like Luna? You can't kill her! She's your friend!"

Sitos laughs and then says, "Do not worry, Kai. I am not going to kill her. You really are ignorant."

I grit my teeth and stare at the masked man in front of me. There's a black snake on the left side of his mask that curves around the top toward the center of it.  Everything's his fault… If I kill this guy, Sitos will go back to normal.

I prepare instructions for my magic. The masked man laughs and then says, "Kai… I'll say this just in case you're planning something. If you try anything, I'll end that girl's life."

I knit my eyebrows as he takes out some kind of contraption. He continues, "You saw that the girl's wearing a collar, right? Well, just watch…"

Seconds later, Luna screams. With tears welling up in my eyes, I shout, "Luna! What happened?!"

The masked man laughs and then says, "See? You'll just have to enjoy the show."

I cancel my instructions and yell, "You fucker! Emdos won't forgive you for this!"

He doesn't answer for several seconds. He laughs loudly. "Emdos won't forgive me? Emdos won't forgive me?"

He continues laughing. "What's so funny?!"

He chuckles a few times before replying, "Nothing… So, where is this Emdos character?"

"Th-that is…"
"Kai! Help me! I can't move! Sitos' gonna kill me…! He killed Drugo!" Luna shouts with a tearful voice.

I grit my teeth and try to clench my fists. My fingers don't move, but my hands tense up. I yell, "Sitos, stop!"

I hear something being cut. Luna screams, "No!"

Sitos laughs. "Luna! What's going on?!"

The masked man laughs and then says, "Oh, that's right. You can't see anything from that angle. Let me help you with that."

He turns my head the other way. I widen my eyes and gape. No… He wouldn’t…
Sitos is mounted on top of Luna, her upper half completely bare. Luna's eyes meet with mine. "Kai, don't watch! Close your eyes, please!"

Tears flow out of her eyes. With of a smile on his face, Sitos grabs her breasts and buries his face in the center of them. Luna screams, "No, stop!"

"Sitos, you bastard! You fucking bastard!" I yell. Sitos lifts up his head and turns toward me. He grins.

"You already cannot take any more? I am just getting started…" he says and then turns back. He cuts her shorts in half and then removes the last piece of clothing on her body. I can't stop the tears from coming out of my eyes.

I squeeze my eyes shut and yell, "Sitos! You've made your point! I'm sorry! Please, stop! I'll do anything!"

"N-no! St-stop it!" Luna screams. I open my eyes, finding Sitos' head buried between her legs. He jerks his head back and gags. He spits on her. A pale yellow liquid gathers between her legs. 

"You stupid bitch…" Sitos mutters. "I will put you in your place!"

Sitos loosens his belt and then pulls his pants down. He spreads her legs apart. Luna tearfully says, "Please, don’t… That's reserved for Kai… I made a promise…"

"Sitos, stop! Please! What do you want?! I'll do anything!" I scream, but Sitos ignores me. He penetrates her.

"No!" Luna screams and cries. I bite my lip so hard it bleeds. 

"Sitos, I'll fucking kill you!" I yell. A dull pain radiates from inside my chest and the back of my throat. Sitos laughs and takes his erect penis out of her. Blood leaks out.

"What is this, Kai? You two did not do it yet? This is perfect!" Sitos exclaims then penetrates her again. He repeatedly thrusts with her breasts in his hands.

"Stop! No! Kai, help me!" Luna screams with tears constantly coming out of her eyes. It feels like my fingers might break from the pressure I'm putting on them. My teeth puncture my bottom lip completely. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to block out Luna's screams for help.

Shit… I'm so fucking weak… So fucking useless… I can't do anything to help her… Sitos…that fucking bastard… I open my eyes, only to find the same scene in front of me, Sitos thrusting himself into Luna. Sitos grins broadly. "Fuck… Shit…"

I recall my first meeting with Sitos. I'll kill him.
I recall another memory with him. I'll kill him.

I recall so many good memories with him. I'll kill him.

I pant as hot puffs of air escapes me. I can't stop the tears and snot from coming down. I'll kill him.

Before I know it, Luna has stopped screaming. She smiles and says, "Daddy, you came back!"

What the hell's she saying…?
She frowns and then says, "I'm sorry, I was a bad girl! Don't give me that look!"

A few seconds later, she continues, "Okay, I'll do everything you say this time."

"Luna, what's wrong?!" I exclaim. A few seconds pass with no answer. 

"I got it… I understand. I was a bad girl. I know…" Luna mumbles. 

Sitos laughs and then asks, "Is she broken? What do you think, Kai?"

"Sitos, I'll kill you! I swear! Shit!"

He laughs. "How can you kill me while on the floor when you cannot even move a finger? Well, if you could move, then Luna's life might be in trouble."

I grind my teeth back and forth. He's still thrusting. I squeeze my eyes shut. The masked man laughs. His head is right behind mine. He whispers, "Weak…too weak, Kai. But I know you want to be stronger so I'll teach you a trick… The secret is rage… Let it consume you and you will become much stronger…"

Rage…? I open my eyes and stare at Sitos. He's still grinning and thrusting. My chest and throat feel sore from the yelling, but it intensifies gradually. I'll wipe that smile off his face… I'll kill him… I'll murder him…

I think nothing for the next few minutes except ways I can possibly kill Sitos. I go through every possibility to give him a painful and slow death. I clench my fingers into a fist. I'll kill him. I'll kill him. I'll kill him.

"I'll be a good girl this time… I'm sorry… I'll do it right this time. I'll complete the contract, so forgive me," Luna mumbles and then smiles.

I'll kill… I relax my facial expressions as Luna's arms and legs wrap around Sitos. I widen my eyes. What...?

She moves her body in rhythm with his thrusts and moans with a look of ecstasy on her face. Sitos' thrusts quicken. In a seductive voice, she says, "Just a little bit more, Sitos. You're almost there."
"Ahh," Sitos interjects and stops thrusting. Luna lets go of him. I raise my eyebrows.

Wait…she can move? I lift up my arm like normal. I flip my body around. The masked man isn't there, and the contraption he was holding is now on the floor next to me. I quickly stand up and then charge toward Sitos, his euphoric expression on his face now gone. I clench my fists and teeth, snarling. "Sitos!"

He turns toward me with a blank expression. "Kai…wait—"

I tackle him and push him to the ground several feet away from Luna. I mount him. Tears drop out of my eyes onto his face. I think about the moment he was first on top of her and punch him. I think about the time he removed all of her clothes and punch him. I think about the countless times he was inside of her and punch him. He doesn't defend or fight back. Tears flow out of his eyes.

"Kai… I do not expect you to believe me, but let me explain…" he says. I punch him again.

"There's nothing to explain! You hated me and wanted to hurt me. Well, you got it! Now I'm gonna kill you!" I yell while continuing to pummel his face. This isn't enough…
I pant and look around. I grab one of the swords Sitos dropped on the ground. I raise it above me, preparing to thrust it into his neck. "Kai, wait! I did not really hate you. I was just—"

I thrust the sword down. "—jealous!"

I stop. The blade is only an inch from his neck. "Ju-just let me explain. You can do whatever you want to me after that."

My lips twitch. I only stare at him. "I hated you out of jealousy. It was not from malice.  Sure, I did hate you for a brief moment in time because you had everything I ever fucking wanted, but then I accepted it and forgot about it. Do you remember that day I disappeared for nearly two weeks? Our duel? I conceded everything to you that day. I accepted that you were better than me and moved on. I knew you did not know about any of my struggles. I did not blame you. The only thing I could do to appease my father was to marry Sofiel, so we got engaged.

"At first, I was still disappointed that it was not Luna…but in time I really grew to really like Sofiel. Soon, I forgot all about my jealousy and desire to compete against you. But it all came back to me three weeks ago. All my jealousy and hatred for you suddenly came back. It was not just that, but a load of negative emotions about everything around me. Even my feelings for Luna…but it was not pure. It was only lust. It was just a few days after a suspicious masked man appeared in front of me with an offer. He said he would grant me a wish in exchange for a few favors. I ignored him because he looked shady. I thought he might have done something to me, so I tried to ignore these feelings I had. But I could not stop. The feelings grew stronger by each passing day. I thought about the lie you told me on the day I left, and I only spiraled downward after that."

"Lie? What're you talking about?"

"I asked if you were hiding anything from me… You acted as if you were not, but you were hiding something. I saw it. That day we were in the prison cell. You did not know I was only pretending to still be passed out. You used some kind of mysterious magic and got out of the prison cell. "

I raise my eyebrows. "You saw that…? Why didn't you say anything?"

"I figured you had a reason you could not tell any of us. I thought you would reveal it to us eventually, but you never did. I forgot all about it until three weeks ago. A week later, that masked man approached me again. With my rekindled hatred for you, I did not even think twice about it. I took it the offer. Time flew by really fast after that like I was inside a dream… It feels like I just woke up a moment ago."

More tears flow out of his eyes. He shuts his eyes for a second before opening them again. In a tearful voice, he says, "I would never try to hurt you, Kai…because you are my best friend. I did some unforgivable acts against you…but…I did not mean it, I swear! Kai, please forgive me!"

My arm holding the sword shakes. I squeeze my eyes shut while thinking about the time I spent with Luna this morning and then everything Sitos did to Luna moments ago. I grit my teeth into a snarl. I clench my grip on the sword and my fist on my open hand. I clench it so hard my nails break the skin in my palm, leaking blood out of my hand. Unforgivable, unforgivable, unforgivable!

He has to take responsibility for his actions… Kill him, Kai. No, wait… Based on his story, the masked man should take responsibility… But what if Sitos' story's complete bogus…? No, it doesn't sound like he was lying… No, wait he might be trying to catch me off guard that way…but...Drugo… Drugo, he…he trusted Sitos… I can't let that go to waste.
I want to believe his story. But at the same time, I want to kill him for what he did. I think about what the masked man said a moment ago. Shit! I won't do what he says.

"Ahhhhh!" I scream and then throw the sword across the floor to my left. I pant, tears still coming out of my eyes. 

"Kai… Does this mean…you forgive me?" 

"Yeah… You're my best friend too. From your story, it hardly sounds like it's your fault. It has to be that masked man's fault."

"Kai…" Sitos answers with a shaky smile. "What about Luna…?"

"I'll talk to her," I say and then turn toward her. She's not there anymore.

"Do you think you can get off me now?" Sitos asks.

"Oh, sorry. Sure," I answer as I turn back toward him. Luna's bare feet are behind Sitos' head. I look up and say, "Lu—"

Luna swings down something. I hold my breath as a disturbing noise resounds. I look down, widening my eyes. Luna struck Sitos with her spiked mace on the center of his face. She lifts it up and then strikes him again. She continues to strike him while exclaiming, "Die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die!"

No… Some blood splatters on me with every blow. I simply gape. 

Sitos weakly raises his right arm up and mutters, "Kai… I…"
No… My eyes burn up, and more tears flow out of them. His arm goes limp. Luna finally stops bashing his head and drops the mace on the floor. A clang resounds as the mace hits the floor. Luna laughs manically. Sitos' extremely disfigured face lies in front of me. His brains are practically visible. I scream, "Ahhhh—"
I gag and then vomit on his chest. This can't be real… 

"Daddy, I did good, right? I did it the way you taught me!" Luna exclaims. Speechless, I look up. Her head is turned toward the right. I look in the same direction. There's no one there. "Why're you still giving me that look?! I did exactly as you said!"

I turn back to Luna. She's still naked. Hundreds of small dots of blood cover her body. Some kind of collar is around her neck. "That was only one time! Go away! Leave me alone!"

She turns toward me and smiles. "Kai, are you okay?"

My entire body quivers. I rear back and fall on my bottom. She walks toward me. I want to tell her to get away, but no words come out of my mouth. "It's okay now, Kai. We made a promise, didn't we? I'm ready."

She stops in front of me and crouches down. A white substance drips out of her hole onto the ground. She reaches for my belt and then loosens it. She starts pulling my pants down, but I find the strength to grab a hold of them. I pull my pants back up. Luna cocks an eyebrow and tugs on my pants harder. I say, "Stop it! Ho-how can you act this way in this situation…? Do you know what you just did?"
"What're you talking about?" she asks in a sincere tone. I point at Sitos' lifeless body behind her.

"Si-Si-Sitos! Yo-you killed him! Why?! Even though it was the masked guy's fault!"

"What're you so panicked about? We fulfilled our contract. He got what he wanted, and then I got what I wanted. That's how it works."

"What do you mean that's how it works?! I don't understand!"

"Hmm…" Luna interjects. "I don't know. It just does. Why do we have to exchange money in return for goods?"

I open my mouth, but no words come out. My entire body shivers. Tears have stopped running down my eyes, but snot continues to drip down my nose. "Kai, are you okay?"

She reaches an arm toward me. I slap it away and exclaim, "Monster…! Who are you…?"

Luna drops her arm and looks downs with a frown. "Are you gonna abandon me too…? Just like how mom did…"

She looks up a few seconds later and mutters, "This happened because we didn't complete our contract… That's why daddy's still giving me that look…"

She jerks her head toward the right and exclaims, "Isn't that right, daddy?!"

What the hell's she talking about…? She doesn't have a dad… She's gone crazy… This isn't Luna… I have to do something… That masked guy must have done something to her. She needs to wake up.

She turns back toward me and says, "Come here, Kai… Let's complete our contract."

She crawls toward me. I scoot backward in a panic. "Stay away from me!"

She stops and then sits up. She looks at me with tears welling up in her eyes. "Is this because of what Sitos did to me…?"

I knit my eyebrows as she stands up. She picks up Sitos' other sword and walks to his corpse. "This is all your fault!"

My heart skips a beat as Luna thrusts the sword into Sitos' already deformed head. What the fuckl?!

A splattering noise resounds every time the blade pierces his head. I bury my head in fetal position and cover my ears. Make it stop… This is a dream, right…?
I chuckle and close my eyes. This is all a dream… I'll wake up once I open my eyes.

Still chuckling, I open my eyes and look up. Luna screams, "Why'd you have to ruin everything?!"
I grin, cry, and laugh simultaneously for several seconds. But soon, I stop laughing and grinning. I recall the time I spent with Luna this morning and then look at her now. I shake my head and frown. My entire face twitches uncontrollably as the hot tears flow out. I have to make her stop… How do I make her stop…?

I gulp and stand up. "Luna… I'll do it with you."

Luna stops stabbing Sitos' head and looks at me. With a broad grin on her face, she asks, "Really?!"

I look away and answer, "Yeah…but first, I need you to do something for me."

She walks up to me and asks, "Sure! What is it?"

"Give me that sword you're holding, turn around, and sit on the floor," I say.

"Okay!" she responds immediately. I take hold of the bloody sword she's holding onto. She turns around and then sits down. I stand behind her and look down. "How long do you want me to stay like this?"

With a twitching frown on my face, I kneel down and raise the sword up with the blade side up. I slam it down, striking her in the back of the head with the hilt of the sword. She falls on her side without making a sound.
Chapter 40 – Princess Irene – Siblings

Xedeus' blade is approaching Luna's neck. Suddenly, Luna raises her right hand and shouts, "Blow!"

Xedeus' sword swerves off its path and clangs with the stone floor next to her neck. Tearfully, she screams, "Kai!"

I keep my eyes open wide while my heart pounds rapidly. The tears don't stop coming out of my eyes. Her voice sounds just like back then. I curl my twitching lips upward. She's back to normal…!
"Luna!" I exclaim. Numerous Earth magic spikes appear in the air behind her. They speed toward Xedeus at an angle from above. He jumps back. The spikes hit the floor and slide along it.

"Kai!" Luna shouts with the same tone.

"Luna!" I exclaim again. 

"Kai. Calm down and empty out your thoughts. Don't be hasty," Leila says quietly. My tears stop as she moves her right pinky.

She's moving…? That means… I raise my eyebrows. I stop thinking about everything. I close my eyes while taking a deep breath in and then out. I keep at it.

"It's useless!" Xedeus shouts. "It doesn't matter how many rocks you throw at me, I'll cut it down."

I open my eyes and then try moving my toes and my fingers a little. Nothing is holding them back. An Earth ball appears ahead of us. It's heading toward Xedeus, who is facing it. He cuts it vertically through the center. Fire appears out of the ball, but the flames appear to be cut too. Both pieces swerve around Xedeus. Luna's slowly standing up. I figure she's completely out of Mana with the gust of wind she used a moment ago. I prepare instructions for my magic. Luna runs away slowly. Xedeus turns around and then Luna falls forward. She flips her body around. 

Suddenly, her hands are around her neck as if she's gasping for air. She flails her legs around. I yell, "Luna, what's wrong?!"

A fireball, ball made out of water, and a ball made out of rock appears around Luna. They head the space slightly above her on a straight path. All three of them stop short of her as if they've hit a wall. They fade into nothing after several seconds. I grit my teeth. Shit! I don't have any more time!

I release my Mana. A second later, a purple gate appears in the air behind Xedeus and next to me. I roll into the portal, just tall and wide enough for my body and weapons to enter without a problem. I appear in the air on the other side. I grab both of my swords and then throw my arms above me. Die!

I slam my arms down using the added force of gravity. My blades stop an inch away from his body. A noise resounds from the space between us. What?!

"I told you, it's useless," he says.

I grit my teeth and exclaim, "Strength!"

My weapons go slightly deeper, when suddenly, a gust of wind pushes me away. Xedeus flips in the air forward as Leila emerges from my portal. Luna isn't moving anymore. I land on my feet, waiting for the momentum pushing me to fade. I run toward Luna and yell, "Luna!"

I sheathe a sword and then kneel down next to her face. Xedeus chuckles and then says, "Don't worry. The girl that you’ve killed is still alive."

"What the hell are you talking about?" I ask and then reach for her pulse. She's still alive. I look up.

"Kai, Kai, Kai… You're the one who pushed her away, weren’t you? You rejected her," Xedeus says. I knit my eyebrows. "Still confused? I'll let you in on a little secret… It was the result of your own actions."

He laughs. I raise my eyebrows and then look at the ground. I drop my sword.  No way… 

I think about my past actions and the result. I look at Luna's face. Everything was…my fault? If I had just accepted her earlier…

I clench my fists and grit my teeth. "To think that you've been this emotionally invested in this girl all this time."

"Xedeus, stop playing around!" Leila exclaims. "What in the world are you planning? When you are not taking this fight seriously."

"I don't have to worry about one or two ants crawling beneath my feet. What you do doesn't concern me in the slightest.  As for my plans…you're not qualified to know yet…but you'll find out eventually whether you want to or not," Xedeus answers. He sheathes his weapon and continues, "Well, I'll give this one to Kai for the hard work he's done to advance my plans."

A Cascabel mask drops to the floor in front of me. I look up, focusing on his face for several seconds. I drop my jaws and widen my eyes as a cold chill shoots down my back. A face I've seen before. One that seems familiar to me, but I can't pinpoint why. It's one of the strange referees from the Academy's end of year tournament event. I gulp and ask, "Who're you…?"

"Don't tell me you've forgotten already? After your brush with death…"

I raise my eyebrows and respond, "You… You're the one responsible for that…?"

He smiles. "It was a disappointing sight to see how little you've progressed your Void magic..."

I quiver. He knows about that too?! Wait a minute…

I recall my first meeting with Xedeus. "Well, I've overstayed my welcome."

He turns around and walks away. I exclaim, "Wait! What'd you do to Emdos?!"

He stops walking. A second later, he answers, "Ah, that's right. You can't find him, can you? You won't see him for a long, long time… The choice isn't up to me, him, or you. It's up to chance."

He continues walking away. I stand up and run after him. "Wait! What do you mean by that?!"

A gust of wind stops my advance. I put my arms in front of me to shield my eyes. The wind stops. He's no longer in our sights. I knit my eyebrows. Where'd he go…?

"What a mysterious man… He's more powerful than I've ever imagined," Leila says. I sigh.

"Yeah…" I turn around and then kneel next to Luna. I gently stroke her cheek with my fingers.

"Irene! Are you okay?" Leila asks. I look up, finding that Irene's peeking out from the vault. "Come over here. I'll treat your injuries with my magic."

Irene runs over and then replies, "I'm okay for now."

She points her eyes away. I ask, "What's wrong Irene?"

"I-it's nothing. I'm just a little worried about Reid and Aurora."

"What happened to those two?" Leila asks.

"They're in a room nearby," Irene says.

"Let's go," I say while picking up Luna and then standing up. "Lead the way."

Leila and I follow her. I ask, "By the way, how'd you open the vault? Did you remember something?"

"Well... When that man brought me to the vault, he demanded that I open it, but I didn't know how or what he was talking about. He did something to me. Memories I've forgotten flooded into my head. I remembered the last day daddy visited me. He was arguing with my mom about something. I don't know what they were arguing about. When I got closer, daddy turned to face me. He said that he had something really important to give me. He told me to never use it no matter what. This blue stuff came out of his hand and then went into my body. Knowledge flooded into my head. My consciousness faded after that."

I knit my eyebrows. "Blue stuff…? That sounds a lot like Mana…and how knowledge flooded into your head sounds like what a Magic Scroll would do. I've never heard about being able to instantly transfer magic instructions or Mana between people… What about you, Leila?"

"It's a first for me as well."

"It's this room here," Irene says and opens the door. She goes in and we follow. Reid and Aurora are both tied down to chairs next to each other. Aurora's arm next to Reid is not tied down and there's a small metal club tied to her hand. They both make muffled noises through their gag.

"Xedeus… What a sick bastard…" I say. Leila loosens the cloth wrapped around their mouths.

"Thank god you are here! What happened to that masked man?" Reid asks. Leila begins untying them, starting with Reid.

"He's gone," I answer. He sighs.

"Good. We do not have anything to worry about now," he says.

"No, we still have a problem… There's a crowd outside waiting for your announcement, Reid. I mean, Osmir," I inform.

"Oh, shit… What am I going to do?!" Aurora knits her eyebrows.

"What are you talking about?" 
"You don't know? He's the hero that saved Xantho from the raids on villages by the villain Velyn. He declared himself King of Xantho yesterday, promising to redistribute the stolen wealth today," I explain.

"What is with that?!" Aurora shouts and raises the arm with the mace attached in the air. She swings at Reid, but he's already untied and dodges. "So you have been living the lavish life… When things turn a little bad, you do not want what you originally usurped? Take responsibility! It is the least you could do for me…and Seirus."

Tears pour out of her eyes, but she doesn't make a sound. Reid frowns and looks down. Leila starts untying Aurora, beginning with the mace in her hand. I ask, "So you've already heard the news from the masked man?"

"Yes. He told us that Velyn and Seirus were no longer with us," Aurora informs. 

"How're you holding up, Irene?" I ask. 

She looks up and says, "Huh? Oh, yeah. I'm fine. I've been preparing for the worst since I heard he was missing…"

Reid looks up, smiles, and then says, "I am going to confess. I will tell everyone that I am a fraud and the truth about everything." 

"No, you should not do that," Leila says. "The last thing this kingdom needs to hear right now is more bad news. You need to let the current wounds heal."

Reid widens his eyes and asks, "Then what do I do?! I cannot stay the King… It is too much responsibility…and I do not deserve it… I do not even know what to do next. It is only a matter of time before they find out the truth anyway…"

"If you do not try to do anything, I definitely will not forgive you!" Aurora exclaims while standing up.

Leila sighs and then says, "I have an idea. One that you might not approve of, Kai. Ultimately, the choice is up to Irene."

"Alright, let's hear it," I say.

"Reid will reveal the existence of Irene being the rightful heir to the throne. He needs to come up with an excuse of how he found her and then announce their marriage."

She pauses and looks at me. I say, "Go on."

"We will still play on the facts the people think are true. Velyn remains the mastermind behind everything. Kai and I helped you kill Velyn in one final skirmish while Seirus and Aurora are still at large."

Leila turns to Aurora and continues, "This means you can never leave the castle. No one can find out that you are here."

"I understand."

"Do you have any knowledge in economics or politics?" Leila asks.

"I was tutored in economics and I know a little about politics through my family."

"Good. That will help. You'll have to advise Irene and Reid from the shadows. You will need to decide how to make changes to the economy gradually because just handing people random amounts of money is not going to solve anything. You may also need to rebuild the political system. It is going to be a lot of work. Can you do it?"

"Whether or not I can do it is not a choice… I have to do it," Aurora responds.

"Good answer. What do you think, Irene? If you don't want to do it we need to come up with a different measure," Leila says and then turns to Irene. She doesn't answer. I turn toward her too. She's looking at Luna.

"Irene?" I ask.

She looks up and says, "No, it's nothing."

I knit my eyebrows. I look at Luna's face for a second and then at Irene's. I say, "Hey… They really do resemble each other. I'm not just imagining it."
Leila comes closer to me and takes a look for herself. "You're right… Do you know something, Irene?"

"Yeah…" she mutters. "I think Luna is…my sister."

I widen my eyes and exclaim, "What?! Sisters?! That's impossible… Luna said her mom died when she was six… Did Velyn have another affair? No, wait…"

I think back to the story Irene told me yesterday. She said her mom lied about having a previous husband…

I raise my eyebrows as I remember what Luna during that day. She asked, "Are you gonna abandon me too…? Just like how mom did…"

They're both lying…? 

"We're technically half-sisters," Irene informs.

"How're you so sure?" Leila asks. Irene doesn't answer for several seconds. She looks down.

"I remembered more than just the day daddy last visited me… I also remembered things I saw when I was really little. These memories just flooded into my head in a single moment. I don't remember these at all so it's a little hard to believe…" she explains.

I widen my eyes and exclaim, "If you know something, tell us!" 

"Well… Luna's father wasn't a good person…and my mom turned a blind eye to everything that transpired. I won't say more than that. You should hear it from her instead." I look down at Luna while remembering the nonsense she blabbered on about during that day. 

So she had a father after all… Was the smile she was putting on every day a lie? I didn't see through it at all… I shake my head. 
"Sorry to interrupt…but you still have a problem you need to solve," Reid says with his hands clasped together. I sigh.

"It's your problem too. Actually, it's only your problem," I say.

"I know but… I just…" Reid shakes his head and continues, "I just do not know what to do."

Leila frowns and asks, "Did you not hear a word I said?" 

"I did hear but…you need to tell me what to do. Just tell me what to say, and I will do it."

Leila sighs and then says, "Well, I need to explain again for Irene. At least try to put some of your own thought to it."

"Since you want my forgiveness, I will not give you a choice. If you do not try, I will kill you," Aurora adds.

"Go-got it…" Reid answers weakly.

I walk over to the bed in the room and put Luna down. I walk toward the exit and say, "I'm gonna check out the rest of the castle. We didn't get a chance to do that before. I'm still curious what happened to all the guards. Maybe they're imprisoned somewhere."

"Don't be gone for too long," Leila warns.

"I know, I know. I'll be back soon," I say and then leave. I wander the hallways. Hmm… The first order of things is to check where that Ogre came from. I think I ran from over there…

I retrace my steps to the stairs down to the first floor and then the stairs on the opposite side. I find the room I discovered Reid and Irene in last night. I go in the direction I saw Leila and the Ogre running from. It should be around here somewhere…

I search the area, eventually finding a broken wall up ahead. I walk toward it. A familiar scent lingers in the air. This smell… 

I have a bad feeling about it. The disappearance of the guards… An empty castle…

I know what I'll find in here, and it won't be pretty. I enter the room through the hole. I find exactly what I imagined. Scraps of armor are scattered across the entire room. There are blood stains on the floor along with an Ogre footprint. There's a pile of bones in one corner of the room and a pile of heads in another corner. The latter is where the smell is strongest. I walk toward it, finding a guard I talked with yesterday on top of the pile along with a horde of flies. I close my eyes and shake my head.

With nothing else to discover, I leave the room where I came from. I search through some of the other undiscovered hallways, but I don't find anything that stands out. I head back to the others. I arrive in the room, but only Leila and Luna are here. Leila's sitting in a chair with her arms and legs crossed. She's looking at Luna. I cock an eyebrow and ask, "Where're the others?"

She turns her head toward me and responds, "Took you long enough. They're outside informing the people about the situation using the script we prepared."

"What? Even Aurora? I thought we were going to go with that we helped Reid take down Velyn."

"Yes, but then I changed it. It'll be better if we're not in the picture. They might start asking us about our origins. Besides, Aurora won't be a prisoner to this place anymore."

"Hmm… So what are they telling the people?"

"Seirus knew about the corruption surrounding Velyn. He found out that Velyn gave something important to an illegitimate daughter he had when she was born. Velyn later regretted it. The real reason for the raids was to locate his daughter and take back his possession. Seirus and Aurora left to go find his illegitimate daughter before Velyn got to her.  Seirus died in a final clash against Velyn today. Well, that was the change. Find anything on your end?"

I sigh and then reply, "Yeah. There's this room around the center of this floor that you might need to clean up. The guards were fed to the Ogre."

"That would be something," Leila says and then stands up. "Take me there."

I start heading to the room again. Leila walks alongside me after closing the door. "By the way, how'd you figure out Xedeus' magic?"

"It was an attack I couldn't see, feel, or hear. I figured it must have been Fusion magic between Wind and Lightning to the brain or spine. If he took the special property of invisibility and Base from Wind, the paralyzing effect from Lightning would not be as pronounced and won't last long. He used Alteration afterward to play mind tricks on you to make you think you still couldn't move. I still can't figure out his motive in all of this…"

"Hey… Can he use Alteration magic to speak to people directly in their mind or control them in any way?"

"No, that should be impossible. What's bothering you?"

"No, it's nothing." Leila sighs.

"What was that about earlier?" Leila asks. I cock an eyebrow. "You've met Xedeus before in the past?"

"Oh, yeah… It was at an event during my Academy days. I didn't know at the time, though. I was just a kid, clueless about the world…" 

"You don't need to keep blaming yourself, Kai," she says while patting me on the back. "Wh-what're you going to do now?"

I think about it for several seconds. That question never occurred to me until now. I lost half the reason for pursuing Xedeus, and I'm too weak to fight him…
"I'm not sure," I answer. "I don't think we can show ourselves in Cascabel anymore, so we're back to square one. I'll probably stay here for a while."

"I see."

"Well, we're here," I say as we arrive at the room in question. "I'm gonna see if there're any clues inside that vault."
I start heading back. Suddenly, Leila follows and says, "I'm coming with you."

I stop walking and turn around. "What, why? After I just led you here…"

She looks away and asks, "Just what do you think my magic is? I can't clean this up by myself. This is just manual labor."

I sigh and then say, "Whatever."

We head to the vault. Aurora is on the side of the library near the hole. I interject, "Huh? You guys are done already?"

"Yes. Surprisingly, Reid sounded amazing just now. Do not tell him I said that," Aurora says.

"Where're the other two?" I ask.

"They're by the vault. There were some people who wanted some proof of what we were saying." I cock an eyebrow while we make our way there.

"Leila, wait!" Aurora exclaims. I glance over my shoulder finding Leila has stopped and turned toward Aurora. "Can you give me some advice on what I should do in the coming weeks?"

I continue ahead without Leila. Reid is standing outside of the open vault. Irene isn't here. I ask, "Reid, what's going on?"

He turns his head toward us and exclaims, "Oh, you are here! I did not know what to do about them so I just let them in. Was it the wrong choice?!"

"They are coming back…" he says quietly and then turns away. I widen my eyes as Marin and her bodyguards walk out. Irene is with them. Reflexively, I put my hands on my weapon grips.

"Marin! You wanna fight again…?" I ask. She stares at me blankly and then sighs.

"No, I don't want to fight you… What this man over here said was a bit of a stretch…but there's no doubt that this girl is special. I was just thinking you might have been telling the truth after all…" she says with little energy. I relax and sigh.

I ask, "So, was there anything in the vault?"

"Not a thing. The material the room's made out of has me interested, though. I've never seen anything like it."

I groan and then mutter, "So it's really back to square one…huh."

"What're you talking about?"

"It's Xedeus… We fought but it could hardly be called a fight. He was too strong. I was trying to sneak up on him in Cascabel, but he knew about that too… Now I won't get another chance for a long time…"

She looks down with the same expression and says, "I see…"

She looks around her and asks, "Where's Ruby?"

"She's unconscious on a bed nearby," I answer with a smile. 

Irene cocks an eyebrow and then asks, "Ruby…? You mean Luna, right?" 

Marin knits her eyebrows. I say, "Well, some stuff happened… She's back to her old self…no…I mean… Never mind. You wanna see her, right? Follow me."

I start walking toward the room. Marin follows and says, "The six of you stay here."

"Yes ma'am!" her bodyguards exclaim. Leila is still talking to Aurora when she turns toward me. She knits her eyebrows for a few seconds and then relaxes. 

"We're gonna see if Luna's awake yet," I say as we walk past her.

"Wait! I'm going to come with you too!" Leila exclaims. Her footsteps resound a few times.

"Leila, wait! What about our discussion?" Aurora asks.

"Fine… What else do you want to know?" We arrive in the hallway. Marin follows me in silence.

It feels like she's staring me down from behind. I curl my lips inward. This is awkward…especially on how we ended our last meeting…

Sweat forms on my palms. I say, "Listen… About the—"

"You don't need to say anything. I'm sure you were trying to protect me in your own way…" It's awkward, but I don't say anything for the rest of the way. I open the door to the room and then go in. I widen my eyes. Luna's sitting up on the bed.

"Luna!" I exclaim and run over to her. She smiles.

"Kai…and Marin."

I smile, grab her hand, and ask, "How're you feeling?"

"I feel fine except that I'm low on Mana."

"Actually, I'm going to ask Irene more questions!" Marin exclaims and walks away. "I'm glad you're okay…Luna."

"Yeah," Luna responds. Marin leaves and closes the door behind her. Luna pulls my hands closer to her, forcing me to sit down next to her. I blush and look away. I gulp as several seconds pass. Her grip tightens on my hand. "Hey, Kai…"

Her hands are warm and sweaty. Or maybe it's my sweat, I don't know. I turn back, finding that she's frowning and her eyes are shaking. "What is it?"

"Sorry… I haven't… I haven't been myself lately."

"No, that's wrong!" I exclaim immediately. She looks up into my eyes. "You've always been yourself, Luna. I'm the one who should be sorry. I thought you were a different person…but I was wrong. You've always been you, so don't apologize for it."

She smiles, her eyes glistening. "You know… I've always liked that part about you, Kai."

I cock an eyebrow. "What part?"

"You've always treated me normally… You looked at me at an even level instead of on a pedestal like everyone else in our first year, despite that your scores were so much lower than mine." I blush and stop holding her hands. I put my hands on the bed behind me while putting some of my weight back. 

"We-well… I never had any friends growing up…so I wanted to take whatever I could get," I answer quickly. I smile, thinking back to my childhood. "Yeah…back then was nice. All I wanted in the world was to have friends…" Luna copies my position.

"So we were the same…" Luna mutters. I widen my eyes. "That's all I wanted too. I never had any friends before our first year either. Well, that wasn't the only reason I took an initial interest in you… To be honest, I thought you were really weak and pathetic."

I frown. She chuckles and then continues, "I didn't mean it in a bad way! It was more like… I thought I could be a mentor of sorts…like your big sister or something."

My heart pounds as I remember what Irene said earlier. I gulp before asking, "Why'd you wanna be my big sister?"

She doesn't answer for several seconds. "Because… I actually have a little sister. I haven't seen her since…"

"Since?" She frowns and looks down, her eyes quivering. "Oh, no. If you don't wanna answer, that's fine."

"Hey, Kai…" she says as she suddenly turns her body toward me. "I still love you… I've always thought about you every day. I wanted to help you in whatever way I could… What about you…?"

I frown and look down. I can't tell her…that with Marin… But I thought about her too. More than I wanted to.

Suddenly, Luna leans in on me. It catches me off guard and my hand slips. My back falls on the bed. She climbs on top on me and continues to lean in toward my mouth with her eyes closed. My heart rate accelerates. I close my eyes while thinking about my own feelings. I open my eyes and put a hand between our lips before they touch. I respond, "Sorry."

Luna opens her eyes, tears pouring out. Some of it drips on my face. I continue, "I loved you too… I thought about you a lot… I wanted to reconcile and start over…but…"

She gets off me and sits back on the edge of the bed. 

"It's okay. I understand…" She sniffles. "That Elf really did take you away from me…"

Women's intuition's really scary… I sit back up too. "By the way, your little sister's here."

"What?" 

"Her name's Irene. She's here at the library." Luna wipes away her tears with her arms and then sniffles again.

"Re-really?" she asks, her eyes practically glowing. 

I smile and respond, "Yeah. Wanna go meet her?"

She stands up and exclaims, "Yeah! Let's go!"

I stand up and walk to the exit. I knit my eyebrows as I pull the door open. It was slightly open? I could've sworn Marin closed it…

Luna runs out ahead of me. "Hey, wait! Do you know where you're going?"

"Yeah! I remember this hallway!" I sigh and walk at my own pace. 

Hmm… What should I do now? I gulp. I think I'm gonna confess my feelings for Leila after all. Elves and Humans aren't compatible? To hell with that. I don't wanna give up just because of the first obstacle we encounter. We'll show everyone that we're different… That it's possible to have a healthy relationship between a male Human and female Elf.
I think about my word as on my way to the library. Aurora is reading a book against the wall near the hole. I ask, "Leila's done giving you some tips already? Where is she?"

She looks up and answers, "Yes. I think she went to go talk to Irene."

"Alright, thanks," I say and then walk around the library. I find Irene with Luna, Marin and the guards. "Hey, Irene. Where's Leila?"

"Huh? Leila told me she was going to see what you were up to. Did you not see her?" I knit my eyebrows.

"I must have missed her. I'll catch you guys later," I say and then walk back. I arrive at the room Luna was in, but Leila isn't here. That's strange… Did she decide to clean up the mess in the Ogre room?

I quicken my pace, arriving at the Ogre room. The room is just as I last left it. Leila isn't here either. My palms sweat as a chill goes down my spine. I might just be unlucky… Did Leila already go back to the library?

I run back, joining up with Irene and the others again. Leila isn't here. Irene asks, "Kai, you're back already? Where's Leila?"

"That's what I wanna know. You were the last person to talk to her. What were you guys talking about?"

"Hmm… While she was healing me, she was saying how she was jealous of me. How I'm strong and able to accept all these new responsibilities without complaint. I don't—"

"And? Was that it?"

"Oh, I also told her you were calling for Luna in your sleep during our ride to Byzia." I knit my eyebrows.

"Wait… Is that when I woke up and… I thought you said I didn't say anything…"

"Sorry, I lied. I was thinking about the name, Luna…"

Luna exclaims, "Kai! You were really…"

I get lost in my own thoughts, blocking off all other sounds. I think about the way Leila has been acting strange for the past few days. I think about my last few interactions with her, piecing together the information Irene told me. I gulp. The door was closed when Marin left…but it was open when I left…

I widen my eyes as a cold chill courses through my body. Luna asks, "Kai, what's wrong?"
"Irene. How long ago did you last talk to Leila?"

"Hmm…" My heart pounds progressively faster. "20 minutes…maybe 30 minutes ago?"

I left to visit Luna with Marin about 30 minutes ago… Marin's not saying anything, so that must mean Leila avoided her… I can still catch up. I turn to Marin and ask, "Marin, where's the Transportation Center here?

"In the north—" I turn around and run toward the exit of the castle. "—Kai, wait!"

"Haste!" I exclaim and then feel power surging through my legs. I feel bad about leaving Marin and Luna behind just as we reunited…but…this is more important. I know where to find them when this is resolved.

I leave the castle and head for the gates. The gates are open with two guards standing watch. Are they part of Marin's unit? Well, whatever.

I run past them, finding the large crowd dispersed. I head toward the northern part of the city. Leila, you can't leave like this… I won't allow it.

I look around everywhere but can't find the Transportation Center. I click my tongue. Shit!

Panting, I approach the nearest person in front of me and then say, "Excuse me. I'm looking for the Transportation Center around here. Where is it?"

The man answers, "You're looking for it in the wrong place. It's in the eastern part of town. Big red building. You can't—"

I immediately turn around and run toward the eastern part of the city. I frown and grit my teeth. Marin lied to me… Is she trying to keep me away from Leila?

I soon arrive at my destination, the big, red building. Marin's standing there by the entrance with two bodyguards. I exclaim, "Marin! What's the meaning of this?!"

She turns to me calmly and then says, "I'm not going to let you leave me behind again. We're coming with you."

I relax and ask, "We?"

She turns her head toward the entrance of the Transportation Center. "There's Luna with the wagon." 

She turns back to me and continues, "You wouldn't be able to get one without the Xantho emblem, an Adventurer's license, or the proper Trading license, remember? You probably were thinking about taking one by force…"

"Well… Wait, how'd you guys get one? You don't have either of those three either."

"Luckily, Reid had a Xantho emblem on him, so we borrowed it." Luna stops the wagon next to us.

"Deliver this back to Reid," Luna says as she tosses something shiny to one of the bodyguards.

"Yes, Captain," one of them answers.

"I want you to report to Sergeant Jetia as we discussed earlier and give him my new orders," Marin says to the other guard.

"Yes, Lieutenant!" the guard exclaims and then the two of them run away. Marin gets on the wagon, and I follow.

"Kai, where're we going?" Luna asks.

"Hmm… I think Leila's going east so let's head in the same direction," I say. Luna signals the horses to move and we head out.

Chapter 41 – Post Incident – Temptation
I toss the bloody sword aside and then fall backward. I lie on my back and sigh. A sharp pain shoots across my chest. I slide my fingers across the tear on my armor and grimace. My head spins at the same time. What do I do now…? I'm losing all my strength… Someone…help…

I pass out.

…

"…Kai…" someone says while my ears ring.

Someone's voice… Who is it? Something warm touches my face. I open my eyes slowly.

"Kai! Hold on! We're going to get help now!" Marin exclaims. She gets up and runs out.
We're…? Luna…is she okay…? I can't hold on… My eyes feel heavy. Luna follows after Marin before my eyes shut completely. I pass out.

…

Indistinguishable chatter resounds somewhere far. Luna!
I open my eyes quickly, finding a white ceiling in front of me. I shift my gaze around. My injuries are dressed in white bandages. Luna is sitting in a chair next to the bed. Her head is down. I sigh. She's just asleep.
The clothes she's wearing is unfamiliar to me and bloodstained. What're those clothes…? I've never seen her wear them before. And she wasn't injured… Did she get injured?!
I reach out my hand toward her, when suddenly, she looks up. She smiles and asks, "Oh, Kai! You're awake!"

"Ah…yeah," I respond with my hand frozen in place.

She cocks an eyebrow and asks, "What're you doing…?" 
I draw my hand back and explain, "I was—"

"Oh, I see!" Luna exclaims with a smile and then giggles. She takes my hand and pulls it toward her. My hand rests on one of her breasts. "You want to continue where we left off, right?"

"Huh… No! I was just—"

Luna climbs on top of me. I gulp and blush. "You were just…what?"
She flicks her hair back, and my hand falls to the bed. My heart beats like a drum as my eyes linger on her curves. I bite my bottom lip repeatedly while I raise my trembling hands to touch her, but I stop and ask, "Luna, where'd you get those clothes?"
She sits upright, looks at herself, and then answers, "Oh these? Do you like them?"

She leans toward me, grins, and continues, "I got them from this lady next to me when I woke up."

A lady next to her…? But there were only… Luna's tongue invades my mouth. I resist my urges and push her back and then ask, "You took it…? From a…body…?"
"Huh? Yeah. She didn't need it anymore. She was dead. They don't really fit me, though."

My thoughts shut off, remembering what happened before I passed out. I grit my teeth. She hasn't changed from before… She's not herself!
The pressure around my waist loosens. Luna throws my belt across the room. "I understand, Kai. You're running out of patience, right?"
"No… Just stop it." 

"You don't have to be so reserved with me, Kai," she says as my pants are pulled down. My thoughts and muscles freeze up.

"I don't want this…" My heart pounds progressively faster. I can't forget the events that happened earlier.
"Are you embarrassed?" she asks as one of her hands presses against my raging friend. "But I know what you want…"
"Just stop..." She doesn't listen and pulls down my underwear. I clench my fists, grit my teeth, and tighten the muscles around my entire body. "Stop!"

Luna lowers her head and opens her mouth. 

"Stop it you dumb bitch!" I finally manage to move my body and reflexively knee her in the face off the bed. I pant. Still on the ground, Luna turns her head toward me.

"Kai…" she mutters and crawls back toward me. I gulp. I don't want to associate this fake Luna with her face anymore. 

"Get out!" I scream and point to the exit. Luna looks at me with teary eyes for a moment before standing up and then running out the door. Tears run down my face with the back of my throat aching. I pull up my pants and lie back down. I recall the happy days just a few days ago. Everyone's smiling faces and this morning with Luna. Sitos…

Tears continue to flow down as I recall the nauseating sight of the moments before his death. Drugo…

I think back to the moment I walked into the Adventurer's Hub and stepped in a puddle of blood, Drugo's lifeless body next to it. Hiro…

I widen my eyes. That's right…! I made a promise to Hiro!

I quickly sit up, remembering Hiro's still stuck in our caravan. I need to hurry!
I wipe my tears on my arm, sniff my snot, and then stand up. I pick up my belt on the ground and then clip it on my pants. As I put on my boots, a sharp pain shoots across my chest. I crouch down and grimace. Blood seeps through some of the bandages on me.  
"Kai!" Marin exclaims as she runs over to me. "What's wrong?"
I raise my head, revealing my bloodstained bandages. Marin crouches down and says, "Oh, no… Your injuries opened up again… Don't push yourself. You were lucky to be treated as soon as you did."

"What do you mean?"

"Well… Luna and I had to run around the entire city looking for help. No one would listen to me, and I didn't know what to do… That's when Luna came with a doctor with her. It's thanks to her that you're alive…"

I widen my eyes as Marin looks around the room. Luna… 

"Where'd she go? She said she was going to stay with you…"
"I said something bad to her…" I say and then stand up. "I'm gonna go after her!"

Marin grabs my arm and says, "Wait, you need to rest…"

"There's no time!" I exclaim and break free from her grasp. 

"Lively already?" a man standing next to the door asks.
"Doctor, quick! His wounds…!"

"So my quick treatment wasn't enough, eh?" 

"So you’re the one who treated me… Thank you. If it wasn't for you, I might not be..."

The man smiles and answers, "Luna deserves those words more than I do. I was just doing my job…and it seems I didn't do a good one."
I ask, "Luna?"

"She's your friend, right?"

"Yeah…. She is… But still… Thanks for prioritizing me over everyone else. It must be chaotic out there for you."
He forces a laugh and then replies, "Really, it was nothing. I'm not doing charity work here. Her offer was the best one available at the time. That's all there is to it."
"I see. Well, I didn't bring my money with me…but if you fix me up again, I swear I'll bring it to you and pay for your services."
"That won't be necessary," the man says as he walks over to the bed. "I only stopped the bleeding before because I didn't receive the full payment. I'll close your wounds now that I've received it. Take off those bandages and lie down here."
I stand up and try to find how to unravel my bandages. 

"I'll do that for you…" Marin says as she undoes my wrappings. I lie on the bed. The man puts his hands over my injuries. They glow a faint green as he glides his palms over my wounds. The pain emanating from my chest lessens. 
"It's done," the man says as he removes his hands from my torso. A dark, red streak remains under the diagonal cut I sustained. "I've regenerated the outer skin layer, but your body still has to recover from the inside.”
The man stands up and walks toward the exit. “I’ve got to run some errands now. I recommend taking it easy for now. I’ll be back later to check up on you.”

His footsteps fade away in the distance. I sit up and throw my feet to the floor. I glance around the room, finding my armor and weapons in a corner. “Where’s my shirt?”

“The doctor had to remove it forcibly so…”

“Whatever,” I say and stand up. “I’m just gonna go without it.”

“Wait,” Marin says as she blocks my path. “Didn’t you hear what the doctor just said? You need to rest.”

“I told you, there’s no time. I have to find Luna,” I explain as I move her aside and walk toward the door.

“Wait! I’ll help you find her…just after I grab a shirt from your room… So just rest here until then.”

“Thanks, but I don’t have time…and I know where to find her,” I say and walk out, quickening my pace. I mumble, “It’s not like there’s anywhere else to go right now…”
I go down the stairs, finding that this isn’t the clinic but an ordinary inn. Outside, the indistinguishable chatter intensifies. A group of men is fixing a damaged building on the other side of the street, a man lending a shoulder to another walks past, with a lot of people running left and right. It’s getting dark, but visible smoke rises from multiple places in the distance. Not knowing where I am, I walk quickly in a random direction. 
Luna… Was she that desperate to save me…? I think about what she’s been through and her recent actions. I bite my lip. I’m such an idiot… When she just wants to forget it all. And the best way to do that is…

I bite harder on my lip and quicken my pace, eventually arriving at the inn our team stayed at. I knit my eyebrows as the doctor who treated me is in sight; in front of the inn. He’s talking to another man. I can’t move any closer without getting noticed. 

“That’s great to hear. Hold on, I forgot something in here. I’ll be right back,” the doctor says and then goes into the building. The other man stands in place. I follow after the doctor.

“Kai!” Hina exclaims. I turn around, finding her walking toward me. “I knew it was you. What’re you…”
Her eyes point down, lingering on my chest. “What happened?”
I sigh and then respond, “A lot… More than you know…”
“Well, good to see you still alive. What about that loud monkey and the others?” I frown and shake my head. Her eyes widen. “What happened?”

“Hiro…” I pause for a moment, my eyes getting teary. “A monster got him before the attack.”

I pause again while thinking about the circumstances around Drugo’s and Sitos’ deaths. I clench my fists and teeth and snarl. “Drugo and Sitos died from a skirmish with the attackers.”

Her eyes widen. I look down on my chest and continue, “This…was also during that time…”

“No way… You lost three?”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry for your losses… Those three weren’t weak by any means...despite what I said about the monkey before. The enemies were just too strong. What about the other two?”

“They’re…fine. Yeah… We pro-protected them…” I say and then clench my fists harder. I relax and ask, “What about your team?”
“We’re all fine except for two with minor injuries. I’m buyin’ some supplies from the Trade District to change darling’s bandages.”

“You done?” a man asks behind me. I widen my eyes and turn my head around. The doctor comes out with a small pouch in his hands. It looks loaded. 

“Yeah, let’s go,” the doctor says. I immediately dash toward the alleyway close by and then stand close to the wall of the inn. Hina walks in front of my view.

“What’re you doin’…?“

I whisper, “Don’t move.”

Hina cocks an eyebrow. She doesn’t move or say anything. Behind her, the two men walk off. I sigh. Hina turns her head around briefly. “Why’re you tryin’ to hide?”
“One of the two men that just walked by was the doctor that healed me. He told me to stay put and rest, but I didn’t.”

“Why wouldn’t you? That wound doesn’t look like a joke…”

“Well, I said something bad to Luna… I couldn’t wait to apologize, so here I am.”

“Well, what’re you still doin’ here?! Go apologize!” Hina exclaims and points to the inn entrance. I hurry to the entrance. “Cherish her, especially after what you guys have been through.”
I look behind me, finding that Hina is gone already. I sigh and go inside. She’s right… I need to cherish her… We still have each other. 

I smile and walk up the stairs slowly. First, I’ll apologize for yelling and hitting her…then I’ll declare that I love her and that I’ll make her forget everything bad that happened…

The image of her bashing Sitos’ head appears in my mind. I shake my head. She wasn’t in the right state of mind. She was attacked and…yeah she wasn’t thinking. It wasn’t her fault. Why would it be? It was that masked guy’s fault…yeah. Luna’s still Luna. She’s trying so hard to forget and move on… I need to stop thinking about this too.
I reach the top of the stairs. My heart beats faster and my palms sweat. I grin while thinking about our special morning. My lower half is already excited. I stand in front of her door. I take a deep breath and raise my right knuckle to the door. I don’t knock as I realize the door is not closed all the way. Heavy breathing and creaking resound beyond the door. 
This sound… Luna…with herself…? I realize there are two pitches of heavy breathing and stop smiling.
I don’t want to consider the most likely explanation. While holding my breath, I reach for the door knob slowly and peek inside. I widen my eyes. Luna is naked bouncing up and down on top of an older man I don’t know. My member goes limp.
My lips shake as memories of Luna’s innocent smile, laughter, and cute, mischievous behavior flood into my mind. The expressions of her I’ve never seen until this morning. All of it shatters in the scene unfolding in front of me. Both of their faces contort in bliss. My mind is blank. I let go of the doorknob and quietly walk to my room next door.
I open and then close the door behind me. I walk to the edge of my bed and fall face first. The doubts, second thoughts, and fears resurface from the depths of my mind. That’s when reality hits me. Luna’s gone. The tears flow out of my eyes with snot following out of my nose. Even while in my room, I still hear the creaking of the bed and muffled sounds. I can’t get the images out of my mind. With every sound, I only remember what I saw moments ago. Despite that Luna is no longer the same; her appearance is completely the same. 
I don’t know how long I spend face down on my bed crying, but it feels like my head might explode if I stay any longer. I wipe my tears and snot on my sheets before forcing myself to stand up. I try to hold myself back from sobbing any more than I have, but my face twitches uncontrollably. I can’t believe they’re still going. I rush out of my room and down the stairs, never looking back. When I’m finally outside, the gentle breeze reminds me that I forgot to put on a shirt.

I grit my teeth and stand in place for a moment. I shake my head and walk as fast as I can away from the inn. The creaking and heavy breathing still echoes in my mind as if I’m right next to it. I smack the bottom of my palm on my forehead trying to forget and to think of something else. After several smacks, I remember something important. A promise I made earlier today. I widen my eyes and then run to the Adventurer’s District.
Everything here is as I remember it. The area is completely deserted. I find a large charred pile of wood in front of the Adventurer’s Hub where I last saw the caravan. Hiro…

I kneel down to the pile and begin picking up the pieces and moving them aside. I force a smile.

Hiro, you’ll be home soon. Don’t worry. Drugo and Sitos… More tears drip down my face. They’re gonna be there too, so you won’t get lonely. 
After I remove several pieces of debris, one of his blackened legs is visible. I quicken my pace as my memories of him play out. "That's Hiro the Great to ya… 

"Remember that one time? I chased ya with a carrot in my hand, and ya ran around forever!" I uncover the other leg.
“With him at his best, it's a guaranteed win!” I uncover his body.
"I don't wanna! Lemme go…! What're ya doin'?! No! It hurts!" I uncover an arm.
"What're ya worried 'bout? It's only an E ranked monster. Hiro the Great wins against Albino Flying Squirrel!" I uncover the other arm and then sigh. I reach for the last few pieces, when suddenly, someone grabs my shoulder. I turn around instantly with my heart beating fast.
“Kai.” Marin is standing behind me. “Are you okay?”
“Huh...? Yeah…”

“You weren’t responding… So I thought something was wrong… What’re you doing?” I turn back around, remembering what I was doing. 

“I promised him I would get him home.”
“Hiro’s not in any hurry… He knows you will get him home, but he wouldn’t want you hurting yourself over him. It’s getting late… Please rest… Hiro will still be waiting for you tomorrow.” I uncover all the wood piling on top of his body.
“There… You’re not suffocating anymore,” I say with a smile.
“Were you able to make up with Luna?”
“Luna…?” My limbs freeze in place. The noises they were making echo in my mind. I squeeze my eyes shut and wrap my palms around my head. “Noo!”
A light weight rests on my back. “Kai, what’s wrong?”

“Make it stop! I don’t wanna hear it!”

Suddenly, a sweet aroma wafts through the air. A gradually tightening force surrounds my body. “It’s okay, Kai.”
I open my eyes, finding myself in Marin’s embrace. My eyes are on the verge of exploding into tears again. I wrap my arms around her and rest my chin on the back of her shoulder. I can’t keep it composed anymore. I bawl my eyes out. 
After some time has passed, I calm down, still in the same position. I let my arms down with my mind completely blank. Marin lets go of me too, her face inches away from mine. Our eyes meet, but she turns away and then stands up. She offers me a hand and smiles. “Come on, Kai. Let’s go back.”
It’s dusktime. I grab her hand and stand up. I walk in the direction my arm is being pulled toward, my mind zoning out.
The next thing I know, I’m standing in a room. Where am I…?
I look around, finding that it’s the room I woke up in not too long ago. I knit my eyebrows. That’s right… I was bringing Hiro back and…

My eyes water up a little as I mutter, “Luna…”
The door closes behind me. I turn around, when suddenly, Marin throws her arms around me while shoving her lips over mine. Our tongues wrestle for several seconds before she pulls back. She blushes and points her eyes away.
My body takes over. I embrace her back and meet her lips again. Our clothes fly off soon enough. I push her down on the bed, my inner beast taking over.
Chapter 42 – Post Incident – Fallout
“Kai…” Luna calls out to me in a soft voice. Her soft moans throw fuel on the fire. I clench her breasts hard.
“Luna!” I exclaim as a euphoric feeling explodes from my body. I loosen my hands, still panting. As the feeling of ecstasy fades from my body, I open my eyes. Marin looks at me with watery unsteady eyes. A tear drips down the side of her face. I open my mouth as I try to say something, but nothing comes out. I let go of her and look away. “Sorry…”
I rest on my side away from her. A light breath of air tickles the back of my ear. Marin wraps an arm around me. “I don’t care.”

I take her arm off me, scoot away, and sit up while facing her. “What do you mean you don’t care?”

I clench my fists and look down. “I used you…”

I look up again when she puts a hand on top of mine. She’s sitting up too. “It’s okay… I…knew this would happen… I used you too.”
I process her words, but I still don’t understand. “What do you mean?”

“Kai… You don’t know this…but… I’ve liked you for a long time…” I widen my eyes. “So I always knew…you liked Luna.”
I pull my hand back and say, “More the reason I—“

She grabs it back and says, “I don’t like seeing you sad… So… You can think of me as Luna.”
I look away and then say, “Thanks Marin…but I’m okay now.”

Suddenly, she sandwiches my head with her hands and turns me toward her. We fall on the bed, lying side by side. “Then… The next time you’re sad… I’ll be here.”
I blush and turn my view toward the ceiling. She rests her head on my chest. “Hey… Can you tell me…what happened…? By the time I got there… Everyone…was already…”

She sniffles. I sigh and put a hand on top of her head. “I’ll tell you everything.”

I do just that. From taking a nap in Emdos’ place, to my trek to the Adventurer’s District, to the events unfolding there, to waking up on a bed, and to what I saw at our inn. While Marin listens the entire time. A few tears escape her here and there.
“I don’t know her anymore,” I mutter. 
“There…has to be a reason… Luna wouldn’t do something like that…”
“Yeah, you’re right. Luna wouldn’t… But she’s not Luna.”

“Have more faith in her, Kai. I know…she trusts you more than anyone… If you won’t believe in her…then…” Neither of us say anything for another minute. I only think about Luna the entire time. “We’ll go see her together tomorrow, okay?”

“Alright, but…”

“Don’t worry… I’ll keep this…a secret,” she says and then yawns. We tuck ourselves in and then fall asleep.

…

I open my eyes slowly, finding a familiar scene in around me. This is…the Residential District… Where am I…?
I look at a familiar building up ahead. I widen my eyes as I remember it was on fire and crumbled. 

“Kaister, what’s wrong?” Drugo asks. 

“Drugo! You’re alive! How did you…” I pause for a moment as I find Luna, Hiro, and Sitos staring at me. “Everyone…! Wait…”
I look around again, finding myself in a wagon. There are people talking and walking about as usual. No one is injured, and everyone is calm. Sitos says, “You must have had a really bad dream.”

“Huh…yeah… What’re we doing here again? Where’s Marin?”

“Do you not remember? We are going back to the Academy to tell the teachers what happened as we discussed. Marin went ahead of us.”

“Oh, right,” I say, remembering that we had a wild journey starting from the ruins under the Academy.

“Ya look pretty psyched out,” Hiro says and then laughs. “Did someone chase ya with a giant carrot?” 
“No, what the hell? I’m not scared of that anymore!”

“Then tell us what ya dreamed ‘bout!”

“It was a really scary dream! You, Drugo, and Sitos were all dead…and the city was attacked…and—“

Hiro breaks into laughter. “What the hell are ya talkin’ ‘bout? So…a giant carrot attacked the city and killed us?”

“What? No…nevermind…” The wagon rider takes us all the way to the bottom the hill that leads up to the Academy. We thank him before heading up to the entrance. The two guards standing by the main entrance give us a few strange looks.
“Wait a minute. What is with all that blood staining your clothes? You are not 5th-year students yet, are you?”

Blood…? There are blood stains all over my armor that weren’t there before. I turn around to the others, widening my eyes. Hiro, Drugo, and Sitos lie lifelessly on the wagon covered in large amounts of blood. More blood drips from a small spiked mace someone’s holding. There stands Luna smiling while fully nude. I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. She turns her head toward me.

“Kai, come here… Let’s complete our contract…” Luna says with open arms. I turn around and run a few feet. I stop and look down. The two guards lie in two pools of blood. I run past them while never looking back. Somehow I find myself in a forest. Suddenly, something drops from a tree in front of me, and I stop. It’s Drugo.

“Kaister…help…”

No…
“Kai…” Sitos says from behind me. I turn around. He grabs one of my legs immediately and looks up while lying on the ground. “This is all your fault…”
No… 
Someone behind me wraps their arms around me. I can’t move. Hiro’s head rests over my shoulder. “Kai, why didn’tcha save me?”

No…
A figure comes out of nowhere. A splattering sound resounds soon after. Sitos is now completely unrecognizable. I realize it’s Luna. “Finally…he’s dead.”
She turns toward me and grins. “I did good, right Kai? We’re finally alone…”
She closes in for a hug. “Kai…”

“Nooo!” I scream and sit up. My entire body is sweating. 
Marin holds my hand and asks, “Kai, what’s wrong?”
I pant while looking around the room. It’s morning. “It’s nothing… Just a bad dream.”
I stand up and suggest, “As much as I want to make Hiro feel at peace, I think we should inform Alios on the situation first.”

I pick up my clothing scattered on the floor and get dressed. Marin asks, “Don’t you remember last night?”
I turn around to face Marin who is still in bed, remembering clearly. I blush. “Ye-yeah…”

Marin’s face flushes red. She pulls the blanket over her head and hides under it. “I don’t mean…that…”

It takes several seconds for me to recall the conversation we had afterward. “Right… We’re gonna see Luna. I’ll wait outside.”
I go outside and then wait a few minutes. Marin still has not come out. “Hey, Kai.”
I turn around, finding Hina walking toward me. “Hey.”

“Are you tryin’ to show off your scars from the battle?”
I force a smile and reply, “Nah, I just never got the chance to put something on.”
“What do you mean?” she asks and then smiles. “Did things get so intense last night you forgot all about it?”

“Wh-what? No…” I answer and then look away, remembering last night. Footsteps resound behind me.

“Thanks for waiting, Kai. I’m ready to go see Luna,” Marin says as she walks to my side. My hands are sweaty as I turn back to Hina. She gives me a suspicious look and then at Marin. “Oh, hello, Hina.”

“Hey, Marin. I didn’t know you were that type of girl,” Hina says and then turns toward me. “I take it things didn’t go well with Luna yesterday.”
Marin blushes and then turns away. I interject, “Uhh…”
There’s an awkward silence. “Whatever. It’s none of my business what you guys do. I would be furious if I discovered darling doin’ somethin’ like this.”

Wanting to change the subject, I ask, “So, what’re you doing here then? Shouldn’t you be nursing your boyfriend back to health?”

“I’m takin’ on the request by the army. I thought that was what you guys were doin’ too.” I cock an eyebrow. “Haven’t you heard? The army’s offerin’ a few gold coins for helpin’ out around the city since the Adventurer’s District is temporarily closed. They could use the manpower if you’re interested.”

“We don’t need any money. We got plenty from a con artist the other day. Shouldn’t there be more of you?”
“We’re assigned to different tasks. My job’s to clean the place up startin’ with the Adventurer’s District.”
“The Adventurer’s District… We’re gonna head there soon to bury Hiro and the others.”

“I see… I’ll make sure to pay my respects to them if I see them. I’ll see you guys around,” she says with a wave and then walks away. Marin still has her head turned away.

“You can turn around now.”

Marin turns around. Her face is still flushed red. “What do I do…? Hina thinks I…”

I slap her on the back and say, “Don’t worry about it. She’s not gonna say anything. Let’s hurry on back.”

“Okay…” We head toward our inn and then go inside.
“Kai! I’ve been waiting for you!” Luna exclaims with a smile. She’s sitting against the wall by the entrance. She stands up and then rushes over to us. “I’m sorry I made you mad. Can you forgive me?”

“No,” I answer.
“But…why? Can you tell me what I did wrong? I won’t do it again, I promise!”
Several things are going on in my mind, but I figure it’s better to address the first thing. I ask, “Then tell me. Why… Why did you…kill Sitos?”
My heart races. “Because I wanted to.”

“What do you mean you wanted to?!”
“Well, because it was part of the contract.”

I clench my fists and ask, “Contract? What contract…? Between you and who?”

“The contract between me and Sitos. He got what he wanted, so I got what I wanted.”

I grit my teeth. “This again… I don’t understand! Explain better!”
“Kai, why are you mad again? I won’t know why unless you tell me.”

I click my tongue. “Forget it.”

“Kai…why are you—“

“Shut up and come with us,” I demand. Hot puffs of air escape me as I turn around. I start making my way toward the Royal District.
“Okay…” Luna says and follows. “Where’re we going?”
“To Sitos’ place. We have to explain what happened,” I respond.

“I don’t wanna go there.” I stop walking and turn around. Luna stands there with a frown. I pinch my glabella and take several deep breaths. I look at Marin for a moment, but she turns away. I grind my teeth back and forth.

“I’m not gonna forgive you if you don’t come with us,” I declare.

Luna smiles and says, “Okay, so you’ll forgive me if I come, right?”

“Maybe.”

“Yay!” Luna interjects and follows. We continue in silence, eventually arriving at the front of Sitos’ home. The gates are open and two guards stand there. Normally, there are none.
As we are walking closer, one of them says, “Halt. No one is allowed entry here.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Why? Did something happen?”

“An investigation is underway after we received an anonymous tip that—“

“What’s going on here?” an old man says as he walks from the residence. 
A guard turns around and replies, “Nothing, Sir Zarus. Just a couple of kids trying to walk inside.”

“Hmm?” Zarus interjects as he looks over to us. “You’re Kai, aren’t you? You’ve come at a good time. Come on in.”

“Sir Zarus, I am not trying to be rude, but you do not have the authority to allow them entry. We were ordered not to let anyone in,” one of the guards explains.
“These kids are acquainted with Alios and one of his sons. We may be able to shed more light on the situation with their help. If you’d like, I’ll go back inside and ask permission from—“

“There is no need for that, Sir Zarus. We will let them through,” one of the guards says.
“Excellent,” Zarus says and then walks toward the entrance. We follow. “So, what brings you youngins here so early?”

“We’re here to see Alios,” I respond.
“That’s going to be a bit difficult,” Zarus says. “We’ll explain inside.”
We? I think to myself as we’re making our way in. The place seems unusually empty. All the doors in sight are open with some people shuffling in and out. Three odd people stand in the middle of the foyer. Zarus leads us to them.
“I brought acquaintances of Alios with me,” Zarus informs. The only man with armor turns around toward us. He has long brown hair, a well-defined frame, unusually bushy eyebrows, and abnormally large hands. An eagle with its wings spread out is engraved on the front of his armor. “These three plus three others, Sitos included, were under Alios last year for their 5th-year Academy experience.”
“When was the last time you met with Alios?” the man in armor suddenly asks.

“Uhhh…” I pause for a second. “Three months ago, during the last request of the 5th-year Academy phase.”
“Where’s Alios’ son, Sitos? He’s a part of your team, right?”

I look down before answering, “Sitos… He’s…passed on...”

“I see, that’s unfortunate. Was he acting strangely at all two weeks prior to his death?”
“No…”

“Did he say anything unusual?”

I look away thinking of his conversation with me before he died. “No…”

There’s a pause before he says, “We’ve found evidence in this household that Castalia and the recent attackers are linked. We have Alios and everyone who was in this building yesterday in custody already…but if you know anything regarding Sitos or the recent attack, let us know now.”
“We don’t know anything. The masked people got three of us… Sitos was one of them. He was completely normal, and there wasn’t anything he—“

“Kai meant to say, Sitos was one of them,” Luna says with anger. 
“No I—”

“He was a bigger jerk than he normally was, he killed Drugo, he hurt Kai, and he took away my worth.”
The armored guy turns to me and asks, “Did Sitos inflict this wound on you?”
I look down while small droplets of sweat form on my forehead. I open my mouth to speak but only stutter. 
“I see,” the armored man says. “We almost have all the evidence we need. You understand what this means now, right, Zarus?”
Sir Zarus sighs and then replies, “Yes… I will go inform Alios.”
“Wait!” I exclaim and then gulp. “He told me something before he died. He said something about a masked man...a masked man approaching him three weeks ago. He was made an offer by that man, and he refused at the time but Sitos...he said he felt a change from within himself since then that he couldn’t ignore. He took the masked man’s offer a week ago because...because he couldn’t resist anymore… He said he felt like waking up from a dream and realized what he did wasn’t what he wanted. So... He didn’t mean any of the things he did!”
There’s a brief silence before the armored man says, “So, he regretted the actions he took...but that doesn’t excuse him of his crimes. Nor does that excuse the crimes Castalia has committed.”
“What’re you talking about…?” I ask.
“We’ve investigated this household and discovered a hidden passage that leads to numerous points in the city. It would explain how the masked men were able to stay undetected inside the city. We found a few of the white masks with the snake symbol of it inside already, but it’s not enough to draw links between Castalia and the attackers. But it’s only a matter of time before we have all the conclusive evidence we need.”
“No...that can’t be…” I mutter.
“I will take my leave now,” Zarus says with a bow and then leaves.
The armored man turns to the other two with him and then says, “Daquan and Emric, you are to start questioning the household keepers and the guards that work for Castalia.”
“Yes, General Nero,” they salute and then leave. General Nero turns to us.
“You three can leave now too. If you find anything new regarding the attack, be sure to ask for me, General Nero,” he says with a smile and then walks deeper into the foyer. “I’ll need to finish up my work here.”
I stand in place while looking at the ground for several seconds. 
“Kai, let’s go!” Luna exclaims while tugging on my arm. I grit my teeth and pull my arm away from her. “Kai…?”
“Why...why’re you still saying that Sitos was with the masked attackers? Sitos...he was our friend… Everything was that masked man’s fault.”
Luna frowns and crosses her arms. “Friends don’t do the things he did.”
“It wasn’t his fault he did those things… The masked man made him do it!”
“I don’t understand… How’d he make him do it? He wasn’t there when he was being a jerk…and he wasn’t there when he killed Drugo. He didn’t threaten him or anything… He just...did it all by himself.”
“No, that’s wrong! Sitos said he didn’t want anything to do with it the first time he met with the masked man. But, his feelings went haywire afterward… He couldn’t control himself.”
“So he took some time to think about it and couldn’t wait to do all the things he wanted to.”
“Didn’t you listen to—“

“Kai,” Marin interrupts as she puts a hand on my shoulder. Our eyes meet. “Hiro’s waiting.”
“You’re right…” I respond. I glance over to Luna. “We’ll talk about this later. Hiro and the others come first.”

“Okay!” Luna exclaims. We walk out of the Castalia residence when suddenly, I think of something. I sprint toward our inn without thinking about it.
“Kai, where’re you going?!” Marin asks. Eventually, I arrive at our inn, but it’s too late. There are army people already stationed outside of it. I run inside and go up the stairs. The door to Sitos’ room is open. I look inside, finding all of Sitos’ belongings scattered.

“There’s nothing here either,” a man says from another room. 
“We’re done here,” another man says. Four guards walk out of Luna’s room. They walk past me and then go down the stairs. I go to my room. It’s a mess in here too. I sigh as I pick up one of my t-shirts off the ground. I put it on and head out. I notice something peculiar in Luna’s room, so I go inside to check. Our team fund container is on the ground with some of the contents spilled on the ground. I kneel down and empty the entire container on the ground. I knit my eyebrows while counting them.
No way… This is the same amount we had several days ago…How’d Luna pay for my treatment…? I think back to yesterday. 
Footsteps and heavy breathing resound behind me. “Kai… What’re you doing…?”

Marin sits against the wall behind me. “Marin, we have the same amount of money as we did several days ago. How’d Luna afford my medical treatment? The doctor said he received the full payment by the team he healed me.”
“Hmm… Oh, Luna took the pouch of coins you gave to Hiro after you went to see Emdos.”
I raise my eyebrows. “Do you remember what I told you yesterday about finding the doctor outside of our inn?”
“Yeah, you said he went in and came out with a pouch of coins.”

“I think that’s the same pouch of coins Luna had… So, she must’ve used that to pay for my treatment, right?”

“Yeah? What’re you saying?”

“So, isn’t it weird that the doctor lied about receiving the full payment when he didn’t have it?”

“Maybe he forgot it or dropped it… There’s no reason for him to lie.”
“You’re right… Sorry, I’m thinking too much into it.”
“Did you run back here just for that?”

“I wanted to check Sitos’ room before they came, but it was too late,” I explain and look around. “Where’s Luna?”

“Oh… I’m not sure… We should go look for her.”

I sigh and then answer, “Forget her. We’ll waste too much time trying. She’ll be back here later. Let’s hurry to Hiro. He’s been waiting long enough.”

We make our way to the Adventurer’s Hub. We discover the reconstruction has spread to the Adventurer’s District already. Nearby, there are people moving bodies onto a wagon. Eventually, we arrive at the center of the Adventurer’s District where the Adventurer’s Hub is. I widen my eyes. A couple guards are stationed right outside the Adventurer’s Hub. I have a bad feeling about this and hurry. Several other guards exit the Adventurer’s Hub. One of them is dragging Sitos’ body across the ground.
“Hey!” I exclaim and run up the guard pulling Sitos by the leg. “What do you think you’re doing?! You can’t take him! He’s my friend! I’m gonna give him peace and bury him!”

The guard continues to drag Sitos. Another guard stands in front of me and then says, “Beat it, kid. He’s going to be thrown with the rest of the conspirators and be fed to monsters.”

“No, he wasn’t one of them! You’ve got it wrong!” I exclaim while walking toward Sitos.
“There’s plenty of evidence that this kid was one of them. Now, get lost!” the guard says and shoves me back. I watch helplessly as they drag Sitos away.
“Kai!” Luna exclaims from the entrance of the Adventurer’s Hub. I clench my fists and my teeth. She grins. “I finally did it! Sitos is finally gonna get what he deserves! Kai, tell me I did good!”
“No…” I mutter.
“Kai…?”

“No, you didn’t do good…you did the worst possible thing you could’ve done!” I scream. Luna’s eyes tear up a little.

“Why’re you mad at me again…?”

“Shut up. Just shut up. I don’t know you anymore. I don’t want to see your face or talk to you right now. Go back to the inn.”
“But…what about Dru—“

“Go!” I exclaim and point away from here. Several tears flow down her cheeks as she runs away. My eyes turn slightly watery. I rub my eyes with my shirt, the back of my throat burning. Marin looks at me with a concerned expression. “I’m glad you’re still you…”

Marin blushes and looks away. Someone’s walking out of the Adventurer’s Hub. Hina has her nose pinched and her mouth covered. “It reeks…”

She uncovers her face and then gasps for air. 

“Hina,” I say and then widen my eyes. “Did you happen to…”

“Yeah,” Hina replies while still taking deep breaths in. “I heard…everythin’. Didn’t want to get between that…”
I look away. No one says anything for several seconds. “Luna told me what actually happened to you guys.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hide it…”

“No, I understand. It’s not easy to say. I’m really sorry about Luna. I hope she gets better.”

“Thanks…but she probably won’t,” I mutter and then look away. No one says anything for several seconds again.

“Hey, Marin,” Hina says and puts her hand on Marin’s shoulder. Marin looks at her. “Don’t be bothered what I said earlier, okay?”

Hina smiles. Marin reciprocates and replies, “Okay…”

“It’ll be hard for you guys to haul the big one and the monkey by yourselves. How about I give you a lift on our team transportation?” Hina asks.

“But the Transportation Center is closed…” Marin says.

“No one’s goin’ to care if I sneak out our wagon. Look, the door is wide open. Everyone’s doin’ it. I’ll be right back,” Hina says and then runs toward the Transportation Center. I gather Drugo’s and Hiro’s bodies outside the Transportation Center. About twenty more minutes pass. Hina comes out with a worn-down wagon led by a horse. “So-sorry that took so long!”

I put Drugo and Hiro on the back of the wagon and get on. Marin climbs onto the back too. Hina asks, “Where’re we goin’?”

“The Academy,” I answer. Hina signals the horse to start moving soon after. “Is this really your team transport…?”

“Do-don’t worry about it!” I shake my head and sigh. We eventually arrive at the front of the Academy, but there’s something off. The Academy gates are open and no one is guarding the entrance. I look more closely at the front of the building. The entrance is caved in from the top.
“Hey, this looks really bad!” I exclaim and jump off the wagon. Hina and Marin do too. “Let’s go see what’s going on!”
We run toward the back of the school from the right side. The path is completely blocked off. Part of the right side of the Academy seems completely demolished. We switch to the other side where there’s a path available. Eventually, we read the back of the Academy. I widen my eyes, finding the dormitory building utterly destroyed. Some people are atop the rubble. Moria stands close by next to a row of younger kids lying on the ground. We run up to him.

“Teacher Moria!” I exclaim. Moria turns around.

“Kai! It is good to see you! Marin and Hina too. I heard from Marin yesterday. I am sorry for your loss.”

“Yeah…”

“Where are Luna, Sitos, and Drugo?”

I bite my lip before answering, “Luna’s resting at our inn, Drugo’s sleeping next to Hiro right now…and we weren’t able to retrieve Sitos…”
“Truly a tragedy… It pains me to find out that so many of my students have passed on before me…” Moria says with a frown as he looks around him. There are more bodies here than at the Adventurer’s District. “I was not able to protect a single one of my students…”

I widen my eyes and gape. “Wait…you can’t be serious, Teacher Moria.”

Moria rubs his eyes before responding, “I am afraid so… Every student that was here at the Academy died in the attack. First years, second years, third years, fourth years, and fifth years. A couple of our instructors were bested too.”

I look around as he continues, “Instructor Fulharm was inside the dormitory when the enemy used a devastating Wind magic that collapsed the entire building. We have been trying to remove the rubble ever since. The few we have pulled from the rubble have already passed on. I do not think there are any survivors under there.”
“You can’t lose all hope yet, Teacher Moria!” Hina exclaims. “There might be one student still alive under the rubble!”

“Yes, you are right. That is why we are doing our best to remove the rubble. In any case, I am glad to see that you three have made it out okay. We are thinking about digging one big hole here to accommodate all the students who have died here in the attack. Is it okay that Hiro and Drugo will be thrown in there as well?”
“Yeah, that sounds fine,” I say. Marin nods her head.

“Emergency!” a man exclaims from behind us. A guard is sprinting toward us. He stops in front of Teacher Moria. “Are you Moria?”
“Yes, what is going on?”

“A member of the expedition came back, but he’s barely alive. All of our personnel are not available to help him. My superior told me that you are skilled in Healing Magic. Please, come with me!”

“Yes, I understand,” Moria says. He turns toward us and then says, “I am sorry, but I will be back later.”

“Wait, let me come with you! I’m worried about my parents! They were in the expedition too!” Marin exclaims.
“That is fine. Lead the way,” Moria says.
“Yes, sir! Follow me!” the guard runs off while Moria and Marin follows. I chase after them.
Chapter 43 – Post Incident - Parting
We follow them to an inn near the edge of the city. We go into a room on the first floor. There’s no one in here other than a wounded man on a bed. Moria rushes over to the man with a green glow over his hands. The man’s armor is chipped and broken. Multiple gashes and punctures are visible. His blood oozing from them has stained the bed sheets. 
“Why’d you come with us?” I ask while looking at Hina. “Don’t you have a job to do?
“We-well…” Her eyes point away. “I was curious.”
“Hmm…” I stare at her for a moment. I smile. “Slacking off to see your boyfriend I see. I never would’ve imagined Hina would slack off for such an impure motive…”
Her face flushes red. “Shu-shut up! It’s not impure!”
She turns around and storms out of the room. 
“There is nothing more I can do for this man,” Moria says while standing up. “He should be out of the woods. There is no telling when he will wake up, though.”
“That’s great news!” the guard exclaims. “I will inform my superior right away! Thank you for your assistance!”
The guard dashes out the room. Moria sighs. There are dark circles under his eyes. “Well, I should be going back. We are going to do our best to bury everyone from the Academy by then, but the funeral will be held at 9 AM tomorrow regardless. I will see you then.”
“Okay. Hiro and Drugo are on the back of the wagon parked in front of the Academy,” I inform.
“I understand,” Moria answers and walks out of the room. Marin is staring intently at the unconscious man.
“We should get going too, Marin. Let the man rest,” I suggest. “He’s gonna wake up eventually and tell us what happened.”
“Okay…” Marin says, and then we head out. “What’re you going to do now?”
I think about it for a moment. Luna comes to mind, but I don’t want to deal with her right now. “I’m gonna see if Emdos is back.”
Marin suddenly grabs my hand and stands in place. I stop and turn around. She looks me in the eye and says, “That’s not good.”
I look away. “Stop finding excuses…to not see her, please.”
I squeeze her hand tight before replying, “Fine. Let’s go.”
I pull her along, still holding her hand. We walk in silence for two minutes. 
I clear my throat and then ask, “So...when was the last time you saw your parents?”
“It was the day before they left on the expedition,” she answers. I open my mouth about to say something, but she smiles and continues. “We went out to eat at my favorite place close to home called, ‘The Monarch.’ I loved that place because they treated you like a king or queen no matter what.”
“That sounds nice… I wish I could eat at ‘The Green Boar’ with Emdos again. The last time I saw him was a month ago on an ordinary visit. He didn’t tell me he was gonna leave or anything…”
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Marin says with a smile. “I’m sure he wouldn’t leave or go anywhere dangerous without saying goodbye first…”
Marin loosens her grip on my hand. Her eyes are shaky. I tighten my grip on her hand and don’t say anything the rest of the way. Marin stands by the entrance of our inn and says, “I’ll wait here. I won’t let you leave until you’ve settled things with Luna.”
I nod and then walk inside slowly. Memories of Luna from when I first met her all the way to earlier today flood into my mind. Her smile. Her expressions. I go up the stairs while taking deep breaths. The second door on the left is closed. I knock on it.
Luna opens the door and greets me with a smile. “Kai!”
I look at her now and only see what she has done since killing Sitos. I grit my teeth and grimace. You’re not her…
“I went and waited here like you told me!” she exclaims and sits on her bed. The same bed she shared with an older man. I close the door behind me. She kicks her legs up and down. “I don’t mind on fulfilling our promise right now.”
I clench my fists. You’re an imposter wearing her skin.

I take another deep breath before saying, “Listen… I’m gonna be straight with you.”
“Kai…?”
I point my eyes away from her. Stop using her expressions… 
“I can’t stand being around you. I don’t want to see your face. It makes me angry. Stop pretending to be her. Luna is like nothing of what you are…”
Tears flow down her face. “Kai… I don’t understand… You said...you said you would love me forever! No matter what happens…”

Stop using her memories…  My eyes feel watery, but I hold the tears back. I bite my lip before answering, “No… I made that promise with Luna.”
She sniffles and then asks, “So...you hate me because I’m not Luna?”
“Yeah.” Luna lowers her head while continuing to cry. A tear escapes me. Even though she’s only an empty shell compared to what she used to be, I can’t help but associate her with Luna.
“Okay, I understand Kai… Starting tomorrow, I won’t be Luna anymore… I’ll become Ruby…and you won’t recognize me… So please don’t hate me or abandon me…”
I turn my back to her, open the door, and then close it. I stand there in place with my eyes closed. All my memories of Luna flash before my eyes. Bawls resound behind me. I can’t hold back my tears anymore and let them out. I try not to make a sound. I wipe my eyes and calm down. One final image of her smile fades out. Goodbye, Luna…
I go down the stairs. Outside, Marin is nowhere to be found. I look around the inn but don’t find her. Five minutes pass and still nothing. Hmm… That’s weird… I guess I’ll go see Emdos.
I do just that and arrive at his place. The front door is still open as I left it. I rush inside. “Emdos, are you here?!”
No one answers. I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut. Emdos… Where’d you go…? You wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye...would you?
I think back to the events that unfolded yesterday. I shake my head. No… Emdos wouldn’t lose to any of them.
I raise my eyebrows as something comes to mind. I open a nearby drawer, finding a key inside. I stare at it for a while. Emdos...you really…
I take the key and then leave the house. I lock the door with the key. With no idea where I’m heading next, I start to walk in a random direction.
“I can’t believe one monster was responsible for killing all of the other expedition members. A weapon that sucks up our magic? Unbelievable,” a man says nearby. I stop and knit my eyebrows.
“I know right?” another man asks. “Like such a convenient weapon exists in our world… He’s makin’ that shit up. Takin’ advantage of the dead.”
He…? They can’t possibly be talking about… I approach the men. “What man are you talking about?”
“Huh? What other man would I be talkin’ ‘bout right now? The survivor from the expedition. Haven’t ya heard the news?”
I widen my eyes. Marin…!
I run without knowing where I’m going. I think back to what she told me. I run up to a random person. “Excuse me, I’m looking for a restaurant called, ‘The Monarch.’ 

“‘The Monarch?’ Yer lookin’ in the wrong street. It’s in that direction,” the man informs while pointing north. I thank him and run that way. After asking several more people, I arrive at the establishment. Panting, I look around for stationary people. I walk up to a group of three.
“Excuse me, I’m looking for a girl. She has red hair. She’s wearing a short-sleeved blue blouse and a white skirt. Have you seen her?”
“Sorry, bud. Can’t say I have,” a man responds. The other two shake their heads too. I repeat this process nearly a dozen times around the area.
“Hey, kid,” a lady calls out to me on my right. I turn toward her. A woman sitting on a porch is smoking out of a pipe. She has long blue hair tied in a ponytail and wears glasses. “I overheard ya. Why are ya lookin’ for a girl like that?”
I look down while thinking for a moment. “She’s an important friend of mine who was there during my worst… I want to be there for her too and…”
I stop mid-sentence, finding the woman is pointing her thumb behind her. She takes a hit from her pipe and then blows out the smoke. “She’s in there.”
I gulp while going up the steps. I turn the handle on the door, discovering it’s unlocked. I go inside. Quiet sobs resound. I slowly walk up the creaking stairs, the cries growing in volume. Marin… You were willing to be Luna’s replacement… But now…

I arrive at a door not shut all the way. I gently push the door open. Marin is lying face down on a bed crying.

“Sheila, I told you to—“ Marin raises her head up. “Kai…why’re you…”

She sits up and rubs her eyes with her fingers. I walk over to her. “How’d you find—“

I hug her. Several seconds pass, and she continues to cry, wrapping her arms around me in the process. She lightly presses me away with her hands only to look me in the eyes. I slide my hand down her cheek onto her neck. I gaze down at her slightly parted lips. She closes her eyes. I close mine too as our lips meet.
I want to soothe her sadness like she has done the same for me. We repeat yesterday night, but this time I only think of her. With hopes she forgets about the sorrow if only for a moment.

…
I open my eyes slowly, finding Marin rubbing my cheek with her hand. She’s smiling. “Your sleeping face is cute.”

I slide my hand over her body toward her flower. She lets out a soft squeal and her body twitches. Her face flushes red. I smile and say, “Your face is cute too.”
She grabs my hand and pulls it up. “That’s cheating…”
“If you want you can do the same thing to—“

“How’d it go with Luna?” 

I stop smiling and then sigh. I let go of her and then lie on my back. “I told her that I hate her because she’s not Luna and I can’t stand being around her.”

“Ho-how’d she respond…?”
“She said that starting tomorrow she won’t be Luna anymore.”
Marin cuddles next to me and smiles. “I see.”

Suddenly, she slides her hand down my chest toward my sleeping friend. She wakes him up. It sends chills up my body. My heart pounds as my eyes are locked onto hers. I move in for the kiss.
“Dinner’s ready!” someone exclaims. I stop moving as does Marin. 

I knit my eyebrows and ask, “Who’s that?”

“Sheila,” Marin answers quietly as she starts to put on clothes. I get dressed too. We go down the stairs together and then into the kitchen. The woman that was sitting on the porch is seated at a table.

“I made yer favorite, Kai,” Sheila informs. I walk over to a seat with a bowl in front of it. It’s some kind of meaty soup. My stomach growls and my mouth generates a lot of saliva. I sit down and then start chowing down the food. Marin sits down next to me.
“How’d you know my name?” I ask and then continue chowing down the soup. Sheila smiles.
“Marin’s told me about ya. Yer favorite food is soup, yer favorite—“

“Sheila!” Marin exclaims and blushes. “Don’t tell him that! It’s embarrassing…”

“Why would that be embarrassin’ but not—”

“Wait… I’ve never told you his name…”

Sheila laughs and then says, “Yeah ya have… Ya were practically screamin’ his name over and over again. At least have the courtesy to close the door. The whole city heard it.”
Marin’s face flushes completely red. She covers her face with both hands. A wave of heat spreads across my face with droplets of sweat forming on my forehead. I tilt my head down just enjoying the soup. Oops…

“So, how many times have ya done it with Marin?”
Please, no… Stop asking me these questions! I look up, finding Sheila grinning. It looks like she’s trying hard not to laugh. She’s enjoying this. “Uhh… I prefer not to die later.”
She laughs before answering, “Well, alright. I’ll leave ya two rabbits alone. I thought Marin would never graduate, but I won’t have to worry about that anymore.”
With that, she walks away. The sound of a door opening and closing resounds. Marin looks at me with a frown and narrowed eyebrows. She doesn’t say anything and simply eats her meal. Soon enough, we both finish and retire to the same room. Marin closes and locks the door and then looks at me with the same expression as earlier. “Now you’ll get your punishment.”

“Wait—“ Marin pushes me down onto the bed. I learn about the other side of her that night.

The next morning, we wake up, eat breakfast, and then head to our inn. Marin lets go of my hand as we go inside. We go upstairs, stopping in front of Luna’s door. I knock.
The door opens, and I widen my eyes. With a smile, Luna greets us, “Good mornin’, Kai and Marin!”

Her hair is completely red. It reminds me of the scene where she was painted red. Marin points at her and exclaims, “Lu-Luna! What’d you do to your hair?”
Luna cocks an eyebrow, looks behind her, and then back. “Who’s Luna? I’m Ruby.”

I think back to the questionable actions she’s taken in the past two days. That’s right… All those times, it was Ruby. It wasn’t Luna. It was Ruby. It was Ruby. It was Ruby.
I rewrite what I saw, trying to keep my vision of Luna pure. I focus back on the girl in front of me again. I only see Ruby, a girl I met two days ago. I smile before saying, “Ruby, we’re going need to arrive at the Academy by 9 AM for the funeral. Can you get ready and wait downstairs?”
“Okay!” she exclaims with a grin. I head toward my room. It’s still a mess with my stuff everywhere. I close the door behind me and sigh. I reorganize everything before taking a shower. I put on some black clothing and then head downstairs. Ruby and Marin are already waiting. We head for the Academy.

As we make it on the ramp to the Academy, I see other groups of people heading there as well dressed in similar clothing. We make our way to the back of the Academy using the same path as last time. We stand silently in place next to the large mound of dirt as the crowd grows. Eventually, Moria moves to the center of the mound.

“We are all here gathered today to mourn the loss and say our goodbyes to the students and instructors who were caught in an awful tragedy two days ago. It was a day like any other. In the middle of teaching the first-years, a loud noise resounded and shook the entire room violently. I instructed the students to evacuate, but that is when screams resounded in the hallways. Armed masked villains came from all directions and slaughtered everyone in an instant.
“I did my best to fend off the attackers, but it was futile. They were organized, and there were a lot of them. The exits were blocked, and many were trapped. Some put up a good fight, but the enemies were too skilled for them. Outnumbered, we were forced to flee using the back exit. A large band of the senior students managed to barricade themselves in the dormitory. We were prepared to fight until the bitter end. It was not long before they simultaneously retreated. We thought we had won, but…a powerful wind erupted from inside the dormitory that collapsed the entire building.
“I would like to apologize for the behalf of all the instructors here,” Moria says, his voice cracking. Tears flow down his eyes. “As an instructor, one of my many duties is to protect the students…but I was not able to accomplish that. I was not able to protect a single one. I ask myself, why. Why am I still alive, despite that not one of my 597 students was able to make it. I am ashamed of this fact, and I am deeply sorry. I regret I was not able to trade this old life for any of the growing buds for our next generation.”

“Please, take all the time you need to part with your loved one. In the very least, know that none of them had to suffer in their last moments. They were merciful on that end.”
Chatter erupts around us as Moria walks away. I think back to the good times with Hiro and smile. “Hiro annoyed me sometimes, like the time he splattered bird guts all over me. But reflecting back, his light-heartedness and dimness brought a nice flavor to our group.”

Marin giggles and then adds, “I had a similar experience with Hiro. He splattered worm juices all over me… I admired his straightforwardness. He was never afraid of speaking his mind. I was jealous of his endless confidence. But I have to apologize to you now Hiro… I was the one who dropped that rock on you in the sewers.”

Marin and I look toward Ruby who is smiling, but she doesn’t say anything. Several seconds later I face forward and continue, “I fulfilled my promise to you, Hiro. You’re home.”
A few tears escape me. I close my eyes and bring my palms together in front of me. “Rest in peace.”

I open my eyes, finding Marin making the same gesture with a smile. “Goodbye, Hiro. Sleep well.”

I think back to the good memories of Drugo and smile. “Drugo was a nice guy. I don’t think anyone could hate him. He could always break up a fight between us the fastest way possible. He’s the kind of guy that would try to understand rather than hate for being stabbed in the back.”
Marin continues, “He had a sense of responsibility… Something I wish Kai had more of…”

I frown at her smile. “He always took the job no one wanted to do like buying team supplies. It was nice to have someone run errands for me when the person on duty was taking a nap.”
I cough and then glance over to Ruby again. Still standing with the same expression. “Drugo, I hope you’re allowed to eat as much as you want wherever you are. Say hi to Hiro for me.”
I close my eyes and bring my palms together in front of me. Marin says, “Keep Hiro out of trouble, Drugo.”
I open my eyes, focusing on Moria. He’s walking toward the back entrance of the Academy. There are two people barely visible from inside. All three disappear from my sight when Moria goes in. It piques my curiosity. 

“Kai, what’s wrong?” Marin asks.

“Nothing… I’m just looking for Moria. I want to ask him something.”

“Want to look for him together?”

“No, stay here with Ruby. It’ll complicate things if she comes too. I’ll be right back,” I say and then head toward the back entrance. I hear small mumblings as I approach. They’re just around the corner from the back entrance. I move my head the closest I can without getting caught. There are blood stains smeared everywhere in the parts visible from here. They are to my right.
“We cannot call for more backup right now. It would cause a panic,” Moria says.

“It’s better than letting another tragedy occur right before our eyes,” a man says. “They could be planning their next move as we speak.”
“We can’t afford to wait any longer. They know we know,” another man says. My palms sweat.
They? I think of the masked invaders. I clench my fists. I reveal myself and ask, “They’re still here?”

Moria turns around. “Kai…?”
“Teacher Moria, if those masked guys are still here, let me help!”

Moria glances at the other two men before facing me again. He quietly says, “I will fill you in, but no one can know about this.”

A drop of sweat slides down the side of his face. “I understand.”

“We discovered very disturbing scenes throughout the Academy yesterday. We had thought all the students were killed immediately, but we were wrong. The fortunate ones died instantly, but the less fortunate ones, we discovered in secluded rooms and places around the Academy,” Moria informs and then clenches his fists. Tears flow out of his eyes.

“They were tortured… They were raped and abused… Just children as young as 11… Some of them were still alive and could have have been saved, but I thought it was too late. I could not bring myself to tell the truth to everyone.

“We discovered one of them in the act. He fled to the Underground area where we suspect the rest of them are. His victim was already dead and cold,” Moria informs and then pauses for a moment before continuing. “We are standing guard here in the meantime. I do not wish to call for reinforcements because it would cause a panic. I want these parents to have their peace.”

“I can help! I’ll bring my equipment later. Let me avenge Drugo and Sitos. There could be more survivors.”

“No, it’s too dangerous. We can’t allow more casualties,” one of the men says.

“Kai is one of the most talented students to have ever graduated from the Academy,” Moria says. 
“Yeah, I can—“

“But, you are still too inexperienced. I do not want to put you in this situation. These men are dangerous,” Moria continues. “Do not worry too much about it. We will do something about it. Remember, do not tell anyone about this.”

I sigh and then answer, “I understand, but there’s still one thing on my mind. It’s about…Hiro.”

“Yes, I heard from Marin that a monster killed him.”

I think back to my fight with the monster. “Yeah… It was really strong. Its red eyes gave me a creepy feeling.”

Moria drops his jaws and widens his eyes. He grabs me by the shoulders. “Red eyes? Are you sure?”

I gulp and then answer, “Yeah. Do you know something?”

Moria lets go of me and sighs. “Indeed… I have read about them in the past in tall tales. I have never seen them myself but know many seasoned Adventurers who have fallen to them. They are called Anomalies. Exceedingly rare and powerful. There is no account of anyone defeating one. You are very lucky to have survived an encounter with it.”
“They’re that big of a deal?” I ask and then look down, reflecting on my experience. Why’d it run…?
“Okay, I’m gonna get going now. See ya, Teacher Moria!” I exclaim and then head back outside.

“Take care. Do not forget about our discussion.”

Marin and Ruby are not where they were before. An ear-piercing bawl resounds that I distinguish among other cries. I run toward it, finding Marin and Ruby standing next to Hina’s group. Hina has her face buried in her arms on the ground.

“What’s going on?” I ask. 

“We lost two yesterday,” the larger-built guy answers. I widen my eyes.

“No way… Hina told me they sustained only minor injuries…”

He continues, “Yeah… We don’t know what happened. Hina was checking up on Lucius and discovered his mouth foaming. He wasn’t responding. Angela was found in the same condition.”

I frown while looking at the sky. “Everyone’s going far away…”
“Are y’all gonna find replacements and continue adventurerin’?” another boy asks.

“No…” I reply and glance over to Marin and Ruby. “I’m not sure what we’re gonna do.”

“Why not join the army? That’s what we’re gonna do. They’re recruitin’ outside the castle at 3 PM today. Pay’s not as good, but it’s enough.”
“We want to pay them back for the hole they tore in us,” the larger-built guy explains.

Revenge… I wanna find who’s responsible. I clench my fists and look over to Marin and Ruby. “What do you guys think?”

“I’ll follow wherever ya go, Kai!” Ruby exclaims.

“I’m the same,” Marin answers with a smile.

“Then it’s settled,” I say. “We’ll see ya guys later.”

We say our goodbyes and then head back to the inn. We clean up Drugo’s, Hiro’s, and Sitos’ room and then decide to preserve them. I hide the key to Emdos’ house in a drawer in Hiro’s room. Presenting roughly four gold coins to the receptionist, we pay upfront the cost of board for the next six months. We gather our equipment and then head toward the castle.
Chapter 44 – Drosera Army – Underground 
On an upward trail toward the castle, two men approach us. The man in front is holding on to a stack of papers. He asks, “Are you lot here to join the army?”
“Yeah,” I respond.

“Have you served or graduated from the Academy before?”

“Yeah, we’re Adventurers.”
The man hands me a piece of paper. “Fill this out and hand it to Lieutenant Elinnore in front of the castle gates. She’s the one with orange pigtails. When you’re finished, wait on the right side.”
I take a pencil from the other man before continuing up the trail. Ruby asks, “What’s the paper fer?
I skim over it and answer, “Looks like we have to answer a few questions about us.”
“Kai, look,” Marin says. I look up and then widen my eyes. The castle is in view in front of us. Everything seems to be at least twice the size of the Academy. The main structure and the walls surrounding it. I have seen it before from afar, but never up close. I admire the view, forgetting about what’s on the piece of paper. 

The people ahead are separated into two groups; one on the left side and the other on the right. Soon enough, we arrive at the front of the castle and join the group on the right side. There are many familiar faces around here. Particularly the teams we fought in the tournament. We stop next to Hina’s group.
“Y’all made it,” the guy with a buckler says.
“Yeah, but what’s going on here?” I ask.

“Not sure. They haven’t said anything yet.”

I look toward the three in armor in front of the gates. One of the men is calling out names. Lieutenant Elinnore drops a few papers on top of the table. The last one is sitting in front of a table. He’s shuffling through the papers in front of him. I glance down at the paper I’m holding. I look around and say, “We still need to fill this out…but where do I—“

“I got ya,” the guy with a buckler says and then squats down. 

“It’s fine. I can do it,” Marin interrupts and crouches down. She places a hand flat on the ground. A few seconds later, a small wooden pillar rises from the dirt. I place the paper on it. I skip the irrelevant questions.
Year of Academy graduation.

3568.

Adventurer rank.

E.

Are you joining as a group?

Yes.

What are the names and roles of the members in the group?

I look at the space below, finding eight places to fill in. I knit my eyebrows. Eight blanks…so we can have eight members in a group? We have three and Hina has four…

I raise my head and ask, “Hey, can’t we combine our groups into one?”

“It’s not possible,” Hina answers immediately. “I already asked earlier. They’re tryin’ to split the power as evenly as possible into different groups.”

“I see,” I reply and then fill in our names and roles. Below is a block of text. “Hey, this looks important. Ruby, Marin, come read this too.”

“’Kay!” Ruby exclaims and then stands next to me. Marin stands on the other side. 
You will form a special class platoon composed of 8 individuals called the Sigma Platoon. Missing members will be filled in by new recruits or by individuals from The Reserve. Only one member can be leader and hold the military rank in-name. The rank applies to the entire platoon, and other members won’t have any additional roles. Choose from the names above your leader.

 I press the pencil into the paper but don’t write anything. 
“Kai, what’re you hesitating for? Marin asks.
“Well, we should discuss—“

“There’s no way I can do something like that… Ruby won’t care either. Right, Ruby?”

“Yeah! Kai’s our leader!” I smile and fill in my name.

“Kai?” multiple people ask around me. The familiar faces I saw earlier turn toward us.
I turn toward Ruby and then point toward the three in front of the gates. “Ruby, take this and turn this in for us.”

“’Kay!” she exclaims and takes the paper and pencil from me. She skips the way there. “Elinnore~ Elinnore~!”
A group of people comes toward us.
“Yo,” a girl greets. I recognize her as the dagger girl from the tournament. “You’re still alive.”

“Hey,” I greet back. I count them from left to right; all six of them are there. “All of you are still alive.”
“Yep, our teamwork’s pretty good!” she exclaims and then smiles smugly. “You should learn from us.”
“Excuse me?” I ask. 

“Hmm… Where’s the rest of your group?” she asks while glancing left and right. “Oh, that’s right. They all got themselves killed like the idiot on your team!”
She laughs loudly. I grit my teeth and fists while glaring at her. Another girl puts a hand on dagger girl’s shoulder and says, “Ada, that’s enough. Leave them alone.”

She’s the girl we took hostage in the tournament. Ada asks, “Aisha, you heard it too, didn’t you? Everyone did.” 
“Ada, your name was it? Take it back. What you said about Hiro and them,” I demand. “I won’t let you spit on their graves.”
“Or what?” She asks and then laughs. “Are you gonna kill me like your team killed each other? That Castalia kid’s better off—“ 

I draw my weapon and point it at her. She backs away. Chatter around us stops. Eyes around linger on us. “Shut up, or I’ll make you shut up.”

“Kai,” Marin says quietly and puts a hand on my arm. I shrug it off.
“Resorting to violence, just like them. You’re working with them aren’t you?” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
“Ada, stop,” a guy says. Ada pushes his arms out of her way.

“Team Aisha, come forward,” A man says loudly. “Powell and John from the left side come forward.”

“Everyone saw it. You were trying to claim that Sitos was innocent. That he wasn’t one of them. But he was. And everyone here knows it!” Ada exclaims. Two guys pull her back. “And everyone here should know that you’re a traitor! Only a traitor would defend scum like him!”
“I’m back! What’s goin’ on?” Ruby asks. I sheathe my sword and bite my lip.
“Nothing.”

“I’ll apologize on behalf of Ada. Sorry.” Aisha says with a bow before walking away with the rest of her team. I turn away from all the prying eyes around us. The chatter around us resumes. 
I lower my head and ask, “Why the hell does Ada know about Sitos…?”
“Haven’t ya heard? Everyone’s talkin’ ‘bout Castalia and their involvement in the attack. Sitos is one of the names mentioned in the report,” the guy with a buckler informs.
Report… I glance over to Ruby. She’s smiling as usual. Not knowing she’s the cause of everything. 
I glare at the buckler guy and ask, “Do you believe it too? The report.”
“Stop it,” Hina says abruptly. “It’s the truth, isn’t it? I heard parts of it from Luna yesterday.”
Hina gestures her head toward Ruby. Ruby tilts her head sideways and asks, “Who’s Luna?”

Hina knits her eyebrows. I answer quickly, “Well, some stuff happened… Her name’s Ruby now.”
“Yep, that’s me!” Ruby exclaims.

“I see… In any case, you shouldn’t be pickin’ fights with everyone unless you have proof because the army does. You won’t last.”

“Team Kai, come forward. Vicki and Kama from the left side come forward.”

“We’re up. Let’s go,” I say and walk toward the front. 
“’Kay!” 
“Bye, Hina,” Marin says behind me. A woman and a man from the other group are walking toward the front of the gate where the man in armor stands. We arrive shortly after them. They appear to be at least twice our age.

“Follow me,” the man instructs as he walks inside. We follow. “I am Lieutenant Petrus. Major Gaius has decided that you five and three Soldiers from The Reserve will form Sigma 4. You will meet the other three members some time after orientation held at 4:30 PM at the Crossroads. You will find it at the center of the first floor in the Castle.”
We enter the courtyard. I widen my eyes, witnessing the grand size of the Castle. It looks more amazing up close. The trail leading into the courtyard splits off into two paths on the left and right. The path on the right appears to lead into the Castle while the left leads into a smaller building and somewhere else off to the side. 
Lieutenant Petrus continues, “For now, the three of you will help train Vicki and Kama until you receive new orders later. You will find various types of weapons placed in the barrels in the courtyard. The archery range is located behind the Castle. They never had any training, so it is up to you to help them choose a role. Kai.”

“Yes,” I respond.
“Major Gaius has granted you the rank Corporal. Ruby and Marin are granted the rank Soldier. Vicki and Kama, you two will be only granted the rank Soldier when you have completed basic training. Any questions?”

“I have one, Lieutenant Petrus,” I say.

“What is it, Corporal Kai?”

I hesitate for a moment before asking, “When will we look for the ones responsible for the attack?”

“That is not up to me, however… I suspect that General Nero will not make any moves until the bulk of our elites return from their mission in Neomeris.”
I clench my fists and look down. He continues, “If you manage to reach the Lieutenant rank, you may start your own investigations with upper brass permission…or reach the Captain rank and go without it.”

“Really?!”

“Yes, if you do good work, you will progress quickly. Now, carry out your task Corporal Kai.”

“Yes sir!” I answer with a salute. He smiles and then walks back. I turn toward the two new additions to our group. “Well, you heard him. What’re your names?”

“I’m Kama,” the man answers. He has short black hair, a mustache, and a small beard. He seems completely out of shape with his belly protruding outward.
“My name’s Vicki,” the woman answers. She’s the opposite of Kama, but not in a good way. She’s on the thin side. I can’t see battle ending well for either one of these two.
“Well… What kind of weapon do you want to use?”
“Hmm… I’m not sure. What kinds of weapons are there?” Kama asks.

“There are weapons like mine that favor speed and precision over pure power, weapons that are very heavy and hit hard, and weapons for combat from afar.”

“I think the bow Marin has would suit me best,” Vicki says.

“Marin can teach you the basics, right?”

“Yeah… Um… Follow me,” Marin says and then heads toward the opening on the left side of the Castle. Vicki follows her.

“Have you decided on a weapon?” I ask.
“I’m still not sure.” 
I sigh and then say, “Well, you can decide later. Come with me.”

I walk toward the barrels far in front of us. I shuffle through one of them and then pick out a long wooden sword. I hand it to Kama. He asks, “What should I do with this?”

I lead him to an open area away from everyone else. I hold one of my swords with both hands in front of me. “Practice this motion of swinging the sword.”
I swing the sword down from above in front of me twice. “Now, you try it.”

He brings the blade up and then swings it down. His form is wrong. “Like this?”

“Keep your back straight. Your shoulders are too tense. Relax them,” I instruct. I circle around him as he swings it down over and over again. I put away my sword. “Move your left foot a little more back. Straighten out your entire arm through the motion of the swing.”
“Hows this?”

“Looking better. Just keep doing that until you can’t anymore,” I instruct.
“What should I do?” she asks.

“There’s nothing to do right…” It’s getting noisy at the front of the Castle gates. There has not been another group to go inside after us either. “Kama, I’m gonna check something out! Just keep practicing!”

I run back out toward the gates, Ruby coming along with me. There’s a guard in addition to the three officials next to the table. As we get closer, I ask, “What’s going on?
“That’s a problem,” Major Gaius says.
“Reinforcements are needed at the Academy,” Lieutenant Petrus answers.

The Academy?! I think back to what Moria told me. This is my chance!

I smile before exclaiming, “If you need reinforcements, let me take part!”

“Who are you?” the guard asks.

“Corporal Kai.”

“Sorry, but Moria instructed me to bring veterans only.”
“I’ll allow it,” Major Gaius says.
“What?! But sir…” 

“We don’t have any Delta or Omega platoons to spare. Most of our forces are in Neomeris right now, and our remaining units were injured in the recent attack. These two here and the remaining recruits over there are the best we can offer right now.”
“At least come with us, Major Gaius.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’ll stay here and handle the recruitment process. If the enemy comes my way, I’ll take care of them. Lieutenant Petrus and Lieutenant Elinnore go with them.”

“Yes sir!”

“We’re comin’ too,” Hina declares. The four of them come forward.

“Me too!” Ruby exclaims.
“Take eight more, and you’ll be fine. Can we get more volunteers?” 
Some familiar faces appear; the team we fought in the second round of the tournament. There are three of them. Five other I don’t recognize come along too. A few of them have ten years above us. The sixteen of us and the messenger head to the Academy, eventually meeting up with Moria.

Moria facepalms himself and shakes his head. “I thought I specifically asked for veterans, did I not? Over half of these faces are recent Academy graduates.”
“Well… Major Gaius said this was all that was available for immediate deployment. Lieutenant Elinnore and Lieutenant Petrus are here as well.”
“It’ll be fine, Moria,” I say with a smile.

“It cannot be helped. Kai, you and the other rookies will have to stay in the back,” Moria says and then leads us to the entrance of the Underground. Four other instructors are waiting for us.
“What are those kids doing here?” another instructor asks.

“I asked the same thing, but we have to make do. They will stay in the back. Have there been any movements?” Moria asks. One of the other instructors shakes his head. “Let us go. Remember to stay close together and cover our flank.”

We nod our heads, and then Moria opens the door to the Underground. Two of the instructors stay behind. We go down many flights of stairs in a dimly lit passage, eventually reaching the large open area. I take out both of my swords. The other instructor provides additional light. I haven’t seen anything unusual yet. Moria says, “We will check the ruins area first.”

We slowly creep around every corner checking around us at every second of the way. Half of us climb onto nearby buildings to get a better view. Ruby and I remain on the ground. No one says anything. At least ten minutes pass when suddenly, someone screams. I immediately turn toward the girl who screamed. She’s on the ground. There are no signs of the enemy around her, but there’s something on the ground.
 I move closer to check, my heart skipping a beat as I find a bloody arm on the ground. Moria and the other veterans rejoin us. The other instructor lights the view ahead of us, revealing more cutoff limbs and something more. Moria utters, “My goodness…”
I walk down the path. Several unclothed bodies of young girls and boys lay lifelessly on the ground. Gashes, punctures, and burn marks decorate their corpses. Their genitals mutilated. I discover a body in a healthier condition compared to the rest. She only has a few minor cuts and bruises. There’s a metal collar around her neck. I check her pulse and then declare, “She’s still alive.”
“That is good to hear,” the other instructor says.

“Lieutenant Petrus, be a gentleman and escort her out of here,” Lieutenant Elinnore says. 

Lieutenant Petrus puts away his weapon, picks up the naked girl, and then answers, “Right. I will drop her off with the two other instructors and be back.” 
Lieutenant Petrus leaves with the girl. Someone else exclaims, “There are more survivors over here!”

We discover three other confirmed survivors grouped in one spot, though their injuries are serious. One of them is missing both of their legs while the other two lack an arm. The girl who screamed earlier casts Healing magic on them to stop the bleeding. There’s another body a bit farther in front of us. Moria’s running toward her, so I search around us.
“The enemy!” Moria exclaims suddenly. There’s a masked man standing between Moria and the body in the distance. I gulp. 

This is my chance… I tightly grip my swords and charge toward him.

“You finally—“ Our blades meet. He’s using two short swords, one in each hand. 

“Kai, what are you doing?!” Moria exclaims. “Get back!”

The masked man laughs and then says, “Oh, it’s you again.”

He pushes me back with brute force and launches me back. I slide several feet on the ground. He knows me?

“How dare ya do that ta Kai!” Ruby exclaims and then runs forward. Moria stops her.
“Stop. He has a hostage,” Moria says. Lieutenant Elinnore and the other veterans make a line at the front. I stand up.  Hina and the others stand vigilant around me. 
“Hostage? You mean her?” the masked man asks as points to the girl behind him. He puts away his weapons and then walks toward her. He kneels down and then smacks her across the face multiple times. “Hey, wake up.”

The girl screams while flailing her limbs around. The masked man picks her up and then chucks her in our direction. He laughs and then says, “I don’t wanna hold you back. Take her.”

Moria and the others don’t move. Moria says, “Stand up, quickly. You will be safe soon.”

The girl smiles as she looks up. Her legs are shaky as she tries to stand up. She’s about to take a step forward when suddenly, a large explosion erupts around her. I close my eyes as a gust of air pushes me back. What happened to Moria?!
I open my eyes, finding the eight who were in the front on the ground. There’s a wall of water in front of them. The masked man runs off and yells, “See ya suckers!”

I bite my lip, stand up, and then chase after him. I won’t let him get away!

“Kai, no!” Moria exclaims behind me. 

“Kai, wait fer me!” Ruby exclaims as she follows me. I chase closely after the masked man in several twists and turns. Suddenly, he jumps from wall to wall and climbs onto the top of a tall structure. I raise my eyebrows. Those movements!

I recall the same movements from that day. A masked man dragged a woman to an alleyway and then jumped up the walls to get away. I grit my teeth. I turn toward the direction he ran to as soon as I can, but I don’t see him anymore. It’s still not too late!

I run in the most likely direction he would run in: toward the entrance of the Underground. I have no idea where he is while running senselessly. I stop running as I discern something odd near me. There’s a big rock next to a wall. There shouldn’t be any rocks in the Underground. I sheathe my weapons and then move closer to the rock. It’s blocking something. 
I grab both ends of the rock and pull. A small passage is revealed. I release a small amount of fire from a finger on my left hand to illuminate the tunnel. It’s slanted about 45 degrees downward and can barely fit one person. The surface inside is made of dirt. This must be where he fled to… Should I tell everyone else about this...? No... If I do, Moria won’t let me go down there, and the enemy would be long gone. It’s now or never.

I gulp and then squeeze into the crawlspace. The end isn’t in sight. About five minutes pass when a thought enters my mind. Wait, what if this is a trap…? 

I stop moving forward and attempt to move backward, but it’s impossible at this angle. I reluctantly continue moving forward. There’s a faint sound in the distance. A steady, constant sound. It becomes clear when I get closer; it’s the sound of a water current. The exit is in sight. 

I climb out of the hole, finding myself in the sewers. There’s no sign of the enemy. I sigh. Continuing to pursue him would be pointless. There are too many places he could have gone. I climb back into the hole in the wall and make my way back up without a light aid. My pace is slower compared to going down. 
How long has it been? I just wanna get out of this place… The air around me is murky, and my entire body feels damp. It feels like I should be able to see the exit by now, but there is only darkness. Eventually, I reach a dead end. Huh?

I reach the end with my hand and push. The rock I moved is in the way again. I push it out of the way. I gasp for air while climbing out of the passage.

“Kai, it is just you…” Moria says with a sigh. I look up, finding Moria, Ruby, Lieutenant Elinnore, and several others I don’t recognize gathered around me. Over half of the others aren’t present. They have their weapons out and appear tense. They sigh and then put away their weapons. “We have been looking for you. What have you been doing?”

“Well… I found this suspicious looking rock and moved it. I thought the masked man might have used this as his escape route, so I went in to check it out. It led to the sewers. There was no sense in trying to find him there, so I came back.”
“How reckless.” Moria shakes his head. “It is good that nothing happened to you.”
“What were you guys doing here?”
“We were looking for you until she found this suspicious rock blocking the hole,” Moria says as he points to Ruby I knit my eyebrows. “I suspected the masked men entered the Academy through here and decided to keep watch after moving the rock back.”
“What do you mean she found a suspicious rock blocking the hole? I didn’t move it back after I went in. Ruby, you’re sure that you found it that way?”
“Uh-huh.”

“That is troubling to hear. The others could be in danger. Let us hurry,” Moria suggests. Footsteps approach us.
“Moria, there’s trouble!” Hina exclaims as she and her group run over to us. “Lieutenant Petrus’ missin’!”

“What do you mean?” Moria asks.

“We brought a batch of survivors to the entrance, but the two instructors stationed there didn’t expect us. I asked about Lieutenant Petrus, and they told me he hasn’t passed through there.”

“That is not good. We learned that the enemy might still be in here with us. Where is everyone else?”

“They’re split up lookin’ for more survivors.”
“Let us meet up with them quickly. But we cannot leave this place unguarded.”

“I’ll be fine here by myself. You should hurry and meet up with the others,” Lieutenant Elinnore says.

“Alright. We will be back,” Moria says and then runs in the direction Hina came from. The rest of us follow. We go toward the area where the tournament game ‘Watch Your Step’ took place. Along the way, the axe guy from the team we fought in the second round of the tournament calls out to us from behind.

“Oh shit, Moria, you’re here!” he exclaims with his hands wrapped around the sides of his head. We turn back to where he is at the entrance of a structure. “We-we found Lieutenant Petrus… He-he’s…!”
“Calm down Balan. I am glad you are okay. Where are the others?” Moria asks.

“I’m only with Zeke and Ain. I dunno about the rest. I was too scared to move from this building.”
“Take us to Lieutenant Petrus.” Balan leads us into a room where the other two members of his team are. The two are sitting against the wall. Lieutenant Petrus is lying on the ground face up with a pool of blood around his neck. His throat has been slit. A familiar scene. “What happened to the girl?”
“We don’t know. She wasn’t around when we arrived.”

“I see. Let us hurry and find the others.” We resume our course toward the ‘Watch Your Step’ area. The other instructor and the last two members of our team are standing outside the entrance. “Thank god, you are all okay.”

“Yes, we are. What is wrong?” the other instructor asks.
“The enemy might still be in the Underground area. Lieutenant Petrus is no longer with us,” Moria informs. 

“Oh no…”

“Did you find any more survivors?”

“No, we did not. There was nothing in this entire area.”
Moria closes his eyes for several seconds with a hand around his chin. “Let us rejoin with Lieutenant Elinnore and leave this place.”

“What about the masked men?”

“We have higher priorities right now: the survivors. We will seal the hole we found earlier and pick up the bodies as a group. We will scout the area again another day.” With that, we head back to that area. Lieutenant Elinnore reports that nothing happened. Moria kneels down and puts one of his hands into the tunnel. Several seconds later, dirt from the top of the tunnel falls.
Afterward, we make our way to Lieutenant Petrus’ body. Two people carry his body, and then we make our way to the first place we discovered bodies. Ruby picks up several severed limbs to carry back. I take two bodies with me. Eventually, everyone’s is carrying something. We return to the entrance of the Underground where the other two instructors are waiting. We drop the bodies and limbs on the ground.

Moria asks, “Where are the survivors?”
One of the instructors answers, “They’re in one of the training rooms. The medics sent from the Castle are attending to them now. What happened to Lieutenant Petrus?”
“We do not know. He was found dead. Our next priority should be finding out who these survivors are.”
“Can you take care of things here on your own now?” Lieutenant Elinnore asks.

“Yes, we will be fine for now. Good work,” Moria says.

“Well then, we’ll be on our way. Orientation has started already,” Lieutenant Elinnore says as she heads out. We follow behind.

“See ya, Moria.”

“Take care, Kai.”

We make our way back to the Castle.
Chapter 45 – Drosera Army – Lesson
“Hmm… It’s a shame about Lieutenant Petrus,” Major Gaius says. “Corporal Kai, why’d you choose to go into the passage by yourself?”
“It would take too long, sir. The masked man would’ve been gone by then.”

“I’ll commend your bravery. Keep up the good work. Lieutenant Elinnore, drop a full report in my office by the end of the day.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s get going to the Crossroads,” Major Gaius suggests as he walks into the Castle. We follow and take the right path toward the entrance. “They’ve probably already finished the opening speech. All of you except for Corporal Kai’s team will need to follow me. I’ve left the documents from the recruitment inside my office. You’ll also need to get the instructions from the orientation. It’s a pain to explain everything, so I’ll leave that to you Lieutenant Elinnore.”
“Yes, sir.” We arrive at the entrance on the furthest right of the structure. The outer castle wall is next to the entrance. It’s smaller than what I expected; bigger than the average double door, but not large enough to fit a wagon. Inside, there’s a very long hallway in front of me and on the left. We proceed straight. I feel like I’ve been here before.

We turn left into another long spacious hallway about halfway into the first one and proceed straight. I raise my eyebrows. This was the hallway we were in after we came out of the sewers last year!
We pass by the sewer entrance about halfway through. At the end of the hallway, we find ourselves in a roomy square-shaped area. There are a considerable amount of stone steps leading up in a spiral. It looks like there are some going down too on the other side. Major Gaius says, “Welcome to the Crossroads. Here you’ll be able to access the clinic, training area, cafeteria, and request center.”  
“Kai, Ruby!” Marin exclaims as she runs over to us. “Where’ve you been? Kama said you went on a mission.”
“I’ll leave it to your friend to explain what you missed, Corporal Kai,” Lieutenant Elinnore says and then continues with the group following Major Gaius toward the staircase leading up.

I smile and wave. “We were at the Academy.”

“The Academy? What for?”

I look away and hesitate for a moment before answering, “Moria needed reinforcements. They suspected remnants from the attack were down there.”
“Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve gone too.”

“There wasn’t any time.”

“You’re always doing dangerous things by yourself,” she says with a frown.

“I promise I won’t leave without everyone next time. Besides, Ruby was there too.”

“Yep! I kept Kai safe.”

“You have to tell me what happened over there later. For now…take this,” Marin says and then hands me a key. She gives one to Ruby too. ‘B350’ is engraved on my key. “It’s your assigned room key. We’re all in the B sector.”

“Next is your locker key,” Marin says and then hands me a key. She gives one to Ruby too. “Kai you have locker 773, Ruby has 782, and I have 780.”
“Why’re they spread out like that?” I ask and then put both keys in my pocket.

“Beats me. Oh and…we still need to get our ID cards. They said they would take longer to make and would be dropped into our lockers by tomorrow morning. We have to use the ID to access most of the facilities in the Castle.  And…there’s still the general rules: we can’t leave the premises without permission, we have to check our lockers frequently for new orders, and respect and obey superior officers.”

“We need permission to leave…? What’s with that?” I ask.

“Yeah… If we want to do something, we have to go to the request center over there for permission,” Marin explains as she points to the entryway under the stone steps leading up. It’s to the right of the northern hallway entrance from this room. “We need our ID’s to do that too. Oh and…meals are served for free three times a day in the cafeteria at 6 AM, noon, and 6 PM.”
“We need our ID’s to do that too, right?”

“Yeah.”

“We can’t eat, and we can’t leave… This is terrible,” I say with a frown and then sigh.

Marin takes out something from her pocket. “We have these for today.”

She hands me and Ruby a small red square-shaped piece of paper. “It’s a meal ticket.”

“Ohh, this is great. I’m starving. Which way’s the cafeteria?”
“We have to meet up with our full platoon first on the second level outside the D sector. I think it’s almost the meeting time,” Marin says and then heads for the stairs leading up. We follow.

“Full platoon meeting… So there’s gonna be three more besides Kama and Vicki,” I say and then sigh. We go up the steps which seem like never ends. We arrive in another square-shaped room. Aisha and her group are waiting next to an entryway on top of the staircase. Ada glares at me and then turns away. I try to not look at them as we head to the south side of this room.

There are other groups of people standing around in the other entryways and corners of the room. It appears there is only one hallway on the east side on this level. Vicki and Kama are standing next to an entryway on the left side of the south wall. There’s a large ‘D’ engraved above it. They wave as we approach them.

“Hey guys,” I greet.
“Hello,” Kama greets.

“Good evening,” Vicki greets.

“I think I’ve got the hang of the technique you showed me, Kai. I’m ready to learn more!”
“That’s good to hear. We can continue after dinner.” No one says anything for several seconds, and only other chatter around the room resounds. 

Marin suddenly asks, “Vicki, how’s your training going?”

“Well, in the fifteen minutes you left me alone, I was finally able to shoot an arrow!”

“That’s…good to hear,” Marin says a forced smile. My eyes bounce between everyone’s expressions. I force a smile too, feeling out of place. There’s a silence again for several seconds. Footsteps resound behind me.
“Is this Sigma 4?” a man behind me asks. He has black hair tied into a top knot. 
“Yes,” Kama answers. The top knot guy walks over to Kama.

“It’s nice to meet you, Kai. I’m Jetia,” Jetia says with his hand out in front of him.

“Umm…Kai’s over there,” Kama says while pointing at me. Jetia looks over to me and then frowns.
“Are you kidding me? This kid’s the leader of our platoon?” I knit my eyebrows and frown. 

“Kai’s very capable. He fought the masked men at the Academy and came back alive,” Kama says with confidence.
Where’d he hear that? I think to myself before speaking up, “Actually—“

“This kid? Hah. I wouldn’t believe it for a second.”

“Jetia!” a man exclaims as he and another guy walk toward us. They are more or less the same age as Jetia which is a few years older than us. They both have buzzcuts. It’s hard to tell the difference between the two.
“Dano, Banni!” Jetia exclaims with a smile. “It’s good to see you two. How long has it been?” 
“A few months I think. We were in the Alpha Platoon 3 stationed at Runswick,” one of the two men answers.

“Right, right. I remember now. Those pesky wolves didn’t come back after their first failed attack. It’ll be good working together again.”

“We’re gonna be unstoppable with the addition of these former Adventurers,” the other man adds while looking our way. Jetia’s smile drops into a frown.

“Are you serious? We have to accept this kid as our leader just because he was an Adventurer? We’ve been here for over five years, and we’re stuck as Soldiers. This kid waltzes in and now suddenly he’s a Corporal.”

“Well, they’re Academy graduates after all. They’re in a higher class than us.”

“He’s not a higher class; he’s a kid. Look at him. He looks like he graduated yesterday. It doesn’t sit well with me.”
“Actually, we graduated three months ago…” I say, smiling lightly.

“So, yer a kid is what yer telling me. Do you think yer special or something?”
I stare at him. What should I say…? My position as a leader would be questioned if I let him step on me…but I can’t be too harsh either…
 “I do, Jetia. Teacher Moria said I’m one of the most talented students to graduate from the Academy.”
He only stares at me for several seconds before finally interjecting, “Hmph. Better not let us down.”

A few groups around us start heading out. The inside of my mouth salivates. “Now that we’re all here, how about we introduce ourselves? You guys know me, Kai.”
Everyone introduces themselves, and then we head to the cafeteria on the first level. There are two people sitting behind a table near the start of the line. There’s a sheet of paper, a stack of meal tickets and a pouch of coins on the table.

“They said we don’t have to check in today. I think we can wait over there,” Marin says while pointing at the back of the line. All of us except Jetia, Banni, and Dano move to the back of the line. The three of them check in and collect a meal ticket at the table before joining us. There are over a hundred people ahead of us, but the line moves fast. 
Eventually, it’s our turn to get our food. I smile while handing over my meal ticket. A woman hands me a tray of food. I frown and stare at the food on it. There’s one piece of bread, a hard-boiled egg, a few pieces of mystery meat, a few pieces of carrots, and a cup of water.

“Yer in the way. Move,” Jetia says behind me. I take the tray of food and then look for a place to sit. I lay the tray on top of an empty table and sit down. The seven others follow. 

I continue to stare at the food in front of me for a while before finally picking up the fork on the tray. I start with the meat, finding that it’s nothing like anything I have ever tasted. “Is the food always so…bland…? And lacking?”
Jetia gives me a weird look. Banni picks up his bread and says, “Give it a few weeks. You’ll get used to it.”
“If you feel like spending, you can purchase additional meal tickets at one silver coin each,” Dano informs.

“One silver coin?! That’s the cost of staying at an inn for a night!” I exclaim. “I could eat two full meals with that amount of money! It wouldn’t be worth it even if they gave me three trays of this... Unless they serve soup…it could be worth it.”

“I’ve been here for seven years, and I can tell you they don’t serve soup,” Dano says.

“Whoever’s in charge of making the meals has poor taste. They don’t make soup…and instead they give us carrots and bland pieces of meat and bread.”
“Yer a spoiled brat,” Jetia says while giving me a look of disgust. “Not everyone has the luxury of being pampered at the Academy.”

He’s getting on my nerves… I grit my teeth before asking, “Anyone can sign up to attend the Academy, right? Everyone has that option.”
“Not only yer spoiled but also ignorant.”

“Well, everyone has their own circumstances,” Banni adds. “14 is the oldest age you can be to attend Drosera’s Academy. I was too late.”
“Really? I didn’t know that. I’ve always wondered why some of my other classmates looked older.”

“I’ll still be able to learn magic, though.”

“How? You can’t go to the Academy anymore.”

“There are seminars offered here at the Castle from time to time that you can attend if you pay the fee.”

“Oh, that’s convenient. How much does it cost?”

“It varies depending on the content in the seminar. The one I’m going to costs a gold coin.”

“Everything’s so expensive here…” I grab the bread and then eat it. Only the carrots remain. It took him seven years to save up for a gold coin?  That’s how much we made in a week last year…

“Kai, I’ll trade you my egg for those carrots,” Marin offers.

“I won’t refuse your offer,” I say with a smile and then exchange the food.

“Ya can have my egg fer free, Kai!” Ruby exclaims and hands me her egg.

“Thanks, Ruby.”

“Can you tell me what happened at the Academy today?” Marin asks.

“’Kay! We went ta the Underground area with Teacher Moria and found lumps of meat. ‘N’ then we found bigger lumps of meat. ‘N’ then we found kids still alive and helped ‘em. ‘N’ then a guy with a mask showed up, ‘n’ Kai attacked ‘im once ‘n’ got knocked back. He used a girl behind ‘im so we couldn’t do anythin’. He let her go but then… Boom!” Ruby exclaims with her arms raised up.
“A wall of water protected us, but the girl turned into burnt meat. I chased ‘im with Kai, but they were too fast fer me. I told everyone ‘bout a suspicious rock I found ‘n’ gathered everyone. ‘N’ then the rock moved out, and Kai came outta the hole! That was it.”
Marin looks at me with a cocked eyebrow. I add, “I found the same rock before Ruby and went in immediately. It led to the sewers. I didn’t see any traces of the masked man, so I went back.”

“Is that really all that happened?” Marin asks. A rowdy group of people sits at a table behind us.

“Well…Lieutenant Petrus was killed, and we don’t know who did it. The girl he was escorting out was gone too.”

“I knew you didn’t really fight them off, fraud,” Jetia says.
“I never said I did.”
“It’s my fault,” Kama apologizes. “I went to the front of the gates to see what was going on. Everyone said a group of people from there went to the Academy to battle remnants from the attack.”

“He didn’t correct you, so it’s the same.”

“Well, I’m sorry for this misunderstanding,” I say. Even though it’s really not my fault…
One of the people behind us says, “With all the funds stolen from the vault at the Adventurer’s Hub, the idiots that left for the Cursed Expedition got nothin’ left to show when they come back.”

“They’re not coming back. They’re dead, remember?”
“Right!” a man exclaims. The group bursts out in laughter. Marin stops eating and frowns.

“Just ignore them. They don’t know what they’re talking about,” I say.

“You’re wrong ‘bout that though. One of them came back alive.”

“Oh, I forgot about him. Maybe he can finally tell us what all the fuss about the Cursed Territory is.”
“Whatever it is, it wasn’t worth havin’ our capital demolished for it. Idiots, all of them. Our city would still be whole if they didn’t embark on that pointless request. What the fuck were they thinkin’?”

“Don’t question the average intelligence of an Adventurer,” someone says, and then the group bursts out laughing again. Marin’s eyes tear up. I clench my fists, stand up, and then turn toward them.

“Hey, all of you guys, shut up. You’re upsetting my friend.”
“Who the hell are you?” one of them asks.

“He’s probably one of the new recruits,” a man wearing armor deduces. It doesn’t look damaged at all. An eagle with its wings spread out is engraved on the front of his armor. There’s a weapon on his back. “Look at his armor; it’s broken. He was clearly an Adventurer. He’s only joinin’ because he was too weak to fight against the invaders.”
I grit my teeth before asking, “What the hell were you doing when they attacked? Sitting here and nibbling on bread?”
He laughs. Another man asks, “Weren’t you ever taught to respect your superiors?” 

“What do you expect from an Adventurer? No smarter than a monkey. I’ll have to thank the invaders later for exterminatin’ some of the apes in our city.”
The back of my throat burns. “Shut up!”

“Did I hit a soft spot? I’ll say it again. I’m glad the bandits came and claimed the lives of your former companions.”

“Take that back, or I’ll make you regret it!” I exclaim while gripping onto one of my scabbards.
“Are you threatening me?” the man asks as he walks closer to me. “Me, Captain Albius?”

I widen my eyes. My joints stiffen up. He smiles and then continues, “Sure, I’ll take it back and give you and your friend the most heartfelt apology and whatever else you want me to do…but only if, you duel me and win. Or you can apologize to me right now for disrespect. I’ll let you off the hook since you’re a greenhorn.”
I can’t let him go for spitting on Drugo’s, Sitos’, and everyone that died in the attack. I can’t…but…
Marin sniffles and then says, “Kai, apologize. I’m okay. Don’t forget what Hina said.”
Yeah… I shouldn’t be picking fights especially with someone higher ranked… I need to worry about ranking up to find them instead of picking fights here. I take a deep breath and then look at Captain Albius. “I—“
“Take her advice. Don’t challenge him. He’s too much for you to handle,” Jetia warns. I bite my lip and clench my fists. 
“Fine… I’ll duel you.”

Captain Albius smiles and says, “Great. Follow me to the training grounds. Someone get me that. Make sure to bring them too.”
Captain Albius leads us out of the cafeteria. We follow after his group of men. The weapon on his back is a massive hammer. I gulp. What’d I get myself into…?

“Kai…did you say that because of me?” Marin asks.
“Yeah but… I can’t forgive him for saying that everyone’s better off dead.”
“In other words, you couldn’t keep yer emotions in check. Like a child having a tantrum. And you call yer self our leader? Pathetic.”

“Shut up. I just have to win.”

“I doubt it. He’s a Captain. Less than 20 people hold that rank or higher in the whole military.

“I’m planning to climb to that rank as fast as possible. I’ll prove myself by winning.”

We arrive in a large room with many white circles on the ground throughout it. The circle is about 30 meters in diameter. Dozens of other people are fighting each other in pairs. Captain Albius drops his weapon on the ground and then takes off his armor. We’re doing this without armor?

Before I take off my armor, Captain Albius says, “Keep your armor on for your safety. I wouldn’t want to injure a new recruit.”
I frown. He’s underestimating me…

“I’ve brought it, Captain!” one of his men exclaims and then hands him a long wooden sword. I knit my eyebrows.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“This weapon’s all I need to teach a monkey a lesson.”

“You’ll regret that,” I say while drawing both of my swords. 

“The rules are so simple a monkey can understand. We start on opposite ends of this circle. You’re out if you get knocked out or leave the circle. Magic’s allowed.”

I smile. Magic’s allowed? This’ll be a cinch. My fireball keyword will shoot out of my right palm made of Rich Mana. I can’t use my fire bolt… I’ll be in trouble if I kill him…and there’s still my promise with Emdos.
I look around as a crowd gathers around us. Someone from the crowd asks, “What is going on? Who is Captain Albius fighting?”

“I’m not going to be held accountable if you get hurt, right?” I ask. “I’m also worried about everyone around us…”
“You won’t be able to touch me,” Captain Albius says as he walks to the end of one side of the circles. I move to the opposite side of him.
“We’ve brought them, Captain!” one of his men exclaims. There are four of them carrying some kind of device. It looks like the ones responsible for the Mana barrier in the tournament. They place them a few feet from the circle forming a square.

“And you won’t have to worry about our spectators. Any magic you’re capable of won’t break the barrier.”
I’ll teach him a lesson for underestimating me… I sheathe my right blade. It’ll be over once I destroy his weapon or graze him with my Fire magic. He’s probably thinks I can’t utilize Rich Mana... I’ll show him.
“Give us the countdown,” Captain Albius orders. He’s holding his weapon with just his right hand.

One of his men nods. I gulp while clenching my weapon. “Three…two…one…go!”
I charge forward while pointing my right palm toward Captain Albius. “Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!”

He’s fast! He charges toward me in a straight line moving into my magic. Rich Mana suddenly envelops his entire weapon. He slashes my fireballs vertically. I widen my eyes as my magic is split in half. The halves go off course as if they have been reflected. Fine! I’ll cut off his flimsy sword instead. There’s nothing he can do to me up close.

I unsheathe my other weapon. He’s in my range. I launch a flurry of slashes at him. He dodges them all simply by weaving his body around. He smiles and says, “It’s time to end this.”
His speed increases as he moves in from my right. He throws his sword into his left hand. He bends it toward his body. It’s a feint. He’s gonna toss over to his right hand and then attack from my left.

He quickly moves toward my left and throws his weapon into his right hand. I smile and move my weapons over to my left side. I’ve won!
Huh? Before I notice, he’s already back on my right side. His speed has increased by almost twofold. Both of his hands are on his weapon. I jump back and attempt to block, but it’s too late. He’s too fast. Shit!
A loud clank resounds as a strong force knocks me back. I crash into the ground and then slide on my back across the room. I lie there and stare at the ceiling. Captain Albius walks over to me with a smile. Marin, Ruby, Jetia, Kama, Vicki, Banni, Dano, and the crowd are behind him. “I’m waitin’.”
I lower my head and sigh. “I’m sorry for disrespecting you, Captain Albius.”

“That’s not goin’ to cut it now. You had the gall to challenge me, and you lost. Put your hands on the ground and beg for my forgiveness. Things won’t end well for you if General Nero finds out about this incident.”

I bite my lip. I sheathe my weapons. I lean forward on my knees and put my palms on the ground with my head nearly touching the ground. I scowl. “I’m deeply sorry, Captain Albius. Please forgive me.”

Suddenly, my forehead hits the ground. Captain Albius presses his heel into one of my pressure points. I grimace. He twists and and turns it while pressing deeper into my body. “You’re too cocky for someone who hasn’t learned the first thing about Enhancement magic.”
“What’re you—“

“Shut up, monkey. Repeat after me. Say, ‘I’m a stupid monkey.’”

I clench my fists and grit my teeth. “I’m a stupid monkey.”

“Good,” he says and then removes his foot from my neck. “Stay like that and repeat that line ten times, and we’ll put everythin’ behind us.”

“I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a stupid monkey. I’m a—“

“Stupid, pathetic, and disgraceful monkey,” Jetia says. I look up, finding that Captain Albius has already walked away. He’s putting on his armor. The crowd has dispersed. My platoon stands around me. I sit back with my head lowered. “One of the most talented students to graduate from the Academy, you say? I’m ashamed to be a part of this platoon.”

“I have no excuses,” I say with little energy.

“Kai, are you okay?” Marin asks.

“I’m fine,” I say and then sigh. I stand up. 

“That’s amazing. He broke his weapon in half with that blow, but you’re not hurt,” Kama says.

I smile and say, “That’s what armor’s good for.”

I look around. My heart skips a beat, and I stop breathing for a moment. Ruby is not here.

“Captain Albius, watch out!” someone exclaims. A large ball of fire flies toward Captain Albius’ back. I run towards him. He turns around and puts his palm in front of the magic. He releases a circular wall of Rich Mana the size of the incoming fireball. The fireball crashes into the wall and disappears. 
“Ya bully! Don’t be mean ta Kai!” Ruby exclaims. A dozen men form a line in front of Captain Albius. I reach her and push her behind me. 
“Stop it, Ruby. Don’t fight him.”

“Kai?”

“I’m sorry about this. It was my fault. I didn’t keep an eye on her. I’m just a stupid monkey,” I say quickly with my head lowered.
Captain Albius laughs and then says, “It’s fine. I sensed killing intent directed towards me, so I was able to prepare.”

I raise my head. Captain Albius walks over to us. “So you’re Kai? Who’s she?”

“Yes, sir… She’s Ruby.”

He smiles. “She’s cute…for a monkey. I’ll let her off the hook.”

He turns around and then says, “Let’s go.”

His men leave with him. I sigh and then turn back toward Ruby. She’s pouting. Marin and the others are behind her. “Why’d ya stop me, Kai?”

“Listen, Ruby. We don’t want to fight with anyone in the army. They’re not our enemy. This fight was my fault… I shouldn’t have challenged him. From now on, we need to respect our superiors and follow our orders. It’s the fastest way to progress to a higher rank.”

“Ya wanna be a higher rank?”

“Yeah. It’s the only way we can look for them. The masked attackers.”

Ruby smiles. “’Kay! I understand now!”

‘Well. Now that we’re here, let’s split off and train,” I suggest.

“Vicki, do you want to go back to the archery range?” Marin asks.

“Yes, that would be good,” Vicki answers. The two of them leave. Ruby goes off on her own.
“Can we continue with my training?” Kama asks. “I asked a man earlier. He informed me that there are three floors to this training area. There’re rooms on the second floor with practice weapons.”

“Right. Let’s go there then,” I say and then turn toward Jetia and the other two. “You guys go train or something.”
“We’ve been told to help with the training for the new recruits. We’ve completed basic training. A stupid monkey isn’t fit for training others,” Jetia says.

“Is that so… Well, you guys can take care of Kama. If you have questions come find me,” I say and then walk off. I head to a secluded area of the current room. They head in the opposite direction. I have to get stronger. Much stronger.
I train on my own for about two hours and then head to the second level. I go into the area with the letter ‘B’ embedded into the top of the entrance. I look for my room, B350. After some wandering, I realize that this floor only goes up to 200. I head up the stairs, eventually finding room 350. I insert the key and then head inside, closing the door behind me. I frown.
This room is smaller than the first room I lived in back at the Academy. I turn on the lantern. There is a bed, a dresser, and a clock on the wall. I take off all my armor and lay it on the ground. I search the drawer. There is nothing inside. I sigh and then undress. The bathroom is smaller too. I take a shower and then put the same dirty clothes on.
I rest on the bed while practicing Mana control and Void magic. I practice configuring the gates in various ways without the use of keywords for a while. Someone knocks on the door.

“Kai, are you there?” Marin asks. I get up and then open the door. “Can I come in?”

“Sure.” I move aside for her to come in and then close the door. Suddenly, she hugs me. A few seconds later, I interject, “Uhh…sorry if I smell bad. I changed into the same clothes.”

“Yeah,” she replies with little energy.

“It’s a shame how these rooms are smaller than the ones at the Academy. We’ve downgraded.”

“Yeah.”

“So… We’ve gotta go to the request center for permission to leave right? We need to get our belongings from the inn…”

“Yeah.”

I sigh. I push her slightly away from me. Her watery eyes draw me in. I kiss her and then push her onto the bed.

Chapter 46 – Drosera Army – Messenger
The next morning, Marin and I meet Ruby before heading over to the third level. We head to the mail station area and then find our lockers. I unlock mine. A plastic ID card and two sheets of paper are inside. My ID has my name, rank, and platoon on it. The first piece of paper is signed by General Nero. I read the second one.
You will remain as a Sigma Platoon until obtaining the Lieutenant rank. Be aware that if you are not taking on requests, you may find guard duty or other tasks assigned to you in this locker. You will report to Captain Albius for requests taken. 

I frown and grit my teeth while crumpling the piece of paper. I remember the humiliation from yesterday. 

“Kai, what’s wrong?” Marin asks as she and Ruby rejoin me. 

“We have to report to Captain Albius for the requests we take. He’s in charge of us.”

“We can’t fight ‘im, right? We hafta respect ‘im and follow his orders.”
I sigh. “Yeah. That’s right, Ruby. There’s also an order from General Nero to meet on the fourth level lobby area at 9 AM. We have a few hours.”

We head to the request center. We put in a request to leave in order to pick up our belongings at the inn. Someone informs us that it has to be signed by someone of Lieutenant rank or higher. It will be in my locker when it is approved.

We go to the cafeteria next. There are around a hundred people here already. We wait at the back of the line, eventually reaching the sign in area. One of the men at the table looks at my ID and then at a sheet of paper with a list of names. He gives me my ID along with a meal ticket. I look down at the ticket and sigh. I can’t buy any extra tickets yet.
Eventually, we get our meal trays and then sit down at a table to eat. The contents of the tray are not much different from last night. I eat it reluctantly. 
With our new IDs in hand, we head to the armory on the third level. We wait behind the small line of people. It moves fast. 
“Are you one of the new recruits?” the lone man sitting at the table asks. “Need to see your ID.”

“Yeah,” I answer and hand over my ID. He takes it and then writes something on the sheet of paper in front of him. 

He gives it back along with a small purple ticket and informs, “Show any artisan on the first two floors with this, and they will take care of you. You cannot go to any on the third floor with this.”

I wait by the entrance to the armory. Marin and Ruby join me shortly afterward. There are multiple rooms with separate craftsmen in each one. The ones on the first floor are occupied by many other soldiers. We head to the second floor and then walk into a more vacant shop.
“Boss, we have customers,” a man in front of us says with his head turned toward the back. A door leading to another room is open.

“They’re probably new recruits. Go take their measurements,” another man says from another room.

“I need Cheryl’s help with this.”

“What’re you…” An older man walks out from the other room. He looks at us for a moment. “Cheryl, you got two work orders coming up.”

“Yes!” a woman says from the other room. She runs over to Marin and Ruby. “Come this way, please. I will take your measurements.”

Marin and Ruby follow her to the other room. The older man paces around me. “Boss, do you want me to take his measurements?”

“Measure his arms and legs,” the older man says. “I’ll take care of his chest piece.”
“You’ll be able to make a new chest piece?” I ask. The other man straightens out one of my arms and extends measuring tape over it. He also wraps it around my arm.
“Yeah, no problem. It’ll be made of Iron, though.”

I knit my eyebrows and frown. “Can’t you just repair this?”
“No can do. New recruits receive a set of Iron armor for free, but that’s it. This armor’s useless now. I’ll take it off your hands,” the older man says. The other man finishes measuring my leg.  

If he’s gonna do that, I’m better off going into the city to get it repaired… But I need to save our money because I don’t know how much those magic seminars will cost me… I unsheathe my weapons and ask, “Can you fix these swords? In exchange for my armor.”
“Cobalt swords with Platinum armor? An interesting combination. If I figure from your Light role, Iron armor would be more suited for you. I’ll take care of them for you.” I put my swords back in the sheath, unclip them, and then hand them over. Next, I remove off my armor and then hand it over. The older man sets my armor down on the counter. “Well, your weight will be roughly the same with the arm guards and leg guards equipped. I’ll take that off your hands too.”
I hand over the ticket and ask, “How long will this take?”

“Should have it done by this time tomorrow.”

I sigh and take my leave, heading back toward my room. I go inside and then lock the door. I practice using Void magic until it’s time to meet General Nero.

I head to the fourth level. Marin and Ruby are already here. A few minutes later, General Nero appears from a nearby corridor. “So you’ve made it, Kai, Marin, and Ruby. It’s good to see that you’ve joined our ranks. I see the potential the three of you carry.”

I force a smile and say, “Yeah…”
“How do you like it here so far?”

I’m not really fond of this place…but I can’t tell him that… I think to myself before speaking up, “It’s not bad, but the food’s lacking.”

General Nero laughs and then answers, “That’s something you get used to. But the food supply has been lower than usual because of the attack.”
“I see… So what’d you need us for?”
“Someone wants to talk to you. Follow me,” he says and then leads us down the hallway. 

I ponder for a moment before asking, “Is it true that anyone can learn Enhancement magic?”

“That’s right. Anyone can use it,” he answers immediately.

“But in the Academy, we used a magic item to measure our affinities. I didn’t have any for Enhancement magic. Can I still learn it?”
“It takes some training, but yes. You can learn more about it in a seminar. There might be an Enhancement magic seminar soon, but I don’t know the exact date. Ask around in the request center for more information,” he says and then pushes open the double doors in front. We enter a large room going straight on the red tinted tiles. I widen my eyes. The king is sitting on the throne. No one else is here other than us. General Nero kneels on one leg. “Your Majesty, I have brought them.”
“Good work,” the king says and then looks over to me. “Your name is Kai, correct?”

I quickly kneel down on one leg too and lower my head. “Yes.”
“You may raise your head.” I stand back up and raise my head. “Two days ago, you and your friends told General Nero of some important information regarding Alios. Is everything that was said the pure truth?”
I grit my teeth and look down. Even though I fought against what Ruby said then…it wasn’t wrong.

I reluctantly answer, “Yes.”

“You said the last time you saw Alios was three months ago. Did he change his behavior at all during your 5th year Academy experience under his care?”

I knit my eyebrows. If anything it was that…but…

I open my mouth to speak only to utter a weak sound. I close it while trying to think of something else. The king says, “Speak.”
“Well… Alios had always been harsh on Sitos, but toward the end of the year, he seemed friendly with him.”

“What of Alios? If you know anything else, tell me.”

I contemplate for a while. Nothing comes to mind other than our time with him as probationary Adventurers. I remember something. “I asked Sitos a while ago to see if Alios had any requests for us. He said Alios was busy with minister duties.”
“When was this?”

“I asked him twice. The first time he answered was a week before the attack. The second time…was on the day of the attack.”

The king sighs. “I see. There is nothing more I can do for an old friend.”

Old friend?

“The execution will be in two days. Nothing flashy. A simple hanging will do.”

“Yes, I understand,” General Nero answers.

“For providing crucial information to this case, I will fulfill your wishes to the best of my ability. What is it you want?” the king asks.
“Will you listen to me? Sitos was framed and—“

“Stop this. I have heard this once already. This is about how Sitos regretted his actions, correct?” I only frown at his question. “As much as I would like to believe it, the case was settled with the last piece of information you gave me. I questioned Alios earlier, and it was clear that he was withholding information. Alios did not have any minister duties for the month prior to the attack. The minister meeting was an excuse for helping the masked men with the attack.”

That means either Sitos or Alios lied? I think to myself before uttering, “But—“

“There is no more say in the matter. Ask for something else.”

I clear my mind of that matter for now and then smile. 
“Can I be promoted to Captain?” He gives me a look filled with disapproval. “Or Lieutenant...”

“I cannot grant that. The military is under General Nero.”

I didn’t think it would be that easy… I sigh before continuing, “I want to be in the next Enhancement magic seminar.”

“I will grant this. Nero, take care of it for me. Allow Kai and his two friends entry into the next available session under no charge.”

“I will see to it.”

“Can I also see and talk to Alios?”
“Very well. You should be satisfied with that. Nero, take them to the prison,” the king says and then walks away. General Nero leads us out. We head to the level below the first one. This level is dimly lit compared to the others. A guard is up ahead standing next to a closed door.
“General!” he says with a salute. “Questioning Castalia again?”

“It won’t be needed anymore. The king has granted these new recruits to talk to Alios,” General Nero informs. “Give them all the time they need. I have other business to attend to.”

“Yes, sir!” the guard exclaims with a salute before opening the door. “Right this way.”

I grimace as a familiar stench creeps out from the dark passage ahead. We follow him. There are small barred confinements on the side with one person in each one. The smell intensifies. It smells worse than the time I ventured into the sewers.
“It smells like shit in here!” Ruby exclaims.
“That’s because it’s shit you’re smelling,” the guard explains. “There aren’t any toilets down here.”

“That’s gross. So they just let it out on the floor?” I ask.

“There’s a hole in each cell. Most of it ramps down to the sewers.”

We make several turns into identical hallways. The smell doesn’t improve. The guard stops and says, “We’re here.”

Alios is sitting against the wall inside the cell like all the other people we passed on the way here. His clothes are ragged and covered in dirt. With his head down, he mutters, “I have nothing left more to say.”
“General Nero said no more questions are necessary, but these three new recruits want to talk to you.”
Alios raises his head and looks at us with an empty expression. “It is you, Kai…
”Yeah,” I say with a smile. The guard makes me feel uneasy. I turn toward him and ask, “Could you give us some privacy?”
“I’m not sure if I should leave you alone here.”

“The king said we could have privacy. Are you against that?”

“No, not at all! I’ll wait by the entrance. Be careful, he’s a criminal. Don’t get tricked by his words,” the guard warns before walking away.
“So you have abandoned your dreams of becoming an Adventurer?” Alios asks. I look down and frown. “Why have you joined the army?”
“To find the ones responsible for the attack,” I answer immediately.

“You found him.”

“What?” I interject.

“Everything was all according to my plan.”
“That’s impossible…” I clench my teeth and fists. “It has to be that masked guy I met during the attack.”

Alios widens his eyes and asks, “You met him?”

“You know him?!” I exclaim. Alios frowns and lowers his head.

“No, you are mistaken. I am the one responsible for everything, not whoever you are referring to.”
“So… You also take responsibility for Sitos…right?”
“Sitos… What has he done now? He is not with you…”

“You haven’t heard from Zarus?”

Alios raises his head. “Do not tell me he is locked up here too?”

“No…but they’ve denounced him as a criminal.”

Alios lunges toward me and grabs the vertical iron bars between us. His face pressing against them. “That is preposterous! That boy has not done anything. Everything was me. Kai, you have to let them know!”
“It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“What are you talking about? It matters to me, to his friends, to—“

“Sitos…is dead.” Alios opens his mouth but doesn’t say anything. He looks at me with widened quivering eyes. He slowly loosens his grip on the bars and lowers his head. I kneel down to his level. “The one responsible for his death is that masked man. You met with him, haven’t you? If you know something…anything, tell me.”
Several seconds later, he raises his head. A few tears escape his eyes. “I…I do not know anything.”

“Are you sure you don’t know anything? If you care about Sitos, then…”
He grits his teeth and tightens his grip on the bars. His knuckles crackle. “I cannot say.”

He can’t say…? No one’s listening other than us and the other prisoners… He doesn’t have anything to lose… Why? I sigh. “I see.”

I stand up. I mutter, “You know… All Sitos wanted was your approval.”

I walk a few steps away with the other two following me. I stop as Alios says, “I do not know what kind of relationship you think we had, but… He did a good job. I am proud of him.”

We continue making our way toward the exit. 

“Excuse me, you are Kai, right?” a girl asks from a cell. Her voice is familiar. I turn toward her. She has pale skin and wears a purple dress. Her long black hair is disheveled, and she is covered in dirt. “Are you not Marin too?”
“Kai, let’s go! I wanna leave this nasty place,” Ruby says.

“I knew it! It is you!” the girl exclaims with a smile. “Do you not remember me? We met a few times briefly.”

“Sofiel?” Marin asks.
“Yes!”

“Sofiel? What’re you doing in here?” I ask.

Her eyes quiver as she explains, “They are confining me here until my execution.”

“Execution?! What did you do?”
“I did not do anything… I was asleep in Sitos’ room when suddenly loud noises erupted. Army soldiers burst into the room demanding that I come with them. A man with bushy eyebrows told me yesterday I will be executed for colluding with a criminal.”

Bushy eyebrows… General Nero. I look at Sofiel’s face. I don’t think she knows anything about what’s happened or about Sitos. He probably didn’t tell her anything before everything happened.
Ruby tugs on my arm and says, “Hey, let’s leave…”
Marin pulls her away from me. “Ruby, let’s go ahead and leave this place. Kai will catch up to us soon.”

“’Kay!” Ruby exclaims. Marin smiles and waves at me. The two of them go on ahead.
She widens her eyes and asks, “What happened to Sitos? I have not seen him since the night before the attack. I hope he is okay. You must know, Kai. You are the one Sitos trusted the most.”
I gulp. My eyes tear up a little. Don’t look at me with those eyes… Don’t look at me with those eyes filled with hope...that I’ll have to destroy again with words of truth.
I think back to my last encounter with Sitos. Despite what happened, he trusted me the most… He cherished her and loved her. As his friend, I’ll have to bring the news and bring her to safety.

I take a deep breath before saying, “Yeah… You have a right to know… You see, Sitos was manipulated… He was manipulated by a bad person and made him do bad things…”
“No…” Sofiel interjects with shaky eyes. “The criminal they were talking about…was Sitos? What did he do…?”

“He killed someone and took something very precious from me.”

“You are lying… Sitos would never do something like that!”

“It’s the truth. At the same time, I know he wasn’t to blame. I know he was innocent.”

“Was…?”

“Yeah…he’s passed away.”
“No way…” Sofiel says with little energy. She leans forward slowly, eventually crashing onto her knees. The last shred of hope disappears from her face. Tears stream out of her eyes. “Mother… Father… Now Sitos… I do not have anything left… There is no reason to live anymore…”
“No, you have to live!” I exclaim. “Sitos would want that too!”

She sniffles. “Ye-yes… You are right. But it is not up to me. They are going to execute me.”

She forces a smile. I clench my fists. I know I can’t stop the execution or exonerate her at this point. “I’ll save you. I’ll find a way to free you out before your execution… I think it’s in two days, so there’s time to work out a plan.”
“Thank you, Kai.”
I bite my lip before muttering, “I haven’t done anything yet…”

I head out. Sofiel sobs resound behind me as I walk farther away. I rejoin with Ruby and Marin, and we return to the Crossroads. It is noisy.
Everyone seems to be running around combat ready; most of them heading toward the exit. Hina’s group dashes past me. I exclaim, “Hina! Where’re you going? What’s going on?”

She stops and turns around. “Didn’t you get the news?”
I cock an eyebrow. She asks, “What platoon are you in?”

“Four.”

“Sigma 4, 5, and 6 needs to provide backup at the Academy immediately,” she says and then runs off.

Did more masked men appear?! I instinctively grab my swords, but they are not there. I widen my eyes. Oh shit… Everything’s at the Armory right now.
“We should get going too,” Marin suggests.

“Right…but what about everyone else?” 

“They probably got the news too. We’ll meet them there.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s go!” We head toward the Academy. Along the way, we find large groups of people yelling undecipherable things. Guards push them back. We hurry on to the Academy.
A large group of people is shouting outside the Academy’s gates. The majority have closed fists beating rhythmically in the air and chant, “Execute!”

Six guards are lined up in front of the gate. Moria and the three other instructors are behind them. Several from the crowd pelt rocks toward the instructors. Some of the rocks are directed elsewhere in midair while other rocks are blocked by the guards stationed at the front.
There are several familiar faces from the Academy wandering around the large mob. We have to find a way in to find out what is going on here. There is no path for us to join up with the other platoons. We move to the center on the backside of the crowd. 
“Can you make a path for us with your Wind magic?” I ask loudly in Ruby’s ear.

“’Kay, got it!” she answers. She puts both palms pointed in front of her.

A man near me shouts, “Bring out Moria!”
“Give ‘im the cauldron!”
“Take down the Academy!”
A strong wind soon erupts from the center of the crowd and divides the mob in two. The chanting stops. Half of the people are flung toward the left while the other half toward the right. We cross the opening. The guards remain in position. We cross the opening and then rejoin with Moria. Some of the other reinforcements cross the gap too.
“Moria, what’s going on?” I ask.

“I do not know. This mob suddenly appeared. We have been holed up in here for a while. I sent a messenger for backup an hour ago.”

“We’re here. What can we do to help?”
“They are angry about something… We need to quell it. Were you responsible for that burst of wind?”

“I told Ruby to open a path for us.”

“Hmm… Yes, that may have had an opposite effect.” 
The yelling resumes from behind us. I turn around. The mob gathers together forming a big clump again. A man at the front shouts, “Moria showed his true colors! If he were the man he claimed to be, he would have found a peaceful resolution. But he used violence and excessive force, no different than the ones who attacked our city!”

“No, you’re wrong! Moria didn’t do that!” I exclaim.

“He musta taken the easy way out durin’ the attack too! He ran away to protect his own life! He didn’t try ta protect our children at all!”
Moria walks toward the front and grabs someone’s raised arm. He pulls them to the front. Her arm has a small cut. “You are injured. Let me heal you.”
Moria puts a hand over her wound, quickly closing it with his magic. I exclaim, “Moria’s a great, kindhearted teacher! You’re wrong about him!”
“It’s all a part of his ploy to create this scenario to make himself look good!”
“You can’t earn back our trust that easily!”
“My daughter said she was abandoned by the instructors! She was left alone under the Academy for over a day! Now, she’s permanently crippled and scarred for life!”

“He could’ve been the one responsible for your daughter’s condition! A wolf in sheep’s clothing!”
“He couldn’t get enough, so he had to create an excuse to touch more women!”

“I see, that’s why he chose her instead of me! Look, my shoulder cut’s worse than the young lady’s arm injury!”

“I will heal all the injured. Please, come to the front.”

“He’s only saying that now because we caught him. Don’t be fooled!”

“There’s only one way we’ll forgive him and the surviving instructors! Take on the cauldron!”

“Cauldron! Cauldron! Cauldron!” the mob roars repeatedly and pushes forward. The guards and the other reinforcements at the front hold them back.
This is too crazy… They’re not listening at all. I think to myself before asking, “Moria, what’s the cauldron? Could you do it?”
“Taking on the cauldron means that you are boiled slowly starting from the lowest point of the body. It is a death sentence.”

I bite my lip. What can we do…?

A man on horseback is coming this way from the trail to the Academy. The symbol of Drosera is engraved in front of his armor. He throws something into the air. A loud noise resounds that silences the mob. 
“Attention! I have brought you an update from the king himself! It has been made official that the one responsible for all of the recent tragedies is no one other than Alios, the head minister! You, the townspeople will have an opportunity to deliver punishment yourselves tomorrow morning! The criminals will be brought out into the Royal District where you will have a chance to inflict pain upon them before the main event! Their sentence has changed from a hanging to a live feeding by wolves!”

I widen my eyes. The unanimous cheers of the mob pierce my ears.

Chapter 47 – Drosera Army – Execution

The mob disperses some time after the man’s announcement. The other soldiers leave too. 
“I will handle things from here,” Moria says. “Stay well, Kai, Marin, and Ruby.”

Moria walks away. I continue to stand in place while looking at the ground. Marin asks, “Kai, what’s wrong?”

“The execution’s been moved up a day…and I don’t know how to save Sofiel,” I answer after a few seconds.
“Let’s think about it together while heading back,” Marin suggests. “Right, Ruby?”

“Yeah! Who’s Sofiel?”

“Don’t you remember? She’s…” I stare into Marin’s eyes and shake my head slightly. “She’s someone important to Kai.”

“Really?” Ruby asks while staring into my eyes.

“Ye-yeah… She’s acquainted with Emdos. I met her on a few occasions.”

“’Kay! Let’s finda way ta get ‘er out!”

With that, we head back to the Castle while brainstorming ideas on how to break Sofiel out. We head the mail station. We pass by General Nero and exchange greetings. I unlock my locker, finding three pieces of paper. The one on top is signed by General Nero.

Sigma 4 has been chosen to oversee Alios during his public beatings tomorrow. Your tasks are to escort him to the plaza in the Royal District from his cell by 7 AM and keep him alive until his execution.

I crumple the paper a little. With this, our current ideas won’t apply…!
“Kai, what’s wrong?” Marin asks. I toss the paper away.
“I’ll be right back!” I exclaim and go back toward the center. I look in all directions. General Nero is walking in one of the hallways. I run after him. “General Nero, wait!”

He stops and turns around. “Oh, it’s you Kai. What is it?”

“Can you leave Sofiel in our platoon’s care instead?”

“Aren’t you satisfied with overseeing Alios? He’s the most important criminal, so success will bring you closer to the promotion you wanted. Why do you want to change?”

“Well… Sitos was a really important friend. I feel like I have a responsibility to see things through with Sofiel.”

“That’s right. Sofiel was his fiancée. Very well. I’ll allow it. I’ll drop off an updated mission briefing later,” he says and then walks away. I head back to my locker area. Marin and Ruby are waiting.

“Kai where’d you go?” Marin asks while holding our old mission instructions. “What would happen if we lost this piece of paper? Be more careful with it.”

“I went after General Nero. I convinced him into leaving Sofiel in our platoon’s care instead of Alios. We still help Sofiel escape.”

“Oh, that’s great!” Marin exclaims. She looks at the paper in her hand for a moment before tossing it. I go to my locker and check the other two papers. The first one is the request we put in to leave the Castle to gather our things at the inn. It’s signed by a Lieutenant. The last paper is the order to give the Academy backup. I toss that one away and keep the other one. 

“We got our request approved. Let’s gather our things at the inn and find a path for Sofiel,” I suggest. We go to the stables outside the castle. I show the guards stationed there our request to rent out a horse and a wagon. We show our ID’s for proof we are Sigma 4.

We get in the transport and lead the horse to the entrance of the Castle.

“Halt!” one of the guards exclaims and walks up to our wagon. “Do you have permission to leave the premises?”

“Yeah,” I say and then show him our ID’s and our approved request. 

He takes the paper from me and says, “Okay, you are free to pass.”

The other guard presses a button on the wall. Something inside the wall rumbles. The gate rises slowly afterward. We leave and head toward our inn. We park the transport outside before gathering our things inside. I neatly stack my clothes in one corner of the wagon.

“Hurry!” someone yells. Several guards are running toward us. There’s another man with them.

Did they appear?! I stand next to their projected path. As they approach, I say, “Corporal Kai here. What happened? Is it the enemy?”

One of them stops and says, “No. The expedition survivor’s condition has deteriorated suddenly. He was found bubbling at the mouth. We’re escorting a healer to him immediately.”

He runs after the others. I knit my eyebrows. Bubbling at the mouth…? Didn’t someone from Hina’s group say something similar?

“Kai, what’re you doing? Did you already finish?” Marin asks. She stacks her clothes in another corner of the wagon.

I can’t tell Marin about this now…
I smile and answer, “No, I thought I saw Emdos, so I zoned out for a bit. Can you tell Ruby to bring our remaining funds along too?”

“Okay.” 

I go back inside and then finish transporting the rest of my stuff. Once everyone has finished packing, we use this opportunity to eat outside the Castle before heading to the Royal District. We spend the next several hours mapping out an escape route for Sofiel.
We head back to the Castle. We show the guards outside our ID’s, and then they let us in. We reconfirm the ID’s with the request paper one of the inner guards have. He says, “You’re free to go. Take the back entrance from the left path.”
We lead the horses on the left path, past the stables and along the trail on the left side of the Castle. We eventually arrive at the archery range at the back. There’s an open entrance as wide as the front gate on the backside of the castle close to the path we are on. Another two guards are stationed here. I pull the reins back as one of the guards straightens his arm and palm toward me.

“What are you carrying?” he asks.
“Our belongings from the inn we stayed at. We’re one of the new recruits,” I answer.

“I see. You can use the Elevator north of the Crossroads,” he says and then moves out of the way. I signal the horses to move inside and toward the left. There are three more guards stationed at the intersection ahead. Under them is an elevated black platform. A small ramp leads up to it. There’s room to go around it as it doesn’t take up the whole hallway.  
“Which level do you want to go to?” one of the three guards asks as I move the transport on top of the platform.

“Two,” I answer. Two of the guards move off the black platform. Under the platform is a small amount of open space. On the side closest to the wall, there are four buttons on the floor. The guard still on the platform presses the second button from the left. Moments later, we move up slowly. The empty space under us is filled with stone. The space above us goes very far; presumably up to the fourth level.

We stop at the second level. “Bring the transport back here when your business is finished.”

I lead the horse to the outside of the entrance of the area marked with the letter ‘B’ above it. I hop off the wagon and then start carrying everything into my room. It takes a few trips. 

While Marin and Luna finish unpacking, I deposit the remaining of our team funds into my locker leaving only a silver coin on me. I find our new mission briefing inside too. Everything is the same except that we’re in charge of Sofiel instead of Alios. I put the paper back into the locker for now.
I meet the other members of our team at the cafeteria. I purchase an additional meal ticket. Disappointingly, I don’t even receive twice the amount as I would with only one ticket. The food type on the tray stays the same. I sit down with my platoon and inform them about our assignment for tomorrow. Marin and Luna join us momentarily. 
We split off on our own after the meal. I continue my own training with the sword for a little while before retreating to my room. I take a well-deserved shower and then sit on my bed. I continue training Void magic as I did the previous night. I expend nearly all of my Mana. 

A knock resounds outside my door. I get up and then open it. It’s Marin as expected. She comes inside and closes the door behind her. She spends another night filled with sorrow with me after I give her the news I heard earlier.

Morning arrives. We continue the day as normal. After eating breakfast in the cafeteria, I head to my locker to grab our mission briefing paper. I head down to the prison with it in hand. Along the way, I pass by Zeke’s platoon. I think they are escorting Sitos’ older sister. I continue down. There’s already a putrid smell in the air before I fully reach the lower level.

Our entire platoon is waiting outside the open door that leads into the prison. There are three guards here instead of the one from yesterday. I give one of the guards our mission briefing. He takes it and puts it on top of other papers stacked on a table nearby.

“Wait here,” he says and then goes into an adjacent room. Another guard and Aisha’s group comes from the passage inside with Alios. I avert my eyes from them. The guard we talked to comes back in a few minutes with a key in hand. “Follow me.”

We follow him into the foul-smelling, dark passage. He leads us to Sofiel’s cell and then unlocks it. She’s sitting against the wall with her head buried on top of her legs. The guard says, “Hey, get up.”

He moves toward her, but I step in front of him. “I’ll get her up. It’s our platoon’s responsibility from here on out.”

“Oh, alright,” he answers. Sofiel moves slightly from her position as I approach her. I kneel down next to her.
“Stay right where you are and don’t move,” I whisper and then grab her arm. I speak up, “Hey, it’s time to go.”
While lightly pulling on her arm repeatedly, I continue in a whisper, “When you see me stretching my arms, the direction my fingers point is where you should run. Take Marin’s knife, stab me with it, and run. Take the first left and then the next right. There’s a spare set of clothes inside the third barrel and some money. Good luck.”

“Pull her up already,” Jetia says.

I pull more strongly and say, “Come on. Stand up.”

Sofiel stands up. The guard holds out handcuffs. Jetia takes them and walks over. “Hold her still. I’ll cuff her.”

“Let’s get out of here first,” I suggest. “Don’t wanna stay here longer any more than I have to.”

I lead everyone out while holding onto Sofiel’s arm. She stops walking and covers her eyes with her other hand as we arrive on the first level. 

“Alright, I’ll cuff her now,” Jetia says as he grabs her other arm.

“Stop,” I order. Jetia stops. “We don’t have to cuff her. We were only ordered to escort her.”

“That’s not a good idea. She’ll escape.”

“It’s no way to treat a girl… Besides, she doesn’t look much like a fighter or a runner. We’d easily be able to catch up.”

“Tch. You take responsibility for what happens.”

I gulp and answer, “Of course.”
I lead everyone outside. The outer gates are already open, and the guards let us pass. My heart pounds progressively faster as we approach the point where we execute our plan. Screaming and yelling resound in the distance.
“Marin, can you hold her for a second? I need to stretch.” Marin takes hold of her other arm. Sofiel looks my way as I stretch my right arm above my head. I point my fingers toward an alley on our left up ahead. My palms are sweaty. I relax my arms. “I’ll take her back now.”

I lightly hold onto her left arm with my right arm. Sofiel takes the skinning knife from Marin’s belt and then stabs me in the right arm with it. I let go of her arm and fall.

 “Argh!” I interject. Sofiel runs toward the alley. “Catch her before she gets away!”

Marin, Ruby, Jetia and the others chase after her. At this rate, they will catch her. I look toward Ruby and Marin. I stand up while holding onto the knife in my arm. I clench my teeth and my muscles and pull it out. It’s up to you guys now.

Sofiel makes it into the alley. A small gust of wind appears. It blows against the pursuing squad but not strong enough to push them back. I cover my eyes from some dirt particles. Jetia exclaims, “The timing!”

The wind stops. Sofiel is gone from our sights. The others run into the alley in an attempt to find her. A few minutes later, they return empty handed. Jetia frowns at me and says, “You stupid monkey… I told you she’d escape. This is on you.”

“You’re right. I’ll explain it to General Nero.”

“He’s new here. Don’t blame him too much for it, Jetia,” Banni says.

“It’s pathetic how the genius let a civilian get the better of him. It’s inexcusable for the leader.”
“What’s done is done,” Kama says. “What should we do next, Kai?”

“Right… We should go to the plaza and find General Nero,” I answer and give the knife back to Marin.

“Kai, is your arm okay?” Marin asks.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” I say and then lead the way to the plaza. The roars coming from there increase in volume gradually. 

We arrive in the plaza. There are 12 lines of people in front of a large crowd in the back. At the very front are groups of eight people. Hina’s group is on the far left. General Nero is on the other side with other guards next to a large layered cage. There’s one person lying on the bottom, and the upper part contains wolves. I head over to him.

“Kai, did you receive the new mission briefing?” General Nero asks. “I don’t see Sofiel with you.”

I notice Sitos’ body is the one in the cage. His clothes are removed. My eyes quiver. The guards said he would be fed to monsters…
I look away and answer, “Well… The truth is… She caught me off guard, and she escaped.”

General Nero shifts his eyes toward my injury. “What happened?”

“She took Marin’s knife and stabbed me with it. A sudden gust of wind stopped us from chasing her. She was gone by the time it had passed,” I explain, my palms sweaty. “Everything’s my fault. I should have cuffed her, but I wanted her to feel free in the time she had left. I didn’t think she would do that.”

“No, you knew she would do that. You let her get away on purpose, didn’t you?” Ada asks. My heart beats faster, and it’s hard to breathe.

“What? No…” I respond. I find her walking closer to us. The platoon next to us is overseeing Alios. It’s the rest of Ada’s team. The man in front of the line is pummeling Alios with his fists.

“It wouldn’t be strange for someone who’s one of them. I bet you met them when you went off by yourself at the Academy two days ago,” Ada accuses.

How’d she know about that? General Nero frowns with narrowed eyebrows, and the atmosphere feels heavy. I gulp. Several seconds pass.

He walks closer to me and puts a hand on my left shoulder. He smiles and says, “Don’t worry about it. It could have happened to anyone. We can always look for her later. All the exits to Drymo have been blockaded since the attack. She won’t be able to escape.”

What?! A blockade?! I hope Sofiel doesn’t get caught…
He turns toward Ada and says, “Those are some serious accusations you’re alleging about Kai. I suggest you drop it unless you have evidence. Slander isn’t tolerated here.”

Ada bows her head and says, “My apologies, General Nero. I was out of line. Excuse me.”

With that, she leaves and heads back toward her group. I ask, “Should we search for Sofiel now?”

“No, that’s not necessary. I’ll send out a separate team to sweep the entire city for her later. Stay here and witness the last moments of your old employer. You have the front row seats,” he says with a smile.

I turn toward Alios lying on his back in front of Aisha’s team. Several people are attacking him at once. Punching, kicking, and stomping. The other prisoners receive similar treatment across the plaza, including the women. After a minute or two, the ones in the front move into the back of the crowd and the line of people move forward.
Two hours pass. A horn sounds in the distance from the path we came from. Everyone in the plaza goes silent. The only sounds are the wolves bashing the bars of the cage and their growls. A small convoy led by a horse comes this way. It stops behind us. The driver hops off the front and then opens the door. The king comes out. General Nero kneels and lowers his head. “Your majesty, we are ready to proceed whenever.”

Jetia, Banni, and Dano kneel and lower their heads too. The rest of us do the same. The king walks over to General Nero and says, “Yes…let us proceed. You will give Alios a sedative agent as we discussed before his execution.”

“Of course,” General Nero says with a smile. “He will not be conscious at all…”

He faces the crowd and announces, “It’s time for the main event you’ve been waiting for! Sigma platoons, bring your targets into the cage.”

The crowd cheers as the criminals are brought over to the cage. A guard nearby opens the cage. Ada and another guy drag Alios by his arms into the cage next to Sitos. His face is hardly recognizable. His front teeth are broken, his nose is bent, and lower jaw is broken. Bruises and cuts span his entire body, visible to all because his clothes were ripped off.

General Nero walks into the cage and squats next to Alios. He puts something in his mouth. He leaves the cage and goes toward the king. The other prisoners in similar conditions are brought into the cage. The Sigma platoons huddle around us and the other side of the cage while the crowd moves a bit closer. A guard closes the cage door and then locks it.

My eyes shift to Alios. His eyes are open wide, and his mouth stays open. Drool comes out of his mouth, snot runs down his nostrils, and tears stream out of his eyes. Sitos’ siblings get together and wrap their arms around each other next to Alios. They tremble and cry. My eyes quiver. The older sister’s nipples are now a bloody mess. The younger brother’s eyes are closed with blood streaming out of both of them. Is this how the army does things…? Is this really right? This is no different than…
Two guards pull on something out of the cage. The platform separating the top and bottom part of the cage slowly comes apart. Alios’ fingers and toes start twitching. One wolf drops into the cage. The other five following soon after. 

Sitos’ older sister is the first victim. A wolf pounces on her, separating the other siblings. It feasts on her chest. She flails around her limbs and screams, audible even with the crowd cheering. Sitos’ older brother tries to help her, but it’s futile. I don’t look away.

Another wolf joins in and bites on her leg. A crunch resounds, reminding me of that day. I shake. Someone holds onto my hand tightly. They’re shaking harder than me. I turn to find Marin next to me facing forward. Ruby is next to her, but I figure she won’t notice. I turn back to the cage.

Alios’ entire body convulses. He urinates and defecates himself, though he hasn’t been attacked yet. But then, two wolves jump onto him. I grit my teeth as a wolf jumps on Sitos’ body. Alios’ eyes point toward him. I knit my eyebrows. I thought he was unconscious?

The king stands with General Nero a bit farther away. He isn’t acting unusual. I turn back to Sitos. My lips shake as I try to smile. A tear drops down my face. Goodbye, Sitos…

The slaughter continues for a good hour, blood splashing everywhere. Eventually, the crowd disperses, and we head back to the Castle.
Later, I discover that Sofiel was never caught. I sigh and then smile. I was able to save her. Sorry, but she won’t be joining you yet, friend.
Chapter 48 – Drosera Army – Return
Marin and I approach the group of three people chatting outside the residence. 

“Excuse me,” I say and then hold out the request in front of me. “Does this look familiar to you?
“Yes, I put in that request yesterday,” the middle-aged woman responds.

“I’m Sergeant Kai, the leader Sigma Platoon 4. I’m gonna take your case.”
“Oh, really? You’ll be able to find him?!” the woman exclaims. 

“Yeah, I pro…” I close my lips and frown.  I think to last week. The consequences. I gulp before continuing, “We’ll do our best to find him. We need you to give us more on what happened before he disappeared.”

“Of course. It was last week. My husband came home saying that he joined an Adventurer’s group, even though he doesn’t have a license.”

“That’s not possible. Everyone part of an Adventurer’s team needs a license to register it at the Adventurer’s Hub.”
“That’s the part that worried me at first. He said that they didn’t have licenses either, but they had a client who would pay them directly.”

“What does your husband do? You should’ve stopped him from doing something so reckless. Someone without training wouldn’t be able to fight monsters.”

“Oh, no. I’m not worried about that. He attended the Academy, so he knows how to fight. But he dropped out to open his own restaurant. It hasn’t been doing well recently.”

“I see. Do you know the details of their mission?”

“My husband said it was a simple task. They had to gather supplies in a forest near the base of the mountain.”
“When did they leave?”
“Last week.”

“Okay. I’ll gather my team, and we’ll head out immediately.”

“Wait,” the woman says and then turns toward the young couple next to her. 
“You’re headed to the base of the mountain, right?” the young man asks. “Two of my former teammates joined an Adventurer’s group last week too.”
“Former teammates? You were in an Adventurer’s group with them?”

“Yeah. Up until the Incident. They wanted to continue, but I didn’t. They’re not so weak to fall to Horned Rabbits.”

“Their mission was to hunt them?”
“Yeah. And to collect an herb that grows abundantly in a forest outside Beltan. Something must’ve happened.”

“I see. We’ll let you know if we find any clues, but we can’t put a priority on it without an official request.”

“I submitted a detailed request this morning to the Request Center. Originally, a group separate from the army offered assistance and left looking for them, but I can’t trust them. Please take it before you leave.”
I frown. He looks at me with widened eyes filled with hope. I sigh. “Okay, we’ll take it before we leave. We’ll be on our way now.” 

I bow my head. Marin does the same.We head toward the Castle, eventually arriving in the Request Center. I look through the open requests. My eyes stop on one.
My son may have been deceived. He doesn’t have an Adventurer’s license, yet “Adventurers” recruited him into their group. He left to hunt Horned Rabbits near a forest near Beltan last week. Please find him.
I knit my eyebrows.  I hand it to Marin and say, “Take a look at this. It’s another one.”
Marin frowns. “You want to take this one too?”

“Ye-yeah… It looks like they’re in the same area for sure this time. It won’t be like last time.”

“Captain Albius let us off the hook last time. I don’t think he’ll give us a second chance.”

“You’re right. But, we can do it this time. We…” I clench my fists. “We learned from our mistakes. It won’t happen again.”

“I’m okay with whatever you decide. You’re the leader. What’ll you say to Captain Albius and Jetia?”

“I’ll think of something,” I say while shifting through the other requests. I find the request submitted by the man from earlier. I hand it to Marin. I continue looking through the remainder. I read another one that catches my eye. It’s from the village of Beltan.
Our daughter is missing. We believe that she’s been kidnapped by the local bandits. Please send help.
“Don’t take it, Kai,” Marin cautions. “We already have too many requests.”
“But this is right outside where we’re going. We can successfully complete four requests in one go. It’ll negate our last three failures.”
“There’s no way Captain Albius would approve it.”

“I’ll try. If he doesn’t sign it, then it can’t be helped,” I say while skimming the last few requests in the stack. None of them relate to the ones I’ve picked out already. Marin hands me the two pieces of paper I gave her. I walk up to one of the receptionists and place the three requests on top along with my ID. “Sergeant Kai from Sigma 4. I need these three requests forwarded to Captain Albius immediately.”
He inspects my ID for a moment before replying, “Okay. I will find someone to deliver it immediately.”

I pick up my ID and say, “I want to borrow a map of Drosera too.”
“Sure thing, one moment,” he answers, picks up the three pieces of paper, and then goes into a room behind him. A minute later, he comes back and puts the map on the counter. “Please return it within a week.”

I take the map, and we leave. “Hopefully Captain Albius will respond before lunch. I’ll explain it to everyone then. I’m off to train. See ya later.”
“Okay, bye,” Marin says with a smile and waves. I wave and head to the third level. I open my locker, finding my weekly base salary inside; 15 silver coins. There is no bonus this week, but it’s not surprising considering what happened last week. I move the money over to the back corner of my locker separate from our team funds. I’ve earned 60 silver coins over the past month. 
I leave the first request we accepted and the map inside before closing my locker and then head to the second floor of the training area on the first level. I go to an empty room. I stand still in one of the corners. Let’s try it again today with Scrap Mana. This time, I’ll strengthen my core too.
I move Scrap Mana into my legs, around my leg and foot muscles, instructing my Mana to strengthen them for ten seconds. I allocate it evenly around the muscles, giving larger muscles more Mana.  I do the same to the core of my body. I activate my Mana and then sprint forward. I reach a quicker speed than I’m normally able to achieve with my armor on all while maintaining my balance this time.
I smile. I repeat the same process again and again. My efficiency increases a bit every time, and the time it takes to assign instructions decreases too.  I sigh deeply and sit against the wall, closing my eyes.

…

Screams resound. I open my eyes, finding the scene from last week in front of me.

“Help!” a man yells as he is slashed from behind by a bandit. I want to run to help those still alive, but no matter how fast I run, the gap between us does not shrink. 
“Kai, save me!” Hiro exclaims as he is surrounded by three men. Two of them stab him through the arms. 

“Hiro!” I scream. The third man raises his sword above his head.
“It hurts!” Hiro yells while flailing his limbs. The sword swoops down. His body goes limp.
“You can’t save anyone,” a voice calls to me.

“Wake up, monkey,” Captain Albius says. I open my eyes, finding him standing in front of me. A chill runs through my body. “Your pea-sized brain still remembers what happened last week, right? Explain to me why you’re taking three additional requests.
I squeeze my eyes shut for a few seconds and then open them. “Yeah I remember, but this time’s different.”
“How?”

“The requests are all located around Beltan, and I’ve learned from my previous mistakes.”

“What exactly did you learn?”

“To not show any mercy to bandits.”

“I thought even a monkey would know this. I don’t have any reason to allow you to take on additional requests, but I have a reason to deny it. You failed before. Why should I risk our reputation?”

“I understand the risks, but it’s more efficient if we handle them. Other platoons can focus on different requests in separate areas. Better to address an issue sooner than later. Time’s of the essence.” 

He smiles. “Very well. I’ll sign off these requests for you. You’re free to leave immediately. It’ll be in your mailbox.”

Captain Albius walks out. I lean back against the wall and sigh. Now I’ll have to explain it to everyone.

I rest briefly before heading to the cafeteria. It is almost noon. I wait in line, eventually receiving one free meal ticket. A few minutes later, I grab the tray of food and then head toward the designated meeting place. Vicki and Marin are already here.
“Hey,” I say and sit down.

“Hi,” they greet near simultaneously. 

“Captain Albius approved all three.”

“I see.”

“All three what?”

“I’ll explain when everyone arrives. Where’s Ruby?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t seen her around much in the past week,” Marin responds. “What about you, Vicki?”

“I’m in the same boat.”

“Same here. I hope she got the letter I sent everyone yesterday.”

“I’m sure she did,” Marin says.

“Yeah,” I say and then eat my food. Later, everyone except Ruby sits down. I explain the circumstances without Ruby.

“How stupid are you?” Jetia asks. “We’re all going to pay for yer dumb decisions.”

“Think of it as an opportunity to advance. We can wipe last week off our slate if we’re successful,” I explain.”

“Dependent on if. We’re more likely to receive punishment for failing. You should’ve consulted us first before taking all of us down with you.”
“There was no time for a meeting. The longer we wait, the less chance we’ll have at resolving the requests.”
“You haven’t forgotten what happened last week, right?” Jetia asks. “What’ll we do if the same thing happens again?”
“Then we take them out with everything we’ve got.”

“So that’s your master plan? To go head-to-head with them?”
“Yeah. Things won’t end like last time if we don’t give them any room to breathe. We’ll charge at them. Does anyone have a better idea?”

Kama raises his hand and says, “I don’t have a plan…but I have a concern. Are all of us charging in?”

“Yeah, except for Marin and Vicki. Why?”

“I don’t think I can handle that level of combat…” 
“What’re you talking about? You passed the exam, didn’t you? Have more confidence.”

“Passing the exam was nothing compared to real combat.” Kama turns his head toward Jetia, Banni, and Dano. “It’s the same for you guys too, right?”
I frown in response to everyone else’s frowns. Dano says, “Yeah… This is outside our scope of experience.  I learned my lesson last time.”
“What’s wrong with you guys? You left The Reserve because you wanted to resolve requests, right?”

“I would like to…but I’m not strong enough,” Banni says.

“You won’t get stronger unless you fight. Don’t you improve by sparring each other? That’s how I…” I stop short and widen my eyes.  
“We do spar but only see some small improvement,” Dano explains.
“I’ll start sparring and training you guys after we complete the requests,” I declare.

“You should’ve done that weeks ago. Some leader you are,” Jetia says. 

I click my tongue. “Well, you never asked. How was I supposed to know you needed help?”

“I don’t need help.”
Ruby is running toward us, panting. Her run is unusual. She takes many small steps instead of longer strides. “Sorry I’m late!”
Her hair is wet.  I ask, “Where were you? You missed the meeting.”

She frowns, looks away, and puts a hand on her stomach. “I was trainin’ really hard… I didn’t want ta be sweaty, so I took a shower.”

It looks like her legs might topple over any second. I sigh. “Well, we’re ready to go. We can leave as soon as you’re done eating.”

“Oh, umm… I’m not feelin’ hungry,” she says and then smiles. “I’m ready if you want ta leave now, Kai!”

“Okay, I’ll meet everyone outside the stables. I’m going to the mail station for the signed papers,” I say and then head to the third floor. I find the three pieces of paper signed by Captain Albius on top with another one signed by him on the bottom that I deposited earlier in the day. I take all four with me before closing my locker. I run down the stairs and then go to the stables. Everyone is waiting there.
I walk up to one of the guards in front of the stables entrance. I show him our signed requests and then request four horses and two wagons. Marin and I sit in the front of one wagon. Ruby and Vicki rest in the back. The others are in the wagon behind us. The clattering of wagons, chatter, and other noises erupt from the other side of the wall, steadily growing louder. We approach the front gates when suddenly they open. The two guards stationed next to the door inside step aside.
Hundreds of soldiers pass through; some on horseback while others on the back of wagons and inside convoys. There are at least two dozen of them with the symbol of Drosera engraved on the front of their armor. One of the soldiers on horseback carries a big flag with the Drosera’s symbol. 

“Are they the ones who went on that mission in Neomeris everyone talks about?” Marin asks.

“Oh, yeah. That’s probably it,” I answer. They head toward the back of the Castle. It takes a few minutes for them to pass. I move my transport over to the front of the gate. I show the guards my requests, and they let us pass. I take another look at the map before handing it to Marin. “I’ll take the reins. You handle the directions.”
We head toward the only exit to the city on the south side and then proceed to the route to the village. We pass by a large group of soldiers. One of them carries another big flag with our nation’s symbol. With Marin giving directions, we arrive in about two hours. I show the guards outside the request originating from their village. One of them leads us inside.
“Kai, haven’t we been here before?” Marin asks.

I look around while knitting my eyebrows. “This place does look familiar.”

“Wait here,” the guard says. I pull back the reins. My eyes wander around the village. They stop on a farm. I remember we rested here in the past.

“We rested here for a few days after parting with Rocky,” Marin says.

“Yeah. I wonder how he’s doing now.”

“He’s probably made a lot of friends by now.”

“I hope so. It’s not easy being alone.”

Marin rests her hand on one of mine. I look around quickly. No one sees it. She smiles and says, ‘You’re not alone Kai.”

I reciprocate her smile and answer, “Thanks, Marin. You too.”

The guard comes back with a couple in their 50’s. I hop off the wagon and ask, “Are you the ones who put in the request about your daughter being kidnapped?”

“Yes,” the man answers.

“I’m Sergeant Kai. I took your case,” I say and shake the man’s hand. I’ve seen him before but don’t remember where.
“Kai… That sounds familiar. Have we met before?”

Marin whispers in my ear, “They’re Ariane’s parents. We stayed at their house, remember?”
I raise my eyebrows and answer, “Yeah… I think we have. Ariane’s your daughter, right? We stayed at your place for a few days about one and a half years ago.” 

“Oh, yes. I remember now. Thank you so much for what you did for us back then.”

“So Ariane’s been kidnapped?” I ask. “Are the culprits related to the ones we fought last time?”

“We believe so. Follow us to our home. We’ll explain more there,” Ariane’s father says. We let Ruby and Vicki rest for now. Leaving Jetia and the others behind, Marin and I follow Ariane’s parents into their home. A young boy runs up to us. 

“Big sis’!” he exclaims. He looks at Marin for a moment and then frowns. In a whiny tone, he asks, “When’s big sis’ coming home?”

“Derek, I told you. We asked the army to help us,” his mother says and pats his head. “They’re going to bring her back.”
“Are you gonna bring my big sis’ home, mister?”

I smile and respond, “Yeah. We’ll try our best. We need your parents to give us the details first.”

“Right. Make yourselves comfortable,” Ariane’s father says as he points to the adjacent room. There are a couple of couches around a table. I take a seat on the one closest to us. Marin sits beside me. 

Our clients sit across from us. “Hmm… Where do we begin? It was last week when—“

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” Derek complains. 

“Oh dear,” Ariane’s mother interjects. “Honey, we forgot about the errand. Sorry, Derek. Can you bear it a while longer?”

“But, I’m hungry now!”

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“We’re out of wood. I can’t cook without it.”

“You don’t have a stove that uses Fire Crystals?”

She cocks an eyebrow and then shakes her head. “We don’t have that kind of equipment here.”

Marin mutters, “I can help…with my magic, I can—“

“No,” Ariane’s parents respond and shake their heads simultaneously.  

“That’s not necessary,” Ariane’s father continues. 

“Marin has the capability to create wood in physical form. You’ll be able to use it as you would normally,” I explain.
“That’s not it. We don’t want anything to do with magic.”
“What’s wrong with magic? It makes everything easier.”
“Because if you use too much magic, something bad happens!” Ariane’s brother exclaims.

“Something bad?” I question.

“You turn into a monster!” he exclaims.

“What? That’s not true…” I say
“It is too! You’ll turn into a monster one day!” He exclaims while pointing at me.
“Derek! Don’t be rude!” Ariane’s mother exclaims and then grabs his hand. “We can eat at your favorite place now. We’ll go gather some wood after that.”
“’Kay!” Derek exclaims. The two of them walk out the front door.

“Sorry about that. It’s a village folklore. It’s one of the reasons why we don’t like magic,” Ariane’s father explains.

“I understand, but you’re not the one using magic. You won’t turn into a monster, so what’s the problem?” I ask.

“We don’t want to rely on it. Magic has only put this village through distress. This may be hard to believe, but our village embraced magic once upon a time. There were two people who became stars in our village because they learned magic on their own despite the folklore. They brought wealth to the village,” he continues. I feel like I have heard this before.
“Of course. Magic’s amazing,” I declare.
“The village sent the children eligible to join the Academy around that time too. A decade later, they were all reported dead. The two stars, who were our parents’ close friends met their demise around the same time.”

“I think he’s talking about Ragnar’s parents. Remember that story Ariane told us?” Marin asks me quietly.

Ragnar and Ariane… I remember now. It almost sounds like what I thought happened to my own parents. I think before speaking up, “The two stars were Ragnar’s parents, right?”

“Yes, how do you know about that?”

“Ariane told us something similar before.” 
“I see,” he says and then sighs. “The common link between their deaths is magic. And so the village has outlawed magic usage for the past 25 years.”
After a brief silence, he widens his eyes and continues, “Please save Ariane! I’m certain Ragnar took her with him.”

I knit my eyebrows and take several seconds to collect my thoughts before responding, “Excuse me for asking this…but was Ariane really kidnapped?” 

“Of course she was. Why else would she suddenly disappear overnight?”
“So she was at home and disappeared overnight?”

“That’s right. She was gone without a trace the next day. No clues were left behind to as a clue where she is now.”

“Have you thought about the possibility that she left on her own?”

“That’s preposterous. Ariane would never do that.”

“How else would you explain that she was taken so quietly? If it were against her will, you would’ve awoken to a struggle of some sort.”

“I don’t know. Magic was probably involved.”

“How connected have you been with your daughter recently? Last time I recall she wasn’t very happy—“

He stands up. “How dare you. Are you implying that it’s our fault she was taken by Ragnar? For all we know, he could’ve used magic to charm her into going with him. That’s no different than kidnapping.”

“Sir, I’m not implying anything. We don’t know anything at this point. I’m just wondering what we should do if we find her, and she doesn’t want to return home.”
He sighs and sits back down. “Yes… This is what we’re afraid of. Those two have always been together. That girl, she’s infatuated with him. She thinks Ragnar’s the same person she knew growing up. That his intentions are good, but people change.”
His last few words echo in my head, and a chill goes down my spine. I get lost in my thoughts for several seconds until I shake my head multiple times. “…he never would’ve taken her with him onto that dangerous path if he truly cared.”

I gulp and blindly answer, “Yeah.”

“I don’t care how you do it. Just bring Ariane back alive.”
“What about Ragnar?”

“I don’t care what happens to him, but the bounty for him is still active. I have a copy of it somewhere. I’ll be right back,” he says and then walks away.

Marin whispers, “Ariane’s at least eight years older than us. Shouldn’t we tell him that she’s old enough to make decisions by herself?”

“I don’t think he’s willing to listen,” I whisper. “I think we should be compliant for now and figure it out when we meet her.

Ariane’s father returns with a worn-looking paper in his hand. He places it on the table in front of me. A rough sketch of his face is drawn on the front. Capturing him dead or alive yields a reward of a gold coin. “This is over a year old, but we’ve recently updated the bounty. The reward is now five gold coins.”

I take the piece of paper and then hand it to Marin. She puts it away in her backpack. I stand up and ask, “Before we go, do you know where his hideout is?”
“If we knew that, we would’ve taken action long ago.”
“Okay. The sooner we leave the better. We’ll do our best to recover your daughter,” I say while heading out back to the others. Marin follows.

Vicki and Ruby are still fast asleep while the others are chatting away. 

“Attention!” I exclaim between our two transports. Ruby and Vicki groan a few times as they get up, rubbing their eyes. 
“Kai, are we startin’?” Ruby asks.

“Yeah. I need everyone to be alert from this point forward,” I say while making a hand gesture toward Marin. She takes out the bounty on Ragnar and then hands it to me.  I hold it in front of me, giving everyone a good look. “This is who they think’s responsible for the kidnapping. If you see him, alert everyone and be cautious. He’s skilled in magic.”
“I can’t see it from here,” Kama says. I hand the bounty to him.  He looks closely at it for several seconds before passing it to someone else.

“So, where’re we headed to, leader?” Jetia asks. “Where’s his hideout?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have to—“

“How’re we going to find him if we don’t know where that is? You should’ve asked.”

“I did ask, they don’t know.”
Jetia chuckles before answering, “Great. Now we have four requests with no leads on any of them. What’s the worst that can happen?”

I frown. “We do have a few leads. Three of our requests point to the forests outside of here.”
“And the others?” Jetia asks. I don’t answer. “So that’s it? We blindly search through all the forests around here? We’re not going to have enough time for that.”

“Not while we’re wasting time now talking about it. It won’t be blind once we go look and find evidence of recent battle. We’re moving out,” I say and hop on the front of the wagon. I pull on the reins toward my left to turn back toward the entrance we came from. The guards raise the gates for us, and we leave. 

The forests on our left and right are a couple of minutes away. We ride until we are a few hundred meters in from the beginning of the right forest. I park the transport off to the side of the trail. Jetia and the others leave their wagon a few meters behind ours. 

“Everyone line up like last time. We’re going to gradually move back into our formation for searching,” I order. “Ruby, Marin, and Vicki are in the center with the five of us spread out around them.”
Kama trembles. He stands in the initial positions and asks, “So, ar-are we do-doing the same thing as last time?”
“Yeah, it’s the best way we have,” I answer.

“I’m still a bit skeptical…”

“What’s wrong with it? You’ll cover one of the back edges like last time. We move as a group and if you see something send a signal.”

“N-no… I mean what’s going to happen if I run into someone…or if a monster attacks?”

I sigh. “Monsters around here don’t attack unless they’re provoked. You’ll be fine. Nothing will happen, and we’re all close enough to regroup if you sense danger. If it makes you feel safer, we can pivot our formation every time we change directions, so I’m always at the front.”

“Wh-what’s going to happen whe-when we find someone looking for trouble? Do you want me to fight back?”

“Of course. That’s what you’re here for. If someone attacks, fight back. If we have a hostage situation like last time, we’ll charge in immediately. You’re thinking too much about it. Live combat isn’t that big of a deal. You get used to it.”
“I can’t see that happening.”
“It comes with experience.”
“I understand…but we’re going to have to…ki-kill people this time, right? Will I get used to that too?”

“Well…ideally, we don’t—“

“Oh, stop it already, leader. Kama’s right. That’s what yer telling us when you told us the plan was to charge in.  Kill them before they can make any moves, right?” Jetia asks. 

I frown. “Yeah. If that’s what we have to do to get the job done, we will. It’s either you or them.”
Kama looks down and mutters, “I can’t…”

I sigh deeply and then ask, “What made you decide to join the army?”

“I’m not sure anymore.”

“You were there with us in front of the Castle a month ago. You know completely why you joined.”

Kama pauses for several seconds before answering, “It’s not much, really. A good friend of mine served in the army for over two decades. We were training together to join the army back then, but I didn’t make it and gave up. He went on to pursue his dream, but that ended during the attack.”

“Exactly. Don’t you want revenge?”

“I did, but not anymore. Don’t get me wrong. I understand completely your motivations and everyone who lost someone in the attack, but I don’t feel that way. I knew the risks of joining the army. It’s a part of the job.”

I knit my eyebrows. I can’t comprehend his words. If it weren’t for them, his friend would still be alive. Part of his job or not, it was completely out of his control…
He continues, “I just felt a need to pursue his dream in place of him.”

I shake my head and stop trying to figure out why he doesn’t want revenge, but I can’t think of anything else to say.
“Wh-what was your friend like?” Marin asks.
Kama lifts his head and smiles. “He was everything I wish I was. Confident, talented, righteous.”
“I see,” Marin says and smiles.

I smile too. Thanks, Marin.

“What would your friend do right now if he were in your shoes?” I ask and then pause for several seconds. “Do you have your answer?”

“Yes, thank you Kai. I’m ready.”
“Anyone else have any concerns before we move in?” I ask. Jetia snickers. “What is it, Jetia?”

“It’s nothing. I’m ready whenever you are, leader.”
I grind my teeth as a few puffs of hot air escape me. I try to ignore Jetia and his remark. “Right, then we’ll move out immediately. Kama, you can switch sides with Dano since the right side is probably safer here. I’ll head in first. Remember to stay in formation.”

I head into the forest about a minute in before stopping. I check my surroundings to verify our formation is correct. Banni is diagonal to my left behind me about the same distance as Jetia is diagonal to my right. Marin, Ruby, and Vicki are grouped up behind me a bit farther than those two.  The remaining two are out of my sight as they should be. I face forward again and continue straight ahead.
Chapter 49 – Drosera Army – Good Luck
I scan the area around me carefully while moving forward. I continue this way for a while and then change directions. Out of consideration for Kama, I wait for the formation to adjust before moving forward again. 
So far we have only come across non-hostile monsters. We haven’t discovered any signs of recent battle or camp. I think the weight of my actions finally hit me. The possibility that none of these requests that I took would be resolved successfully. What would happen if we failed all of them? I don’t want to think about it too much but that possibility appears in my head. It sends a shiver down my spine. 
An hour later, a very small fire particle flies past my shoulder from behind me. It reignites the previous confidence I had as this is the signal we agreed on if someone saw something. I gesture Banni and Jetia to regroup. I smile slightly and quickly rejoin with the girls. Optimistic, I ask, “Did someone see something?”

Kama raises his hand. “Yes, it was me. I think I saw a group of people over there.”

He points to the direction where he was positioned at. I ask quickly, “Okay, which direction were they going?”

“I didn’t get a good look, sorry.”

Really? I want to scold him for not doing something so basic and obvious. I thought he already mentally prepared himself. Did the sight of a group of people scare him immediately? I know he’s an amateur, but this is an important time for us. I only have myself to blame for deciding to take all of these requests. If I want to get something done, I’ll have to do it myself. I don’t let my true thoughts show on my face. I simply sigh and say,  “Okay, tight formation everyone. I’ll lead a bit and see how many there are.”

I move forward quickly with light steps. I reach around the point where Kama should have been and then look around. There’s nothing. Did Kama see a monster move and passed it off as a group of people? I don’t want to consider that possibility further because I want to believe in him. If there’s something, I figure it has to be from the direction perpendicular to us otherwise they would have spotted him. 

I move further in that direction. There’s a faint sound in the distance. I stop moving to listen closely. It grows quieter with every passing moment. I walk deeper at a slower pace than before. I’m careful not to step on anything that could create noise. I’m not going to let a stupid mistake like stepping on a twig blow up everything into flames even though I don’t see anyone around. Better safe than sorry. I smile, seeing the large group up ahead.

I stop behind a tree and peek out slowly. Their front isn’t as visible as the back. I estimate there are a total of at least three dozen. Four of them unarmed with two young children included in the back. They’re enclosed around three men behind them. I don’t see anyone out of place other than those four. They look like an ordinary group of bandits to me. I’m a bit disappointed, even though it feels wrong.
I rejoin with the others nearby. “I don’t think they’re the ones who we’re looking for, but there’re children mixed up in there. We gotta help.”

“Oh no,” Vicki interjects.

I point in their heading and continue, “They’re moving in that direction, so we’ll move over there too. When we ambush them, it’ll be better if we can reach them faster after being in plain sight.”

“Ho-how many of them are there?” Kama asks.

“At least three dozen…but don’t let that number scare you. Most of them don’t have any armor and probably aren’t very skilled,” I inform. Although some of us aren’t very skilled either.
“If we fail this time…more people will die, right?”

“You’re right. That’s why we won’t fail. It’s good for us if the hostages are all gathered in one place at the back. We hit them before they notice and secure the hostages immediately. Then we can go wild without having to worry about them. And remember what I said—“

“Yeah, yeah…  Kill them before they kill us,” Jetia says.
I frown. “That’s not what I—“

“We all know what to do. Can we get on with this? They’re going to get away.”

You guys know what to do? I wish that was the case. Then Kama would’ve paid attention to which direction they were heading in before I checked for myself. If I’m not thorough in my explanations, some of us won’t understand. I refrain from rebutting, though, because what Jetia’s saying is right. I’ll give everyone the benefit of the doubt. “Fine, Let’s go. Same formation as before.”

I lead the way. The group of bandits is still moving in the same direction. I gesture everyone behind me to stop while I close in on them.  I scan the front and middle of their lineup. No hostages, but several of them have Iron armor. Could this be one of the requests? I can’t rule out that possibility. I hope that’s the case. I regroup with the others. “I didn’t see any hostages in the front, but no large-scale magic until we’re sure they’re just bandits. Got that Ruby?”

“Got it,” Ruby answers quietly.

“I’ll take care of the three guys in the back. Charge in after me. Ready?”
Everyone grips their weapons tight and looks at me in silence. We slowly approach the enemy from the path I took a moment ago. I move Scrap Mana into my leg, foot, and core muscles of my body in higher amounts compared to earlier but with the same ratio. I instruct my Mana to strengthen them for thirty seconds this time.
I deduce that the three in the back must be bandits. If there were adventurers mixed up in here, they wouldn’t be placed around the back where they could plan an escape. I unsheathe both of my blades. We’re almost out of the safe zone. I activate my Mana and dash forward. They haven’t noticed us yet and continue on. I focus on the three behind the hostages. My best chance is when they haven’t noticed. 
The guy toward the left turns his head toward me with a blank expression, but it’s too late for him. I slice through his neck while continuing forward. I slash through the back of the other two bandits’ necks too. They scream and go down without a struggle. While looking at the hostages, I exclaim, “Run for it while you can!”
The unarmed man and woman turn around, but so do the rest of the bandits. One of them yells, “Enemy attack!”

“Let’s go!” the unarmed man exclaims. The couple grab the girls’ hands and run. Must be a family of four.
“Oh no you don’t!” one of the bandits exclaims while swinging his weapon toward the woman. I step in front of him and parry his blow. 

There’s another one attempting the same attack on the man. I push my blade forward, pushing the guy I’m crossing swords with back for a moment. I dash toward the other guy but an arrow flies into his head. I smile. I can always rely on Marin. He drops his weapon and falls. 
Screams resound from the front of their formation. They’re fighting each other. It seems that the adventurers were mixed up with them. With several of the bandits gathering toward me, I jump back. The four hostages have successfully gotten away. I can’t distinguish between who’s who at the front. Now that I know that this could be one of the requests, I’ll just take out whoever attacks me first. I wouldn’t want to accidentally attack an adventurer.

Jetia, Kama, Dano, and Banni gather up in a line on the right side. Fire and Lightning magic activates in the distance. I widen my eyes. It never crossed my mind that the bandits could use magic. Is this the adventurers or the bandits? It won’t be good if it’s the latter. If they target those four who don’t have any means of defending against it, things will end badly. I’ll find the magic users and take them out. 
Four of them are heading my way. A gust of wind knocks them down toward the left. “Flame pillar!”
Flames appear in the shape of a circle cover the ground in the center of them. Fire erupts inward and upward at the same time, enveloping three of them completely. A magic I’ve seen before with an adjustment. Images of that day flash through my mind. I shake my head and run past them. I run along the left side to avoid confrontation. Most of them are facing the right side. My Enhancement magic ran out already, but I don’t need it anymore. 

Most of the bandits are using Iron weapons in poor condition; they’re chipped. The ones wearing  Iron armor among them are using Iron, Platinum, and Cobalt weapons in good conditions. Are they the adventurers? One of them is holding onto something I’ve never seen before.  It doesn’t look like something you swing and it’s not a bow. He has it pointed at another guy in armor. One of these two must be an adventurer.

One of the men in a nearby cluster turns toward me. I prepare Rich Mana in my right elbow and point it at him and the others near him. I’m about to shout my keyword, but I refrain since I still don’t know who is an enemy and who isn’t in the cluster. Even if these guys at the front are bandits, the magic could go through and hit an adventurer.
“We found someone by ‘imself! Let’s take ‘im out boys. Whoever kills ‘im gets his weapon!” the man exclaims. Seven others near him turn around.  
“What?! He’s got two Cobalt swords!” one of the seven exclaims. A few of them with armor step out in front.
“Wait. Leave this one to us. He must be stronger than yer ordinary soldier since he’s got those weapons. Handle the other ones at the back. You’ll get yer hands on better weapons based on yer performance,” the man holding onto a large Platinum hammer says.

“Fine,” the earlier man says. He and three others run toward the backline. There are four men in armor in front of me. The one in the back was the one I saw with that strange object. He has two of them, one in each hand. It looks like its made out of Iron. So the other guy must have been the adventurer. Alongside the hammer guy are two other guys. One with an Iron sword and Iron shield. The other one with a long, heavy Platinum sword. 
They snicker and split themselves around me. The heavy sword guy asks, “Here for revenge are ya? Saves us the trouble of lookin’ fer more of ya.”

I pay no attention to their words. I grip my weapons tightly. The man with the strange objects in his hands has them pointed toward me. There’s a small opening in the long part of it. I don’t think anything threatening can possibly come out of there.
I recall my fight with Captain Albius. It was because I underestimated him that I lost pathetically. I won’t make the same mistake twice. I’ll play it safe until I know how good these guys are and what those strange objects do.

Two smooth, spherical rocks come out of the strange objects and speed toward me. What?!
These rocks are larger than the opening of the strange object. I block them with the flat part of my swords. There is power behind these rocks too. How’s it able to pack such power? I don’t understand. The heavy sword guy points his blade at me with his arms fully extended, showing many openings. Flames appear and extend out from the tip of the sword. I jump back.

So this heavy sword guy’s one of the magic users… I’ll be careful around him since he might be capable of stronger magic. He must be trying to lure me in with his poor form. I dodge the small rocks coming from the strange objects by swerving left and jump while moving backward. They come one after another with no pause. There’s no way that those strange objects can hold so many rocks. Is there an Earth Crystal inside he’s binding his Scrap Mana to?
I let out some Unrefined Mana from my left elbow and instruct them to form a small wall in front of one of those rocks. A noise resounds as it clashes with the Mana. This guy’s really good. He can program instructions into these rocks rapidly without a keyword.
A few seconds later, the rock falls and stops emitting noise. The Unrefined Mana I let out stays in place. The shield guy moves toward my flank while the hammer guy charges at me. It’s actually beneficial for me that the shield guy does, so I can unleash my magic on him with no fear of hitting an adventurer. The hammer guy swings horizontally. I barely avoid it with a backstep. The force of his swing generates more wind than I thought. Things wouldn’t have ended well if I didn’t dodge it. This guy’s strong too!
His balance is way off. It looks like he’s about to tip over. The right side of his neck is vulnerable. Is this a trap or is he stupid? It confuses me for a moment as he could be luring me since the heavy sword guy is near. Instead of waiting for an opportunity, he fully extends his arms again with his blade pointed at me. I take this chance and dash in toward the hammer guy. My sword approaches his unguarded neck. Blood gushes out of the cut. He drops his hammer and keels over. Weak. How can he make the most fundamental mistake when he has such a powerful swing? It’s beyond me.
Flames extend out from from the tip of the heavy guy’s sword again. The other guy has his strange objects pointed at me on my left. It’s about time the shield guy repositioned himself. I point my right elbow toward the shield guy running toward me and exclaim, “Fireball!”
At the same time, I lunge forward and jump over the flames. The other guy follows my movements with his strange objects. I prepare some Unrefined Mana just in case. His balls of rock appear, but not matching the direction of his strange objects. They appear and fly straight to my previous position. I make note of this.  I land next to the heavy sword guy. He steps back a bit and swings his weapon down.  I dodge it easily with a sidestep. I stab him through his throat. I overestimated them. These guys are idiots. How’re they using magic?
“Damn it!” the last guy exclaims. I look around. Their numbers have reduced drastically. Kama, Jetia, and the two others have surrounded one person. They simultaneously attack him. It’s good to see them make up their lack of strength with teamwork. The last guy is only holding onto one of the strange objects now. He takes something blue out of it. He reaches into his pocket and then puts in a blue crystal. He closes the opening and then points the object at me again. “Yer done fer!”

I charge at him while swerving left and right. If I do this his accuracy will decrease. The rock balls that appear are faster and larger in size, but their trajectories are always in the location I was in a second ago. I close the distance between us. “Shit!”
I pierce through the front of his throat with one of my blades. He croaks while he gradually raises his trembling arm with the strange object. I knock it off his hand with my other blade. His hand goes limp a few seconds later. I remove my sword from his neck. I step out of the way from his fall. Til the very end, he was only capable of doing the same magic over and over again with no change. He should have used Unrefined Mana much earlier if he could. I’ll commend his speed in programming instructions to the Mana. Even I couldn’t do that.

Eight men remain in front of me. Six have two surrounded. I figure the six are adventurers. 
The two in the middle are quickly cut down. The difference in skill is obvious. Of those six remaining, four have armor and two don’t. Marin and the others are already finished and are heading this way. The four unarmed people are with them. I slash both of my blades to remove as much blood from them as possible and then sheathe them. 

“Kai!” Ruby exclaims as she runs over to me. “Are ya hurt?” 

“No, I’m fine. How’s everyone else?”

“I’m fine. Marin’s fine. Umm…Vicki’s fine. Uhh…the mean guy with the shield has some scratches…”

“Mean guy with a shield? Jetia?”

“Yeah, that guy!”

I almost let out a chuckle, but I keep a straight face. Some parts of her never…
No, I don’t finish that thought. She’s Ruby, whom I met a month ago. I never knew this side of her is all. I sigh and then say, “It’s been a month since we formed this team. Don’t you know everyone’s name by now?”

“I know yer name, Marin, ‘n’ Vicki. Ain’t that good enough? I don’t need ta know anyone else.”
“How are Kama, Dano, and Banni?”

“The guys that look kinda the same are hurt kinda bad. The other one ain’t hurt as bad.”

The guys that look the same? Must be Dano and Banni. I used to have a hard time distinguishing between them too. “Well, at least everyone’s alive.”

Marin, Vicki, and the four we rescued join us. I smile and say, “Glad you two aren’t hurt.”

“Yeah…but the others…” Marin says quietly.

“I heard from Ruby already.”

She makes eye contact with me for a second and then looks away. “I see…”

The children’s parents come forward. The man asks, “You are the leader?”
“Yeah, I’m Sergeant Kai.”

“Thank you so much for helping us, Sergeant Kai!” the man exclaims while bowing.

“Thank you very much, Sergeant Kai,” the woman says with a bow. She turns around for a moment and gestures the two young girls to come. “Remember what I told you?”

The two girls come forward and then bow. They say simultaneously, “Thank you for saving us, mister.”

“No problem, we’re just doing what’s right. It’s our duty to help those in need. What happened before you were caught?”

“We were traveling to Drymo with a team of four guards. Bandits attacked and killed them. They robbed us of everything and brought us with them,” the man answers.

“I see. We’ll escort you to Drymo ourselves once we’ve finished our business here. We’ll drop you off at Beltan in the meantime.”

The couple smile. “We can’t thank you enough, Sergeant Kai.”

“Indeed, we can’t give you enough gratitude,” a man from the group of six adventurers says. He’s the one with the Cobalt weapon I saw earlier. A long, heavy sword. “Thanks to your intervention, we were able to make a move.”

“You were planning something?” I ask.
“Yeah, once an opportunity arose. We knew we were stronger than these bandits but we were outnumbered. So we hatched a plan, but before we had a chance to execute it, additional hostages were brought in. Our hands were tied,” he explains as he looks toward the couple.

“By the way, you wouldn’t have happened to join a shady adventurer group to hunt horned rabbits and gather herbs, were you?”

“Oh, you knew? That’s us.”

I smile. “You must be one of the two with the adventurer’s licenses then. We met with a younger man earlier claiming to be a former teammate and speculated something must’ve happened and put in a request.”

He smiles and answers, “That must be Coy. We were indeed comrades. He didn’t want to come along but he still has our backs.”

Bingo, that’s a match for request two. One of those two without the armor must’ve come from the third request. “So, what happened after you joined the group?”

“As we made it to the hunting grounds, we were suddenly surrounded. The ones we joined turned on us too. We could’ve taken them out there, but…some of us weren’t as skilled…”

“You mean the two without armor over there?” I ask while pointing at them.

“Well, yes…but there were others too. They’re holding the women that were with us at their hideout. There are others too. That’s not all. They have our information, our addresses. Of our families and relatives that live in Drymo. They could kill them if we ever disobeyed. We were on our way to their hideout now. Their leader is expecting us soon, so if we take too long…who knows what will happen. That’s why…please help us save everyone!” he exclaims and then bows his head.

A hideout… If there’re more people there, the person from request one might be there too. If there isn’t we save more people. It’s a win-win scenario. We can completely outweigh last week with today’s achievements. I smile before responding, “I understand. We’ll do our best to help you, but after we return to Beltan to drop off the non-combatants and the injured. It looks like two of yours are at their limits.”

The man looks behind him for a moment. “I understand. I have no problem with that. I’m Kane, by the way.”

“Great. Kane, we’ll take a brief break here and then we’ll head to our transportation,” I say. Jetia and the others rejoin us. Jetia and Kama are supporting the other two while walking. They set them down against a tree near us. I walk over to them. Dano and Banni have several cuts on their arms. “Congratulations on surviving your first combat experience. I knew you could do it. How’s the injury?”

“Ugh… I don’t think I can swing my sword anymore.”

“Same here.”

“That’s fine. We’re headed back to Beltan soon. You can rest there. Kama, you should probably stay there too.”

“I can still fight,” Kama says.

“Where we’re headed next might be a little more dangerous than this encounter. We’re going to their hideout where several others are being held hostage. You won’t have Dano and Banni’s support anymore.”

“I see… I’ll stay behind in Beltan then.”

I notice Marin is holding onto one of those strange objects. “Marin, is that…”

Marin looks down at the strange object. “I picked it up. I don’t know…”

I remember the compartment that other guy opened. “Let me see that.”

Marin hands the strange object to me. I mess around with the top part of the handle but can’t open it. “I saw someone using the same thing. He opened this part somehow.”

“You’ve never seen an Artificial Magic Weapon?” Kane asks. He holds out his hand with his palm side up.

I hand him the strange object. “Artificial Magic Weapon?”

“It’s easier to show you,” he says and then points the strange object toward the sky. A small ball of fire appears directly in front of the strange object. The magic moves in a straight line at the same angle of the object. “Artificial Magic Weapons allow users to use magic with no knowledge of how to use magic naturally. You don’t need to know how to manipulate Mana at all.”

You don’t need to know how to manipulate Mana to use magic? Impossible.

He lowers the Artificial Magic Weapon and does something around the handle. Something clicks and then a compartment opens at the top. “These are composed of a Glim, an Affinity Crystal, a Mana Crystal, and some kind of switch that presses the button on the Mana Crystal. Afterward, the Mana is sent through the Glim. It applies instructions to the Mana which then go through the Affinity Crystal.”

There are multiple models for those four ingredients can fit into. This one is called a Gun. I heard it was modeled after the crossbow. This model is worth a lot of money even though it’s only Iron. The Glims’ value depend on the capabilities. These bandits have a lot of Artificial Magic Weapons. You can have them all to sell or use. It’ll be our way of thanking you.”

He hands me the Gun. I’m still not sure what all of this is, but returning with valuable items is another way of increasing our contribution to the army. “Thanks, Kane. That helps a lot.”

I fiddle with the handle of the Gun until something clicks. I open up the compartment at the top and look inside. It looks like the crystals fit snugly inside each slot. The slot for the Glim looks different. The Glim is placed on its side instead of vertically like all the other crystals. I take out the Glim. There’s a slot for the vertical position too. I ask, “Why does the Glim slot have a vertical position and a horizontal position?”
“The side position is for short-range activation and the vertical position is for long-range activation. It’s how much distance the Mana travels after passing through the Glim before activating. Most Glims made for Artificial Magic Weapons are always made with those two modes so that they’re compatible with a range of models.”

“I see. You can replace the Affinity Crystals and Mana Crystals with different kinds, right?”

“As long as they’re compatible with the Glim.”

So that guy earlier replaced the Scrap Mana Crystal for an Unrefined Mana Crystal… Since pressing the switch on the outside doesn’t unleash magic immediately, it makes sense how the magic appearing didn’t match the direction of the Gun. I put the Glim back in the side slot. “Glims are more useful than I thought. How’re they made anyway? And why does laying it by the side mean it’s short –ranged?”

“I have no idea.”

“We…um…learned a little at the Academy,” Marin says. “You need Intermediate Runic magic to make them. I don’t think Moria…told us more than that.”

“Hmm… I have heard something like this, so that’s probably correct.”

“What about the Mana Crystal? How does the Mana come out fast enough to create magic rapidly? The ones I’ve seen at the Academy are really slow.”

“It’s a different type of Mana Crystal. There is a range of different outflow rates for different purposes. Try pressing the button on that Mana Crystal.”

I take out the Mana Crystal and do just that. A burst of Mana comes out, but nothing after that. My first thought is that it’s out of Mana.
“Let go of the button and then press it again.”

I take my finger off the button and then press it again. The same amount of Mana comes out in a clump. “Ohh, that’s interesting. How’s this made?”

Kane shrugs. An answer I expected based his previous response. I put the Mana Crystal back in the slot and then close the compartment. I point the Gun to the sky and then press the switch three times rapidly. About a second later, the first ball of fire appears. The second and third appears shortly after the first. “This weapon’s ridiculous. It’s like a cheat shortcut in using magic with no training at all.”

Kane laughs and then responds, “In a way, yeah. But they’re pretty expensive to use.  And predictable.”

“You have a point,” I say and pick up one of the two Guns from earlier. I toss one over to Banni and the other one to Dano. “You guys, take one each since you can’t swing a sword. At least you’ll be able to defend yourselves in case something happens.”
I walk over to where I killed the hammer guy. I pick up his weapon, finding a button on the handle. I press it. Suddenly, the weapon swerves to the left. I lose my balance and fall. “Ah!”

“Kai, are you okay?” Marin asks. 

I stand back up with the weapon. “Yeah. That caught me off guard… Kama, can you carry this back to our transportation?”

“It’s going to be difficult with my weapon on my back, but I can try,” Kama says as he walks over to me. I hand the weapon over to him. He slumps over a little upon receiving it. I didn’t think he could do it since Platinum is heavier than Iron. It’s good that he can help out with something I physically can’t do by myself.
“Can you replace your sword with that big sword over there?” I ask optimistically while pointing at the heavy Platinum sword nearby.

“There’s no way I can do that. That sword won’t fit into my sheath. He doesn’t have a sheath for it either.”
He has a point, I can’t blame him for that. 
“I’ll help you with that,” Kane says. “Hey, everyone. Help these guys out by carrying as much of the Artificial Magic Weapons as you can.”

I smile. This is turning out to be really convenient for us. I have a good feeling about what’s to come. If all goes well, the Lieutenant promotion might not be too far away. “Thanks. We’ll have to compensate you at least a little bit for doing that for us.”
“We’ll take you up on that offer,” he says while picking up the heavy sword. 

“I think there’re a few Artificial Magic Weapons back there…” Marin says. “Unless it was their own magic.”

“Oh, really? Can you bring Vicki and Ruby with you to check? Bring it over if you can.” 
“Okay,” she says and then walks away.
I recall the guy with the Gun had Mana Crystals in his pockets. I add, “Check their pockets for crystals and other valuables too.”

Marin nods and then continues her way. I go over to where the shield guy lies. He hasn’t moved since I used my Rich Mana fireball on him. His face is completely pink, red, and raw. Some parts black. He can’t be alive. I pick up his shield and examine it. Another button on the handle. I press it. A second later, streaks of Lightning magic extends out from the shield.

“Jetia, take this,” I say and throw the shield over to him. He catches it. 

“What do you want me to do with this?”

“Use it. The button for the Lightning magic capabilities is on the handle,” I inform. I examine the sword the shield guy used. There are small tiny holes around the flat surface of the sword on both sides. The hilt is over twice as fat. The button is on the hilt. I point the sword toward the sky and press it. A second later, flames envelop the sword. I purse my lips. I recall when I set my own weapons on Fire during the tournament. Is this Fire magic…? Or is it Fire magic with Enhancement?
I let go of the button. The flames disappear after about two seconds. I could test it since the sword isn’t using my Mana.
I break down my Unrefined Mana into some Scrap Mana, Rich Mana into some Unrefined Mana, and my Mana into Rich Mana. I bond some of my Fire Affinity to Scrap Mana and then instruct them to form a small stationary sphere in front of me. The stationary sphere made out of my Fire magic appears. I don’t want to waste the Mana Crystal in the sword, so it’ll be a quick test. 

I know from the Enhancement seminar we went to that everyone’s capable of Basic Enhancement magic, involving enhancing your own body. Intermediate Enhancement involves enhancing inanimate objects. So if the fire surrounding this sword is from Enhancement magic, this sword won’t be able to go through my magic. The sword will act as a magical energy and collide with the fire in front of me. If there’s no Enhancement involved, my sword will go through and the fire around the sword will linger on my magic.

I press the button on the sword. As soon as the flames appear, I swing it across the globe of fire I made. The crackling sound of the fire intensifies slightly as the sword collides with my Fire magic. All the momentum in my swing is gone. It’s like I just hit an unbreakable brick wall. I let go of the button and relax. This sword might come in handy since I can’t use Intermediate Enhancement magic. That’s another advantage in these Artificial Magic Weapons I didn’t realize earlier. It can be useful to me too despite that I know how to use magic.

Now, the only thing left to check are these pockets. I check the pockets of the four I finished. I only find two Mana Crystals in the guy with the two Guns. The outflow style of both of them comes out in short bursts. Both of them Scrap Mana. I put them in my pocket.
“Kai!” Ruby exclaims. She runs over to me holding onto a dagger. “I found this! Are ya proud of me?”

“Marin and Vicki are making their way here too. I ask, “What’s it do?”

She presses the button on the grip of the weapon. A second later, the dagger shines brightly. I focus away from the dagger as it hurts my eyes. Must be Light magic. It stops emitting light seconds later. Ruby grins. I answer, “Good job on finding that.”
“Yay!”

I look toward Vicki and Marin, who approaches. Marin’s looking away. Vicki informs, “We didn’t find anything.”

“That’s fine. We’re going to move out soon,” I declare. Ruby’s still shining brightly. “Ruby, can you let everyone know that we’re going to leave? Gather them up here.”
“’Kay!”

I smile. We gathered a lot of valuable weapons, saved a family of four, and resolved two of the four requests. We’ll get more valuables and possibly one more request resolved after we raid the bandit’s hideout. With this much luck, I wouldn’t be surprised if Ariane randomly bumps into us. I chuckle. I can’t wait to see the look on Captain Albius’ face when he finds out how much we accomplished. I’ll wipe that condescending look off his face. He won’t be calling me a stupid monkey for long. I’ll make him respect me. That I’m someone who’ll catch up to his rank in no time.
Soon enough, everyone gathers up around me. I lead the group toward the transportation outside the forest. 
Chapter 50 – Drosera Army – Bad Luck

“How much farther is your transportation?” Kane asks. I wonder myself.  We’ve been walking for what seems like half an hour, but it couldn’t have been that long. If we traveled straight, we would’ve made it by now…or at least I thought we would. I must’ve misjudged how far we went into the forest because of how focused I was on finding the slightest clue to the requests. 

“Not much farther,” I say confidently while continuing in the same direction. My palms sweat a bit. With my head facing forward, I scan the area in front of me. I’m pretty sure this is the right direction. These tree clusters look kinda familiar too. I want to check my surroundings and make sure that I don’t feel the same about the other trees around me, but don’t want to alert everyone that I might be lost.

An idea pops into my head. I’ll pretend like I’m stretching my neck to get a quick glimpse around me. With my left hand on the back of my neck, I turn my head right. Nothing unusual here. I pass my sword over to my other hand and then repeat the stretch for the other side. Suddenly, an arrow.

What?! Completely caught off guard, I fall forward, the arrow barely missing. There was no time for me to warn everyone. By the time I hit the ground, screams resound behind me. Marin! Ruby!
“Enemy attack! Fall back!” Kane shouts. 

I try to stand up, but there’re more arrows flying from the same direction. Fire and Earth magic too. I roll farther in the space that was in front of our group even though I don’t want to be split at all. The arrows are pinning me down. Kane’s headed my way with his heavy sword covered in Mana. I appreciate his concern, but I’m more worried about the others.
“Kane, forget about me! Protect everyone else!” I exclaim. 

“What about you?”

“I’ll regroup with you guys as soon as I can. Go!”

“Alright, don’t die!” Soon, I’m next to a tree. I block an arrow with my sword while standing up before taking cover. The brief moment allows me to see three or four archers.
My heart pounds rapidly. These guys must be more of those bandits. They must’ve recognized the adventurers or the hostages they had. It’s gonna be a lot easier this time now that I know who’s who. I need to regroup with the others. I peek my head out, finding that the archers are gone. Damn!
I ditch my hiding spot but find the path that I came from blocked by two men, both holding one-handed swords. They’re closing in on me. The archers are running parallel to Kane. Our group seems to be moving farther away. I can’t stay here for too long or I’ll lose them. This won’t be good if there’re more than a dozen of them. Half of us are injured or can’t fight. They’ve got Artificial Magic Weapons too.
With no time to waste, I unsheath one of my swords and charge in. The guy on the right shoves the tip of his sword into the ground in front of him. A ball of water appears in front of the guy on the left. I sidestep to the right and continue dashing in. It’s a bit strange how the magic came out since his sword wasn’t pointed at me. The guy on the left steps in front of the other guy. 

I swing my regular sword first. He parries it and holds my push with both of his hands. Since his weapon seems to shoot Water magic at strange angles, I place my other sword behind mine at the same angle as his. I press the button which envelops the sword in flames. I’ll overpower him in a second.

I feel a vibration under me for a moment before something erupts and launches me into the air. My eyes widen. Could an Artificial Magic Weapon really do something like that? 

“Cedric, now!” one of the two guys shouts.

Shit there was one more? I look around. Another one of them beside a tree with his palm facing me. Of course Artificial Magic Weapons can’t do that. 

“Fireball!” he shouts. A familiar ball of flames heads toward me from his position. I could use my own supply of Mana to block his attack or… I sheath my regular sword and then place the other sword into my right hand because it’s closer to the ball of fire. I press the button to envelop the sword in flames. Since it becomes a magical object, I can protect myself from the Fire magic and let it pass by when I fall.

Spikes cover the pillar that launched me into the air and the ground around it. I point my left elbow toward the guy I crossed swords with. I won’t let him do any follow-ups. I exclaim, “Firebolt! Firebolt! Firebolt!”
Arrow-shaped flames appear and fly straight to him. He creates clumps of water in my magic’s trajectory. The ball of fire connects with my sword. I keep my arm steady as the magic pushes me back. I let go of the button, slide my sword off, and angle my body horizontally in the air. The flames gently warm the front of my body.  I reposition myself upward after the Fire magic safely passes over me. Conveniently, I didn’t need to use any Mana to avoid the spikes.

These guys are much more skilled than the guys we dealt with earlier. Must be their elites. I wasted too much time already. I need to eliminate them quickly. And I’ll use Rich Mana for it. I draw my other sword before landing on the ground. The shock from landing keeps me from moving immediately. The Water and Earth guys charge at me from the front. The other guy is trying to flank my right side.

My sword clangs with each one of theirs in front. Even though having the keyword bound to my elbow is annoying sometimes because of limited angles, but times like this is useful. I point my right elbow toward the Fire guy while still keeping my weapons connected to the two swords in front. I move Rich Mana to my right elbow and then exclaim, “Fireball!”
Rich Mana intensity flames in the shape of a ball appear from my right elbow. The Fire guy screams for a few seconds before going quiet. 

“Cedric!” the Water guy exclaims. Suddenly, both of them aren’t putting as much strength into their weapons. I overpower them and knock them back. I have no idea why they’re losing focus in the middle of a battle. I can understand losing someone close to you but I don’t feel sorry for him because of his background and the things he’s done. He points both of his palms toward me. Water magic? I sidestep to the left. “Wait, this is a mistake!”

“What mistake? I’m stronger than you originally thought?” 

“No! Because I thought you were—“ 

I slice his throat before he can finish. I don’t care about his reasons. There’re no good reasons for ambushing a group of people out of the blue. The Earth user must’ve run away. I head in the direction where I last saw the others. I hope they’re okay. There’re a lot of screams and loud noises in the distance.
The Earth guy’s actually going in this direction too. While I really want to regroup with everyone else, a short detour wouldn’t hurt. Better to take him out now before he becomes a headache later. I run toward him instead. I break down some Unrefined Mana into Scrap Mana. I move a large amount of Scrap Mana into my lower body and core muscles in the same ratio as earlier, immediately activating the Mana to strengthen them. 
“Don’t kill me! You’re making a mistake!” he exclaims while still running. The gap between us closes fast. I’m not making any mistakes. Just getting rid of someone bound to take more innocent lives down the road. “We didn’t mean to target you! That’s why I’m going to alert the boss. I’m trying to help!”

Didn’t mean to target us? We’re clearly from the army. The gap between us is already closed. I don’t need to answer him, but his poor excuse arouses feelings of anger. “Trying to help? You’re only trying to save yourselves.”

“No, it’s for both of—ahh!”

He falls from the cut across the back I gave him. I stand over him about to plunge one of my blades through his neck. 

“I don’t want to die, I’m sorry!” I hesitate a moment, but this could be his game plan. To buy as much time as possible for whatever’s happening with my platoon and the others. When I think about how my sluggishness resulted in tragedy before, I easily finish the motion and pierce his throat.
I sigh and slash the blood off. I’d better get—

“Shotgun!” someone shouts. Dozens of small spherical rocks fly toward me. It’s everywhere. There’s no time to dodge. I cover my face with my arms. A heavy blunt force hits the back of my right hand. Massive pain radiates from it. It goes numb. Several rocks shatter on my armor. No force behind them. Something blue comes out of the rocks. Mana? No. It feels cold around the center of my body.

The barrage ends. I put my arms down. A large rock flying my way. I try to move out of the way, but I can’t. My feet are encased in ice frozen to the ground. What? I shake my head. The grip on my right hand’s weak, so I can’t block the rock with it. There’s not enough time to release Mana to block it either. I hold my left sword its way. The rock connects with my sword, but there’s hardly a force behind it. It splits in half as if it was made out of paper. Water inside spills on me. I close my eyes.

“Ahh!” I scream. It feels like my right hand’s on fire and the center of my body burns up. “It hurts!”

The water got onto my face, but that part feels fine. I don’t know what’s going on. I prepare some instructions for my Mana to create some fire to melt this ice surrounding my feet.

“Cedric, Jesper, and Ivar felt worse pain than you,” someone says. He’s close. I open my eyes, but I can’t see clearly because the water gets into my eyes. He’s close enough to grab both of my swords. It looks like his hands are made out of stone. I gulp. He jumps in the air while still holding onto my swords. He kicks me in the center of my armor and exclaims, “Burst!”
A tremendous force hits me. The right sword’s yanked out of my hand. I struggle but lose the grip on the other sword too. I crash through at least two trees, finally landing on the ground and rolling several meters. I cough and groan. It hurts everywhere. There’re two giant rocks headed my way from opposite directions. I focus my eyes. It’s just one coming from the sky and it’s almost here. I release as much Mana as I can from my palms before it squishes me.

A loud noise resounds as the gigantic rock makes contact with my Mana. Coincidentally, it rolls onto the ground next to me since my Mana formed a slanted wall. My heart’s pounding. I was forced to use my Mana…did he see? There doesn’t seem to be anyone around. I sigh. The center of my armor has two severely chipped areas, probably where he kicked me. A big red blister’s located on the back of my right hand. Moving any of my fingers even slightly causes pain. The ice surrounding my feet are gone. I shiver.

How’s this guy using ice magic? I think back to Emdos. My first thought is that this guy’s using Water magic to do it, but that’s impossible. The attack he did with the small rocks. There were no water inside them, but it felt cold when it hit me. The blue thing. It wasn’t Mana and it wasn’t Water magic…

That guy’s ridiculously strong. Where’d he…come from? I recall that he said Cedric. The name of the Fire user from earlier. That means he was with everyone else! And he’s here now… I force myself to get up, even though it hurts. I probably broke something. The worst case scenario appears in my head, but I refuse to believe it. Even the slightest chance that Marin and Ruby are still alive, I’ve gotta get moving.
I walk in the direction where I was blown away. I reach the point where that guy appeared. Both of my swords left on the ground. There’s someone knelt down next to the two guys I killed. Must be the guy who attacked me. A surprise attack on him is my best shot of beating him. I slowly walk closer to him. He probably thinks I’m dead. Do I use the Rich Mana fireball on him? No, he can probably avoid it or counter it with his own magic. 

I think back to his Hybrid magic with the water inside the stone. I don’t know why the stone was so soft. I could use Hybrid magic but how would that work with Void magic? How would I do it in a way that my magic isn’t revealed? I have no idea. The only thing I can do is Layered magic; using different Mana types in one attack. I’ll use a ball of fire with all Mana strengths, the strongest in the center. Using all of my Fire Affinity available. I break down my Unrefined Mana into Scrap Mana since I used up all of it on my Enhancement magic which is still active.
I start writing the instructions immediately. I make sure to match the speed of all the separate Mana types to be the same. It would be better to hit him from a different angle, but it would take longer to program. I don’t know how much longer he’ll be knelt down. He won’t expect anything from this direction since he thinks I’m dead anyway. Eventually, I finish my instructions and send out the Mana for immediate activation upon arrival to its destination.

Moments later, a girl comes from somewhere and walks toward the two bodies and the guy. I widen my eyes. It’s Ariane. I limp toward them as fast as I can. “Ariane, get out of the way, quickly!”

Ariane turns around and so does the unknown man. That face I recognize. Ragnar. He knits his eyebrows. Ariane still hasn’t moved out of the way. “You’re that boy from back then?”

My Layered magic activates. I point and exclaim, “Watch out!”

Ragnar turns to my ball of fire and shouts, “Stone cube!”
A big cubed-shaped rock appears in front of him. “Get out of the way! That’s not enough to stop it!”

Ariane kneels down to one of the two men on the ground. Ragnar replies, “This will work. You’ve utilized Rich Mana inside, right?”

The fireball makes the initial contact with the cube and crackles resound. “How’d you know?”

“Because you were able to survive,” he answers. The fireball moves into the cube at a faster pace than before. The outer parts of the of the fireball disappear pieces at a time. “The only way was by utilizing Rich Mana.”

I can’t tell him that I used something stronger than Rich Mana. I bite my lip before yelling, “It’s not enough! Get outta the way while you still can!” 
“It’s okay. Earth is the most stubborn Evocation magic. We’re not leaving Cedric.”

Cedric…? I killed him with my Fire magic… The hole left in the stone cube Ragnar summoned decreases in size as the ball of fire tears its way through. Damn, it’s only a matter of time!

“What?!” Ragnar exclaims. I knew at this point the strongest layer has ripped its way through, although the weaker layers of the magic are still interacting with the rock from my side. He doesn’t move out of the way. He screams, “Ariane, get back, quickly!”

I can’t see what’s happening. I walk as fast as I can to a better angle. A green glow emanates from Ariane’s palms.  She’s using Healing magic on Cedric’s face. She says, “I can’t stop now. This is the crucial moment.”

Ragnar’s knelt down and water flows from his palms. Steam rises from the point of impact with my magic. The fireball has almost reached him. Another stone wall appears between him and my magic with water still spewing from his palms. The water gathers in a clump behind the wall. Water stops flowing from his hands. My magic rips through the wall and begins turning the clump of water into steam rapidly. “Arctic Winds!”
Small streaks of blue shoot out of his palms toward the clumped up water. The same blue I saw earlier. The water next to the ball of fire stops turning into steam. The small portion of the clumped water remaining turns into ice. But my magic shows no change in size. The ice disappears and the fireball picks up in speed again. The entire thing seems to fade away nearly at once before it reaches Ragnar. What the hell happened?

Ragnar pants and falls forward. He extends his arms before hitting the ground. “You’ve got some really strong magic.”

“Uh…thanks,” I answer, even though he was trying to kill me moments ago. Wait. If this is Ragnar and Ariane was with him, why’d Ragnar ambush us? Ragnar’s actually bad and Ariane’s okay with it?

Ragnar stands up and says, “I apologize for attacking you. You’re part of the army, right?”

“Couldn’t you have known that from the way we were dressed? Anyone could’ve known that immediately.”

He sighs. “It’s a long story. I need to warn everyone else first.”

“Kai!” Ruby exclaims. I turn around. Marin’s with her. I smile. They made it out alive. But just those two? Seeing how the family of four isn’t present, there must be more with them.

“Glad you’re okay Ruby. What happened over there?” I ask.

“We got separated from everyone but we protected the family!” Ruby exclaims while running to me. She examines me top to bottom. “Who did this ta ya Kai?”

Knowing her, I’ve gotta be very careful how I answer or else she might attack Ragnar. I should avoid telling Ruby right now that the bad guys this time weren’t actually bad guys. In her eyes, these guys are probably bad and she won’t change her mind. I’d like to avoid a confrontation between her and Ragnar. “It doesn’t matter. I’m gonna be fine. I found Ragnar and Ariane, so can you tell everyone else to meet us here?”

“’Kay!” she exclaims and runs off in the other direction. Since Marin doesn’t seem to be worried at all, I presume that the rest of Ragnar’s group’s either dead or subdued. Ragnar’s still here, so he must’ve thought the same. I’ll verify it for the both of us since Ragnar’s in no position to ask here.

“So, what happened to everyone who attacked you guys?” I ask.

“Dead,” Marin answers. Ragnar falls to his knees.

“Damn… I shouldn’t have left them alone over there,” he mutters. “So this is where our dream ends…”

“How’re you really feeling, Kai?” Marin asks.

I sigh. “Not too good. I think I broke something.”

“You can tell me what happened since Ruby isn’t here anymore too.”

“Yeah. Well first, there were three guys that I…” I think back to the latter two. How I killed them when they practically were doing nothing. I was wrong about them, but it wasn’t my fault. It was the right choice at that time, but it was the wrong choice. I stop thinking about it. “...killed and then Ragnar came and attacked me for revenge. I didn’t see his face until after all the damage was done and realized who he was.”

Marin stares into my eyes intently. “What else happened?”

I look away. “What do you mean?”

“There’s that weird rock with that hole in it.”

Damn, there’s no way out of this one. I left it out on purpose to not bring up the question of how I planned my ambush on Ragnar. She wouldn’t possibly believe that after the attacks he pulled off me, he wouldn’t be able to handle my Rich Mana special. Plus, there’re clearly four differently shaped dents into this rock by examining the front of it. I knew I might have to tell someone about my Mana eventually, but to as few people as possible. Ragnar might’ve figured it out knowing his skill with magic. I still can’t believe he stopped my magic.  “I’ll tell you later, okay?”

“That’s a promise,” she says with a smile.

I face Ragnar. “I think it’s time you tell us the story.”

He sighs. “It’s been my lifelong dream to explore the world as an Adventurer like my parents did. I’ve never met my parents because they were doing that until they met their end, but it must mean the world was that interesting. The village never allowed anyone to go to the Academy because of my parents’ and many other deaths. So, I learned magic on my on my own in hopes of eventually leaving the village.
“I finally left two years ago, eventually finding like-minded people. None of us had Adventurer licenses but we convinced people to allow us to complete their requests. We gradually built up a reputation and more people trusted us. Recently, other groups of people have started mimicking our actions, but with no good intent. We didn’t want the city folk to think poorly of us because of hoodlums giving us a bad name.

“We recruited a few members a week ago to collect supplies around this area.”

“Wait,” I interject. It sounds like an exact match from request one. Except Ragnar’s the one who recruited the missing person. “Do you know if you recruited someone who dropped out of the Academy to open his own restaurant?”

Ragnar cocks an eyebrow. “Yes…that’s Henry. He was an amazing cook.”

His tone gives me a bad feeling. Don’t tell me… He was part of this attack group? I ask, “What happened to him?”

“Well, during our search for supplies, we found someone barely alive. He told us what happened. A bandit group killed a group of army soldiers and looted their equipment. We went back after collecting supplies. Also didn’t want to endanger anyone who didn’t want to take part in looking for those bandits. We knew they had Artificial Magic Weapons in hand. Henry was one of the members who wanted to help find those bandits. The same day, we took a request to find two former Adventurer group members.”

I really don’t like where this is going. The person from the second request did mention that he couldn’t trust whoever offered help. It ended up being Ragnar’s group. “So we’ve been in this area searching since then. Our searches haven’t turned up anything, but a scout found a family of four tangled up with some bandits an hour ago. We searched for them and we found…you. We mistook you for bandits because soldiers don’t use Artificial Magic Weapons and we saw you carry a whole batch of them with you. There was also the family of four we saw earlier.”

Something still doesn’t make sense about the last words of the last two guys I killed. They said it was a mistake only after I used my Rich Mana special. And Ragnar said something similar. “Why’d it only matter that I used Rich Mana before you decided you made a mistake?”

“The ones who killed the soldiers originally also knew how to use magic. It’s not unusual that some bandits around here to be able to use Unrefined Mana, but I’ve never bumped into someone who could use Rich Mana.”

“Didn’t you used to be a bandit, technically? Your village still has a bounty on your head.”

Ragnar tilts his head down. “You’re right.”

“Most soldiers that I’ve seen in the army can’t even use magic at all,” I add.

“You’re right… It was my mistake. Everything. I should’ve never left the village.”
“I’ve done all I can,” Ariane says. Ragnar stands up and walks over to her and Jesper.

“How is he?” he asks.

“He’s hanging on, but I’m not sure how much longer,” she says and then stands up. She walks over to me. “Your injuries are quite serious. Let me take care of that.”

“No…” I interject and look away. I was the one who caused their friend’s injuries. I don’t deserve to be healed. “I’m fine. It’s not that serious.”

“You don’t have to feel bad about Cedric. It was a misunderstanding. I’m sorry about any of your losses too.”

I just remember. I’m not sure who else made it out alive from my side. 

“You bastard!”Jetia shouts. He dashes toward us, sword in hand. There’s only one thing he could be thinking in this situation. I still have one sword left on me I can stop him with. I unsheath it and stand between Ragnar and Jetia. “Kai get out of the way!”

“Jetia, it’s a misunderstanding. I’m ordering you to stop or I’ll make you stop.” I tightly grip my sword. He’s not stopping but doesn’t seem like he’ll attack me. I don’t like him, but at least he follows the rules. He doesn’t like me either, but rules are rules.

“There’s no misunderstanding! He killed Dano and Banni!” he exclaims and then stops in front of me. His furrowed eyebrows twitching. “I won’t forgive him!”

“I understand, but I killed close friends of his too. He could have killed me, but he’s not anymore because he realized it was a misunderstanding. He’s lost more since you guys cleared out everyone, right?” I assume his silence means yes. “He’s going to come quietly with us back to Beltan. The village should decide what to do with him, and we still get our reward.”

Jetia clicks his tongue and sheaths his sword. “Fine. Have it your way. We’re at least going to give them a proper burial.”

“Thanks for defending Ragnar,” Ariane says.

“Just doing what’s right. I don’t need healing now, but I’ll accept it later.” I sheath my sword.
Looks like Ruby brought everyone else over. This can’t be everyone. Only Vicki and the family of four are present. I shake my head. Kane didn’t make it, even though he told me to not die. But now we don’t have anyone that knows where the bandit hideout is. This is a disaster. And where’s Kama? Jetia didn’t mention him and I thought they were close.

“Kai! I brought everyone!” Ruby exclaims as she runs over to me.

“Good job. What happened to Kama?”

“Hmm… I think I saw ‘im run away.”

“What? Kama…ran…away?”

“Yep.”

I pinch the skin between my eyes. Run away when everyone else is still fighting? How can anyone think to do that? Unbelievable. “Where’s he now?”

“I dunno,” Ruby answers and shrugs her shoulders.

“Okay. We’re not going to look for him now. We’ll bury everyone first, and then we’ll leave. I trust that you’re not going to run, right?”
“I’m not going anywhere. If you don’t mind, I want to help with the burials. I have my own over there as well.”

“That’s fine,” I answer. “Ruby, can you lead us to the bodies?”

“Yep!” she exclaims and runs off. I walk past the family.

“This is horrible. I’m so sorry. This was all because of us,” the man says.

“It’s not your fault. I hope you don’t mind that it’ll be a little longer until we take you back to Drymo.”

“We’ll be fine.”

I follow Ruby. Everyone else follows. We reach the bloody battlefield. Ragnar quickly buries the bodies under the earth using his Earth magic. He leaves out Dano and Banni. They don’t appear to be any more injured than I last saw them. Asking how they died seems inappropriate here, so I don’t. Marin leaves two holes big enough to fit them using her magic. I guess I’ll give them a few words. I stand over next to Dano. But what do I say? I don’t know anything about him. 

“Well, Dano was a man who—“

“His name’s Banni. You stupid monkey.” Jetia asks. My face burns up. Ruby giggles. 

I’m so stupid… Even after I scolded Ruby for not remembering their names. I’m not sure if I’m confusing one for the other now.“Banni…well…he… Umm…” 

“Yer done,” Jetia says and shoves me aside. “Go somewhere else. I’m taking over.”

Marin smiles. I smile and shrug before walking over to Ragnar and Ariane. This works better for me. I have a lot of questions for Ragnar. Maybe he can teach me some magic tricks.

“Ruby, you should stay here,” Marin whispers.

“Fine…” Ruby says.

Ariane hugs Ragnar. I stop walking, though I’m already pretty close. Ragnar hugs her back. Feels awkward. I clear my throat. “Sorry to interrupt…but I have a few questions for Ragnar.”

They keep their hands on each other and only turn their heads toward me. Ragnar asks, “Can this wait until we get back to the village? I’ll be executed there, but I’ll answer anything before I am.”

“You’re not going to be executed… I won’t let it happen. I can talk to mom and dad. They can talk to the chief,” Ariane says.  “You can answer his questions. He’s the one who saved mom and dad over a year ago.”
Ariane pulls away but Ragnar pulls her back in. “I don’t want to be separated from you anymore.”

“I don’t either.”

“Kai, right?” Ragnar asks.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll answer your questions. I owe you one for back then.”

“What’re you talking about?” I ask.

“Those men you saved Ariane’s parents from were one of my own. I didn’t deal with them properly.”

“I see… Well, I have a few questions. First, what’s that blue-colored magic you used on me? It felt cold.”

“It’s Fire magic. Didn’t you study at the Academy?”

“Pardon…? Fire magic? I did go to the Academy, but…they didn’t teach that…”

“It uses the same Affinity to use. It’s Fire. After bonding your Mana to Fire Affinity, make it colder instead of hotter.”

“Make it colder? That’s impossible… The special property of Fire is the heat. You can’t change the special property.”

“Special property? I don’t know anything about that. When I first learned how to use Fire magic, I could only make it hot. But later, I managed to make it cold. It became blue when it did. I can try to walk you through the feeling later.”

I smile. “That would be great! How’d you make the rock soft? The one with water inside.”

“It’s the same feeling as how to make Fire magic cold. It’s something I learned how to do later.”

“So it’s more advanced?”

“You could say that.” Amazing. This means that I’ll be able to use something more than Fire magic! Well, it’s still only Fire magic…and I have Void magic too. How should I ask him the next question? I can’t exactly ask him how he stopped my Fire magic with my Mana inside. I could rephrase the question in a way that I get an indirect answer. Footsteps nearby. Sounds like one person. It’s Kama.

“Kama, where the hell have you been?” I ask.

“Kai, I’m glad to see—Oh no!” he exclaims and then runs away in the direction he came from.
What the hell? I chase after him. “Hey! Get back here!”

“That guy’s dangerous! You should get away from him too!” Kama exclaims while still running away. Must be talking about Ragnar.

“No, it’s all just a misunderstanding! He’s not going to harm you now! Stop running!” I exclaim. He doesn’t stop. This is such a pain. I catch up to him immediately since he’s not very fast and I have my Enhancement magic on my legs. I tackle him. I stand up and then ask,  “Why do you keep running? How can you abandon everyone in the middle of a fight?”

He turns his body around so it faces me. “I was scared. I’m still scared. I don’t want to die.”

“I’ve just had about enough of you and your selfishness. Half-assing training and complaining about being weak is one thing, but running away just because you’re scared? How can you just leave everyone behind when they’re still fighting? Everyone else would die trying to protect you with their lives. That’s the unwritten rule of working as a team. If you didn’t run, Dano and Banni might still be alive. Your friend would be ashamed.”

Kama springs back up. “What the hell do you know, Kai?! Calling me weak and selfish. I watched Dano and Banni die! I was completely helpless in whatever that guy did. Of course I ran! I was completely helpless and would’ve died if I didn’t run! And you know what? None of this would’ve happened if you weren’t so insistent on taking on so many requests at once! None of this would’ve happened if you cared enough to train us yourself! Not everyone is as talented as you. I’ve had enough of your selfishness and arrogance. I thought that your recklessness might get me killed one day and it almost did. It killed Banni and Dano. Their deaths are on you and you alone.”
I open my mouth to say something, but I don’t. I don’t know how to respond to that. I’ve never seen Kama get so worked up before. But he’s right. Dano and Banni would still be alive if I never decided to take on so many requests. They might’ve faired a bit better in combat if I had focused my efforts on training them instead of myself. I expected everyone to be trying their hardest in their own way, but I was wrong to think that. These aren’t the Academy days.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’ll—“

“No, you’re not. And whatever you’re going to say, don’t. As soon as we get back to the Castle, I’m leaving the platoon,” he says and then walks away in the direction we came from. I grit my teeth and fists. It feels like there’s a lump at the back of my throat. What the hell’s up with that? First, he was scared and then angry. I was going to offer to train him every day. Training from me. Interrupting me and saying he’s leaving the platoon. He’s going to turn back on his team again? No one would care if someone like that left anyway…or died. No one would see or hear if I do it swiftly. I take out my sword and follow quickly behind Kama. I stare at the back of his neck at the exact spot I plan to stab him through. It’ll be quick. 

Suddenly, I lose my balance and fall forward. The Scrap Mana that was instructed to augment my lower body ran out. I stand back up. Kama now farther in the distance. Why’d I want to kill him again? I couldn’t have been that angry. I don’t know what I was thinking. It was a good thing that my Enhancement magic ran out. I sheath my sword. I look around. For some reason, I feel like someone’s watching me. Could it be more of those bandits we encountered earlier? The only thing around me are trees and stray monsters. 

The reality hits me again. Everyone from Kane’s group’s gone… Which means we failed the second request and the third request. We have no leads for the bandit hideout. Ragnar’s group is wiped out too. The missing husband, Henry, gone. Under the circumstances, it couldn’t be helped.  But it’s not all lost. We came back with Ariane and Ragnar. The family of four too. And the Artificial Magic Weapons. We have fewer arms to carry them with, but it’ll weigh out some of our losses. I hurry up and rejoin with the others. 

“There he is. Our great leader. Did you get lost?” Jetia asks. “Let’s get out of here already.”

“Not yet. I need everyone to pick up the Artificial Magic Weapons again to carry back to our transportation,” I say. By Kama, Vicki, and Jetia frowns. “We may have made a few mistakes and failed the requests, but we can still balance it out a little with the value of those weapons.”

“I’m not carrying anything back,” Kama says.

“Sorry, Kai. I’m too tired,” Vicki says.

“Forget about the weapons. It’s about time you paid for your stupidity,” Jetia says with a smile. He just wants to see me demoted as soon as possible. I’m no doubt that I’ll be demoted to Corporal again, but he seems to have forgotten about the punishment. That’s for the whole platoon.

“I’ll be able to help with that,” Ragnar says. “It’s the least I could do.”

“I’ll appreciate it if you can take one or two lying around,” I say.

“I’ll take all of them.”

I knit my eyebrows. Several seconds later, something made out of stone appears in front of him. It looks like a wagon, but can it move? “Put everything in here. After a few adjustments, we’ll be able to move it over to your transport.”

“If you say so,” I say. We gather the Artificial Magic Weapons around us and put them in the stone wagon Ragnar created. Somehow, it’s able to move as if it was an ordinary wagon. I lead everyone back to the transportation. Ragnar and Ariane take a small detour for Cedric. I haul the weapons on the wagon to our transportation. Ragnar and Ariane following closely behind. Ariane, Ragnar, and Cedric join Marin, Ruby, and me on the first wagon. Ariane heals my injuries on our way back to Beltan. I also inform her of the request we accepted. The gate opens for us before we get there.
“Ragnar?!” one of the guards at the gate exclaim. “Alert the chief!”

“Got it!” the other one says and then runs into the village. We go in as well and head to Ariane’s house. Her parents are waiting outside. Several guards tail us from behind. Many of the villagers’ eyes are on us. 

“Ragnar, let go of Ariane at once!” Ariane’s father exclaims.

Ariane hops off the wagon. I follow her. “No, dad! You’re misunderstanding. Ragnar isn’t holding me hostage.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I heard from Kai. You told him I was kidnapped, but I wasn’t!”

“If you weren’t kidnapped, then what happened? You randomly decided to leave and you came back with Ragnar?”

“Ragnar came during the night. He asked me if I wanted to go with him. I went with him.”

“He threatened you, of course you’d go with him.”

“No, dad. He didn’t threaten me. I went with him out of my own accord.”

“He brainwashed you. There’s no other reason why you would go with him.”

“Why can’t you accept that I wanted to go with him? 
“Because your life is better here. Out there, you have no certainty about the future. You could die at any time.”

“You exiled him from the village without telling me first. There was no other way I could be with him.”

“Well, you’re not going to live a life out there, and that’s final.”

“I’m not going to leave the village again. Ragnar will stay in the village too.”

“That’s impossible. He’s definitely going to be executed for his crimes.”

“No! Please, dad. Don’t let them execute him. He hasn’t done anything wrong. Anything you think he did is a misunderstanding. Please trust me on this.”

“How can I trust you? We’ve told you to never use your magic and you said you won’t, but always break that promise.”

“You’re right, and I’m sorry. Ragnar and I will never use magic again, so please. Give him a chance. If either of us use magic again, you can do whatever you want with Ragnar, and I’ll do everything you say.”

“Why would you go so far for him? What’s your plan?”

“I don’t have a plan. I just…love him. I can’t live a life without him. So, please…don’t take him away from me.”

He crosses his arms, frowns, and closes his eyes for several seconds. He opens them and answers, “You’re not seeing clearly because you’re in love with him.”

“You’re the one not seeing clearly because of your misunderstanding.” Ariane turns toward her mother. “Mom, say something to dad.”

“Sorry, Ariane. I’m with your father on this one. He tried to have us killed over a year ago.”

Four guards and an old man approach us. Ragnar hops off the wagon. Ariane continues, “I’m telling you, that was a misunderstanding! It wasn’t Ragnar who told them to do that!”

“So it is true. Ragnar was captured,” the old man says. The guards surround Ragnar. “I am glad you are unharmed, Ariane.”

“Thank god you’re here chief. Take him away,” Ariane’s father says.

Ariane exclaims, “No, wait! Chief, please listen to what I have to say. Ragnar is innocent.”

“What do you mean? Were you not kidnapped and held hostage by him?” the chief asks.

“Of course she was, she’s been brainwashed by Ragnar,” Ariane’s father says.

Ariane takes a deep breath. “I wasn’t kidnapped, chief. Besides, isn’t it strange that Ragnar isn’t putting up a fight? If he wanted to kill you, he could. There’s nothing stopping him. Isn’t that worth something? Please listen to my side of the story. I know what he’s been up to and what happened before he was exiled.”

“Okay. I will give him a chance,” the chief says.

“But chief—“

“Enough. We will discuss with everyone and get the facts straight. We will hear Ragnar’s and Ariane’s sides of the story before deciding. Let us go now.”

“Yes!” Ariane exclaims. “Thank you chief. Isn’t that great, Ragnar?”

“Yeah… Thank you for giving me a chance, sir,” Ragnar says. “Just one thing. There’s a badly injured man in the back of this wagon. Please help him.”
“Do not worry about him. I will have someone bring a doctor to him,” the chief says. “Now, come with us. We have a lot to discuss.”

“I almost forgot,” Ariane’s father says as he turns to me. “Sergeant Kai, thank you for bringing our daughter home. We’ll have to give you your reward for bringing Ariane home later. Enjoy your stay at the village until then.”

“No problem. Glad to be of assistance,” I answer. With that, Ariane and her parents leave with Ragnar and the others in the direction the chief came from.
I sigh. It’s been a long day. My stomach growls. “Marin, Ruby, do you guys wanna find something to eat?”

“Sure. Ruby’s asleep, though. Let’s leave her be.”

“Still? She must’ve been doing some tiring training earlier in the day,” I respond. I wish I could say the same for everyone else. Marin hops off the wagon.

“Shouldn’t we invite everyone else?”

I look away, feeling hesitant considering what happened earlier with Jetia and Kama. “Uh, yeah…if you want.”

“Did something happen with Kama? You’re acting strangely.”

“It’s nothing, really.” I don’t know what she’ll think if I tell her that I almost killed Kama in a fit of anger. “Go ahead and invite everyone else. I think it’s better if you ask.”

“Okay,” she answers and then walks toward the wagon behind ours. She comes back in a minute. “They’re tired and want to rest for a while longer. They’ll look for somewhere to eat with the family.”

“I see.”

“So, that means…it’s just us,” Marin says with a smile. She brushes her fingers on the back of my hand. I gulp.

“Yeah… Let’s find something quick then. I’m starving,” I say while walking deeper into the village. We don’t look around for that long. We sit down at an outdoor bar with seats since there’s no one else here.

“Welcome!” a man greets us. “Oh, you’re from the army, right? The ones who saved Ariane?”

“We didn’t exactly save her, but we brought her back,” I explain.

“Everyone’s glad that she’s back. This one’s on the house for me. What can I get you two?”

“I’d love something with soup that can fill me up,” I say.

“I’ll have what he has,” Marin says.

“Comin’ right up,” he says and then turns around. A full kitchen behind him.

“So…tell me what happened between you and Kama back there.”

I sigh. “I don’t know. I guess I kinda blew up on him. All my frustrations with his lack of drive and desire to get stronger. He’s so complacent with his training when he needs to get stronger. And I just couldn’t understand why he would run away in the middle of a fight, leaving everyone behind. That kinda behavior’s unacceptable. I think I let those feelings overpowered me. I said things I shouldn’t have and blamed him for Dano and Banni’s deaths.

“And, well…he didn’t take it too well. He shouted back. I’ve never seen him so angry. Said everything’s my fault. That I’m selfish and responsible for Dano and Banni’s deaths. And he’s right. I decided on my own that I wanted to get stronger and reach my goal as soon as possible. And that means taking on as many risks as possible. Not everyone wants that.”

“I understand. It’s okay to be selfish, Kai. It’s not your fault Dano and Banni passed away. They chose to come with us. It was an unlucky misunderstanding with Ragnar. You should make up with him.”

“It’s too late for that. He said he was going to leave the platoon as soon as we get back.”

“You can still make up. He might change his mind.”

“Yeah, I could…but I’m just frustrated. I wish everyone could see eye-to-eye with me. Like in the old days, everyone worked toward the same goal in mind,” I say, my eyes feeling watery. “I’m sick of what our team’s become. It feels like everyone’s working against me. That I have to do it all myself to get anything done.”

“You can rely on me and Ruby if you tell us. You can’t blame the others for being that way. They weren’t adventurers…and they haven’t spent their lives fighting. You need to be more open to them and maybe they’ll understand.”

“Okay, I’ll do that from now on. By the way, did you see how they died?”

“Dano and Banni? I’m not sure. It looked like they were drowning, but I didn’t see any Water magic. Ragnar did something.”

“I see. Ragnar’s something else. He’s so strong and he didn’t even go to the Academy. He can make Fire magic freezing cold and Earth magic soft.”

“What? Earth magic soft? Like dirt?”

“No, he made stone as soft as a thin piece of paper. I don’t know. He said it was the same concept as making cold fire.”

“That sounds impossible… He’s changing the special properties of the Fire and Earth magic.”

“I know, right? The fire changed colors to blue too. I’m hoping he can teach us…but this village definitely won’t let him use magic again.”

“That’s disappointing… I’m going to try writing instructions to make soft rock later.”

“And I’m going to try making cold fire. I can’t believe I have so much more to learn. It’s exciting.”

“Food’s ready,” the man comes back with two bowls and sets them on the bar in front of us. “Enjoy.”

My the inside of my mouth waters excessively. Looks like noodles in some soup with meat and other stuff inside. As long as it’s soup, I don’t care. I start digging in.

“Nooo,” a kid whines. “I wanna go to the Academy! I wanna learn magic. I won’t move until you agree to let me go!”

“No, you don’t want to do that,” a woman says.
“But I just said I do!”

“Do you want to be like Sofiel?” I stop gulping down my food. Sofiel? I turn around, finding a woman talking to a small girl lying on the ground.

“Who’s Sofiel?”

“A girl who wanted to learn magic too.”

“Tell me more about her!” I shake my head and turn back around to eat my food.

“Okay, pay close attention. Sofiel was a girl from another village. She was one of many who admired the adventurers who passed through. Since she knew the village wouldn’t let her go to the Academy, she snuck out. Reaching the Academy and eventually graduating. She went on countless adventures hunting monsters with her magic. Her friends were delighted by the presents she brought. 

“Until one day, Sofiel stayed overnight at the village. Screams woke her up, and she smelled blood. Monsters invaded the village. Upright monsters she’d never seen before. She took her weapon and killed them all. But something was strange. They were weaker than any monster she fought before. There were no signs of any villagers anywhere. She only found the body of monsters.

“Sofiel noticed something strange on one of the bodies. It was a necklace she bought for a friend. She walked closer to it and saw a reflection of something on a window. Long sharp fangs, red eyes, and spikes coming out of the skin. She screamed and turned around, but there was no one else. The monster on the ground wasn’t a monster at all. It was her friend. She looked at the window again. The monster was her all along. Sofiel realized she used so much magic, she had become a monster herself. The guilt of murdering the village overcame her. She summoned all her magic one last time. The same magic she used to kill monsters. Because she was a monster, she killed herself.

“Do you still want to go to the Academy?”

“No! I don’t wanna become a monster! That sounds scary!”

The woman laughs. “It is scary, so never learn how to use magic unless you want to be like Sofiel, okay?”

“Okay! I don’t wanna go to the Academy anymore.”

“Good. Let’s hurry on to dinner.”

“Okay!”

Ridiculous. This must be the village folklore Ariane’s father was talking about. Using too much magic turns you into a monster? Heh. These noodles are something else, though.

“I wonder what Sofiel’s doing now,” Marin asks.

“Who knows. I hope she made it out and found somewhere to stay. It’s dangerous outside the city. We don’t know if she didn’t get attacked by monsters.”

“I’m sure she’s fine. We could meet her one day at one of these villages.”

“Maybe.”

Footsteps resound rapidly behind us. “Sergeant Kai?”

I turn around. A guard. I answer, “Yeah, what’s wrong?”
“I need you to come with me. The chief has almost reached a decision regarding Ragnar. He requested your presence along with everyone in your platoon.”

“Okay.” I turn to the man who made us food for a  moment. “Thanks for the food. It was delicious.”

“Any time!”

I follow the guard. We arrive at a house. Inside are the old man from earlier, Ariane, Ariane’s parents, and several other faces I don’t know. Jetia, Vicki, and Kama are here too, but not Ruby.

“Now that everyone is here. From my understanding, Ragnar has killed two members of your platoon, correct?”

“I think so,” I answer.

“Ragnar killed them. I saw it,” Jetia says.

“We have reached our own verdict. We cleared up the misunderstandings and will let him back into the village. His bounty is void, but we will give you a partial reward. First, we will let you decide what to do with him since he has taken your own. Do you wish to forgive him or do you want to punish him? Since you are the leader, you will decide, Sergeant Kai.”

“Don’t forgive that bastard, Kai! Kill him! Get revenge for Dano and Banni!” Jetia exclaims. But I already have my answer. I want Ariane to be happy and to learn magic from him. Killing him is the last thing I want to do. I need to ask him if he knows about my Mana and how he stopped it.

“I’ll forgive him. Everything was a misunderstanding anyway,” I answer.

“I should’ve known you were going to do that,” Jetia says with anger. “Figures, since you don’t even know their names. Their deaths haven’t affected you at all.”

Their deaths have affected me, but I don’t want to cause a scene here. I don’t respond.

“It is settled then. I put Ragnar in a jail cell while we discussed the verdict. I will unlock him immediately and bring him here,” the old man says.

“Yes!” Ariane exclaims. She runs over to me. “Thank you so much for forgiving him Kai!”

“It’s not a big deal. I know he’s lost some too. Do you mind if I bring him here instead?” I ask. “I have more questions to ask him.”

“If you insist. Here is the key,” the old man says and hands me the key. “The jailhouse is one house over to the right.”

“Okay, I’ll be back soon,” I say. Marin tries to follow me. I don’t want to reveal anything to her yet. “I’ll be fine by myself, Marin. Stay here with the others.”

“Okay,” she answers. I leave the house and turn right. I skip over one house and go into the next one. It’s pretty dark in here. There’s only one lantern inside near the entrance. I can’t see anything.

“Hey, Ragnar. Are you here?” I ask. I wonder if I went into the right place. This is one house over, though. It’s weird how there’re no guards here either. I go deeper inside. The entrance to the jail cell is fairly visible. A dark figure inside. He’s facing the other way. “Ragnar?”

“Kai, why are you so weak?” he asks.

“Excuse me?”

“That’s how you lost your friends.”

Dano and Banni? They weren’t really my friends…but they were gone before I got there. Wasn’t because I was weak. The keyhole for the cell is right in front of me.  “What’re you talking about? I wouldn’t go as far as calling Dano and Banni my friends. Weren’t you the one who killed them?  Marin said you drowned them or something. What’d you do exactly?”

I unlock the cell and open the door. The darkness of this place is kind of creeping me out. “They told me you’re free to go. They removed your bounty as well. Aren’t you glad?”

“I’m talking about your other friends.” I freeze up, immediately thinking of Sitos, Drugo, and Hiro. How’d he know about that? Now he’s really creeping me out.

“Wha-wha-what about them?” I ask. I think of that masked man I met. It makes me tremble.

Ragnar laughs. It was just like that man. My eyes widen. He turns around. A white mask with a snake on the right side. “You’re weak, Kai. Nothing has changed.”

No way. I take several steps back. I can’t believe Ragnar was that masked man. He walks forward. Before I know it, my back’s against the wall. He’s the one responsible. He’s right here. The one who killed Sitos, Drugo, and Luna. He’s right here. I can get revenge. I grit my teeth. He doesn’t have any weapons. I have both of mine. I grip onto both of them. I exclaim, “You’ll pay for killing them!”

I unsheath both of my swords and slash Ragnar with both of them. He doesn’t dodge or flinch. I know I hit him, though. Blood is on the ground and on the tip of my swords. “I didn’t even feel it. At this rate, you’ll lose everyone else.”

“No! I won’t lose anyone else! This ends right here!” I unleash a flurry of attacks on him. I have to kill him. I won’t let him hurt Marin. I’m not weak. “Do you feel this, you fucker?!”

Die, die, die! All my attacks connect. There’s no way he can survive this. That’s what he deserves for belittling me and for what he did to Sitos. I swing one last time, cutting off his head. Blood spews out of his neck and all over me. My heart’s beating rapidly. His body falls backward. I did it… I killed him!

I smile while panting. Sitos you can...wait…

My eyes widen. I gulp. I look over to his head. He’s not wearing any mask at all. There’s no mask anywhere. No. Wait. No. I look everywhere, but it’s not there. No, no, no… I look down. Only my body and weapons covered in blood. No, I didn’t kill him, I didn’t! I killed the masked man. He was the masked man but he’s not wearing a mask!
A piercingly loud scream resounds next to me. It nearly bursts my right eardrum. Ariane’s standing right there.

Chapter 51 – Drosera Army – Secrets
“How could you…” Ariane mutters and then bawls. This is really bad. She sluggishly walks toward Ragnar and then falls to her knees. “Ragnar…”

“Ar-Ariane it-it’s not wha-what it looks like,” I say. My entire body’s stiff. “I know... I know it…looks like that I—“

“Killed Ragnar…? I trusted you. I want to trust you, but…” Ariane sniffles. “I heard it. You wanted Ragnar to pay for killing those two.”
“Dear lord…” the chief says behind me. The chief walks in and glances at me. He closes his eyes and shakes his head. I know what he’s thinking. It’s not right.
“N-no... I didn’t do it.” I say and shake my head. “I-I can explain.”

“There is no need. You did not forgive Ragnar for taking the lives of those two men.”
“No, yo-you don’t understand…”

“I understand that you wanted to execute him yourself.”

“No! I thought no there was someone else here with a white mask that I met in the past and I know it was him and—“

“Please, save the excuses. Is that not his blood on your weapons?”

Blood drips from both of my weapons. Ragnar’s head is separated from his body. None of this makes any sense to me. But this is a truth I can’t deny. I killed Ragnar. I sheath both of my weapons. I walk toward Ariane and reach for her shoulder. “Ariane, I’m sorry.”

Someone grabs my arm before it reaches her. It’s Ariane’s father. Her mother is here too. He says, “How could you do such a thing?”

I don’t say anything and look away. No one here’s going to believe me with these circumstances. It doesn’t matter what I say. “Because of you, my daughter is in tears.”
“I’m really sorry,” I say.

“Save it,” he says and then lets go of my arm. “I’m thankful that you brought Ariane back, but what you just did is unforgivable. We’ll meet you back at our house when we’ve finished things here. Hand you the reward for bringing Ariane back so you can be on your way.”

“Okay,” I answer. But there’s one thing that’s bothering me. I don’t think I should mention this, but this other part of me really wants to ask. The urge is too strong. The more money we bring back, the lesser punishment we’ll receive, after all.  “What about the partial reward for bringing Ragnar back?” 
Ariane’s parents glare at me. The chief turns around and asks, “You have the gall to ask for such a thing after what you did?”

Stupid. I’m so stupid. I turn around and head out. Why’d I decide to ask that in this situation? Outside, everyone else that was at the chief’s place stares at me.  Kama and Vicki are standing farther away from me compared to Jetia and Marin.
Jetia smiles and then says, “I was wrong about you, Kai. You played me. You played all of us. It was an ingenious plan because they may not have chosen to execute him if you chose to give him a punishment. Man, I really thought you were going to forgive him.”
“It’s not what you think,” I say with a frown. “I did forgive him. This was all an accident.”

“Right, you accidentally took out your swords and killed him. For once, you did something befitting of a leader. You killed him acting on the platoon’s best interests. Don’t be ashamed. Dano and Banni can rest in peace now.”
It seems pointless to explain any further. I don’t want to discuss this anymore with other villagers around. Things look bad enough, but I need everyone to be up to speed first before explaining it to Ariane. “They want us to wait outside Ariane’s house until they take care of things here. We head there now. I’ll explain everything when we get there.”

“Whatever you say, Kai. We’ll meet you and Marin there. We’re going to stop by a local diner first. We left the four we rescued there.”

“Okay,” I answer. Jetia walks away with Kama and Vicki. I look toward Marin, finding it strange that she hasn’t said a word. She looks at me with the same look the chief and Ariane’s parents gave me. I automatically assumed that she would believe me without a second thought, but now I’m not so sure. Does she believe me? I’m sure she does. This is Marin I’m talking about. Why wouldn’t she? I refrain from asking and simply say, “Let’s go.”
She doesn’t say anything but follows. I think nothing of it as she tends to be quiet around people she isn’t familiar with. With these villagers nearby, it isn’t anything out of the ordinary. My paranoia of her doubt still lurks the back of my mind. We leave the jailhouse and head over to Ariane’s house. 
Neither of us says anything along the way. Several of the villagers glare at us. I wonder if the news has spread already. We arrive at our transportation, finding that Ruby’s still fast asleep. We sit on the wagon.
“What were you going to tell me earlier?” Marin asks. 

I did promise her that I would explain the stuff that happened with Ragnar back in the forest. Since she didn’t ask about what happened in the jailhouse, that means she believes me, right? Should I tell her about the Void magic or my Mana first? “Right, well. There are two things that—“

“Hey!” Derek exclaims. He runs up to us from Ariane’s house. “Big sis’!”
Marin and I exchange glances briefly. I shrug. Derek’s grin drops into a frown when he reaches us. “Big sis’… You brought her back, right?”

“Yeah,” I answer.

“She’s okay, right?”

I don’t respond immediately. She was completely fine when we brought her back, but things have gotten complicated. She’s fine, but she’s not fine. Her little brother’s probably thinking of her physical health. I don’t think he can understand why she would be hurting right now. I also don’t want to mention it because I’m the cause. “Yeah, she’s in good health.”
Derek smiles. “That’s good! ‘Cause I was really worried! I miss her. Where’s she now?”

The happy look he has right now. It fills me with guilt. I look away before answering, “She’s with your parents right now. They’ll be back soon.”

“Hmm… Okay. I’ll wait here until she comes back.”
I don’t want him to be here when the others come back and I have to explain what happened earlier. I suggest, “Why don’t you wait inside? You can surprise Ariane when she comes home.”

“That’s a good idea! I’ll do that!” he exclaims and then runs inside. 

The wagon shakes slightly. Ruby yawns while sitting up. “Mmm… Kai?”

“Did you have a good nap?” I ask. She stretches and then rubs her eyes. Suddenly, she lunges toward me and puts her hand on my face. It makes my heart race. She strokes my cheek with her fingers.

“What happened? Are ya hurt?” she asks. She takes her hand off, showing blood on her fingertips; Ragnar’s blood. ”This much blood. Wasn’t here before.”

I turn away and say, “It’s not mine. It was from an accident.”

Ruby yawns. “’Kay, that’s good. When’re we leavin’?”
It’s good that Ruby seems to take no interest in the accident. I don’t want to have to explain to her what happened. It might do something worse to her. “Soon. You can go back to sleep, if you want. Just waiting for everyone to get back.”
“’Kay… I’m goin’ back ta sleep.”
Ruby lays down on the wagon again. It worries me a little if she’s overworking herself, but it’s probably nothing. I look toward Marin, smile and then shrug. I whisper, “Tonight, okay?”
“Fine,” she whispers back. 

The family of four are walking in the distance, but not toward us. Jetia and the others aren’t with them. “Those four…where’re they going? I’m gonna check it out. Wait here.”

“Okay.”

I hop off the wagon and jog toward them. I ask, “Where’re you guys going?”

They stop walking and turn toward me. The two young girls hide quickly behind their parents. I cock an eyebrow. The man says, “We just want to go home.”
They’re scared, but why? I think of the glares we received on our way here. What kind of news has been spreading? It’s been less than twenty minutes since Ariane found Ragnar in that state. I respond, “Right…but we promised that we would bring you to Drymo. We’re going to leave soon.”

“We’re thankful that you saved us, but I think we’re fine from here. We will ask for a separate escort. We don’t want to trouble you too much.”
I won’t accept this. If they aren’t with us, then we won’t get any credit for saving them. It will all be for naught. Then the punishment will come down harder. “That’ll take at least a day, maybe more. Come with us, I insist. We can get you home tonight.”

“We’ll do as you say. Just don’t hurt us, please.”

“I’m not going to hurt you… Just wait in the same wagon over there,” I say while pointing to the wagon behind Ruby and Marin. The man says nothing more and walks in that direction with his family.

“I thought he was a good person…” one of the two young girls mutters.

“Shh,” the woman whispers. “Be quiet.”
I sigh. I want to clear up this misunderstanding as soon as possible. I don’t want everyone to think I’m some kind of monster. I rejoin with Marin at the wagon.
“Where were they going?” Marin asks quietly.
“They were trying to hitch a ride somewhere else. They…” I pause for a moment, not wanting to acknowledge to Marin how they were acting toward me. “…were scared of me.”

“I’m not scared of you.” Marin puts her hands on top of mine. “You made a mistake. Everyone makes mistakes.”

A mistake? No, it was an accident. The paranoia that Marin doesn’t trust me grows. The person I trust most in the world right now. I need her to believe me. “But it was an accident…not a mistake.”

“Mistake, accident, same thing.”

“It’s not the same thing!” I exclaim while throwing my arms in the air, removing her hands from mine. I didn’t mean to say that so loud, but it just happened. Ruby doesn’t flinch. 
Marin frowns. “Well, I won’t know if it was a mistake or an accident unless you tell me about it. I only know that you killed Ragnar…”

I take a deep breath. “You’re right… I’m sorry. I’ll make sure to explain it all when Jetia and the others arrive.”

The three of them are walking toward us now. I tap Marin’s shoulder and nudge my head in their direction. I want to meet them a bit away from the wagon so that Ruby doesn’t hear it in case she wakes up. We hop off the wagon and then meet them half-way.

“We didn’t find those four anywhere. Looks like they’re back here,” Jetia says.

“Yeah,” I reply. So it wasn’t Jetia who told them about what happened. “Well, now that we’re here alone, let me tell you what happened.”

I explain to everyone what happened exactly when I went to the jailhouse. Everyone gives me weird looks and doesn’t say anything in response. I ask, “So? What do you guys think?”
“Wow. So let me get this straight. So, you thought Ragnar was that guy with a white mask that killed your friends from the Academy, so you killed him. Afterward, you realized he wasn’t wearing a white mask, and it was just Ragnar.”
It doesn’t sound the same when he repeats it, but it’s right. So I answer, “Yeah.”

Jetia laughs. “Look, there was nothing wrong with yer decision to take out Ragnar. You did yer job as the leader, Kai. There’s no need to make up this crazy story that you can’t possibly think anyone would believe.”
“I’m not making this up! It happened! It’s true!” I exclaim. I can’t believe this. Kama and Vicki not saying anything is one thing, but Marin too. Does this mean she really doesn’t believe me, or is she just hesitant on saying something?

“You had questions you were going to ask Ragnar. That’s why you wanted to get him yerself, right? Tell us about those questions.”

“Of course. I wanted to ask him…” I pause. I wanted to ask him about how he beat my Mana using only Rich Mana or worse. I can’t exactly tell everyone here about that. I quickly think of something else. “…how he was able to make Fire magic cold and stuff like that again. He wasn’t very clear the first time.”
“Why’d you have to do it in secrecy? You told Marin that you wanted to go on your own when she offered.”

I open my mouth to say something, but there’s nothing. I’m trapped. I can’t say anything in my defense. I simply answer, “You’re just gonna have to trust me on this.”

“I trust yer decision to execute Ragnar. He had it coming. Don’t believe this crazy story of yers, though.”

It doesn’t bother me a great deal that Jetia doesn’t believe me. I’m used to him constantly disagreeing, but Marin. I need her to believe me. To trust me. If I gather everyone’s opinion one by one, Marin would feel more comfortable sharing her thoughts.

“What about you, Kama?” I ask. “Look, I’m also really sorry about earlier. You weren’t wrong.”

He rolls his eyes and then says, “I don’t know, Kai. You probably thought killing Ragnar would make me feel better about you…but I don’t. Your story is too far-fetched even for you.”
“Vicki?”

“I think you regretted your decision to kill him…and now you’re making up this story,” she responds.
My palms sweat. “Marin?”

“Well…I…” she mutters while looking at the ground. Ariane’s walking quickly this way. I gulp.

“Wait, hold that thought, Marin. Ariane’s back. I need to talk to her,” I say and then walk toward her. Her head is tilted down. “Hey, Ariane.”

She walks past me without saying a word. I match her pace and walk by her side. “Listen, I need to talk to you about what happened.”

She remains quiet. She’s headed to her house. I continue, “Long story short, when I got to the jailhouse, there was someone else there. It wasn’t Ragnar. He was the one who killed my friends during the attack. It sounded like him and he wore the same white mask. So, I killed him. But then I realized it was actually Ragnar. So it was an accident. Do you understand now?”

Still, nothing. “I didn’t want to kill him. In fact, I wanted him to teach me about all the magic he learned how he do on his own. I wouldn’t want to kill him. You believe me, right? Say something.”
We reach the front door of her house. She opens it. Derek’s standing in the middle, blocking her way in. He exclaims with a grin, “Big sis’! Welcome home!”
Ariane doesn’t move or say anything for several seconds. “Sis’? What’s wrong with your eyes? They’re so red…”

For some reason, those words remind me of the red eyes I encountered that day in the forest. The Anomaly. It had bright red eyes. I grab Ariane and then turn her body around to face me. The eyes aren’t the same. Her eyes are simply red from crying. An appearance I’m very familiar with. She shoves me away and then slams the door behind her. “Sis’? Say something!”
I stand outside of her door for a while longer, eventually hearing another door slam.

“Big sis’!” Derek yells. The banging of a door resounds. I should know what she’s feeling like. I experienced it myself. She’ll come to understand that I’m telling the truth when she calms down. 

I turn around to rejoin with the others. Looks like they’ve returned to the wagon. Marin with Ruby at the front. I walk over and sit next to Marin. I ask, “What were you gonna say earlier?”
She’s quiet for several seconds. “I need more time to think about it, sorry.”

Not the answer I was looking forward to, but it doesn’t mean that she doesn’t trust me. It’s a lot of information to take in. She knows me. She knows that I’m not the kind of person to do something like this. She’ll come to the right conclusion in the end. I wait in silence with Marin while waiting for the return of Ariane’s parents. I think about telling them the full story too, but I should probably refrain. They’re a stubborn bunch. It takes them around ten minutes to arrive. 

We hop off the wagon to greet her parents together. Ariane’s father asks, “Sergeant Kai, have you seen my daughter?”

“Yeah, went into the house about ten minutes ago,” I inform.

“See, you had nothing to worry about, dear,” Ariane’s father says.

Ariane’s mother takes a deep breath and then says,  “Thank goodness. She said she was going to go back early to see Derek, but she seemed strange. It was Ragnar’s funeral that she left early.”

“She realized he was gone and moved on. She’s a big girl now. Anyway, come inside, and we’ll hand you the reward so you can be on your way.”
“Right,” I say and then follow him into the house. Derek’s laying down on the floor at the end of the hallway in front of a door.

“Derek, what’re you doing? If you’re sleepy, sleep in your bed!” Ariane’s mother exclaims as she walks over to him.

“Wait here, I’ll grab your reward,” Ariane’s father says as he walks into the adjacent room.

“Big sis’… She came home and didn’t say anything to me. She went into her room and locked the door. Does she hate me now?” Derek asks and then cries.

Ariane’s mother hugs Derek and says, “It’s okay, Derek. She doesn’t hate you. She’s had a rough day. Let me try talking to her.”
She knocks on the door. “Ariane? Are you in there?”

Ariane’s father comes back. He opens his palms and says, “Here, take it.”

A gold coin is in his palms. I widen my eyes. “A gold coin? Are you sure?”

“Yes, we’re really happy Ariane is back with us. Take it before I change my mind. I’m trying to keep composure. I still can’t forgive you for what you did.”

I take it the coin from him. A gold coin is a very large amount for requests from the army. We’ve typically received no reward at all since they are all people in need who can’t afford the expensive services of Adventurers. 
“Honey, Ariane’s not answering and the door is locked,” Ariane’s mother informs. “She completely ignored Derek when she got home. I’m worried about her.”

“I’m coming, dear,” Ariane’s father says. “Be on your way now that you’ve received your reward.”

He walks over to the end of the hallway. Marin says, “We should go.”

“Ariane?” Ariane’s father asks as he knocks on the door. “Unlock the door this instant. Don’t make me break it down, because I will.” 
A bad feeling lurks at the back of my mind. Something’s not right here. I feel partially responsible because I’m the one who killed Ragnar. The most important person to Ariane. The one she loves. I took it. Just like how that masked man took mine… But my case was an accident. I didn’t mean to. I really want her to know that.
“Yeah…but I’m worried about Ariane. I want to make sure she’s okay,” I say. Ariane’s father rams the door with his shoulder. I walk down the hallway and say, “Sir, I can help you get into the room.”
“Didn’t I tell you to leave? You’ve received your reward.”

“I’m worried about Ariane too. She seemed off when she came home.”

“Get out, we don’t need your help. If you actually cared about my daughter, you wouldn’t have killed Rag—“ The door busts open. Ariane’s father falls forward. 

Ariane’s mother shrieks. My heart races. 

“Big sis’!” Derek exclaims as he runs into the room.

“Oh my god!” Ariane’s father screams. “Ariane!”
“Derek, no!” Ariane’s mother yells and rushes into the room. I follow.

No way… I can’t believe my eyes. Ariane’s lying flat on her back on top of her bed. Her sheets are completely drenched in blood. So much that it has started to drip onto the floor. She stabbed herself in the throat. I shake my head slowly. Ariane’s mother holds Derek tightly.

“Mommy, what’s wrong with big sis’…?” Derek asks. His mother doesn’t answer.

“Dear…she’s…gone…” Ariane’s father informs. 

Ariane’s mother cries. Derek follows shortly afterward. Ariane’s father stands up and turns to me with tears dripping down his face. His eyebrows are narrowed and he grimaces before exclaiming, “You!”

He rushes toward me and then shoves me into the wall in the hallway. “This was all because of you! You knew that Ariane couldn’t live without Ragnar, but you killed him anyway! Now, Ariane’s gone. It’s all your fault!”

He opens my palm forcefully and rips the gold coin out.  “Get out of here!”
He stops pushing me into the wall and drops to the ground in tears. Because of me…Ariane’s…dead…?
I should’ve known she was acting strange when she got home… I should’ve known exactly how she was feeling. I could’ve stopped her before she took a knife to her throat. My mind goes completely blank.

Someone pulls on my arm. Marin says, “Kai, we need to go.”
“Yeah…” I answer weakly. We leave the house, shutting the door behind us. I still hear their cries.
“Kai, I know you always blame yourself, but it’s not your fault.”
“But it is, isn’t it…? I took away Ariane’s most important person…and she…”

“You couldn’t have known that Ariane would do that. Like Jetia said, you did what you had to as the leader. It was only right that Ragnar had to die for killing Dano and Banni.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe my story?”

“I’m still deciding… I want to believe you. Those two things you were going to tell me earlier. Are they related to what you had to ask Ragnar by yourself?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“Then I’ll decide after you tell me about that, okay?”

“Okay…”

“I’ll take us back to Drymo, so you take it easy until then, okay?”
I climb onto the wagon where Ruby’s still sleeping tight. The Artificial Magic Weapons we took earlier are all stored on this wagon. I rearrange them a little bit and then lay against the back of the wagon next to Ruby. Marin can take care of the rest. I look at Ruby. She’s sleeping so peacefully with a smile. I close my eyes and try to do the same.
…

Something tickles my nose. Marin says, “Kai, wake up.”

I open my eyes immediately and scratch my nose. Marin’s holding an arrow with the back end pointed toward me. I yawn and ask, “What’re you doing…?”

“Sorry, you wouldn’t wake up otherwise,” she says and then takes the arrow and tickles Ruby’s nose with the fletching. “Ruby, time to get up.”

“Mmm…” Ruby groans. She yawns and rubs her eyes. “Are we home yet?”
“Yeah, we’re back at the Castle,” Marin informs. We’re moving upward. Must be on the Elevator. A guard is with us. I’ve been out for a while. Not sure what’s happening now. “Jetia and the others went to rest. We’re on our way now to store the Artificial Magic Weapons we found in the armory.”

“What happened to the four we rescued?” I ask.

“I know you wanted them to stay until we got to the Castle…but they left before that.”
“What?” If they left before that, we don’t have any proof we saved them. I mean, it’s great that we saved them, but we really need everything we can to reduce the punishment we’ll receive. They were also robbed of everything… We could’ve provided them with something. I thought Marin could take care of everything. The Elevator stops moving.
“Jetia told me they insisted on leaving when we arrived in the Residential District. I didn’t know until we got to the Castle.” I bite my lip. Of course, it was Jetia. He wants nothing more than to see us receive the worst punishment possible. “Umm… Kai?”

Finding her tone strange, I look up, Captain Albius is walking in our direction. Oh, shit…
He smiles. “Sergeant Kai, how’d your missions go? I heard you brought back a load of supplies for us. It must’ve been a huge success! I want to hear all about it…”

My palms sweat and I gulp. He picks up the hammer that tripped me earlier in the day. He presses the button which launches the hammer to the left, but he’s in complete control and balance. “Artificial Magic Weapons, very nice. You’re well on your way on becoming a Lieutenant.”
He puts the weapon back on the wagon. He looks toward Marin and Ruby. “These two sweethearts can take these to the Armory by themselves, right?”
Ruby looks away. I hope she doesn’t make a scene here, especially since how she tried to kill him the last time they met. But, she should remember that we have to respect our superiors. I need her to be compliant since Marin isn’t as comfortable. I hop off the wagon and ask, “You two can take care of the rest, right Ruby?”

“Anythin’ fer ya, Kai!” Ruby exclaims. “Let’s go, Marin.”
With that, Ruby takes the reins of the horses and leaves in the direction of the Armory. Why does she have to completely ignore Captain Albius in a time like this? 

“Those two are beautiful, aren’t they?” Captain Albius asks while watching them leave. It doesn’t seem like he’s insulted in any way but have no idea what he’s getting at. “Let’s go for a walk.”
I follow him along the hallway perpendicular to where the girls were going. I think the best thing to do in this situation is to agree. “Yeah…”

“The red long haired one is a little cold and aggressive.” 
“Sir, she didn’t mean to disrespect you in any way.”

“Oh no, I’m not offended. I don’t dislike it when they’re a little feisty. It makes my job more interesting, you know?”

“Yeah…”

“You’re a lucky man to be surrounded by these two beauties every day. You’ve known them for a while, right? Are you particularly close to either of them?”

He can’t be possibly asking about that, right? Does he know about Marin and I? Or is he suspicious? I don’t know why he’s asking me this or how it’s related to anything.

Captain Albius laughs and then says, “Not much of a conversationalist, are you? Well, tell me how you bested outlaws and saved lives today.”

“Right…” I don’t know where to start. I should probably clear up the misunderstanding that the mission was a success. It was the complete opposite. I don’t want to keep him out of the loop for too long or it might seem like I’m trying to lie to him. I take a deep breath. “Actually, we weren’t very successful…”

“Oh? That’s disappointing.”

“But it was completely out of our control! There were a lot of misunderstandings, and one thing happened after another. We did rescue a family of four from a bandit group and collected those weapons.”
“That’s all you did? What about the four requests you took on?”

“Tha-that is…well…it didn’t go as planned.”

“So, you failed to complete all four requests?”

“Well, we did complete one, but then something happened… Look, it’s really complicated, but I assure you that it wasn’t our fault. We found one bandit group which led to another—“

“It sounds like you have a lot to explain. Give me the full report tomorrow morning in my office. I’ll have to report this to General Nero too, but don’t worry. He’s a really understanding guy. You brought back a lot of valuable items and depending on what happened, you won’t be penalized. There won’t be a punishment.”

“Really?” That’s great to hear. General Nero was the one who easily forgave us for letting Sofiel go. If he’s involved, I’m not worried about anything. Maybe he’s the reason we didn’t receive anything bad after the disaster last week. But then again, those could be freebies because of our good performance early on.
“That depends on your report and General Nero. That’s all I have for you. Keep up the good work, Sergeant Kai.”

“Yes, sir!” I exclaim and then head for the Armory. 
Marin and Ruby are coming out with the wagon. It looks like they finished transporting everything. Marin asks, “How’d it go with Captain Albius?”
“I’m not sure. I have to give him the full report tomorrow morning. He’s going to report it to General Nero too. It doesn’t sound like we’ll receive that bad of a punishment, but I’m not sure. We’ve been only getting bad results lately. I don’t want to be demoted because we’ll be farther away from reaching our goal.”

“Didn’t we do good this time?” Ruby asks. Right. She doesn’t know because she hasn’t been paying attention to the mission details lately. “We took out the bad guys!”

“Well, the mission wasn’t to take them out. We had to save certain people...and we didn’t succeed,” I inform. 
“It’s okay. We’ll do a better job next time! I’ll work extra hard fer ya and everythin’ will be okay!” Ruby exclaims with a grin.

“How can you be so sure?” I ask.

“I just know.”

She’s definitely has been overworking herself with how often she’s been taking naps today. I can’t rely on Ruby to work even harder. She’s been putting in a lot of work, but everything lately has been my fault.  It won’t help us much more if Ruby puts in more effort than she has been. Marin’s right. I’ve been trying to do everything on my own. If we all work hard together, we can achieve anything. “You’re right.”

Getting demoted is one thing, but I don’t want Ruby or Marin to suffer the consequences of my mistakes. “I’m just concerned about the punishment if there is one.”

“You said Captain Albius will report it to General Nero, right?” Marin asks.

“Yeah,” I respond.

“He forgave us easily when we let Sofiel escape. I’m not worried.”
“I guess. I’ve never heard of what punishments entail and I’m just worried.”

“I’ll endure anythin’ fer ya, Kai!” Ruby exclaims.

“I’m glad to hear that, Ruby. But if something’s bothering you, let me know immediately, okay?”

“’Kay!”

“Well, I can take the transportation back to the stables and then you two can head to bed,” I offer.

“No, I can do that,” Ruby says. “I slept lots…and I’m not tired anymore!”

“Okay, good night.”
Ruby smiles and answers, “Good night, Kai and Marin.”

“Good night,” Marin says. With that, she leads the wagon to the Elevator. I exchange a glance with Marin. I still owe her an explanation for earlier. We go our separate ways for now. I head back to my room. I take off all my armor and then take a shower. Afterward, I rest on my bed. I collect my thoughts on how to explain everything to Marin.
Someone knocks on my door. I walk over to open it, expecting Marin. I invite her inside and then lock the door. She sits on my bed and says nothing else. She’s probably expecting me to go right into it. It’s going to be easier to show her and explain at the same time.
“Okay, well… As you know, there are three grades of Mana,” I say. I open my palm and emit Scrap Mana.

“Scrap Mana.” I do the same for the rest. “Unrefined Mana, and Rich Mana.”

Marin gives me a look like she’s running out of patience. “So, on the first day of the Academy, these were the three I saw, but the one Emdos taught me how to control is neither of them.”

I release my Mana through my palm. One that is a deeper blue than Rich Mana. Marin widens her eyes and exclaims, “Wow!”
She stands up and moves closer to the hand emitting my Mana. “So that hole you saw in the rock before… I utilized Layered magic by using all four grades of Mana that I have, with this last one in the middle.  I was planning to surprise Ragnar with it since he was so strong. That’s when I saw Ariane and tried to warn Ragnar. He tackled it head-on and stopped my attack. I couldn’t believe how he managed to do that because Scrap Mana can’t beat Unrefined Mana, Unrefined Mana can’t beat Rich Mana so nothing can beat my Mana which is stronger than Rich Mana.”

“I see, it all makes sense now. You wanted to ask Ragnar about how he stopped it with his magic, right?”

“Yeah… He seems to know so many things we don’t. Like making a rock soft like paper and making fire cold. There must be a reason. So, there’s no way I would kill him like everyone thinks I did!”

Marin frowns. “But…you did kill him, right?”

“I…did…but it was an accident. You remember what I told you, right? I saw that masked man. The same white mask. His voice. Everything was the same. You believe me, right?”
She doesn’t answer immediately. I told her everything she needs to know to understand I didn’t want to kill him. I concentrate deeply on her eyes. My heart pounds rapidly. She will believe me. I need her to. She will. She’s thinking about how to say it. 

“Of course I do!” she exclaims with a smile. “I know you wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

I let out a breath of relief. I knew it. She believes me. I can’t believe how worried I was that she wouldn’t. She asks, “Were you worried I wouldn’t?”

“A-a little bit,” I admit.

“Tell me more about your Mana! There’s more, right? You said there were two things. Can Emdos use this too?”

“One question at a time. I’ll get to everything,” I say. “Emdos doesn’t have this Mana, but he taught me how to manipulate Mana before I went to the Academy. I’ve told you this before, but you didn’t know about my Mana.”
“That’s amazing, Kai… Rich Mana is already so hard to control, but you managed to control this before going to the Academy! Oh…”

“What?”

“I remember when Moria announced that you had E ranks for the three Mana qualities. You said you were going to show everyone your true power.” Flashbacks to my first day of the Academy. I immediately think back to that soup. Oh, god, no. It was the absolute worst thing I ever tasted. “But then, you didn’t.”
“Oh, that… Yeah, I was planning on showing everyone my special Mana, but I felt something cold. Like something was telling me not to do it. I think it was Emdos…but I’m not sure. He told me to never show anyone my Mana or the book.”

“Book?”

“It’s gone now. The book had a note from my father and information about Void magic.”

“What do you mean it’s gone? And what’s Void magic…?”

“It’s easier to show you. I have to use my Mana with Void magic or else it doesn’t work,” I say while writing instructions and bonding my Void Affinity to my Mana. I instruct them to create the same purple portal as I always do. I release my Mana and then activate it. Two identical purple portals appear; one behind the other.  It extends from the floor to several inches higher than my head. The width is a bit wider than the frame of my body with my arms resting on my sides.“Try walking through the one in the front from the middle. Don’t let any part of your body leave the edge.”
“Wha-what happens if I do? Is this going to hurt?”

“Nothing happens, literally. Watch.” I stand in the middle between the two portals. I walk forward and lean forward so that only my head goes through.

“Yo-your he-head!”

I see the back of my body going through the portal in front. “If your body is within the boundary of the portal, you can go through to the other side. But, if you let any part of your body outside this boundary…”

I extend my arm into the portal in front so that it comes from the back like my head. But then I stretch it to the left, eventually leaving the edge of the purple portal. My vision changes instantly. The wall in front of the first portal is now visible. I take a few steps back. “See? No pain and nothing happens if you leave the boundary. Stay in the boundary, you go to the other side.”
“Ca-can I try…?” Marin asks. She still seems a little shaken.

“Sure,” I answer. I move aside. She stands between the two portals and then walks forward. She keeps her arms close to her body as she slowly enters the purple portal in front.

“I see my back!” Marin exclaims. She walks forward, eventually standing in the same position as she did before. She grins. She walks forward into the portal again, this time faster. Faster and faster. She’s practically running now.

“Uh, I’d be careful if I were you,” I warn. “If any part of your body leaves the boundary—“

“I’ll hit the wall, I know!” Watching this makes me feel nervous. “This is fun!”

She stops running. Now standing practically behind the first portal. She balances herself on one leg with the other one stretched behind her. She leans forward and reaches her leg with an arm. She’s already found an interaction I never thought of on my own. I think about deactivating the portals so she’ll lose her balance and fall. She doesn’t know that I can do that and I can pass it off as the Mana ran out of juice but I refrain. I ask, “Can I continue?”

She lets go of herself and then moves out of the way. “Yeah.”

“Well, these things are two-sided. You can do the same for the other side. I can decide which side goes to which side. Magic goes through too,” I inform. I know what she’s going to ask next with that smile of hers. “No.”

She frowns. I continue, “Well, this is the magic that I learned using a Magic Scroll that was inside the book. I learned it during my second year, but I didn’t want to get too far ahead, so I didn’t read more. When we were moving to our new rooms after the tournament, Hiro was about to find it, so I had to take it with me in a backpack. I think I lost the book in those caves down there…”

I try not to think about Hiro or any of the others. “I see… What’d the note from your father say?”

“I don’t remember exactly. Something about me being the last hope. It didn’t make that much sense to me. I don’t know anything about him other than that he left this book for me…and I lost it. If only I had taken training more seriously. I might’ve been able to learn some really strong magic and prevented all this from happening.”

“Stop blaming yourself for everything that’s happened, Kai. It’s not your fault. Things might’ve still happened the same way even if you did learn more from the book. So what if you lost it? We can always go back to get it. You’re sure that you lost it in that place, right?”

“I think so…but are you sure you want to go back there?” I ask. With those blue blobs that kill things with a touch. We barely made it out alive. “The only entrance we know is buried under rubble and it’s dangerous inside.”

“Moria and the other teachers will rebuild the living quarters eventually. The next time we go, we’ll be more prepared. Bring strong people with us so we don’t have to be scared. I’m saying the book isn’t gone forever.”

“I guess you’re right,” I admit. Though I wouldn’t want to go back there regardless. 

“Does Emdos know anything about your father?”

“He said he knew my father and that he passed away, but he wouldn’t tell me more than that. I would ask him if I see him again, but…”
“It’s okay, Kai. You’ll meet him again, eventually. He wouldn’t leave forever without saying goodbye.”

“Yeah, I know… By the way, did you know you could deactivate magic after activating it?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Oh… it’s nothing,” I say. Good thing I didn’t decide to play that prank on her. I suppose with Marin’s expertise in Runic and Earth magic combined with her curiosity, it isn’t too strange that she tested that already. Does Ruby know too? It doesn’t make sense that she would because deactivating Fire magic mid-flight or Wind magic serves no purpose. I’ll ask her tomorrow. “Anyway, I’ve been doing my own training with this, trying to find other uses for Void magic.”

I send out a bit of my Mana to deactivate both of the purple portals. They disappear immediately. I write new instructions. Marin asks, “How long do these portals last when you don’t deactivate them?”
“It depends on how much Mana I supply to them and the size of the portal. I think these would last several minutes.”

“Can you create more than two pairs of entrances and exits?”

“I think so, but I never tried.”

“Have you tested the upper limits of how much Void magic you can use?”

Must be talking about what’s the largest portal I can make. “I haven’t tried that. This stuff drains my Mana pretty fast, and I haven’t gotten that comfortable manipulating it yet. I think doing something like that would drain me and I would get nothing from it. I can’t see a situation where doing something like that would be useful.”

“I see…” she says and nods her head. Looks like she’s in deep thought. “Continue.”
“I found that you can create one-sided portals, but it’s really weird.” I activate my Mana, creating two portals in the same place as last time. Going through the front leads to the one in the back. This time, there’s nothing on the other side. 
“What’s different?”

“Take a look at the front of the first portal and the back of the second one,” I say. She moves behind it, so I can’t see her, but she should be able to see me. “It’s completely blank and you can see through it like it’s not even there, but it is there from the other side.”

“Wow… Can you see me?”

“Nope. And you can see me, right?”

“Yep.”

“Yeah, so I think I could use this to secretly use Void magic so no one finds out, but people could be able to see me go from one place to the next which brings too much attention to me,” I say and then walk through the front of the portal.

“Wait, Kai, do that again!” Marin exclaims suddenly.

“What’s wrong?”

“Walk through the portal again, slowly.” Unsure of what she’s planning, I do as she says. I slowly walk into the portal. “Stop!”

I stop. I wonder what’s on her mind now. I see the back of my body as before. She hasn’t said anything in several seconds. “Marin?”

“Kai…you disappeared from the portal in front. I only see your head in the portal behind you.”

I widen my eyes. “What?”

“See for yourself,” Marin says and then comes out from behind the first portal. “Stand behind there and watch me do the same thing.”

“O-okay.” Still a bit shocked, I do as she says and stand behind the portal in front.

“I’m going to put my hand through now.”

“Okay,” I answer, not sure what to expect. Marin slowly extends her arm in front of her. I blink once and she was gone. What the hell happened? But her hand is on the other side, behind where she should be, but she isn’t. “Marin?”
“I’m still here,” she responds. It sounds like she’s right in front of me. I walk out, finding that she really is there, but it’s strange. If I’m not looking from behind the portal, she’s completely visible. Looking at it from an angle, she’s half invisible, half not. 

“Looks like you’re only invisible if someone looks from the opposite side of the one sided purple portal. Can you try one thing for me?” I ask and then stand behind the purple portal again.
“Sure, what is it?”

“Can you try extending your other arm to your side but not past the boundary of the purple portal?”

“Okay,” she says. Her arm is visible to me, so my theory is correct.

“Thanks, Marin. You can rest now. I could see your arm.”

“Really? That’s interesting.”

“I know. I could do a lot with this. I’ll have to keep training.”

Marin smiles. “Thanks for telling me your secret. It’s safe with me, I promise. I remember what happened to Ragnar’s parents and… I wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to you.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Does Ruby know?”

“No, and I wanna keep it that way.”

“So I’m the only one who knows about it other than Emdos?” Marin asks and then smiles. “I feel special.”

I smile back and respond, “Well, you are special to me…”

We into each other’s eyes without saying a word for several seconds. Marin looks away and then says, “Well…since you shared one of your secrets with me, it’s only fair that I tell you some of mine too.”
I send out some of my Mana to deactivate the one-sided portals. It disappears. I wonder what kind of secrets Marin has. It always seems like she follows rules and regulations. Maybe she broke a rule once here and there? Or maybe she put something in our food… I don’t let my intense curiosity show or else Marin might not be inclined to share everything.  “Sure, what is it?” 
“Starting from our…third year in the Academy… Sometimes I would go into your room when no one was home and lay on your bed…”
Hmm…so that’s why my bed smelled strange from time to time. I smile. She did tell me she had a crush on me for a while, so that’s normal. I mean, I had an urge to lay on her bed too in those days because her scent would be strongest there. 
“…and smell it because it smelled like you… And it would make me feel really hot down there… and I would feel overwhelmed…” Marin’s face turns beet red. I have a feeling I know where this is going. I gulp. “So I touched myself until I felt…better?”
Wow. Was that the strange smell…or was that Marin? I can’t remember. “How often did you…?”

“Whenever I could,” she admits. Well, I was mostly at home during the fourth year, so there’s no way it could’ve been that often then. “Are you mad?”

“No, not really. I just didn’t know you were that crazy about me for so long,” I say and then kiss her. “We both feel the same now, so…”

“Yeah,” Marin says with a smile. She pulls me in closer to her. Just another night for us.
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