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Prologue

 


An Alkalian is Born

 


***

 


It is high noon on an autumn day, with
the sky a clear blue and the golden sun as its centerpiece. A
constant breeze rolls across the mountainous slopes and hills,
passing through narrow strips of forest, and rattling the brittle,
brightly colored leaves loosely clinging to the trees. Somewhere
within the woods flows a river, its current running quick and
smooth, a peaceful gurgling sound complementing the calming whoosh
of the wind. Above the forest line, the mountains harden into stone
peaks, their rocky faces towering over the surrounding landscapes
like proud monuments.

Observing the magnificent display of
nature from a hill top, a man dressed in hiking gear, complete with
a heavy brown jacket, matching backpack, and hiking boots, takes a
deep breath of the fresh mountain air, releasing a sigh of
satisfaction with a smile alighting his face. The wind sweeping
across the range flows over him, petting the spiny, short-cropped
red hair on his head and sliding past his smoothly shaved face. A
tall figure among the towering features around him, he stands alone
in the desolate place, marveling in the great expanse of beauty for
miles around him known as the wilderness.

Standing at the top of the hill for a
moment, the serenity of the area around him is partially disrupted
when a static hiss protrudes from a pocket of his vest, and a voice
follows, “Captain, do you copy, over?”

Sighing again before pulling a small,
radio speaker from the pocket, the man holds down a button to
reply, “I copy, Dan, over. What’s up?”

“Oh, just checking in on
you, Captain. How’s the patrol in your area going?”

Gazing at the scenery around him
again, he says, “Peaceful, Dan, just the way I like it. And you
know you don’t have to call me ‘Captain’. Romulus will be
fine.”

“Haha, of course. I was
just following rank, Cap, er, Romulus! So you’re supposed to be
near the Minari-Tirez border, right?”

“Aye, that’s right. Why do
you ask?”

“Did you happen to pass by
the excavation group that’s supposed to be working in that
area?”

“Hmm, yeah, I suppose I
did. I could spot their camp from the top of a cliff, but I didn’t
bother to go down and say hello. I wouldn’t want to bother whatever
important business they have with investigating some apparent
ruins.”

“Hah, more like you didn’t
want them to try giving you a tour of the place!”

“Haha, eh, yeah, you could
say I’m not in the mood for excited chatter over hunks of stone
that are thousands of years old. That stuff’s all boring to
me.”

“Yeah, don’t blame ya. Any
idea what kind of ruins they were uncovering?”

“I didn’t see anything
from outside. I think they were working inside the mountain, as
their camp was right at the entrance of some recently discovered
cave.”

“Ah, they’re probably just
looking at cave paintings or stone tools or something. I mean, what
else could you find in a cave?”

“Hah, right!” Pausing a
moment, Romulus changes the subject by admitting, “Man, I wish Anna
were here to see this. The view out here is amazing. She would love
this.”

“Hmm, I bet. Didn’t you
two just get married?”

“Yep, Dan, we sure
did.”

“And I wasn’t invited to
the reception?”

“Oh come now, you were
still off on patrol! You can’t blame me for not being able to reach
you. And besides, it was all so sudden, I really wasn’t prepared
for it.”

“What do you mean? Didn’t
you propose to her?”

“Well, um,
actually, she proposed to me, if you could believe it!”

“Say what!? Hah, that’s
funny. So, how was the honeymoon?”

“…What
honeymoon?”

“C’mon, you didn’t get to
have a honeymoon with her!? That’s just sad, Romulus, really
sad!”

“Hey, like I said, it was
all unexpected! I had to come back out here for my monthly patrol
right after the wedding. However, we do plan to go somewhere nice
once I get back. We were thinking some fancy resort down in Saratu,
or something like that.”

“Hmm, yeah, they got nice
places down in Saratu. You should check out the Volvaron Resort, if
you could afford it!”

“Haha, we’ll look into it!
But anyway, it would be great if she were here with me right now,
admiring the beauty.”

“And what ‘beauty’ would
you be admiring, eh?”

“Oh, haha, that’s real
ma…”

Before Romulus finishes his statement,
the deafening sound of a great explosion hits him from behind,
echoing across the mountain reaches, and he whirls around to see
what looks like a volcanic eruption off in the distance, fire and
smoke filling the sky above the horizon. With his finger still on
the radio’s button, Dan had heard it as well. “Hey, what was that
noise? Romulus?”

Shaking his head to remove the shocked
expression on his face, Romulus’ professional mentality kicks in.
“I’ll go check it out,” he says before putting the radio away and
taking off in a sprint across the hills toward the looming
eruption.

 


***

 


A few minutes later, Romulus’ haste
comes to a halt at the edge of a cliff as he looks around, gasping
for air, at the sight before him. The whole side of the mountain
was blasted open, as if a giant meteor crashed into it. The forest
between him and the eruption is annihilated, fallen trees scattered
and burning from a shockwave blowing them over. As ashes drift
through the sky over the scene, black snow floating on the breeze,
he hurriedly gets out his radio while looking down near the base of
the mountain, and calls, “Dan, you there?”

“I’m here, Romulus, what’s
going on?”

“I can’t believe what I’m
seeing here, but, it looks like a mountain violently erupted out
here.”

“Really? But there aren’t
supposed to be volcanoes in that region.”

“I don’t know, but that’s
not what concerns me, because…” Upon spotting what he was looking
for, he curses off to the side before continuing, “Dan, you better
get some people out here.”

“Huh? Why? Is there a
wildfire?”

“No.” He grimly stares
down at the crushed remains of a large camp beneath a recent
landslide. “This mountain that blew up was the same one that
excavation group was under.”

“Oh. How bad does it
look?”

“Very bad, Dan. Raise the
closest station to my location, and get them out here with medical
support. I’m going down there to see if there are any
survivors.”

“Whoa, wait, you’re gonna
go in there, alone? What if the thing blows again?”

“Well, I’ll just have to
be careful. Now get some people out here, Dan, that’s an
order!”

“Er, yes, Captain! Over
and out!”

After clicking out, Romulus pockets
his radio and resumes his run, leaving the cliff and heading down a
smoother slope in the direction of the devastation
below.

 


***

 


Moments later, his sprint slowing down
to a walk, Romulus surveys the area before and around him as he
nears what once was the excavation camp, the smoldering forest left
behind him. Boulders have rolled over and flattened the three large
tents that once stood near the base of the mountain, as well as
expensive looking machinery that had been set up nearby. The cave
can’t be seen from the landslide piled up over it, and ashes have
fallen all over the area, covering stone and equipment in sheets of
pale gray and black. Above the decimated site, smoke is clearing
from the lower lip of the crater, as he hopes to himself that there
will not be another eruption. He continues searching through the
destroyed camp, and oddly enough he doesn’t find any bodies. He
grimaces, figuring the researchers must have been in the cave,
inside the mountain, when it blew, and he would have to go in
looking for them.

Approaching the bottom of the
landslide, Romulus judges the sizes and sloppy piling of the
boulders, and knows that he would not be able to climb it normally.
Aware he may have to, he focuses upon an inert ability to enter his
battle morph. A brief flash of brown light consumes him, and coming
out of the light all of his hiking apparel was replaced by a full
suit of tan, leather-like armor, and with inhuman speed and agility
he jumps up from one boulder to another until he is at the top of
the landslide, near the edge of the crater. Becoming ever more
cautious, he slowly moves toward the edge, takes a deep breath to
calm himself, and peeks over into the crater. He can only gasp in
terror at what he sees.

In the crater below him, rather than
seeing a red-hot pool of magma, Romulus looks down upon the
aftermath of a massacre. Miscellaneous pieces of rock are scattered
about the cave floor, along with jagged streaks of burned and
fractured ground. Alongside the rock shards are the scorched and
mutilated bodies of the researchers. Disturbed by what he has
found, he gulps nervously, and forces himself into the crater.
Leaping down to the cave floor far below, landing softly, he
continues his investigation, anxiously searching for
survivors.

As he slowly walks around the scene,
observing both obvious and subtle details, Romulus begins piecing
together facts. The burn streaks across the ground, along with the
wounds upon the researchers, tell him they had been made by
lightning bolt strikes. The smoking, and faintly glowing red rim
around the crater, informs him that, somehow, the whole ceiling and
outer part of the mountain had exploded. Despite the unorganized
appearance of the destruction, the bodies are all set in a circle
around a large, cocoon-shaped structure at the center of the scene.
Whatever had been the cause of all that just happened, the
researchers must not have been ready for it. Still in their human
forms, they had not entered their battle morphs in time to endure
whatever had attacked them.

Wondering what could have possibly
been the cause of this disaster, Romulus realizes whatever it was
must have come from the stone structure. And, with dread, realizes
it could still be nearby. He cautiously approaches the structure,
against his better judgment, as sand appears and swirls around his
right hand, morphing itself into a short blade in his grip. As he
comes closer to it, he notices across the side of the structure
rune-like inscriptions, possibly hieroglyphs of some kind. Could
this have been what the researchers were studying? Hoping he is
ready for the answer, or anything at this point, he comes up to the
structure, floats into the air a few feet above it, and discovers
what the structure is.

Rather than a mere cocoon, the thing
appears to be a sarcophagus, a giant coffin made of stone, engraved
with runes. Romulus makes out the shape of a body that could have
been placed within the sarcophagus, but, to his eerie surprise,
there is no trace of a body in it, it is completely empty. However,
he also notices that there was no lid for it. Whatever had been in
it seems to have broken its way out, due to the small cracks along
the gaping hole into it.

Then, as he put all the pieces
together, fear comes across his face as he realizes what must have
happened: The researchers were studying the sarcophagus, probably
trying to decrypt the runes upon it; they accidentally activated
something, and awoke whatever had been laying dormant inside the
sarcophagus; the thing then annihilated them, blew the mountain
open, and wiped out the forest around it. What is most unsettling
to him, however, is not what this thing has already done, but that
it might still be nearby.

A sudden noise in the deathly silence
grabs his attention, Romulus whirls around, doing a quick,
side-ways maneuver through the air, rolls across the ground, and
holds his blade of sand before him. Expecting to see some
horrifying form of a monster or entity before him, he sees nothing
different about the decimated cave around him. He stays on high
alert, wary that it may still be lurking nearby. After a long,
nerve-racking moment of silence passes, he just begins to calm
himself when he hears the noise again. Switching back into full
alert, his mounting fear becomes mangled by confusion when he
recognizes the noise as it continues. It was the sound of crying.
Something nearby was crying.

Looking around him, Romulus picks out
something he didn’t notice before in his scan of the hollowed cave.
There is a small ledge, obscuring a deeper part of the cave, where
the part of the ceiling that remains slopes down to form a small
space beneath it. The crying is coming from that direction. Ever
cautious, ever alert, he slowly makes his way towards the ledge,
peeks over the top, and comes upon another startling sight. With
yet another slain researcher near it, her chest having been blasted
open by what must have been a lightning bolt, there is another
sarcophagus, covered by runes like the first one but much smaller.
As he tip-toes closer to it, raising his blade to bring it down on
whatever is still in there, the crying noise becomes much louder,
and distressing. In fact, the crying sounds are oddly familiar. But
he doesn’t let his guard down, as there could be no way it
was…

When he looks down into the
sarcophagus, Romulus can’t believe his eyes, confounded so much he
nearly drops his weapon as he lowers it. There, lying within the
coffin, the same kind of coffin some terrible thing had just
erupted from earlier, is a baby, a newborn infant. Naked and
helpless, the child continues to wail and cry, groping at the air
with its little hands and feet, until it looks back up at Romulus.
The big, purple eyes upon the adorable face stupefies him. Unsure
of what to do, he reaches down into the coffin and gently lifts the
infant out of it, all the while staring back into its eyes with his
own brown eyes. As he holds the baby amidst the chaos and
disastrous tragedy, with a possibly unspeakable terror yet
undiscovered and now running loose, all he can think of is what in
the name of the Earth Spirit had, was, and is yet to
happen.


Chapter 1

 


Welcome to School

 


***

 


21 years later…

 


***

 


Taking a breath of the cool autumn
air, a young man looks out across the grassy field toward large
buildings in the distance. He wears a green fall jacket, black
shirt and black jeans, black tennis shoes, and a short-trimmed,
crisp style of black hair. His eyes are a deep shade of purple, and
his face is cleanly shaved for a soft look. After glancing around
to take in the fine day, he walks out to join a growing crowd of
people his age. They are all heading toward the building
complex.

The young adults flood into one of the
interlinked buildings, flow down a large hall, and pool into a
massive auditorium. The people file into the columns of seats in a
civilized manner, greeting and chatting with either friend or
stranger. The green vest man finds himself a seat, and looks about
the auditorium. Marble white walls with sparkles of jeweled dots
surround him, and above is a ceiling with strong support from a web
of metal braces. Shortly after seating, he hears the doors slamming
shut behind him, indicating all the intended people have arrived
and are seated.

The lights dim, the people hush
themselves, and the stage set before the assembly is lit up to
reveal a small podium with a microphone. A middle-age man with
graying hair, wearing a brown tuxedo suit, walks out to the podium,
and most of the audience claps to greet him.

The man speaks into the crowd, his
voice projected through the microphone. “Good evening, students,
and welcome to the most major education complex within our world,
the Alkalian National College! For some of you, this will be your
first year here, and the rest of you have already been here, but
whatever your age group, I’m sure you will enjoy the experiences
that await you here! For the new students with us today, plus any
who have forgotten me, I am the school principal, Professor Ronald
Kaystone. The rest of the staff you will meet when you arrive at
the class they teach. And now, I believe the new students this
year, our freshmen, should be properly introduced with a warm
welcome!”

Rustling up a paper from the podium
and clearing his throat, he continues, “As I read off this list
before me, I would like the freshmen to stand up so everyone can
see them, and remain standing until all have been announced. Please
forgive any mispronunciations of any names I call out. Let’s see,
uh, Matthew Calamos!”

The man with purple eyes stands up,
trying to look calm despite being dreadfully nervous. He has to
remain standing as the principal continues calling out names, and
more of his fellow class reveal themselves. He observes how they,
as well as many of the other students, seem to come from many
different backgrounds. Some are fair skinned, others a dark bronze
tan. Some are decorated in expensive looking suits and dresses,
others in casual or the cheapest brands of pants and shirts. Some
look excited to be here, others appear impatient in waiting to get
out of there, and then some just don’t seem to care. After the list
is finished, the rest of the students clap for the freshmen before
they sit down, and attention returns to Prof. Kaystone.

Prof. Kaystone says, “Now, I bet you
all are anxious to get out of here and hurry off to your cabins to
get settled in, so I will soon excuse you all. But first, I would
like to just say a few things…” There are highly audible groans
from some of the students in the assembly. “Which won’t take too
long! Anyway, the first thing I would like to address is the status
of all you students here at college. You all come from the five
states of our great nation, the Alkalian Confederacy. There are
many of you from either Minari, Tirez, Corrasin, Saratu, and
Riaquen. Some of you come from noble and wealthy families, some of
you are from the common house hold, and there are even some of you
from remote and humble life styles. However, no matter what you are
outside of these campus grounds, you are all students in a
professional, educational environment here, and you shall respect
and treat each other as equal peers in study and
recreation!

“The next thing I want to
mention is informing the freshmen, and remind all others, of the
rules here at our college campus. Number one, there will be no
battles that would harm any innocent bystanders or be targeted
against someone not wanting to fight. But of course, I can’t
restrict your right to morph and fight, so please have your battles
in appropriate areas, which would be outside the buildings on
campus grounds, the gymnasium, or in the specified area at the
casino.

“Number two, you are
expected to carry out all assignments given to you in your classes,
no matter how much you like or dislike it, and get them turned in
on time. The reason you are at this institute is not to be goofing
around and partying all the time. You are here for an education, to
prepare you for adult careers and responsibilities throughout the
states! If there are any problems in completing your tasks, please
seek help from fellow students or the professors, and no
cheating!

“Number three, there will
be no ill-appropriate behavior on our school grounds, which
includes anything to do with bullying, harassing, drug inducing, or
sexual assault. And number four, last but not least, all students
are to follow all school curfews, never disrespect the professors,
and keep note not to upset your fellow students. That way,
everything will go by much easier for everybody!

“Urrrhem, now, as you
leave, please stop by the computers out in the hall to receive your
class schedules and cabin rooms. All you have to do is go up to the
machine, enter your name, and the already, randomly decided
schedule and cabin room will be given to you. Make sure you keep
these, just in case you forget, and head immediately to your
cabins. Classes will begin tomorrow morning. Good night to you all,
and I do hope we can all enjoy this new year of college
together!”

 


***

 


All the students, many of them rushing
with relief to get out of the auditorium, file out into the hall,
and go to the hallway computers to get their schedules. Matthew
soon arrives at one, a large computer monitor with typing input.
For a moment, he looks at it in a confused manner. This is the
first time in his life he has ever seen such a machine. Some of the
students behind him, impatiently waiting for their turn, tell him
to hurry up and enter his name. Noticing the keyboard before the
monitor, and after side-glancing to see other students using it, he
then proceeds to type his full name in. Recognizing him a student,
the computer prints out his class schedule and cabin number, which
startles him when he sees them coming out of the machine. He takes
them, shyly, due to the humored eyes upon him, and follows the
dispersing students who are leaving the building.

The sun sets as the adolescents trot
some hundred feet toward a field full of small buildings away from
the main campus, the cabins. Divided by color to indicate the
different class levels, Matthew follows the instructions to the
yellow cabins and finds his cabin, numbered 248. He tries to open
the door, but it’s locked. Wondering why the door would be locked,
he looks around to find other people doing swiping motions with
their cards before entering their cabins. He then understands the
cabin number card is a key, so he slides it through the automatic
lock near the doorknob, and the door clicks unlocked.

Passing through the door, Matthew
looks around the inside of the cabin. A spacious living room was to
the right of him, complete with table, chairs, a couch, and a
kitchen, furnished with fridge, counter, and oven grill, to his
left. Coming farther in, he sees a door behind the couch, another
door past the kitchen, and stairs leading up and forward. The
stairs lead to a small hallway with a door on both sides. Upon
further inspection, Matthew sees the door behind the couch is the
bathroom, while the others are bedrooms, filled with a desk, chair,
small window, clothes dresser, and a large bed.

Back at the entrance, Matthew finds
his luggage among other suitcases and bags. He brings them into the
room upstairs on the left, deciding the first guy here picks his
own room. He puts his clothes in the dresser, lays out his hygienic
necessities, and sets a small bottle of prescription pills on the
desk by his bed. Finished unpacking, he comes downstairs to hear
someone coming up to the door. He freezes, takes a deep breath, and
braces himself for meeting his first roommate.

The door clicks open, and in walks a
man right about his age. He wears a full suit of mahogany, with
long sleeve vest, pants, and tennis shoes. His hair is an ashy
black and spiked-back style, his eyes a dull brown, and his face
smoothly shaved except for a black goatee on his chin.

The man looks up at Matthew, jumping a
little in surprise, and exclaims, “Whoa! I’m not the first guy
here? Huh, not what I was expecting. So, who might you
be?”

A little startled by his upfront
approach, Matthew answers, “Oh, um, I’m Matt. Matthew Calamos. But
you can call me Matt.” He puts out his hand for a proper
handshake.

The man replies while accepting the
handshake, “Cool. My name’s Sean Wyseinburg. Say, weren’t you the
first freshman announced?”

“Oh, um, I believe so.
And, weren’t you the last guy called?”

“Yep. I wonder why…” After
the sarcastic open thought, he starts digging through the luggage
to find his belongings. “So, did you pick out your own room
yet?”

“Uh, yeah. Upstairs, on
the left.”

“Alright, I’ll take the
bottom left.” Pulling out a cooler, Sean drags it into the kitchen
and opens the fridge. “You a people’s person?”

“Well, I was raised in a
small family, far away from any town. I didn’t get much chance to
meet anyone else besides my parents.”

“Eh, that’s no problem.
I’m sure you’ll get less shy, the more you get used to dealing
around with other people.” Sean pulls out bottled drinks from the
cooler and starts putting them into the fridge. “You want some
vodka?”

“…Vodka?”

“Yeah, this!” He shakes a
bottle. “You have heard of vodka, haven’t you?”

“No, not
really.”

“Really? How about rum?
Whiskey? Wine? Beer?” To each one, Matt shakes his head no. “Have
you even drunk alcohol before?”

“…What’s
alcohol?”

Sean has a perplexed, comical look on
his face. “Wow, and I thought I was once uneducated.” Holding up a
bottle, he adds, “Okay, here’s your first lesson at college, Matt.
Alcohol is a kind of drink that is smooth tasting and leaves a
funny, pleasant sensation as it goes down your throat. The names I
just mentioned are different brands of alcohol, each of their own
flavors and dosage of alcohol. The amount of alcohol you drink is
important. If you drink too much, you can lose all sense of your
surroundings, lose your conscience and make bad decisions, or even
get physically sick and exhausted! However, a few drinks should not
be bad for you. In fact, to your individual benefit, it helps
loosen up people, makes them more talkable, sociable, and
energetic. And so, to get you started out right, I say we split a
few bottles of this vodka here and let you know just what alcohol
is like. That sound good to you, Matt?”

Matt thinks it over, and decides,
“Sure, I guess I’ll have one.”

“Excellent!” Sean hands
him one. “Here you go. One for you, one for me, and a fridge full
to last us a month!” He closes up the fridge and cooler, and pops
open a bottle along with Matt, grinning widely. “A toast, to a
happy school year, with lots of fun and minimum
carnage!”

“Okay.” Smiling as well,
Matt taps his bottle with Sean’s, and they take a sip. While Sean
lets out a pleased sigh, Matt’s eyes go wide with surprise and he
totters a little, exclaiming, “Whoa, what a feeling! It feels like
there’s fire going down my throat!”

“Ah hah, hence that
warming sensation I was telling you about! And don’t try gulping
down the stuff. You gotta preserve the drink, make it last, make it
count!” Suddenly, they hear someone rattling the door. Sean perks
up and says, “Oh! Here comes our other roommate! Brace
yourself.”

They stand back from the door, ready
for the guest to enter. The door clicks, and in comes, to both
their surprise, a woman.

 


***

 


The woman before them is their age as
well, dressed in green with a t-shirt, dark khakis, and moccasins
on her feet. She has flower red hair that falls to her neck, bright
green eyes, and a face that seems to shine in the light. Hanging
from her neck is a small golden amulet, looking like four petals
spinning around a tongue of flame.

The woman looks at Matt and Sean.
While Matt’s still surprised, Sean walks forward cheerfully,
saying, “Welcome aboard, milady! Please allow me to introduce your
fellow roommates. Call me Sean Wyseinburg, and him, Matt Calamos.
What shall we call you?”

Motionless for a second, she smiles
and answers, “I am Rose Alamence. A pleasure to meet you.” She
gives a small, forced bow.

Sean exclaims, “Ah, so
your name is Rose! What name could be finer, for such a
rose as you!” He laughs
a little, then asks Matt, “What do you say, Matt? You fine with
sharing quarters with this fair lady, because I sure
am!”

Still trying to get over the fact he
could be sharing a cabin with a woman, Matt says, “I, uh, I’m okay
with it, I guess. What do you think, Rose?”

She glances back and forth between the
two men and asks, “Does the school allow both genders living in the
same cabin?”

“Trust me, they do,”
answers Sean.

Rose’s worry vanishes, and she says
with a shrug, “It’s fine with me, then, as long as you two don’t
get any bad ideas.” She walks around the living room, observing the
setting, and states, “The cabins sure are nice.”

“Hey, this is nothing
compared to the higher classmen’s attire, from what I’ve heard,”
Sean says.

As Sean takes another sip of his
drink, Matt finally asks, due to his mounting curiosity, “If you’re
a freshman like us, how do you know so much about the school
already?”

After a pause in his resolve, Sean
deflects the question with, “I’ll tell ya later. But for now, I say
we get all settled, hand Rose some vodka, and make our first night
together fun! Who agrees?”

Matt and Rose turn to each other,
expressions blank, look to Sean, and both shrug in agreement. Rose
adds in, “What better way to get acquainted?”

“Just what I thought! See,
our great minds are already thinking alike!” Sean grabs another
bottle from the fridge, delivers it to Rose, and raises his drink
up. “Friends?”

Matt and Rose follow the gesture.
“Friends!” The bottles bang together, and they all take a few gulps
of their drinks. They then spread out to sit at different spots.
Matt sits on a stool near the kitchen counter, Sean takes the left
side of the couch, and Rose seats herself on the right
side.

After having another quick sip of his
vodka, Sean begins the conversation. “Now, to make this
ice-breaking easier for us, I say we tackle one subject of
introduction at a time until we’ve all explained ourselves on it.
So, I think the first subject should be, obviously, where we are
from. How about it, Matt?”

Matt agrees, “Sure.” Taking a breath
to focus his thoughts, he tells them, “I’m from Minari, the Mining
State of the Confederacy and to the west of this college. I live
only with my two parents in the remote wilderness, far away from
the nearest town. The only news I’ve gotten of the outside world is
whatever my father brings back. He is a state ranger who patrols
Minari’s boundaries with its neighbors, so he’s only at home for a
few days before returning to another month of patrol.”

When Matt finishes speaking to take
another sip from his bottle, Sean picks up where he left off. “Hah,
what a coincidence! I’m from Minari as well, but unlike you, I live
a little closer to society, and my family’s much bigger. We’re
simple farmers who work out in the fields, and thus most of us
aren’t all that bright. I, however, am the most intellectual of my
siblings, and that’s the reason why I’m the only one of them here!”
He turns to Rose. “And where are you from, my fair
Rose?”

Ignoring his overly courteous
reference, Rose replies, “If you must know, I hail from the state
of Riaquen, far east of here.”

Sean, in the middle of drinking, spits
out his vodka and gasps with shock, “Say what!? You’re from
Riaquen, the state known for its military regime!? How could such a
peaceful thing like you come from that land that thinks only of
war?”

Annoyed by his outburst, Rose suggests
to him in a low tone, “You shouldn’t judge other people so quickly.
Keep up the flirtatious mood, and you’ll find out I’m not as
peaceful as I look.” Amused to see Sean squirm in his seat, gulping
down fear instead of vodka, she continues, “Anyway, I’m from the
Alamence clan of Riaquen, who are well known for their success in
any field of profession and their skills in battle. The necklace
around my neck, in fact, bears the family crest of
Alamence.”

Finding an opportunity to speak up,
Matt implies politely, “How interesting. Well, um, after seeing a
little tension between you two, I think it might be a good idea if
we settle into our rooms, get a good night’s sleep, and try this
conversation another time.”

“That’s a great plan,
Matt.” Turning back to Rose, Sean adds, “By the way, I’m truly
sorry if I’ve offended you, Rose. Of all the people I may want to
have bad blood between, I don’t want it to be with a roommate of
the opposite sex!”

“…Apology accepted,” Rose
replies, a little smirk behind her eyes. Then standing up, she
finishes her drink and says, “I would like to unpack my belongings,
get some rest, and be ready for classes tomorrow.”

“I couldn’t agree more!”
Jumping up from the couch, Sean takes the last sip of his vodka,
tosses the bottle expertly into the garbage can near the kitchen
fridge, and exclaims while grabbing the rest of his bags, “If
there’s nothing more to do, then I bid you adieu!” He opens the door into the
bedroom near the kitchen, enters it, and kicks the door closed
behind him, leaving a bewildered Matt and Rose in the living
room.

After a moment of staring at each
other, as if they actually saw each other for the first time, Rose
clears her throat before saying, “So, have you picked out your room
yet?”

Slow to respond, Matt jolts before
admitting, “Oh, yeah, the room upstairs, on the left. The last
bedroom is the one across from it.”

“I see.” After tossing her
own bottle into the garbage just like Sean had done, she goes for
her bags, picks them up, and heads for the stairs, stopping to tell
Matt, “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Oh, right! Good night,
uh, Rose.”

“Good night, Matt.” With a
smile still on her face, she turns and walks up the stairs,
disappearing into the hall above. After hearing a door open and
close, Matt breaths out a calming sigh, finishes off his vodka, and
tosses it toward the garbage can. Instead of falling in it, it
bounces off its rim and lands on the floor with a clink. Startled
by missing the shot, Matt retrieves the bottle and drops it into
the bin, a little embarrassed, and flicks the lights off in the
room before going upstairs to his bedroom.

 


***

 


Morning comes, and with it the first
day of school. Students soon flock into the college buildings, and
Matt, completely unused to such a high level of traffic in such
confined spaces, is dragged and shoved along with the flow of
students down the halls and eventually finds himself in what
appears to look like a cafeteria. However, to his mounting
confusion, most of the students, as they retrieved breakfast foods
like pastries, fruit, or juices, took their food with them out of
the cafeteria and back into the halls as they hustled off to their
classes. Going with the flow, he gets his own food, a blueberry
muffin and a bottle of orange juice, and consumes them on the go as
the river of students gradually dwindles down further into the main
halls of the building. Soon realizing he is lost, he tries to
remain calm as he looks for and finds a map of the building’s halls
and room numbers. He locates the room he believes is his first
class of the day, and takes a few minutes to hurry down the
corridors and up some stairs to the room, hesitating before he
opens the door.

As he comes into the room, Matt is
instantly blushing from the many faces of other students, some
freshmen like him and others of higher classes, turning about to
stare at him. However, any further symptoms of embarrassment and
shyness are denied as he detects peculiar, calming features about
the room. The walls are brightly colored, a pleasant scent is in
the atmosphere, and the person he figured might be the professor,
rather than being some old, gray-haired man, is a young lady,
pretty to look at with her long orange hair, shimmering green
dress, sparkling green eyes, and cheerful smile as she looks back
at him.

“Ah, welcome to biology!”
she warmly greets him. “I just did roll-call, and there was just
one missing, so you must be Matthew Calamos?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s me. I’m
Matt.”

“Wonderful! Please come
in, take the empty seat over here.” She gestures to a seat at the
front of the room, and Matt hastily makes his way there, trying to
avoid eye-contact with the other students as their eyes follow him
before looking back to the professor. “I am Professor Amanda
Malkia, and we were just talking about everyone’s favorite kind of
plant or animal. Do you have any plants or animals you’re fond of,
Matt?”

Visibly caught off-guard being put on
the spot, he eventually gets out, “Well, um, I don’t know much
about plants, but, uh, I suppose I like the horned bear, or slag
raptors.”

To Matt’s wonder, some of the
students, and even the professor, briefly stir uneasily at the
mention of raptors, before she says, “Ah, is that so? And what do
you like about them?”

“Oh, they’re just great to
look at, I guess. And occasionally fight against.”

“Um, what do you mean by
fighting them?”

“Well, uh, back where I
live, in the mountains, I’d go hiking to observe the wildlife, and
every now-and-then I’d see one of them, or they would stumble upon
me and attack me. But, it wouldn’t take much for me to strike back
and scare them off.”

“Oh. Well, that’s very
interesting, Matt! So, who else would like to mention their
favorite plant or animal?”

As a girl near the back of the class
speaks up and mentions something about tigers, Matt looks away to a
corner of the room, scratching the back of his head while he tries
to calm himself. One part of him says he has completely freaked out
the professor and other students, but the other says he may have
impressed them, and that felt good to him.

 


***

 


Once his first hour class ends with
Prof. Malkia sending them off with wishes for a good day and good
night’s rest, Matt finds himself caught and whirled about by the
herds of students milling by him before he realizes, once again,
he’s completely lost. Soon, feeling like the only poor soul left
wandering the halls, he finds a map again, locates the room of his
next class, and hurries through the corridors, down some stairs,
and around a corner to the room. Pausing to take a deep breath and
calm himself, he then opens the door into the room, and immediately
wishes he hadn’t.

While his interruption of Prof.
Malkia’s class had been greeted with a warm reception and
environment, this first impression is a complete opposite. The room
itself is dark, its only lights being provided by the faint glows
from large, rune-like patterns along the walls and ceiling, and the
air feels cold and damp. As soon as he opened the door, all the
students and the professor, a man in a black suit with long, messy
black hair, turn their heads to him with cold, piercing glares.
Gulping from instant terror of embarrassment and uneasiness, he is
considering spinning around and running away when the professor
says in a nonchalant, yet sinister, tone, “Ah, a straggling
freshman, I presume. Come in, and close the door behind
you.”

Obeying, Matt enters the room,
carefully closing the door behind him, before turning back to the
chiseling glares. “You can take that seat in the far corner, over
there.” With a long, bony finger, the professor points to an empty
desk, made of stone like all the rest, in the corner to his left.
He timidly makes his way there and sits down, all the while with
the professor and students still staring at him.

After a long moment of silence, as if
they are testing him to see if he would have a panic attack, the
professor strolls up to his wide desk at the front of the room,
with the wall behind it and the desk itself covered in
complex-looking runes, and picks up a sheet of paper, peering down
at something written on it. “So, as I have already taken
attendance, I am going to assume that you are…” His azure eyes leer
back to him over the paper. “Mr. Calamos?”

Matt, after glancing about and
realizing he should say something, gets out, “Ye-yes, sir.
Professor, sir.”

“Hmm, indeed.” He sets the
paper back on the desk before slowly making his way towards him
through the rows of student desks, his black shoes causing clacking
noises on the stone floor with each step. “Tell me, Mr. Calamos,
how much do you know about runes?”

“Uh, they’re some kind of
ancient writing. Hieroglyphs, I think, sir?”

“Hmph. At least you have
some idea of them. Yes, some may think of them as mere scribbles on
the walls of ruins, but they were, no, are, much more than that.” Coming to
a stop by his desk, he places his right hand down on it while
bending down to be face-to-face with him, and asks, “And what do
you think of the runes in this room?”

Daring to look away and view them
again, Matt replies, “Um, they look interesting,
professor.”

“Indeed.” Taking his hand
off the desk, the professor walks past him to the wall closest to
them, saying, “Since you missed it, Mr. Calamos, I shall repeat my
introduction for you, but only this once. I am Professor Kaloss,
and in this class you shall learn about the history, uses, and even
the process of how to create runes. For you see, Mr. Calamos, even
in a world today with machinery and ‘advanced’ technology, runes
are an important part of Alkalian history and culture, and they are
not to be overlooked as merely ‘ancient writing.’” Gesturing to the
blue-glowing rune near them, he adds, “As you should clearly see,
there are runes in this room, on the walls, ceiling, and even on my
personal desk. Do you know why they are glowing, Mr.
Calamos?”

“Uh, they, they are, um,
active?”

“Very good, Mr. Calamos.
These runes are active, glowing with stationary energy, until one
comes along and…” Brushing his hand across the blue rune, it then
brightens with energy before a cold wind suddenly blows over Matt,
causing him to shiver much more than he has already. “Accesses
them. Runes, Mr. Calamos, are much more than hieroglyphs. They are
inscribed sources of power, capable of storing and recycling energy
for long periods of time, that act with and react to other sources
of energy, whether it be an Alkalian or another rune, or the
environment around them. Some runes, like this one…” He touches the
rune again, and again Matt feels bone-chilling cold. “Are simple
runes. Simply written, for simple purposes. Other runes…” He points
with his left hand to the runes near his station at the front of
the room. “Are complex runes. They can do a few or many different
things, but only through the correct coordination and manipulation
of chain activations throughout them. For example, with the runes
over there…” He swiftly moves back to the front of the room, the
students’ heads whipping around to follow him, and places a hand on
his desk. “I can access the rune…” The runes upon his desk radiate
with multiple colors, a shimmering aurora, before the rune beside
Matt blasts him with cold air again. “Next to you. Do you
understand me, Mr. Calamos?”

Trembling from the cold assailing him
and the humored looks of some of the students looking at him, Matt
replies through chattering teeth, “Ye-yes,
pro-professor.”

Then, to everyone’s surprise in the
room, someone laughs out loud, bringing their attention to a
brown-suited man a few seats ahead of Matt. His narrowed eyes
glaring upon him, Prof. Kaloss asks in a tempered tone, “And what
is so funny, Mr. Wyseinburg?”

Laughing a little more before
answering, Sean replies, “Oh professor, why do you always gotta be
so mean to the incoming freshmen? Give the poor guy a break, so he
was late to your all-important class the first day of school. Is
that any reason to make an example of him?”

Almost stomping over to him, Prof.
Kaloss remarks, “I will run my class however I want, Mr.
Wyseinburg. I am the teacher, and you are the students. I do not
need advice on how to deal with tardy individuals. Is that
clear?”

Staring right back into his leering
eyes without fear, Sean gives a thumbs-up and says, “Yep,
loud-and-clear, professor. By the way, looking forward to passing
your class this year, sir!”

Yet glowering down at him, Prof.
Kaloss replies in an obviously sarcastic tone, “As am I, Mr.
Wyseinburg…” He returns to his desk, activates the runes, and a
faint-blue rune above Sean’s head pulses before dumping water all
over him and his desk. “As am I.”

While the rest of the students sneer
and giggle at the intentional act of humiliation, Sean shakes his
head about to throw off access water like a wet dog, upsetting the
students immediately adjacent to him. Satisfied, Prof. Kaloss’ grim
voice begins to lecture to the whole class, and Sean looks back to
Matt over his shoulder and gives him a thumbs-up and toothy grin.
Completely confused by Sean’s upbeat behavior in this cold and dark
class, Matt can only hope that he would be able to help him survive
it for the fall semester.

 


***

 


Once Prof. Kaloss’ class concludes
with him giving the class homework of getting the required
textbooks for the study of runes, Sean, now understanding Matt
would get left behind again, tells him to stay close and follow
him. They make their way through the crowds of students as they
migrate through the halls in the same direction, and just as Matt
begins to recognize the area, they are back in the cafeteria for
lunch. He had been so caught up in adapting to his first two
classes that he didn’t realize half the day had already gone by,
and he is just about starving. Still following Sean closely, they
get into the line of students going before a buffet, serving all
kinds of hot foods and cold drinks, and they retrieve their
respective meals of choice. Matt takes a few pieces of fried
chicken, Sean grabs a sandwich, and they both get a bottle of
soda.

Walking away from the end of the
buffet, Sean leads him past the many tables, some rectangular and
some circular, throughout the cafeteria already taken up by
students until they get to a small, circular table at the far side
of the vast room. As the walls shine in shades of brown and gold,
the tall windows along the wall they sit next to appear to be open
gaps showing the grounds outside the campus building, with the sun
beaming through and the open fields of grass all around.

“So, amigo,” inquires Sean
as he takes a bite of his sandwich, “how were your first two
classes of the day? Well, besides the ‘cold’ reception in
Kaloss’?”

“Oh, well, Professor
Malkia’s class seemed alright. She was much more, uh, happy to see
me than Professor Kaloss was. How about you?”

“Bah, I got history class,
with a Professor Roskin. Crazy little man. Wouldn’t stop talking
the whole two hours, he just kept rattling on, a mile-per-minute.
He might as well have told us the whole history of our kind in that
first class, but no, all he talked about was how great and
important history is! And then guess what he does? Right near the
end of class, he gives us two
whole chapters to read before tomorrow! Pff,
history’s going to be a real drag this year.”

“Uh huh,” Matt replies
while munching on his crispy chicken. “But what about Professor
Kaloss? He didn’t seem as happy to have you as he did
me.”

“Nah, we’ll be fine, in
his class,” assures Sean with a wave of his arm. “He’s actually not
that bad of a guy to get along with. Well, as long as you don’t do
anything stupid, like misuse or ‘disrespect’ the runes. Sure, every
now-and-then he’ll pick out someone to make an example of, most
likely me, but he’s honest, and he will be pleased when you
complete your assignments. Even if it doesn’t sound like it. But
trust me, as long as you follow my act, and by that I mean working
with the runes and not my behavior in-class, you should be alright.” He takes
another bite of his sandwich before finishing, “Kaloss may not like
certain individuals, but he wouldn’t dare overlook those ‘sacred’
runes we’ll be working with, and he’ll give credit where credit is
due. You understand, yes?”

“Uh, I think
so.”

“Good! Don’t ya worry,
Matt, we’re gonna have a blast in that drone’s dark little lair
this year!” He grins cheekily while twisting off the cap to his
bottle. After he takes a drink, he begins to say, “Now, I wonder
how-” before his eyes spot something behind Matt, and he exclaims,
“Ah, there she is! Hey, Rose, over here!” While Sean waves with a
silly look on his face, Matt turns in his seat to see Rose come
over to them with a grateful smile and sit down at the table, her
entrée consisting of a bowl of soup and a bottle of fruit juice.
“And how was your morning?”

“Oh, it went by fast, I’d
say,” she replies, and continues between ingestions of spoonfuls of
soup. “My first class was mechanics, where we will be learning
about and working with machinery and how they are used in our
society. And my second class was musical instruction, where we’ll
be practicing and performing music.”

“Music!?” Sean marvels.
“You play music?”

“Yes, Sean, I do. On the
flute, before you ask. And how did you guys fare?”

“Oh, well, we’re still in
one piece. We could be in for some bumpy rides in my history class,
or in our runes class, but we should be fine!”

“Ah, that’s good.” The
three continue to eat their meals without much talk for awhile,
until just as they are finishing Sean asks, “So Matt, what’s the
next class on your schedule?”

“Oh, uh, hang on.” He
fishes out his folded-up class schedule from his jacket’s pocket,
unfolds it, and finds the name. “Alchemy, with a Professor
Loske.”

“Aw, bummer, I don’t have
that class!” Sean pouts as he pounds the table. “Man, that guy is
funny, in a weird way. He gets all gaga over the whole scientific
processes and experiments, and sometimes, it can be a little
creepy. And yet, he is a nice guy.” He turns to Rose. “What about
you?”

After she downs the last of her juice,
Rose says, “Well, actually, I have that same class,
too.”

“What!? Aw, double
bummer!” Sean grimaces before giving a sorry look to Matt. “Hey, I
was hoping to help you get to the next class, as I’m quite sure
you’ll probably get lost again looking for it, but it seems you’re
gonna have to go at it alone.”

“Oh, he can go with me, I
know where it is.” The guys look to her as she explains, “I passed
it on my way to mechanics class and back.”

“Really? Oh, yeah, I
suppose that’s where it is. Then we’re all set! You two will go to
alchemy, I’ll be in biology, and then we’ll meet back up in gym!”
Before either of them, with curious surprise on their faces, ask
him how he already knows their last class of the day happens to be
gym, he gets up from his chair and adds, “Well, we better off, the
crowd’s on the move. See y’all later!” As he hustles away to join
the masses of students leaving the cafeteria, Matt and Rose are
left to look at each other, each a bit flustered, before they stand
up and head off as well.

 


***

 


A minute or so later, having managed
to work their way through the clotted corridors of students, Matt
and Rose arrive at their next class and slip in with other students
of various class ranks. Upon entering the room, Matt is reminded of
the dark atmosphere from Prof. Kaloss’ room, but there is something
less unsettling about it. As two, bright patches of light from the
sun gleam through the windows on their right, the teacher’s station
on the far side of the room looks more like a miniature laboratory
with different sizes of glass vials filled with different colors of
glowing liquids and multiple pieces of paper cluttering the wide
desk alongside miscellaneous samples of rocks. Deciding to take
their seats near the window at the front side of the room, they
wait while more students make their way in and settle into their
seats before a soft, chiming sound announces the beginning of
class.

A moment passes with the students
waiting for their yet absent professor, some of them whispering to
each other in side conversations and others showing impatience,
before a wooden door off to the left of the mini-lab bursts open
and a tall, lanky man in a white lab suit with long, white hair
hurries into the room. He scans over some of the potions brewing in
their vials, examines the rock pieces between his fingers, and
scribbles notes on some of the papers before breathing out a long
sigh and turning around to greet the students with a
smile.

“Sorry about that,
everyone, but I had to check on some of my current projects, behind
me.” He chuckles a little to himself. “Anyway, I am Professor
Jeremiah Loske, and I shall be your instructor in the arts of
alchemy this year. Now, how many people here know a little
something about alchemy?”

While only a few among the several in
the room grunt or nod yes in response, one individual, a young man
in a blue suit with long, purple hair a few seats away from Matt
and Rose, stands and replies courtly, “I think it would be safe to
say I know my fair share, professor.”

Looking directly to him, Prof. Loske
lights up in glee, and says, “Ah, James, how wonderful to have you
again! I could really use assistance from one as experienced as
you. Please, please, come forward.” As the man strolls forward to
stand beside him, he announces to the rest of the class, “Everyone,
this is James Iroshen, a wonderful young man of noble heritage from
the state of Tirez. He’s had my class quite a few times during his
college career here, and so he’s become something of an ‘assistant’
for me, helping me to conduct some of my experiments and manage
classroom activities or projects. And so, I would be the first to
advise you to not be afraid to ask him for any help or guidance
with your assignments.” James nods with a smile while everyone
applauds him before returning to his seat, and Prof. Loske
continues. “Now then, I would like to just, uh, give you all a fair
idea of what we will be…Oh, yes, young lady?”

Having been the one to raise her hand,
Rose asks loudly, “I’m sorry, professor, but were you going to take
any attendance before we get started?”

Laughing, Prof. Loske replies, “Oh no,
there’s no need for that. I will learn all of your names and faces
as time goes by, and then I’ll have no difficulty knowing if one is
absent or not. But anyways, in this class, we are going to be
studying and experimenting with the wonders of alchemy, a science
that defies all other sciences, a reality that changes all reality!
For you see, alchemy is the process of instantly changing one
element or compound into another, and there are many ways in which
this process is utilized. One famous example is how one could, oh…”
He turns around, his hand hovering over the desk, before he grabs a
rock and shows it before the class. “Take this dull, cheap piece of
granite, and…” Closing his hands over it, he focuses upon it while
muttering some unheard words before revealing the rock again,
having gone from a pale gray to a gleaming yellow. “Change it into
a flashy, rich piece of gold!”

As most of the class, including Matt
and Rose, awe at the marvelous change of matter, the professor sets
the lump of gold aside before moving on. “We will be doing a lot
with that particular branch of alchemy, where raw stones and ore
are transformed into valuable metals or jewels, later on. However,
I think you’ll find another part of alchemy a little more familiar.
You are all aware of your battle morphs, yes?”

Knowing the term used for the special
ability they all, as a race, are capable of using, the students
nod. “Good, good. Now, what you may not know about your battle
morphs is, in that instantaneous moment where you transform, you
are performing alchemy! For you see, when an Alkalian morphs,
he-or-she is changing all the elements and compounds within and
immediately in contact with him-or-her, from the vital substances
making up our human forms to the energized, radioactive compounds
of our morphs, and vice-versa upon demorphing. So, as we come
together for class this year, we will be discussing much about the
miracle of how so many, complicated alchemical reactions occur in
our bodies in an instant, as well as the main kinds of elements or
compounds found or produced through our morphs.”

As some of the students nod in
intrigued understanding, one of the chemicals boiling behind the
professor begins to steam, and upon hearing it he quickly gets out,
“Oh, excuse me,” before whirling around, carefully handling the
vial away from the small flame, and pouring the green fluid into a
bigger vial containing a cool, black liquid. After emptying the
first vial, he takes a small, metal rod and stirs the liquids in
the second vial, causing the green and black colors to swirl and
blend into a hot pink color, which, to some of the students’
surprise, begins spitting out sparks. Rather than being surprised
by the sparks, Prof. Loske shows pleasure from the results, mutters
more indistinguishable words while writing in his notes, and turns
back to the class, brushing some loose hair back behind his head.
“Anyway, are there any questions so far?”

While their faces are enough to say
they are full of questions, the only student who isn’t confused,
James, raises his hand before asking, “Shall we be working with
clones this year, professor?”

Snapping his fingers at
the suggestion, Prof. Loske exclaims, “Ah, yes, I think we will be
able to pull it off, especially with your experience from helping
with them the past few years!” Addressing the rest of the class, he
explains, “Another, rarer form of alchemy is not simply changing
one set of elements or compounds into another, but
creating a set of said
substances from scratch, through a long and dedicated process of
managing alchemical reactions. And the greatest example of this is
making a clone of oneself. Now, by clone, I don’t mean the ability
one may have in his-or-her battle morph to produce faceless clones
made of solidified energy. Instead, I mean creating a durable,
intelligent, fully-fleshed clone of oneself, which in itself is a
long, but extraordinary, endeavor to undertake!” As yet more
students are fascinated by what alchemy could do, he coughs a
little before bringing up, “Now, why don’t we begin today’s lesson
with a, uh…” Looking around as if trying to find a lesson to make,
he spots the hot pink liquid and gets an idea. “A presentation of
what some stabilized alchemical reactions can do! So, we’re going
to need someone to participate. Let’s see…” Looking about the room,
his weary eyes fall over Matt. “You there! Please, do come up,
Mr…?”

As the rest of the class looks to him,
he realizes he is being called up and hastily stands, replying,
“Calamos. Matt Calamos, professor.” He walks to the front of the
room, beside the professor, and turns to face the rest of the
class, not sure of what is about to happen.

“Ah, alright then, Matt,”
acknowledges Prof. Loske as he turns around to take the large vial
of the sparkling liquid and pour it into a small cup, “what we’re
going to have you do is sample a taste of this chemical here, and
see how it will react with your body.” As he notices Matt
immediately cringe away from the sparks coming out of the liquid,
he assures him, “Oh, don’t worry, this stuff isn’t harmful. Well,
it shouldn’t be. But still, nothing to worry about! Go ahead and
try it.”

Glancing back to the eager looks from
the rest of the students, where he notices the only worried one is
Rose, Matt hesitates before taking the cup and drinking down some
of the liquid. When he expected it to burn down his throat, he is
bemused to find it’s actually cool, and has a snappy, tingling
sensation. For a moment after the drink, he stands there with Prof.
Loske and the rest of the class transfixed on him, waiting to see
what would happen.

When the moment passes, Matt goes to
hand back the cup, saying, “Uh, sorry, professor, I guess it’s not
going to-” when a stray jolt of energy suddenly jumps out of his
arm and makes contact with the professor, zapping him and making
his long hair stand up like needles. Each jumping back from the
shock with Matt dropping the glass on the floor, most of the other
students gawk as more volts surge all over him, making his whole
figure glow an electric blue. While he looks down at himself,
speechless from the sensations he is feeling, Prof. Loske, rather
than being upset from getting shocked, claps his hands together and
exclaims, “Excellent, excellent! This, everyone, is how this
particular potion, Voltzenblood, reacts with the person’s body. It
puts a static, electric charge in the person’s blood, and as it
flows through their body, the electricity jolts outward through the
skin, searching for another conductible substance to
pass…”

In the middle of his explanation, he
is interrupted when the electric jolts suddenly intensify off Matt,
lashing out like lightning bolts and striking all the pieces of
stone on the professor’s desk. As everyone, even the professor, are
surprised from the unforeseen reaction, the energy from Matt
transfers to the rocks, causing them to glow bright blue before
cooling off to show they all changed into shiny, black fragments of
a new substance. Astonished by the event, Prof. Loske cautiously
approaches the desk, takes one of the stones, and looks it over in
his hand, his scientific wonder ever growing from the conclusion he
makes.

“Obsidian, the rare jewel
formed only from magma. They all turned into obsidian. But how…” H
sets it down, the whole lesson slipping from his mind, and mutters
more incoherent words while scribbling away at his notes, comparing
and analyzing the shards of obsidian while doing so. Left standing
there, Matt doesn’t know what to do as he questioningly looks to
the rest of the class, and Rose shrugs and gestures for him to come
back to his seat. Once he does so, Prof. Loske finishes his notes,
gives a satisfied nod at whatever he had been saying to himself,
and turns back around, remembering he still had a class to teach.
“Oh! Ah, right, um, well, why don’t we discuss the rock material
known as obsidian, and what it has ever been used for? And after
that, we’ll go ahead and call it a day, and then you can all head
off to your final classes, okay?” When the rest of the class nods
or shrugs in compliance, he takes off into a hustling lecture about
the make-up and historical uses of obsidian for the rest of the
class period.

 


***

 


For the final class of the day, Matt
and Rose have no trouble finding the gym as it turns out to be near
the entrance of the building and through two large double doors. As
they pass through the doors, they see the gym is more of an arena,
with a large, elliptical-border field with ascending rows
surrounding it. They also notice that all the freshmen are showing
up to this class, except for a few, higher class students who are
already there and huddled in a small group away from them. They
soon find Sean, who sees them and waves them over, and they come to
stand on either side of him.

“So, all the freshmen are
taking this class at the same time?” Matt asks.

Sean replies, “Yep, all the freshmen
will have this same hour for gym this year, so that we all can be
on the same level of experience with our battle morphs. Today,
however, we have guests from higher class levels to join us. The
professor will explain.”

As if on cue, attention is pulled to a
woman who emerges from the group of higher classmen. Her immediate
impression is dark and intimidating, more aggressive than Prof.
Kaloss. Her body is lithe and strong, covered in a black and brown
workout suit, sleek black hair falls freely to her shoulders, and
blacker eyes pierce whoever dares stare at her. One can’t help but
stare at the scar across her right eye, shaped like the slash from
a single cut.

“Good afternoon,
freshmen,” she says in a voice full of authority. “My name is
Professor Orcra Serpanz. I am your gym instructor, and you will all
do the activities I assign you, without complaints, without
hesitation, until you complete them or collapse. My job is to make
sure you are physically fit and prepared to fight with your battle
morph in any situation that comes your way. You are here to be
trained how to fight. There is no room here for excuses or refusals
to fight; you are all Alkalians, and your battle morphs are an
essential part of you. It is my intent, my purpose, to make that
part of you perfection. Are there any questions yet?”

Seeing her speech had put the freshmen
in a cold sweat, she smiles a little, and tells them, “I see.
Before we get serious, though, we’ll have some fun today. If you
look behind me, you’ll notice a few students from the intermediate
class are with us. They are all volunteers for our
inauguration.”

“Inauguration?” asks
Rose.

“Yes. In gym class, we
hold an unofficial welcome ceremony for you freshmen on the first
day of school. Today, you will all get a taste of what full-out
combat is like. These intermediates behind me will fight
you.”

The freshmen are suddenly groaning and
frantic, thinking these more experienced students would crush them
in battle. Matt and Rose are surprised, while Sean says, “Whatever
you do, don’t panic. They get a kick out of it.”

Prof. Serpanz unfolds a list from one
of her pants pockets. “When I call your name, please step forward
and choose which of these seven intermediates you would like to
fight. You will then morph and battle until one surrenders by
demorphing. All of you freshmen will participate, and you cannot
choose an opponent who just battled. Any questions?”

The freshmen are silent, many hoping
not to be picked first.

“Good. Let’s get started.
First to fight will be…” She scans through the list before catching
interest in one name. After a moment of pause, she calls it out.
“Rose Alamence!”

Startled at being picked first, Rose
walks forward slowly. As the freshmen back off to enlarge the
distance, Prof. Serpanz commands, “Choose your
opponent.”

Rose studies the seven students lined
up before her, but she doesn’t pick one yet. She glances at each
one, locking eyes to any part of them, and keeps it up for a long
minute. Finally, with a few of the intermediates getting impatient
and antsy, one guy in a sweatshirt barks, “Will you pick
already!?”

Right after the man’s outburst,
catching everyone by surprise, she immediately points to him and
responds, “You. I choose you.”

The man sneers and walks forward after
a stunned moment. “Think you’re a tough girl, huh? When this is
over, you’ll be so sorry for picking me.”

Rose ignores his comment, and closes
her eyes while clasping her hands together with the pointer fingers
straight up. As the freshmen, including Matt and Sean, wonder what
she’s doing, Prof. Serpanz says, “You may morph now.”

The guy vanishes in a bright flash,
and when the light dims, a large, Golem-like creature, near
thirteen feet tall with an exoskeleton of thick stone, replaces
him. Resembling a humanoid robot that just unfolded from a boulder,
he glares down at Rose eagerly.

Rose then enters her own battle morph.
She comes out of the flash in a full-green battle suit of leather
armor covering her body. Her hair becomes royal red in color, and
energy briefly seems to be vibrating off her mystique form. The
freshmen, once staring in fright at the Golem, gaze with awe at her
majestic beauty and power. She opens her green eyes, no longer soft
but hard, the eyes of a warrior.

The Golem makes the first move by
running straight at Rose, the ground shaking beneath his seismic
stride, and throws himself forward to tackle her. Meanwhile, Sean
covers his eyes with his hands, peeking between his fingers, and
moans, “Oh, that’s gonna hurt.”

Before the Golem reaches her, Rose
does several back flips out of the way, and the Golem’s massive
bulk merely grinds and rolls across the floor. As he gets back up,
she produces and throws leaves that resemble spinning blades. They
cut into the Golem’s upper body, where thin lines of green light
appear to show he is damaged.

“You’re throwing leaves at
me?” roars the Golem. “It will take more than that to take me
down!” He starts running back towards Rose, who forms a larger
throwing blade behind her back from energized leaves. The Golem
comes right up to her and kneels down, arms outstretched for his
hands to clap and crush her.

Rose then throws the leaf shuriken,
and it saws across the Golem’s face and blinds him in both eyes. As
he growls along with the burst of green light from the wounds, she
dashes between his feet, produces dagger-like leaves, and starts
stabbing at his legs, chiseling more wounds into him.

By this time, Sean is astonished from
Rose’s performance, so he drops his hands to watch and gawk along
with the growing number of surprised students, both freshman and
intermediate. Matt, however, isn’t visibly surprised. He stares at
Rose in combat, his expression calm and focused, as if he is
studying her.

The Golem, realizing he’s being
attacked from below, rotates to have Rose in front of him and lifts
a huge fist to bring down on her. When the fist falls, Rose rolls
out of the way, leaving it to slam into the ground. She then leaps
onto the Golem and climbs to his back, where she forms something
like a seed and plants it between the shoulders. She hops off,
flips a good distance away, and kneels to watch her
opponent.

As the Golem turns around to blindly
face her, he starts to shout, “Hold still, so I can kick your-”
when he feels something happening to his back. The seed suddenly
germinates with energy, and wooden vines sprout and grow from him.
The vines rapidly wrap around his bulk, and before he can grab at
them they constrict him in tightening pressure. He tries ripping at
the vines, but new ones grow and bind his arms, and the
constriction continues as orange light radiates from the spots
being crushed and the wounds already visible on him.

“Constrictor Weed,” says
Rose to herself, knowing this battle is already over. The Golem
struggles against the vines, but the squeezing force only
increases, and the orange light darkens to red. Almost immediately
after the red energy soaks him like blood, he demorphs. A large
flash of red light swallows up the Golem and its huge parasite, and
the man is revealed, collapsing to his knees from exhaustion and
disbelief.

 


***

 


All of the freshmen are speechless,
and all the intermediates, except one man who is in an orange coat
and red pants, are amazed. They all turn to Prof. Serpanz, who does
a satisfactory nod and says, “Not bad, Rose Alamence. Not
bad.”

Rose demorphs, returning to her human
state, and walks back over to her classmates while her defeated
opponent trudges back to his. The freshmen cheer and praise her,
and Sean asks Rose, “How did you do all that? You took him down
without breaking a sweat, and he couldn’t even touch
you!”

Rose, smirking, answers as humbly as
possible, “Well, I guess I was just more skilled than
him.”

The freshmen continue cheering for her
until Prof. Serpanz says, “Now, who will be next?” and they become
dead quiet. She scans along the list, and finds another interesting
name. With a bit of a sneer, she calls out, “Sean
Wyseinburg.”

Sean, after sighing, slowly walks
forward. Looking at the row of intermediates, he says to himself,
“Let’s just get this over with,” and chooses the guy with the
orange coat. The man walks out to meet him. He wears brown leather
boots, has short, spiny yellow hair, and a shaven face. His eyes
are a golden yellow, both sinister yet calm, like the eyes of an
eagle. Prof. Serpanz says, “Morph, then begin.”

The two foes both morph behind flashes
of light. Sean has a brown battle suit with scale-designed,
chain-mail armor. His opponent has the armor suit of a samurai,
missing only a helmet and colored red with streaks of orange and
yellow. Out from between his two hands comes an energy sword of
bright amber, and he dashes at Sean from propulsion at his
feet.

The only thing Sean does is sigh
again. The blade smashes into him, slashing and slicing with great
speed at all parts of his body, leaving spurts of green, yellow,
and then orange light. The shredding continues, and when the wounds
turn red Sean demorphs with a bang, and his opponent stops the
glowing, sharp edge of his blade at his human throat.

The freshmen are shocked and
horrified, while the intermediates don’t look surprised, a few of
them chuckling with enjoyment. Sean turns and walks back to the
freshmen, passing by Prof. Serpanz, whose stare is enough to show
disappointment. He returns to his spot by Matt and Rose, both
gawking at him in confusion before Matt asks, “What happened out
there? Did you even put up a fight?”

Sean replies with an uncaring
attitude, “I didn’t even bother fighting, because I can’t. So I
just picked my poison, let him do his job, and now I’m back
here.”

“But, what do you mean,
Sean?” Rose asks, not able to believe his story. “Why can’t you
fight? All Alkalians are able to fight in their battle morph; it’s
instinct that you should know how to battle with your
powers!”

Another freshman is called upon to
battle an intermediate. Seeing he’s got time, Sean tells Matt and
Rose his story:

“A year ago, I was a
freshman here at the college. That’s why I know so much about it
already. I was able to handle all the classes I had, except gym,
because I don’t know how to fight. What I mean by that is I can’t
figure out what my powers even are; without them, I’m just a
punching bag! But I grew to ignore it, and I got around alright.
Until the exams.

“At the end of the year,
class exams are held. Exams include all subjects you have been
studying, even using your battle morph. The gym exam is set up
where students of the same class are randomly paired to fight each
other, and judges are appointed to rate how well each student
performs. Winning the battle is only a bonus, because the judges’
scoring is what determines whether you pass or not.

“So I take my exams, and I
passed runes and alchemy fairly well. As for biology, I did
horrible and barely failed. Then came my gym exam, and I was set
against a guy named Dante Goros. We fight, and he tears me apart.
The judges had no choice but to unanimously decide he passed with
flying colors, and I sunk like a rock. With two out of four classes
failed, I was forced to be held back, so here I am with you guys
this year.”

Matt and Rose are stunned, trying to
understand his situation. Rose asks, “Where is this
Dante?”

Sean surprises them by stating, “I
just fought him. The guy in the orange coat.”

Matt is trying to feel sympathetic for
his friend, but is interrupted when a fellow classmate shoves him.
Wondering what the problem is, he turns to see Prof. Serpanz
looking at him. She says, “Matthew Calamos, you’re next.” So he
comes forward and views the possible foes before him.

Matt already knows he doesn’t want to
fight Dante, and he feels he may not be as successful against the
Golem guy. So he points to a blue-haired woman among the
intermediates and says, “I choose you.”

The woman wears a white dress with
blue outlines and short skirt. Also wearing a smirk, she steps
forward and tells Matt, “I may be beautiful, but I’m quite lethal
in my battle morph. I’ll try going easy on you.” She then morphs,
her hair becoming snow white and her dress becoming a sky blue, the
skirt and her shirt’s sleeves frilled at their ends like
frost.

In response, Matt enters his battle
morph. Out of a flash of black energy, he reappears with a knight’s
suit of pure black, plate and mail armor minus a helmet that gives
off a strange sense of power. While the freshmen are in awe of his
form, Prof. Serpanz gives the word, and the battle begins when the
woman summons a large block of ice with a spell and pushes it
toward him in a rapid acceleration. Sean mostly covers his eyes
again, groaning, “And here comes Matt’s beating.”

As the ice cube slides at him, Matt
shows no sign of panic, no fear in his eyes. Like Rose before him,
he is one with the warrior inside. The armor of his left arm twists
and hollows out into a gun barrel, and he aims at the ice
cube.

A burst of black energy bullets flies
from the gun barrel, shatters the ice cube, and smashes into the
Magician, hitting her in the chest and exiting out her back with
yellow, spraying wounds. She falls over from the impact of the
blows, shocked at how the bullets had not only destroyed the ice
cube but also did so much damage to her.

After she gets back on her feet, she
looks forward to find Matt sprinting toward her, his rifle gone and
an immense, dark energy sword, almost as tall as himself, sprout
from his right hand. Having time only to watch with dread, she
stands still while Matt spins and swings the sword forward through
her. A split second after the cleaving slash, a gushing of orange
energy precedes her legs being cut off, the lower halves vanishing
in bursts of light and the rest of her collapsing upon the
floor.

The freshmen, intermediates, and Prof.
Serpanz, are dumbstruck. Even Rose is amazed, almost breathless as
she stares at him in his dark armor. Matt lets his black sword fade
out, and charges up a magic spell in his left hand. Lying face-up
and cringing from the massive damage upon her, all the Magician can
do is look up with pleading eyes when he turns back around, but it
is no use. A merciless Matt aims his glowing palm toward her,
calling out his spell’s name:

“Blastion!”

A sphere of black energy, much like a
cannonball, fires out from his hand and crushes the Magician’s
chest, releasing a large explosion that cracks open the ground. A
red demorph flash mingles with the black flash of the explosion,
and the woman is found lying unconscious on the seared floor, her
body sprawled out like a lifeless puppet and her face pale with
shock.

 


***

 


The faces on Prof. Serpanz, the
freshmen, and the other intermediates, even the one named Dante,
are very similar to the unconscious woman’s. Matt demorphs and
walks back to the freshmen, himself becoming confused at why they
are staring at him.

Looking at Rose and Sean, he has a
face asking what’s the matter. Rose tries to smile and speaks for
herself, “That was incredible.”

Sean mutters to himself, scratching
the back of his head, “This is going to be one interesting school
year.”


Chapter 2

 


Rough Introductions

 


***

 


As gym, and the school
day, comes to an end, Matt, Sean, and Rose make their way toward
the gym exit along with the other freshmen. Except for Matt and
Rose, they had all lost their battles. Sean is flustered from Matt
and Rose’s performances, as he tells them, “This is great,
marvelous, extraordinary,
even! I’m the guy who doesn’t know how to fight,
and my roommates are the class superstars!” He then laments,
“Spirits, why? Why do you torture me like this? How long will I
suffer!?”

Rose asks, trying not to laugh, “Well,
are you sure you don’t know what your powers are?”

Sean sighs, slumping, and replies, “I
thought I had it before, because I’m a Brawler type Alkalian, like
my older brother. So I figured, like him, my punches, kicks, and
slams would play out on their own and do damage. But it doesn’t
happen for me! I’m just some freak without any fighting
powers.”

As the three reach the exit, and Rose
is about to say something, they hear Professor Serpanz call after
them. “Rose Alamence! May I have a word with you?”

Wondering what she could want, Rose
tells Matt and Sean, “Go on ahead, I’ll catch up.” She turns around
and goes back towards the professor.

Matt and Sean enter the main hall and
go along with the flow of students leaving the building, where Matt
asks Sean, “Have you even tried training?”

Sean mumbles, “My family couldn’t
figure out what I should do, and I’m not desperate enough to make
me someone else’s problem! Let’s face it, I’m a hopeless cause. But
enough about me! What Alkalian type are you?”

Caught off-guard from the switch, Matt
says, “What am I? Oh, um, I don’t know.”

Sean stops his walking abruptly. They
have reached the main entrance of the building, as students
continued walking or jogging past them. He turns back to Matt with
an unbelieving face, and asks, “You don’t know what your type
is?”

Matt shrugs and nods yes.
Sean is then the one who thinks his friend has a problem.
“Who could not
know what their battle morph is!? Didn’t your parents tell you? Did
you ever wonder why your morph is different from others? Do you
even have a clue what you are, with those superpowers of
yours!?”

Before a stammered Matt can answer,
Rose rejoins them. Having heard Sean’s outburst, she asks, “What’s
going on?”

Sean replies in a wise-guy
way, “Well Rose, we have quite the irony standing before us. An
Alkalian who fights with full knowledge of his strength, but
doesn’t know what Alkalian he is!”

Matt regains his voice and replies,
“Wait, listen! My parents trained me on how to handle combat, so I
figured out my powers as I learned to fight. But when I asked my
parents what my battle morph was, they wouldn’t tell me anything,
except I was special.”

Sean remarks, “Oh yeah,
you’re special all right!”

Before he can continue, Rose
interrupts, “Now hold on, Sean, at least he knows how to fight! The
real problem here is you!”

Sean’s absurd attitude deflates, and
he’s gloomy again. “What can be done about it? No one’s going to
help me, the loser of the class…”

“We’ll help
you.”

Sean looks up to the warm
faces of Matt and Rose. Feeling guilty, he moans, “But it would be
unfair if there was nothing I could do in…” Suddenly, inspiration
hits him, and he says, “Scratch that, there is something I can do in return! You
both train me, and I’ll help you fit in with the way this school
runs! I can help out Matt with runes class, and I’ve lived through
the culture of the student community already, so I can tell you
about all the important people and such.”

“Wait, how the school
runs?” Matt asks. “What do you mean by that?”

“Ah, yeah, uh, how do I
give you a quick idea? Okay, you remember that little speech
Professor Kaystone gave yesterday? Well, half of it means nothing.
The students here do not
treat each other as equal peers. Not only do you
have the hierarchy of classes, with seniors at the top and freshmen
at the bottom, but you’ve got the individual students known as
‘boss students.’ ”

“Boss students?” asks
Rose. “Why are they known as that?”

“The boss students,
usually seniors themselves, are the self-imposed leaders of the
community, dear Rose. Whether they are of noble heritage, wealthy
backgrounds, superior skill with their battle morphs, or any
combination of those three, they use those qualities to win favor
or fear from the other students and control them. In fact, some
boss students literally fit the term ‘boss’ by running their own
small gangs of loyal students, who go around competing for the
majority of the community’s respect and occasionally getting into
rumbles with each other.”

“So, the boss students are
pretty much the most popular students in the school?”

“Yah, pretty
much.”

Matt asks, “And just who are these
so-called ‘boss students?’ ”

“Well, I’d love to tell ya
here and now, but…” He looks around at the crowd of students moving
by them, and then says in an undertone, “It would probably be
better to tell you back at the cabin. See, the boss students may
even have spies moving about, always listening for the latest piece
of gossip about them.”

It takes a moment for Matt and Rose to
understand what Sean means, but they soon understand and nod in
agreement.

“Right, so, what’s our
next plan of action? Ah, I know! Matt!” He snaps his fingers at
him. “Head back to the cafeteria and go get our dinner.”

“Our dinner?”

“Yes, our dinner! At the
end of the day, after classes, they start taking orders from
students for their evening meals, and then they deliver them out to
their cabins to be shared by the students in each cabin. So, for
tonight’s meal, get us a pizza or something. Pizza sounds
good.”

“…What’s a
pizza?”

“ARE YOU KIDDING ME!?”
Sean roars out. “You don’t even know what pizza is!? Did you grow up under a
rock or something!? Unbelievable, man!”

Matt, Rose, and students yet moving by
them jumped back from Sean’s outburst, and the other students move
on, casting disgruntled looks at him, while they wait for him to
calm down again. “…Sorry about that. I’m prone to random outbursts,
if you haven’t figured that out yet. But anyway, just go ahead and
order some pizza, you’ll know what it is by tonight, I swear it!
Meanwhile, Rose and I will head out to the open fields and do some
training.”

“Uh, actually, I’m sorry,
but I may not be able to help train.” As Matt and Sean look to her,
Rose explains, “I agreed that every day after class hours, I would
stay with Prof. Serpanz and work out with her. I don’t know why
she’s interested in me, besides how well I did today in
combat.”

Blinking curiously, Sean says, “Oh,
that’s all right, all I need is Matt here! Plus, while he trains
me, you can help me with assignments and studying. Just because
I’ve already been a freshman and taken some of the classes doesn’t
mean I’m any better at them. Oh, and while we’re at it, I can find
out what Matt’s battle morph is! Yeah, no problem!”

“Ah, okay. Well, I guess
I’ll see you guys later.” She waves good-bye to the two men, and
turns around and heads back to the gym.

Sean turns back to Matt and says,
“Alright, Matt, we’ll go get that pizza cooking, and then we’ll
head out to the fields for some training! Sound good?” When Matt
doesn’t reply, his gaze fixed on Rose as she walks away, Sean
glances between them before waving his hand in front of Matt’s
face. “Matt, you still here?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, that
sounds fine.”

“Alrighty, let’s go!” He
takes off down the hall, nearly empty of student traffic, and Matt
is slow to respond before hurrying after him, casting one last look
at Rose before she vanishes behind the gym doors. As they disappear
around the corner further into the building, someone steps out from
the shadow of another corner, near the building’s entrance, on the
other side of the hall from where they had been speaking. The young
man known as Dante, his presence having gone unnoticed, was
listening in on them the whole time, smoking from a cigarette. He
blows out a cloud of smoke from his nostrils, his emotionless
expression yet locked on where Matt had gone.

 


***

 


Back in the gym, Rose walks over to
Prof. Serpanz, who is stretching her limbs in warm-up while waiting
for her. Coming out of a standing hamstring stretch, she looks to
her and says, “Welcome back. Do you mind if we started out with a
little jog? Say, ten laps around the arena?”

Rather than being flabbergasted at the
suggestion of so many laps around the far-and-wide circumference of
the gym floor, Rose shrugs and replies, “No, that’s fine by me,
professor.”

“Good. And, you won’t mind
working out in your casual attire, for today?”

“Uh, oh, no, that’s no
problem. Here, let me just put this away.” Her hands reaching up to
her chest, she takes the amulet hung around her neck and tucks it
under her shirt.

Having had her eye on the amulet,
Serpanz asks, “So, according to your amulet there, you’re a proud
member of the Alamence clan, from Riaquen?”

Looking back to her, Rose nods. “Yes,
that’s right.”

“What kind of Elemental
Artist are you?”

“Um, ninjutsu with the
botanic, er, plant, element.”

“I see. And how capable
are you with your martial arts?”

Giving herself a quick stretching,
Rose chuckles before answering, “Well, I don’t mean to boast, but
many have been surprised to know I’m well versed in ninjutsu
techniques not just in my battle morph, but in my human form as
well.”

“You can use your martial
art outside of
your battle morph? No kidding?”

“Heh, yeah. Ever since I
chose it to be the martial art of my morph, I’ve trained and
studied it vigorously both in-and-out of morph, from my childhood
to this very day.”

After a moment of regarding her,
Serpanz nods in satisfaction. “Well done, then. It’s good to know
there is still at least one ‘true’ Alamence in today’s
age.”

“ ‘True’ Alamence? What
does that mean?”

“Well, as I recall it, all
members of the elite Alamence clan of Riaquen had to be masters of
their martial arts, both in-and-out of morph. Am I
right?”

“Oh, uh, yes, that’s true.
But that was mainly because we were in the middle of a blood feud
with the, the…” When the thought of what she was about to say makes
a connection, she gasps and looks apologetically at Serpanz.
“Professor, I am so sorry! I didn’t even think of it until just
now, but you must be from…”

“The Serpanz clan, the
hated rivals of the Alamence clan that were eventually kicked out
of the feudal states. Yes, I am a descendant of the Serpanz, as my
last name states. However, the discord between our families went
right along with the era they were in, the Age of Chaos, and so
should mean nothing in today’s world. Don’t you agree?”

Relieved that she has no grudges, Rose
smiles and replies, “Agreed. This is a time of peace, and all of
that is in the past, to be learned from and not
repeated.”

“Exactly, Rose. In fact, I
think it would be nice to have the two of us, whose ancestors were
bitter foes, become friends and bridge that infamous gap between
us.”

“Ah, yes, professor, I
think that would be nice.”

“Excellent. Alright, let’s
do this warm-up.” Following beside her, the two women begin jogging
at a steady pace by the walls of the arena. A moment passes with
them jogging before Rose resumes the conversation. “You know, with
the way you intimidated me and the rest of the class, I thought you
were going to be a rough instructor. But, I can see now that you’re
actually not that rough. Er, professor.”

Laughing at the risky compliment,
Serpanz returns, “You can just call me Orcra, Rose. However, don’t
make that conclusion about me so soon. As I told the rest of your
class, my job is to make your skill in your battle morphs near
perfection. And that is especially directed toward you.”

“Me? Really?”

“Oh, yes. I can tell that
you’re already well-toned, in human athleticism and your battle
morph’s skills. However, I think you can be better in both. Rose, I
intend to work you so hard that you will be able to outmuscle,
outrun, and outfight not only the other freshmen, but higher
classmen, and possibly even me. Do you understand?”

“Uh, yeah. I
understand.”

“You have a problem with
that?”

“…No. No, I don’t. In
fact, I think I’m actually looking forward to it. This can be
another step in my endeavor to become one of the greatest Elemental
Artists of the century, so I will appreciate any way you can make
me stronger.”

Smiling at her humility and honesty,
Serpanz says, “Glad to hear it. So, if you’re not afraid of the
challenge, let’s pick up the pace.” Before Rose can think of
objecting, she is already pushing onwards at a brisk run, and she
has to speed up to stay with her as they complete one lap around
the arena with nine more to go.

 


***

 


About a half hour later, Matt and Sean
are out of the campus building and by a small group of trees in an
open field. The evening is clear and warm with a light breeze.
Setting his book bag down by one of the trees, Sean asks Matt, “So,
whatcha think of the library?”

Rubbing his head, Matt replies, “Wow,
I’m still overwhelmed, thinking about it. There were so many books
in there!”

“Yeah, well, libraries do
tend to have a lot of books, Matt. It’s actually the norm for
them.”

“Right, I guess that makes
sense. But how could anyone find the books they are looking for in
there?”

“Oh, you saw what I did,
right? We passed by some aisles, found the category we were looking
for, went down its aisle, scanning the shelves, and…” He opens up
his book bag, fishes around in it, and pulls out a large, textured
book. “Ta da! One encyclopedia covering the general types of
Alkalian battle morphs!”

Laughing at the presentation, Matt
concedes, “Okay, so maybe that was an easy book to
find.”

“Yeah, maybe it was. But
anyway, before you start beating the pulp out of me, er, I mean,
training me, let’s figure out what kind of battle morph you are.”
He opens the book and scans through several pages, like a dedicated
researcher. “We can narrow the search down a lot, as you’re able to
use swords, guns, and magic, which many of the types
can’t.”

“Okay.” Stepping up beside
him, Matt looks over his shoulder as he scans through the
book.

Soon, Sean’s searching comes to a
stop, finding the listed Alkalians he is searching for. There are
only three types shown. One is a heavily armored and gunned cat
called Beast, Machine Cat style, the next a Paladin, humanoid with
the plate armor design, and the last with a figure blurred out and
titled, “Legend; style varies with element and gender.”

In a process of common sense
elimination, Sean figures Matt is definitely not a Beast, and he
couldn’t be a Legend because his morph isn’t that mythic looking.
In fact, his morph resembles more of the Paladin. “Ah hah!” he
proclaims. “Matt, you are the Paladin type. Well balanced in most
combat fields and power stats, except for a higher rating of
health, attack, and defense.” Before Matt can get a closer look, he
then thumps the book closed.

Seeing Sean apparently found his morph
so quickly, Matt decides to do the same for him. “Hey, give me the
book, and let’s look for your type!”

Disturbed by the turnabout suggestion,
Sean reluctantly gives it to Matt, who begins looking at the
chapter groups in the front of the book. He asks, “So, you thought
you’re a Brawler, right? Didn’t you say your morph resembles your
brother’s?” Sean nods. Matt flips through the pages, and comes to a
section titled “Brawlers,” with a whole column of different styles.
Suddenly aware of what the problem is, he tells him, “Here’s why
you didn’t figure out your morph’s powers. Look at all these styles
of Brawlers!”

“What!?” shrieks Sean,
ripping the book away from Matt. Taking a first glance at the
column, he can’t believe the truth of it, and he says, “We always
thought there was only one
kind of Brawler, me and my family! Wow, would you
look at all these. But which one is me?”

“Let’s find out,” answers
Matt, changing into his battle morph.

Sean glances at Matt and back to the
book repeatedly, then finally goes along with the idea. Giving Matt
the book, he morphs so Matt can compare him to the Brawlers in the
column.

Matt quickly finds the Brawler style
that looks the most like Sean’s, so he shows him. “Here, how about
this one? The Speed style.”

Sean studies it carefully, looks at
another style, and says, “Yeah, this one is my brother’s, the
Strength style, it having more isolated and larger scales than
mine. I can’t be these other ones, either. The Psychic one has a
different scale pattern, the Water has those slits along the ribs,
arms, and legs, and the Chain has chain-link armor instead of
scales. That leaves me, the Speed, the one with my same scale
pattern.”

“Yeah. So, what do they
mean by ‘Speed?’ ”

Sean thinks for a moment, and says,
“Well, I know it can’t mean super fast punches or kicks, as I’ve
already tried that. But you would think some part of me would
automatically make me accelerate…”

“Do you air balance?” asks
Matt. Sean gives him a bewildered look, so he explains, “When an
Alkalian floats, flies, or dashes because they disperse energy that
propels them off the ground or air?”

“Oh, that. Why didn’t you
just say ‘fly?’ ” Sean brainstorms, and he concludes eagerly, “Hey,
that might actually work! What I have to do is zoom about with air
balance to build up speed, and then
I attack!”

“That could be worth a
try.” Matt looks around, and recommends, “Why don’t you do that,
then crash into that tree over there?” A scraggly, dead tree stands
nearby.

Sean seems nervous to the suggestion
at first, but replies, “Okay, sure. But if I shatter into a
thousand pieces from the impact, you’re putting me back together!”
He starts performing the air balance, rising a few feet into the
air and hovering away to enlarge the distance to the tree. Turning
toward it, he launches forward from a compressed dash, and prepares
to collide with his speed increasing greatly. Flying into the tree,
Sean’s tackle smashes through it, and the log scatters into wooden
debris while Sean tumbles onward some extra yards.

The impact happens so quickly Matt can
only stand there in surprise for a moment. He hurries over to Sean,
sprawled across the ground, and helps him up. “Sean, are you all
right? Did you get hurt?”

Instead of being angry or
hurt, Sean looks unscathed, and he’s gleefully smiling. “That
was awesome! As I
was racing toward that tree, my instincts just snapped awake, and I
imagined all kinds of ways to hit it! It all felt so natural, yet
thrilling, and incredible! I can fight now, Matt!” He then shouts
to the sky, “I CAN FIGHT!!”

Matt feels proud for Sean and his
awakened ability, but reminds him, “We didn’t just come out here to
find out how you fight. We now need to let you practice your
moves.”

Sean is unflinched, saying, “Yes,
right, we still need to train me. I can’t wait to get started! Come
on, let’s see just what I can do!!”

Matt nods, drawing his large, black
sword from his right hand, and faces-off with Sean as they prepare
to spar. Before either of them makes a move, somebody starts
clapping nearby. Turning to the direction of the noise, they see
Dante emerge from behind another of the trees in the grove, softly
clapping with a calm, intimidating look on his face. “Bravo,
bravo,” he says as he approaches them. “Perhaps now you’ll be able
to pass the freshmen class this year, Sean Wyseinburg.”

Both of them startled to see him, Sean
manages to speak, “Er, hey there, Dante. What are you doing
here?”

“Oh, I just happened to be
in the neighborhood, and I couldn’t help but overhear you two, so I
came over to say hello.”

“Say hello? Right. You
just wanted to say hello to two freshmen, one of them having failed
to pass last year and the other some kind of super strong
freak.”

“Yes, that’s right.” After
taking out a cigarette and what looks like a small, jagged piece of
rock to produce a flame from the rock and light up a smoke, Dante
adds, “And while I was at it, have myself a contest between battle
morphs.”

Sean groans before complaining, “Oh
come on, Dante, you already kicked my butt today, and I only just
figured out how to use my battle morph. Do you really have to
slice-and-dice me again?”

Taking his cigarette between his
fingers to blow out a plume of smoke from between his lips, Dante
explains, “Actually, Sean, you are not the one I am interested in
fighting. The one I’d like to duel is…” His eagle eyes turn to
pierce through Matt. “You.”

Matt, surprised along with Sean, asks,
“Me?”

“Yes, you, Matthew
Calamos. I could not help but be impressed with how well you took
down that intermediate in gym today. I was so impressed that I wish
to try my morph against yours, to see just how good you are in
it.”

Not sure if he should feel proud or
scared, Matt says, “Oh, I’m not that special or anything. I guess I
was just more skilled than her, that’s all, and…”

“Wrong.” Interrupting him
with a sharp tone, Dante tells him, “It wasn’t your skill that
impressed me. It was your strength. Even with the direct, smooth
deliveries of your attacks, they did much more damage to her morph
than normal versions of those same attacks would have done. I have
my own theory as to why your attacks are so strong, but to see if
it’s correct, I would like to test my battle morph against yours
and see how well it holds up.”

“Uh, well, um…” Looking to
Sean for any help and getting nothing but a bewildered shrug, he
reluctantly says, “Okay, then. We’ll have a duel.”

The only sign of intrigued surprise on
his face being a raised eyebrow, Dante asks, “You won’t decline? If
you don’t feel good about fighting me at this moment, that’s fine.
I won’t force you into something you don’t want to do.”

“Oh, no, it’s alright.
I’ve been raised to accept formal requests for duels between battle
morphs, as it’s the honorable and respectful thing to do. So, we’ll
go ahead and duel. Any terms or conditions we should go
by?”

Taking another smoke of his cigarette
before tossing it on the ground and rubbing it out, Dante says
while smoke floated out of his mouth, “Swords only, since that’s my
only means of arsenal. Agreed?”

Exchanging a concerned glance with
Sean, Matt sighs before firmly nodding and saying,
“Agreed.”

 


***

 


A moment later, both Matt and Dante
are in their battle morphs, a black knight and a red samurai, their
battlefield the open plain beside the tree grove. Dante energizes
the katana-like sword between his two hands, while Matt summons his
monstrous broadsword between his hands. The two stare back at each
other, both ready for combat, and a sudden gust blows between them.
Meanwhile, Sean is off to the side sitting against one of the
trees, still in battle morph and acting as a spectator.

In that moment as both wait for the
other to start the fight, Matt realizes he made a big mistake in
agreeing to use only his sword in this battle. He should have
already known that Dante would be quicker and more agile with his
swordsmanship than his. Despite this, however, he has an idea that
might help him match his opponent, and he holds his position,
waiting for him to make the first move, his expression as still as
Dante’s.

After another breeze blows by, Dante
at last begins the battle by rushing forward in a sprint. Not
panicking from the head-on assault, Matt makes no move, allowing
him to get closer. Before Dante moves his blade to attack, he
propels forward in a burst from his air balance.

Unprepared for the unusual attack
method, Dante is bashed by Matt’s left shoulder, being flung off
his feet from the impact. Within the split second after the
collision, he looks with worried surprise as Matt raises his great
sword to bring it down at him, and desperately tries a side-thrust
of air balance to get out of the way.

While he doesn’t directly
hit him, Matt does leave his mark as his sword chops through
Dante’s right arm, causing it to pop off from his elbow and
disappear in a flash of red light. After he was wounded and rolls
away, Sean exclaims from the side-line, “Ah, look at that! It
appears that Dante’s been, heh, disarmed! Bwahahahahah!!”

Cringing with a numbing pain from the
severing blow, Dante lands on his feet a few yards away, quickly
checking what is left of his right arm, a glowing spot of bright
yellow marking its stub at the elbow. When he looks away from it,
he’s startled to see Matt coming back at him, his blade set to stab
into him like a lance. Reacting quickly, he side-steps to the
right, allowing the sword’s thrust to pass by him, reforms his own
sword from his left hand, and strikes back with a passing swipe of
his sword at Matt’s exposed side, cutting a thin line of green into
his armor.

For the next several seconds, Matt
would turn and swing his sword outward to try hitting Dante, who
swiftly avoids it and leaves a new cut in a new spot every time.
After he had put some cuts in Matt’s sides and upper legs, he then
dodges another great swing of the black sword and positions himself
behind him. Before Matt responds, he rapidly lashes his back,
causing him to flinch from the flogging-like blows. Dante then
leaps away as Matt rotates with his blade trying to clip
him.

The rapid swordfight slows to a pause,
with Matt and Dante staring down the other, each waiting for one to
reopen the fight with a lunging attack. Meanwhile, Sean looks
back-and-forth between the two, unsure of who yet had an advantage
over the other. Matt decides to make the resuming move when he
grips his sword’s base with his right hand, leaps straight into the
air, rolls forward once, and comes back down at Dante, the black
blade aiming to split him.

Seeing the attack coming, he simply
side-steps out of the way, letting Matt’s sword chop into the
ground, and thrusts his orange sword at Matt’s neck. Before the
katana finds its mark, Matt reacts by raising his left arm to get
stabbed instead. Not deterred by the instinctive response, Dante
begins another flurry of slashes upon his arm, hoping to keep Matt
pinned long enough to mutilate it in return for what he had done to
his own arm.

What happens instead, however, is
something Dante did not expect. Matt dissipates the energy of his
black sword, turns toward him, and reaches out with his open right
hand to grab Dante’s sword arm.

Shocked by his attacks stopping, Dante
looks desperate as he struggles to break out of Matt’s strong grip.
He, meanwhile, lifts Dante’s arm up to fully expose his stomach
area, the target for his great sword then reformed from his wounded
left arm.

Dante cringes as the blade enters his
abdominals and exits out his lower back, the crippling blow
wracking him with more numbing pain as orange wound energy gushes
from both ends of the wound. Matt then lets go of Dante’s limp
sword arm, clasps his sword’s base with both hands, and lifts his
sword, and Dante on it, into the air before bringing them down in a
half-turn, having Dante hit the ground head-first while the sword
carves into his chest area.

With red wounds breaking forth from
his snapped neck and chest cavity, Dante feels paralyzed by the
surge of numbness from the heavy damage as his katana turns off at
his left hand. After the black blade leave his body, lying face-up
on the ground, he looks up to watch Matt reposition it to point
downwards between his hands, the sun shining high in the sky behind
him. Matt, no mercy in his violet eyes, then deals the finishing
blow, planting his sword into Dante’s chest and the dirt beneath
him.

 


***

 


In a spouting flash of red energy,
Dante demorphs, causing Matt’s sword to be thrown up out of the
ground and send him a step back. In his human form again, Dante
looks like he was never harmed until he suddenly coughs violently,
gripping his chest with both hands and spitting up a little blood.
Seeing the blood, Matt worriedly demorphs and kneels down to help
him sit up, saying, “Earth Spirit, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to
literally hurt you that bad!” Meanwhile, Sean, after watching in
amazement how Matt defeated Dante, gets up and hurries over to
them, demorphing as well.

Chuckling through his coughs, Dante
tells him, “Shouldn’t you be apologizing to me, instead of the
Earth Spirit? But seriously, don’t worry, it’s fine. It’s nothing
permanent. A good night’s sleep, and I’ll be fine.” Coughing
roughly again, he forces himself to his feet while Matt yet looks
concerned. Turning to him, he wipes the blood from his mouth and
chin with his right sleeve and tells him, “Well, thanks to that
battle, which you fought better than I expected, I now know for
sure that my suspicion about you is correct.”

His worry for him becoming curiosity,
Matt asks, “And what would that be?”

After another cough and groan, Dante
admits, “Sorry, but I can’t explain it while it feels like my chest
is going to cave in. Perhaps I’ll tell you the next time we meet.
But now, if you will excuse me, I’ll go escort myself to the
school’s infirmary.” Turning to limp back toward the college, he
glances at Sean, nods courteously to him, and then slowly walks
away, occasionally coughing a little and leaving a confused Matt
and Sean in the open field.

 


***

 


Later, after the sun has
set and the sky is black with night time, Matt, Sean, and Rose are
back in their cabin, eating their dinner consisting of pizza at the
kitchen counter. Once half of the pie is gone, Sean says to Matt as
he is biting into another slice, “Well, now you know what pizza is! How do
you like it?”

“Hmm, it’s pretty good! I
could just keep on eating it!”

“Haha, yeah, just don’t
try to. I want leftovers!” After all three of them laugh, he turns
to Rose and asks her, “So, how did the training with Professor
Serpanz go? Did she put your face to the floor and make you kiss
it?”

Rose glares at him before suggesting
rather than answering, “If you’re still trying to flirt with me,
you should probably not ask me how much I suffered in training.”
When Sean realizes his mistake and smacks himself in the face, she
then answers, “And it wasn’t that bad. Just a lot of running and
battle morph sparring.”

“How so?” asks
Matt.

“Well, it went like this.
We’d do a duel, and then we’d run three laps around the arena. But,
if I lost, which I did in all of the duels, I had to run
six laps instead. Heh, I
will admit, it was quite a workout!”

“You call that ‘not
bad’!?” exclaims Sean. “Yeesh! I’d hate to know just what exactly
is ‘bad’ for you!”

“Ah, well, I may find out
just what that could be, eventually. What about you guys? How did
your training go?”

Getting excited, Sean almost jumps out
of his seat when he says, “It was wonderful! We did it, Rose! Me
and Matt figured it out, and now, I know how to fight! Isn’t that
great!?”

Startled by his loud exclamation, Rose
replies, “Oh, uh, yes, that’s great.”

“Isn’t it!? Oh, and we
figured out what Matt’s battle morph is. He’s a
Paladin.”

“A Paladin, eh? Yeah, I
thought that’s what it was.”

Sean has an awkward expression on his
face before he spits out, “You already knew what his battle morph
was? Why didn’t you tell us earlier!?”

“Because, I didn’t think
it was such a big deal, and I was keeping Or, er, Prof. Serpanz
waiting! I figured I would tell you guys later.”

“Pff, well, it was a big
deal for me! How could you, keeping Matt in the dark like that. He
should have known what he is a long time ago, from the moment he
could first morph! Plus, that means we wasted a trip to the
library.”

As Sean calms down with a pout and
sits back in his seat at the kitchen counter, Matt says, “Uh,
that’s not all. While we were training, Dante Goros showed up and
challenged me to a duel. And, well, I beat him.”

“You did!? Wow, well done,
Matt! Was it a close match?”

“Hah, far from it! Matt
literally impaled him and sent him crawling to the infirmary, with
him spitting up his own blood! Heh heh, serves him right, I’d say,
thinking he’s so cool and perfect.”

Rather than giving Sean
another dirty look, Rose becomes concerned and asks Matt, “You mean
you actually injured him? Will he be all right?”

“Oh, uh, yeah, I guess. He
was able to walk himself, rather than crawl as Sean put it, back to
the college. He said something about a good night’s rest was all he
needed.”

“Ah, that’s good.” Looking
back to Sean, she asks, “So, is Dante a boss student?”

“Hmm, a good guess, Rose,
but not exactly. He’s got a small group of guys loyal to them, but
he’s not as, oh, motivated as the other boss students. He’s
more laissez faire.”

Matt tries to repeat the words. “Lay,
lay what?”

“It means he’s lazy,
nonchalant, unmotivated. He’s not into the whole deal of trying to
‘rule the school.’ ”

“Is that so?” Rose asks.
“Well, then, just who are the boss students?”

“Ah, yes, now I can tell
you! Where to begin? Okay, from what I’ve noticed already, and
remember from last year, there are a total of five boss students at
the college this year. Probably the most popular, and notorious, of
them is Cain Incarein. He’s rich, spoiled, and cruel. He’s so
bad-natured and hot-tempered, even other seniors, as well as the
other boss students, stay out of his way. So, if you see this guy,
with brown, gelled hair, a nice, expensive green suit, and evil
green eyes, either be as unnoticeable as possible or get as far
away from him as you can. Oh, and you’ll want to watch out for his
goons. The most of them act as volunteer officers for the college,
which gives him all the more power over the student
community.”

“Wait, you mean he can use
the school officials to bully other students around? That’s awful!
Wouldn’t the college’s administration do something about
that?”

“Eh, well, believe me,
they wish they
would. However, the student community is so affected by his
influence that they don’t fess up to the scandals he and his
cronies commit, nor could anything be proven if someone told on
them. Plus, he’s from a noble, wealthy family up in Tirez, so the
school staff and actual officers have to be lenient with him.
All-in-all, he’s got control of the student community through
collaboration and intimidation.”

“Uh huh. So, I guess we’ll
just have to avoid causing trouble with him,” Matt complies. “What
about the other boss students?”

“Well, let’s see. Then
there’s Cain’s cousin, James Iroshen, another noble from Tirez. In
fact, he’s got a higher place in the family than Cain does. He’s
the son of Tirez’s prime minister, and his good looks and charm get
him much of the women and school staff’s support.”

“James Iroshen?” Rose
asks. “Blue suit, long purple hair, blue eyes?”

“Yep, that’s the one!
How’d you know?”

“Because Matt and I have
already seen him. He’s in our alchemy class.”

“Alchemy, huh? …Oh! Yeah,
makes sense he would be in that class again. What, with his
reputation in the community.”

“Reputation?”

“Yeah. See, with his noble
background, looks, and charm, he has a way of infatuating the
ladies. He could hook up with a girl one day, dump her for another
the next day, and then pick her up again the day after! Oh, and
you’ll also want to know that he likes going after the, uh…” Sean
directly nods at Rose to include her as he says, “Pretty
ones.”

Smirking at his attempt to get on her
good side yet, Rose replies, “Of course. In other words, he’s a
womanizer, right?”

“Exactly, so you in
particular gotta watch out for him, especially since you both share
a class! Anyway, another boss.” Sean thinks a moment. “Ah yes, then
there’s Cynthia Volvaron! While James gets all the ladies, she’s a
temptress of love for the men. Red hair, red dress, pink eyes,
tanned red skin. She’s the living incarnate of a ruby, beautiful
and priceless! Oh, and she comes from the same family who owns the
famous Volvaron Resort down in Saratu, so that gives her some perks
as well.”

“The Volvaron Resort?”
Matt asks. “My parents and I have gone there on vacation a few
times. I wonder if I may have seen her there before.”

“Oh, trust me, Matt, if
you’ve seen her, you’ll have not forgotten her! Now, my advice for
you about her is to not make the same mistake I did.”

“Oh, and what would that
be, Sean?” Rose asks with a malicious smile on her face.

Understanding she already had the
idea, he sighs before explaining to Matt, “See, when I was here
last year, I took one look at her down the hall and nearly flipped
head-over-heels, or more correctly, dropped my books and those of
every student crowded around me when I bumped into them on my way
to the floor. I had been smitten by her dazzling, red-hot beauty.
It was love at first sight, a common epidemic around these
parts.

“But anyway, it took me a
long time, over the rest of the school year, to gather up the
nerve. I had even practiced on other girls, with a good number of
them going quite well, before I came up to her and asked her out.
She took one look at me, and laughed wickedly, saying there was no
way she’d go out with me. I swear, I was laughed right out of the
cafeteria by everyone around me. And later that day, after classes,
as if adding salt to the wound, the girls of her gang and some rich
guys who would want to ask her out surrounded and pounded me into
the ground in our morphs. If it hadn’t been clear before, the
message had been beaten into my skull. Never ask Cynthia Volvaron
out if you’re not good enough for her.”

Once excited to hear of his failure to
ask her out, Rose then feels sorry for him as she says, “Aw, Sean,
that’s, that was so wrong of them to do to you. I mean, wasn’t it
enough that your heart had been broken?”

“Pff, nah, for them it
wasn’t. See, they didn’t want any other silly, backwater, freshman
nobody getting the idea of flirting with a girl like her,
especially since she’s also a boss student. So, Matt, take this
advice seriously. When you see her, don’t even think of talking to her. She is well
beyond mine or your reach. Got it?”

“Uh, yeah, I’ve got
it.”

“Good, good. Um, who else
is there? Ah, yes, speaking of female boss students, there is Lyn
Arcterus. If you asked me, or the most of the other students in the
community, we’ll tell you that she’s the nicest of the boss
students. Rather than picking on the most of us, she and her troop
are the ones who usually cause friction with the other boss
students and their gangs. Also, she’s impossible to go by
unrecognized. She and her girl friends go around in their own,
striped uniform suits, but she’s the one in a white suit, with blue
hair, and, uh, eerie white eyes. The reason students try to stay
out of her way is not just because how unsettling those eyes are,
but, since she’s not afraid to cause trouble with the other boss
students, they don’t want to get caught in the crossfire, you know
what I mean?”

“Um, yeah, we know what
you mean,” agrees Matt while glancing to a nodding Rose. “But wait,
did you say her last name is Arcterus? Would she happen to be
related to a guy named Fenrir Arcterus, from Tirez?”

“Hmm. Maybe. Why do you
ask?”

“Well, my father knows
this guy, Fenrir, as they are both state rangers who will often
pass by each other while scouting the border between Minari and
Tirez. So, I can’t help but wonder if me and her already know a
little about each other if she happens to be Fenrir’s
daughter.”

“Heh, that would be
interesting to know. But, we’ll worry about that later. Another
thing Lyn Arcterus is known for is her hot temper, a temper that
could match Cain’s, and her distaste of men ever since she got
dumped by James, so, I don’t think you’ll want to, oh, walk across
that thin ice just yet, you know?”

“…Right.”

“Right. And, the last, but
not the least, of the boss students is known as Buster Harmada. The
reason he’s got such a high standing in the community is not only
because of his relation to the Harmada family of Riaquen. It’s also
because he can kick just about any student’s butt in battle. Not
only does he already have a powerful battle morph to begin with, I
believe it’s called a MechWarrior, but he’s also so skilled and
versatile with it that very few students here at the college have
managed to even match him in combat. Although, he’s also not that
bad of a guy to be around. He’s actually a rather jolly fellow,
loves to party and goof off, so as long as you don’t give him a
reason to fight you, you should be okay with him.”

“I see,” Rose says. “But
he’s a Harmada from Riaquen, right? That would mean he’s related to
General Draco Harmada, right?”

“Ah, yes, that I do know!
Yep, the general is his uncle. They’re kinda close back home, or at
least that’s what Buster will tell anyone who asks about them. So
yeah, the most of the students who are from Riaquen as well are
unified under Buster’s command. Seeing as he’s related to one of
the strongest Alkalians in Riaquen, maybe even the whole nation,
they’re pretty much inclined to obey and respect him.”

“Hah, yeah, I wouldn’t
blame them on that. We are raised that way in Riaquen, after all.
Perhaps some time I’ll go meet him and have a nice chat with him,
since we’re both from famous families in Riaquen.”

“Eh, I suppose you could
get away with that.” Yawning and stretching his arms as he sits up
from his chair, Sean says, “Well, that’s all the sage advice I’ll
give you two for now. We can talk more about how the student
community works later. If we have the time between all the homework
we’ll have, that is. So, I say we clean up and tuck ourselves in
early for the night. Tomorrow’s gonna be the real first day of school, where our
studies will get serious and the professors will not play nice with
us! Therefore, if there is nothing more to say, then I bid you good
day!” As he turns and heads for his bedroom, he stops and turns
back to correct himself, “Er, night, good night, I mean!” before
opening the door and closing it behind him.

Once Sean is in his room, Matt and
Rose look at each other, and he asks, “So, what do you think of all
this boss student stuff?”

“Hah, honestly, I really
don’t care whatever role they play in this ‘community’ on campus.”
Rose gets up and goes over to the kitchen sink, fetching a glass
and filling it with water. “Although, the fact that a Harmada is a
student here is interesting. I do mean to go meet him myself, and
see just how much Sean was exaggerating about him.”

As she gulps down the water, Matt
chuckles before saying, “Yeah, and I can’t help but want to meet
Cynthia and Lyn. Sure, maybe Sean’s got something against them, but
I may already have, oh, how do you put it? Connections, with
them.”

“Yeah, you just might.
However, let’s just hope you won’t react around some ‘pretty girls’
like Sean must have!” After they both laugh at the thought, and
hear a thump from behind Sean’s bedroom door and him shouting,
“Hey, that’s not funny!” she then says, “Well, I’ll go use the
bathroom first. I’ve gotten so sweaty and stinky in my clothes
after Prof. Serpanz’s workout, I’ll want to use the shower
tonight.”

“Alright, then. I’ll just
wait in my room until you’re done.” He gets up, nods good-night to
her, and heads upstairs to his room while she crosses the living
room and enters the bathroom.

 


***

 


The next day, school is in
full-swing as the morning classes fly by, and Matt soon finds
himself in the cafeteria, getting his meal at the buffet in line
behind Sean. As he gets himself a bowl of soup, Matt asks Sean,
“So, explain this to me again. How is it a good thing that we got detention
with Prof. Kaloss?”

“Hah, it is quite
simple, mi pico amigo! You see, we shall have a whole two hours in the professor’s
company, alone, working on or studying runes. And he
absolutely despises our, well, my company! Therefore, rather than us suffering through the
detention, it will be him
suffering through the detention! Isn’t that
great?”

“Uh, I guess. And what
does ‘mi pico amigo’ mean?”

“It means, ‘my little
friend’! Yeesh, are you sure you were raised in Minari? That’s one
of our native languages!”

“Oh, well, as I’ve said, I
live in a remote area, so I guess I didn’t get to learn our ‘native
languages’. Anyway, I don’t know if I’m going to enjoy detention as
much as you will.”

“Eh, yeah, I will admit,
it’s unfortunate you got dragged into my mess. I probably shouldn’t
have left that smoke rune on your desk, just as Kaloss was walking
by, and then it
went off right under his face. But hey, just be still and quiet,
and he’ll probably let you go early. As for me, I can’t wait for
what runes he’ll ‘discipline’ me with!”

“Wait, hold on, you’re
actually going to enjoy his punishment?”

“Oh yeah, you bet I will!
I think it’s all hilarious! Sure, for a while last year I did take
it as punishment. But then, as I would get it constantly, I just
decided to laugh at myself through it. And then, I started laughing
at the whole thing! I’ve thought it’s a fun time ever
since!”

As they depart from the buffet and
walk through the rest of the cafeteria, Matt only shakes his head
and says, “You know, Sean, I’m starting to wonder if you really are
crazy.”

“Hah, are you kidding?
Crazy is my middle name!” After Sean laughs at his own remark, he
points and says, “Oh hey, there’s Rose, already over at the table
from yesterday. I’ve got a good feeling that’s going to be our
lunch spot for the whole year! C’mon, Matt, let’s join
her.”

Instead of following Sean in the
direction towards their table, Matt has his eyes set on an area to
the far corner of the cafeteria, where a group of women in very
similar uniforms are sitting, eating and chatting. “Hey, Sean.
Would those women over there be part of Lyn Arcterus’
group?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, that’s
them. Why do you…” Then figuring out why Matt is curious about
them, he changes tone. “Ah, heh heh, trust me, Matt, let’s not
worry about them, and just join Rose for…”

“No, it’s okay, Sean. I
just want to meet Lyn herself. That can’t be bad,
right?”

As Matt heads through the
cafeteria, straight for the women, Sean tries grabbing after him,
saying, “No, Matt, don’t do it!” but misses him. He sighs before
telling himself, “And I’m
the crazy one,” and making his way to
Rose.

A moment later, Matt, silent compared
to the noises of students eating and conversing loudly around him,
is almost to the table of women. While they have varying hair
lengths and colors, they all wear the same kind of uniform,
gentlemen-like black suits consisting of a top, short-sleeved vest
with colored stripes on their sides and matching black pants.
Whatever discussion they were having pauses when they notice him
warily approach. After an awkward moment of the women eyeing him
curiously, and him trying to find words, he gulps and asks, “Um,
sorry to interrupt, but, which one of you is Lyn
Arcterus?”

While his nerves tell him they are
going to act snobbish and shoo him off, they instead giggle a
little as they softly smile at him or each other, and one of them,
tall with long brown hair and green stripes along her vest’s sides,
stands up from her chair to face him and informs him sweetly, “I’m
sorry, but Lyn isn’t here yet. Her last class is on the far side of
the building, so it takes a while for her to get here. However,
whatever you may be asking for, I can pass it on to her for you.”
Extending her hand, she says, “I am Amelia Rotin, Lyn’s
second-in-command.”

Not only surprised by how sincere the
women are greeting him, but also startled to realize, as he
directly faces Amelia’s chest before him, that they all do not have
any undershirts beneath their vests and he can clearly see her
cleavage, he has difficulty responding as he sets his tray aside
and takes her hand to shake it. “Uh, I’m, I’m Matt. Matt
Calamos.”

“Oh, so you’re one of the
freshmen! Please, you need not be frightened of us. We and Lyn want
all students to…”

“What’s the matter, kid,
never seen a pair of hooters before?” The rude interruption by a
male voice nearby causes Matt and Amelia’s heads to whip around to
its source, where they see a man in a blue suit, wearing dark
sunglasses and rough side-burns on his face, strolling up to them,
getting in close to Matt to leer down at him. “Sorry, kid, but if
ya can’t keep your cool when a good-looking piece of meat’s in
front of ya, you’re nowhere near ready enough to be around
it.”

While Matt is speechless, even
shaking, from the man’s creepy attitude towards him, Amelia shoves
the man back and snaps at him, “Hey, back off, Ryan! We don’t need
the likes of you scaring a freshman!”

“Hey, take it easy, sweet
thing! I’m only doing what you lovely lasses do. I’m just trying to
show the kid the ropes around here in school. And one of them is…”
Turning to Matt, he gets back in his face with a cruel sneer to
conclude, “How little boys shouldn’t be caught hanging around with
women clearly out of their league.”

As Matt shrinks away from Ryan’s
glare, a hand suddenly grabs Ryan’s shoulder and spins him around
for another hand, a fist, to collide with his face, sending him to
the table the women are sitting at and causing them and other
students observing nearby to jump out of their seats in
gasps.

Before he can lift his
face up from the table, his head is pressed down hard against it by
another hand, as a new woman, this one in a white uniform with blue
stripes on the vest’s sides, growls into his ear in an icy voice,
“Last I recall, it’s not a piece of trash’s job to educate the next
generation around here. That’s my
job. You got that, you disgusting
worm!?”

“Gah, yeah, I got
it!”

“Good.” Yanking him back
up by his hair, the woman trips him over backwards, having him hit
the floor hard, before a swift kick to his ribs sends him rolling
away. “Now get your filth out of here!” Stumbling to his feet, Ryan
hastily bumps his way past the other students and out of the
cafeteria, the woman’s enraged expression following him.

Once he is gone, she sighs out a deep
breath, brushes some of her blue hair away from her face, and turns
back to Matt, her expression kind as she says, “Sorry about that,
and pay that creep no mind. He’s all talk, and not worth much in
anything else. If there’s anything you need proper guidance with
around here, my associates and I would be glad to help
you.”

“Oh, uh, thank you.” Still
reeling with surprise from the turn of events, plus the woman’s
eyes truly being a chilling, pale blue, Matt manages to ask while
the other students return to their meals, some chatting about what
just happened and others acting like nothing happened, “So, um, are
you, Lyn Arcterus?”

“Yes, that is me. And you
are?”

“I’m, ah, Matt
Calamos.”

“Matt Calamos. Calamos.
Would you happen to be related to a Romulus Calamos?”

“Ah, yeah. He’s my father.
And Fenrir Arcterus is yours?”

Lyn’s icy blue eyes widen in joy as
she exclaims, “Yes! Wow, Matt, we meet at last!” For the umpteenth
surprise, she swiftly grabs Matt and hugs him, causing the other
women and students to share Matt’s startled expression. “Fire
Spirit be praised, it’s so good to finally meet the son of my
father’s good friend!”

“Uh, it’s good to meet
you, too!” Once Lyn lets go of him, he tries to remain composed as
he says, “My father’s said good things about yours, as well. And
now, here I am meeting his daughter! Isn’t that great?”

“Yes, it is! Oh, there is
so much we can talk about, so much we can learn about each other!”
As she realizes she’s still drawing attention from those around
them, she calms down a little. “Although, there will be plenty of
time for that, especially when my friends and I can help you out
with studies or whatever.” Gesturing to the table where her gang
sits, she asks, “Would you like to join us for lunch,
Matt?”

Feeling the eyes of all others boring
into him, Matt is sure he is about to have a nervous breakdown
before he replies, “No, that’s all right, I have my roommates to
eat with, over there. But, thank you for offering.”

“You’re very welcome,
Matt.” Lyn glances to the other students, her cold stare turning
them back to their meals, and says back to him sweetly, “And
besides, right here probably isn’t the best place to get better
acquainted. I can see all of this may be a little overwhelming for
you, at the moment. How about, after class hours, you can come to
our reserved study hall?”

“Um, yeah, I guess
that’s…Oh, no, wait, that won’t work today. I have detention with
Professor Kaloss.”

“Aw, you’ve gotten in
trouble, already? That’s a bother. But, it won’t be a problem. You
could still come to our study. I have Kaloss for my next class, and
I can let him know you’ll be serving out ‘detention’ with me and my
girls.”

“Re-really? You can do
that?”

“Oh, yes! As long as
you’ll be doing what you would have done in his room, he won’t mind
if we take you in. And, I can assure you, our study hall will be a
much happier place to spend your sentence. Wouldn’t you
agree?”

“Ah, yeah, that would be
great! I guess I’d like to come, then.”

“Great! Hang on a sec.”
Reaching into a pocket of her vest, Lyn pulls out a small slip of
paper and hands it to Matt. “Here’s the room number of our study
hall, here in the building. You can come on over right after your
last class.”

“Alright. Thank you,
Lyn.”

“It’s a pleasure, Matt.
We’ll see you later, then!” After they exchange a hand shake with
her sweet smile beneath her ghostly eyes, Matt nods, retrieves his
lunch tray, and departs across the cafeteria for Sean and Rose.
When he sits down next to them, letting out a long sigh, Rose asks
him, “So, did things go well over there?”

“Ah, I’m not so sure. I
still feel a bit flustered after all that happened so
fast.”

“Well, Matt, let me tell
ya, you’re one lucky fellow, for now,” Sean says between bites of
his sandwich. “But don’t forget, you gotta be careful around them,
especially Lyn. She is a time bomb waiting to go off, with a short
fuse. If you do or say the slightest thing that upsets her, she
will chew you up and spit you back out before you can even think of
apologizing. Literally!”

“Hmm, is that so, Sean,”
Rose says after sipping from a juice bottle. “And how would you
know her so well? Have you had first-hand experience?”

“You know, I’m starting to
think you like me in misery, Rose.” After Rose shrugs at him, Sean
sighs before explaining, “Last year, I went ahead and hung around
Lyn and her gang, for the help with studying and such. But then,
only a month into the school year, an all-out war erupts between
her, Cain, and James, and I soon found myself getting caught in the
cross-fire. One moment I’d be chatting with the girls outside the
building, the next moment I’m running for my life while battle
morphs are clashing all around me! Eventually, I couldn’t take the
drama anymore, and I tried telling Lyn that I wasn’t so comfortable
hanging around with her crew anymore. The next thing I know, she
explodes in my face, cussing me out and calling me a spineless
coward, among other things, and tells me to get lost! And as if
that weren’t enough, later, when I was at the casino, she and her
girls…”

“Whoa, wait, what?” Rose
interrupts him. “Casino? What casino?”

“Ah, I’ll tell you,
no, show you both
more about that later, you’re gonna love the place! Anyway, at the
casino, they find me, drag me by my heels to the pit
arena…”

“Pit arena?” Matt
asks.

“WILL YOU LET ME FINISH!?
Anyways, they throw me into the pit arena, and it’s in there that
Lyn totally ravages me in our battle morphs, nearly tearing me to
pieces and such. The morale of the story, then, is don’t give a
girl with scary eyes and scarier tantrums a reason to hold a grudge
with you!”

“Wow, that’s scary,” Matt
complies after gulping. Glancing at the table of women across the
cafeteria from them, he adds, “I don’t know if I would believe you,
after how nicely she treated me, if I hadn’t seen what she did to
that Ryan guy.” Looking back to Sean, he asks, “Did Lyn stay mad at
you after all that?”

“Eh, well, no. Once the
gang war all cleared up, she, or more precisely one of her girls,
as I made sure to always avoid her after her outrage, came to me
and apologized for her loss of temper at me. And I just smiled and
nodded, wanting to say, ‘Don’t expect me to come back for your
help!’ All I can say is, Matt, be very, very careful with those girls. They
could make your first few months here at school pretty nice, or
they could do the exact opposite and make it a waking
nightmare!”

“Uh, yeah, I’ll be
careful.” A moment passes with the three eating their meals before
he asks, “So, what did you two talk about while I was
gone?”

Rose clears her throat of the juice
she is drinking before replying, “Well, I was just telling Sean
about how Cynthia Volvaron is in my music class.”

“She is?”

“Yeah, and, I suppose Sean
wasn’t exaggerating about her looks. She really did have all the
guys in the room constantly gawking at her. She was also quite
aware of the hold she had on them. She would purposely move in, uh,
suggestive fashions, and speak in an alluring tone that made the
guys melt when she talked to them. I didn’t care much for it, of
course.”

“Ah, I see. So, does
Cynthia play an instrument, then?”

“Oh yeah, she does. She
plays the violin, and, from what I’ve heard so far, she’s very good
at it.”

“Huh, that’s interesting.”
As they finish their meals, Matt looks to Sean and tells him, “By
the way, I probably won’t be joining you back in Kaloss’ for
detention. Lyn said she could get me moved to the study hall she
and her group uses.”

“Oh, really? Hmm, I
suppose that’s good for you. Plus, that leaves him all alone with
me! Muahahaha!!” With a devilish grin still on his face, he gets up
from the table with his tray and says, “Okay, guys, see ya both
later in gym!”

“Yeah, we’ll see you
soon,” Rose returns as she and Matt get up, and the three part ways
into the moving mass of students as they leave the
cafeteria.

 


***

 


Later that day in gym class, Matt,
Sean, and Rose, along with the rest of the freshmen class, emerge
from locker rooms off to a far side of the arena, all changed into
workout clothes like t-shirts, shorts, sweatpants, or athlete bras.
Matt is wearing a red tank top and loose, black shorts, Sean has on
a torn and ragged t-shirt and some ripped-up jeans, and Rose wears
a green training bra and matching, tight shorts, with her amulet
still hung around her neck. After Prof. Serpanz yells at them to
warm-up with three laps around the arena, all the freshmen take off
into steady jogs while Matt, Sean, and Rose bundle together to chat
as they run. Sean begins the conversation with, “So, how was
alchemy?”

“Eh, it was okay,” Rose
says, “we just got to look at and feel different samples of
elements, which we tried to change into other elements, some of us
better than others.”

“Heh, sounds like simple
stuff. How’d you guys do?”

“Well, that’s the strange
thing. I did just fine, changing some copper into iron after a few
tries, but Matt…” She glances to him, who nods, and continues,
“When he tried changing the copper sample into silver, it instead
turned into a rare form of metal known as ‘aegis steel.’
”

“Aegis steel? What’s that
supposed to mean?”

Matt replies, “Well, after the half
hour or so of him trying to figure out what happened, how it
happened, and making me try to change some other metals a few
times, each time producing the same stuff, Prof. Loske told us how
volcarnothium, better known as aegis steel, is perhaps the toughest
metal ever found and used by Alkalians. Pure veins of it are
extremely rare, and although one could just transmute some other
substance into it if they knew how, aegis steel, like other rare
minerals such as gold and diamond, are illegal to transmute except
through specialized miners from Minari or Riaquen.”

“Huh, and you made a bunch
of it without even knowing what you were doing? Now that’s just
weird.”

“Hah, you know what else
was weird?” Rose remarks. “During our experiments, James Iroshen
would keep coming over and checking on me, to see if I was doing
alright and if I needed help, and every time I would assure him I
was fine before he went off again. I suppose you were right about
one thing, Sean. James may have taken an interest to me
already.”

“Ah hah, you see? I did
warn you!” They continue jogging the rest of the laps with the
other freshmen before resuming conservation as they make their way
to the center of the arena, where there are some intermediate
students again standing near Prof. Serpanz. Seeing them, Matt asks,
“So, what’s going on today? Didn’t we already do that inauguration
thing yesterday?”

“Ah, they’re just here to
give us visual examples,” Sean assures him and Rose. As they sit
down on the floor with the other freshmen, he adds, “The professor
shall explain.”

Once all the freshmen gathered before
her on the floor, Serpanz begins a lecture, her tone serious and
resolute as she paces back-and-forth before them like a drilling
instructor. “Today, I will enlighten you all upon the basic
techniques and abilities of battle morphs with some demonstrations
from the volunteers behind me. It is important to know these
things, as not only are they common abilities for many Alkalians,
but you will also be able to recognize the common kinds of battle
morphs and know what they are capable of, which is an important
factor in any battle. Now, before we begin, are there any
questions?” Waiting for any hands to fly up, she sees one that does
and calls on it with a bit of distaste. “Yes, Sean?”

Granted permission to speak, Sean
asks, “Okay, so, is there really any point for me to sit and listen
to this whole presentation, when I’ve already sat through it last
year? And, let’s say there are people here who already have a
concept of the basics, like Matt and Rose. Do they have to listen
to this, too?”

“Yes, of course you do,”
Serpanz sternly replies. “Even if you think you know all about the
basics, it wouldn’t hurt to rejog your memory on them. Or, if you
preferred, you could rejog the three laps you did for warm-up. Plus
seventeen more.”

While the other freshmen, including
Matt and Rose, act disgruntled at the thought of running some more,
Sean chirps up, “Heh, that’s fine with me! I’ll go ahead and run
those twenty laps, instead of sitting through this boring procedure
again.”

All the freshmen, and even
the intermediates, turn to him in surprise, and Serpanz remarks,
“Oh, really? You think my presentations are boring?” A moment goes
by with her staring at him in thought, unnerving the freshmen
around him, before she suggests with a smirk, “Well, Sean, how
would you like to, instead of watching this demonstration,
participate in it? You
can do that, or it’s fifty
laps around the arena. I’ll let you
decide.”

There are either gasps or snickers
from among the other students as Sean ponders what he had gotten
himself into before he says, “Well, since you asked so nicely, I
guess it would be a privilege to be in the demonstration!” He
stands up and walks over to Serpanz’s side, bearing a jolly old
grin.

Trying to ignore his display of good
humor, Serpanz addresses the freshmen and continues, “Now, the
first thing we’ll talk about are the most common abilities used in
close combat. The energy blades.” Motioning to one of the
intermediates, he steps up next to Sean as she explains, “A high
percentage of the Alkalian population have battle morphs that arm
themselves with sharp blades, whether made of energy or not. For
example, here…” As she gestures, the intermediate morphs into a
figure with green, chain-mail armor, and a broadsword made of green
energy sprouts from his right arm. “Is the typical Swordsman type,
armed with a single sword made of concentrated energy. The blade is
truly solid while the energy is focused, but it also has weight to
it. However, most battle morphs are automatically strong enough to
wield their weapons with ease. As long as the Swordsman keeps focus
on the energy, the sword remains solid and visible. If his focus is
broken, though, whether by a stunning blow or by having his hand
severed, the sword dissipates and is no longer in use. Any
questions so far?”

For a moment, none of the freshmen
respond, but then a girl raises her hand and asks, “Can the
Swordsman drop the energy blade, or even throw it at an
opponent?”

“A good question, Sarah,
and no, for most morphs, they can’t. However, they can transfer the
focus of the energy to their other hand, which is useful for a
quick change in techniques, or they can hold it between both hands,
which increases the size and weight of the blade, a method reserved
for dealing stronger blows. So, while there are those morphs with
weapons made of energy…”

At her cue, the Swordsman demorphs and
steps back while another student steps forward and morphs into a
blue-armored warrior with a spear, its long pole held between both
his hands and tipped with a curved blade. Serpanz says, “There are
those morphs with weapons made of actual, solid substance, like the
Spearman. The advantage to the weapons being of real material is,
like Sarah asked earlier, they can be juggled between the wielder’s
hands for certain techniques, or even be thrown at opponents. In
this case, the Spearman could twirl, thrust, or block with his
lance in quick order. We shall now demonstrate how that works.”
Turning to Sean, she commands, “Morph, and engage in combat with
Simon here.”

Eyeing his appointed competition, Sean
shrugs and says, “Oh, goody, I get to be impaled!” before morphing.
After she steps back to the intermediates, Serpanz gives the okay
with a nod, and Simon begins the spar by thrusting his spear’s
blade at Sean, who barely dodges it by bending his torso back like
he was playing limbo. For the next several seconds, he quickly
side-steps and ducks the sweeps and stabs of the spear, angering
Simon and amusing the freshmen more and more until he asks,
“Professor Serpanz, may I point out something?”

“If you must.”

“Very well. I do believe
there is a distinct disadvantage to these real weapons, which,
simply put, is that the warrior’s opponent could…” Right after he
dodges another thrust, he suddenly reaches down, grabs the wooden
pole, and yanks it out of Simon’s grasp, whipping the spear point
back at him. “Do this!” Astonished by the fact his weapon is no
longer in his hands, but Sean’s, Simon looks with horror at him as
Sean says, “Now it’s my turn to play poker!” and starts jabbing the lance
at him.

While Simon frantically avoids Sean’s
frenzied attacks and is chased around the floor of the arena, many
of the freshmen are laughing at the spectacle, the intermediates
look disgusted, and Serpanz tries to keep the students’ attention
as she explains, “Yes, that is one disadvantage, and then there is
the possibility the weapon may be broken in two, as most of these
weapons are based on a wooden pole, which also leaves the warrior
disarmed. However, if the weapon is broken, most Alkalians can
simply focus some energy to make a fresh weapon to replace it. And
yet, what we are seeing isn’t such a case.”

By this point, Simon had enough of
hopping out of Sean’s reach and finally turns to run away. While
Sean puckers his lower lip in annoyance, one of the freshmen who
isn’t laughing notices something and says, “Excuse me, professor,
but why doesn’t Simon just demorph? Won’t that get rid of his
stolen weapon?”

“I’m glad you asked that,
Jordan, but no, that wouldn’t be a good idea. Not only will he be
completely harmless against the morphed opponent, but his weapon
will also remain in existence. The only time the weapon disappears
is when it is in the hands of its original owner. It’s the same
phenomenon as how the personal belongings or clothes on the
Alkalian disappear when they morph.”

As she says this, Sean comes up with
an idea to take down the fleeing Spearman. Floating up into the
air, he propels after him, holding the spear with his left hand,
and quickly closes in on him. Sensing he is about to get struck
from behind, Simon turns just in time to see the lance’s point get
driven into his upper chest, knocking him down to the ground as
Sean lets go of it and slides to a stop as yellowish green wound
energy bursts out of him.

As all the freshmen whoop and cheer at
Sean’s performance, to which he gracefully bows, he, after Simon
does first, demorphs while Serpanz, trying to hide her annoyance,
speaks loudly and strictly over the freshmen’s cheers, “Moving on,
class! While we are on the subject of close combat with sharp
objects, another very common kind of battle morph are the Beasts.
These Alkalians transform into a kind of animal and use their
primal strength and speed to fight foes in savage fury. While there
are nearly as many kinds of Beasts as there are animal species, a
large percentage of them are…”

At her gesture, another of the
intermediates steps forward and morphs, changing into a large cat,
colored blue with black stripes, and flexes her claws and yawns to
expose her big fangs. The freshmen, by then paying attention, all
jump a little, except for Matt and Rose. Serpanz says, “Mammal
predator types, like this Tiger here. Otherwise, there are more
specific, rarer kinds of Beasts, which are usually found only
within family blood-lines. Are there any questions about Beasts?”
Waiting for a hand to go up, one does and she says, “Yes,
Roger?”

“Yeah, um, I’ve heard
about Beasts that can use guns or magic to fight with, besides
tooth and claw. Is that true?”

“To an extent, Roger, yes
it is. Most kinds of Beasts can only fight with their body’s
arsenal, but there are some, due to heritage or added effects by
special drugs, who can also use guns or magic spells as weapons.
Now, speaking of guns, that is the next basic ability of Alkalians
we shall discuss.”

When the Tiger demorphs and steps
back, another intermediate takes her place, and she morphs to have
leather-like, brown armor, and her right arm twists and
shape-shifts into a small rifle while Serpanz explains, “The
Alkalians who mainly use firearms, which are commonly called
Gunners, are divided into types designated by what kind of firearm
they can use. For example, here is a simple Rifle Gunner. But the
other types can be anything simple, like the Handgun or Shotgun, or
they can be immensely powerful, like the Turret, Grenadier, or
Sniper.

“The way Gunners fight is
primarily by shooting bullets made of energy from their guns. They
can fire bullets from their guns for as long as the energy core,
the small chamber in the gun, produces the energy for the bullets
without overheating. Once the energy core overheats, or is harmed
by a foe’s attack, it is disabled and the Gunner cannot use the
gun. If it overheats, she can wait until the core cools down, but
if it is damaged, it is disabled for the rest of the time in her
battle morph. Now, we shall demonstrate how a Gunner fights.”
Turning back to Sean, who has just returned to her side, she tells
him, “Remorph and fight Stephanie here.”

Looking at the rifle
serving as Stephanie’s right arm, Sean sighs and says, “Well, I
guess I’ll be holey after this. Get it?”

While a few of the freshmen giggle,
Serpanz states, “Yes, I get it. Morph and fight.” She then steps
back with the intermediates, and Stephanie levels her rifle towards
Sean and aims the barrel at his chest. Sighing again, Sean
remorphs, and in instant reaction Stephanie begins shooting at him,
the first three bullets hitting him square in the chest before he
dashes out of the way. She runs after him, steadily firing more
shots at him, but his swift agility on air balance allows him to
avoid the bullets as he leads her away from the group of
students.

After about ten seconds pass by with
her chasing him towards the wall of the arena, Stephanie’s gun
finally stops shooting as the core inside it overheats. Hearing the
firing end behind him, Sean makes his move as he propels toward the
wall, plants his feet on it, and kicks back off it towards her in a
burst of speed.

Not being prepared for the quick
counterattack, Stephanie is about to try another round of shots
when he crashes into her, sending them both into a mid-air roll
where he grapples onto her gun arm and viciously tugs on it,
breaking it with a distinct crack. After disabling her gun, Sean
releases her so that she tumbles across the ground while he
smoothly lands.

With more cheers from the freshmen in
the background, Sean walks over to Stephanie, who has rolled over
onto her left side and cringes at her crippled right arm, which
glows a dark orange. Once he stands over her, he says, “It was a
good try, but without your gun, you have no way to fight me. It
just wouldn’t be nice of me if I had to beat you into
demorphing.”

When he finishes the
polite suggestion, Stephanie rolls to be face-up at him with her
left arm then a rifle instead, and fires more bullets into Sean,
who exclaims, “Spirits, why!?” as he falls over. As the freshmen
gasp, she jumps back onto her feet, plants her right foot in Sean’s
yellow chest wounds, and aims the barrel of her gun at his face,
giving him a look saying he
should go ahead and demorph.

Serpanz smirks and turns to the
freshmen to explain, “It seems Sean didn’t listen completely to
this presentation last time, or else he would have known that
Gunners can usually turn either of their arms into guns. The reason
why they don’t simply have both arms as guns is because they are
more accurate with one gun and they would have to worry about two
gun cores instead of one. So, are there any more questions about
Gunners before we move on?”

When no hands go up, and after Sean
and Stephanie demorph, she continues, “Very well. The next basic
form of combat we’ll talk about for today is magic. The usual kinds
of battle morphs that can use magic are simply called Magicians,
but there are the rare examples of other kinds, like the Beasts
mentioned earlier, who can also cast spells. To do so, the Alkalian
has a specialized, vein-like system in its body that charges the
energy for the magic, focuses it into the point it will be cast
from, and then releases it into existence. Most spells that are
cast are mass-destructive, therefore giving magic users a high
advantage in any battle situation, and there are some spells that
can be used for defensive purposes or are unique to the Alkalian’s
specific type.

“However, Magicians and
the like have a few obstacles to worry about. The first is they not
only have to charge enough energy for a spell, but they also have
to charge it in a certain pulse, hence the system of veins in their
morphs, or the spell will not stabilize and it will be just a waste
of energy. The second problem is if the vein system within the body
is obstructed enough by wounds, the magic pulse system will be
disrupted and some spells will be unusable. And the third problem,
which mainly applies to Magicians, is they are not as armored as
most battle morphs and therefore are easier to greatly wound. Now,
we shall see an example of a spell caster in action.”

At her cue, the last of
the intermediates steps forward as Sean and Stephanie return to the
group, and out of his morphing flash he is adorn in yellow robes.
He turns to Sean intently, who glances at Serpanz’s cold stare and
mumbles, “Ach, here comes round three. You know, those fifty laps
are starting to look good right about now.” As soon as he morphs,
the Magician raises his right palm toward him, cries out,
“Wavequence!” and
launches waves of energy towards him, flipping him up, blowing him
over, and dragging him across the ground away from the group of
students.

Quickly flipping back onto his feet,
Sean, with dark orange wounds on his chest, side-thrusts away from
another spell used by the Magician, which smashes into the floor
where he was standing, and dashes towards the wall of the arena
again, forcing the Magician to run after him. Noticing the color of
his wounds, one of the freshmen speaks up, “Excuse me, Professor,
but what exactly happens if Sean’s wound energy becomes red? Is it
true that he could be, uh, you know…”

“I’m glad you asked that.
Once an Alkalian’s wounds turn red, it indicates the morph’s health
energy is dangerously low, and any further damage done to it could
carry over into the human form, or even kill the Alkalian. However,
to prevent the chances of a fatality occurring, it has become
customary, perhaps even instinctive, for the Alkalian to demorph as
soon as his wounds become red. In today’s era, we as a people
shouldn’t have to worry about killing each other, and so we only
battle until one’s wounds become red and demorphs. In another time,
the Age of Chaos specifically, we fought each other to the death,
and therefore it didn’t matter if we demorphed or not.”

As she spoke, the Magician continues
to throw spells at Sean, who dodges them with air balance dashes
and drifts along the stone wall that is being pounded by the
blasts. Finally getting tired of his spells missing, the Magician
uses another Wavequence, spreading it for a wide range.

Having been waiting for this
particular spell, Sean suddenly launches himself straight up into
the air, allowing the spell to break against the wall below him and
awe all of the students, even Matt and Rose. One of the freshmen
asks Serpanz, “Wait, is Sean actually flying? How can he do that
without wings?”

While Sean roosts himself on the top
of the arena wall, Serpanz replies, “Well, Larson, he is just well
talented at air balance. As you are implying, the only Alkalians
who should be able to fly on air balance are those with wings,
which enhance their air balance in order to do so. There are a few
cases, though, where the individual can be so skilled with it that
they don’t need wings, like Sean. Air balance is, after all,
displacing energy into the air around you and using it to move your
body. If one trains himself to, he could give himself the ability
to fly, dash at incredible speeds, or even command the
winds.”

Sean jumps off of the wall and propels
himself into a swooping glide towards the Magician, who tries to
intercept him with a cast bolt. To his misfortune, Sean spirals
past the spell, then collides into him with his elbow, throwing him
off his feet and leaving a bright yellow wound in him, grabs him by
his legs, floats them both into the air while they spin like a
wheel, and hurls him down to the ground, where his face smashes
against the floor and sprays orange energy.

Sean isn’t finished with his assault
yet. Ending his spinning, he lets himself fall down towards the
Magician and lands next to him, bringing his left fist into his
wounded ribs for a crushing blow that causes red energy to erupt.
After the Magician demorphs below him, the freshmen cheer for Sean
as he walks back to them, bowing to them like a victorious matador,
while the intermediate slowly gets back on his feet and limps back
to the others.

Stepping forward to get their
attention, Serpanz says, “We shall conclude today’s lecture with a
few more pieces of basic information. Now that you’ve seen the four
generic kinds of Alkalian morphs, you should yet remember that
there are types that have combat styles specifically for an
individual’s unique type or traits available in his morph. We’ve
already hinted at these kinds with the Beasts who have guns or
magic, and then there is Sean, a Brawler, as you observed him. The
last thing we’ll talk about is a technique every Alkalian can
potentially use, but at their own risk. The Ultimate Attack, as it
is commonly called. Does anybody know what that is?”

Serpanz waits for any of the freshmen
to raise their hands, and calls upon the only one who does, Rose,
who answers, “The Ultimate Attack is a powerful technique developed
by an individual Alkalian and used to deal the greatest single
serving of damage to one or more foes, and since it is developed by
an individual, Alkalians of the same type can have different
Ultimate Attacks. However, one does not usually try to use it, as
it costs so much energy to execute it leaves the Alkalian drained
of power and defenseless for a moment. Therefore, the Ultimate
Attack is reserved only for a finishing blow or as a desperate
response in a dire situation.”

“Very well put, Rose,”
confirms Serpanz. “Would you care to give us a demonstration of an
Ultimate Attack?”

“Of course, Professor.”
Stepping forward from her curious classmates, she then warns
everyone, “You all might want to get far away from me,” as she
morphs and puts her palms together. While the students and Serpanz
get at least fifty feet away from her, a great amount of green
energy gathers between her hands until it stabilizes as a sphere
that covers her whole torso.

Compressing it down into her right
hand, Rose slaps the floor before her, releasing the energy and
shouting, “Ultimate Attack, Head Hunter Tree!” From out of the
floor bursts into existence a huge tree of blood red bark, with
wickedly curved and sharp branches without leaves flailing about
and thick roots rising up and breaking apart the ground around it.
Surprising everyone, even Serpanz, with its size and ferocity, they
jump back from the searching tips of its roots and look at the top
of the tree, where Rose stands perched on the base of one of the
branches.

Only a few seconds after she summoned
it, she gets rid of it by demorphing, causing the whole monstrosity
to vanish in a flash of light while she lands on the ruptured
ground, breathing heavily and sweating from exhaustion.

Walking up to her from behind, Serpanz
pats her on the shoulder and then tells the still amazed freshmen,
“As you can see, an Ultimate Attack can be a very powerful and
dangerous technique, and that it causes a great recoil to its user.
You may also have noticed that Rose’s battle morph is another
uncommon type, an Elemental Artist. However, we will talk more
about Elemental Artists, Brawlers, and other kinds of morphs
another time. For now, we shall watch as the basic morphs shown to
you duel each other.”

As the freshmen return to sitting on
the ground while two intermediates step forward and morph, one the
Swordsman and the other the Spearman, Matt asks Rose, “Hey, are you
alright, after that?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’ll be
fine.”

Seeing she is okay, Sean nudges her
and asks, “So, that was your Ultimate Attack, huh? You just summon
a big, bloodthirsty tree.”

“Yep.”

“Hmm. How useful is that?
I mean, it’s a tree. It can’t really go and chase down a guy, can
it?”

“Well, no, that’s true.
It’s meant for if I’m facing a foe much bigger and stronger than
me, so I summon it right next to them, and then it ensnares and
tears them apart.”

“Ah, I see. But then, why
didn’t you use it on that Golem yesterday?”

“Hmm. I guess there are a
few reasons for that. One, I didn’t need it to defeat him. Two, it
might have been dangerous for him to get caught by it. And three,
he wasn’t big enough of a foe to use it on.”

“…Indeed. So Matt, do you
have an Ultimate Attack, too?”

“Oh, yeah, I have one of
my own,” he replies. “I call it the ‘Countdown to Destruction’. I
would show you guys, but, as the name implies, it’s
very destructive!”

“Hah, if you say so.” Sean
pauses a moment while the intermediates began dueling before he
moans, “Dammit, I’m the odd one out again!”

“What do you
mean?”

“What I mean is I don’t
have an Ultimate Attack! Since I didn’t know how to even fight, I
never really thought about making one for me. But now that I do
know my powers, perhaps I should get working on one! And, I will
guarantee you now, it will be so incredible that it will make yours
and Rose’s Ultimate Attacks look like child’s play!”

“Haha, I would love to see
that happen, Sean!” Rose remarks before the three watch the
intermediates dueling for the rest of the class hour.

 


***

 


Some time after gym class ended, Matt
emerges from the dark stairs leading down below ground in the
college building, hauling a large bag over his shoulder. Groaning
as he sets it down, he wipes some sweat from his brow while looking
around the quiet and deserted hall. As the rest of the students
have been dismissed for the evening, he is the only soul left
wandering the halls. Taking out a slip of paper from his jacket, he
goes over to a map of the building to compare room numbers, and
soon finds the room that is supposed to be the study for Lyn and
her company. Unfortunately, the room is on the far side of the
building from him.

Groaning again as he returns to the
heavy bag, Matt realizes that, if he was in battle morph, he would
be able to carry the bag easily. To his startled surprise, however,
he does not morph, no matter how much he concentrates. Curious to
why he couldn’t morph at the moment, he puts the thought aside as
he lifts the bag over his shoulder again and trudges off down the
hall.

What feels like a long time passes by
as Matt carries the heavy bag down the building’s corridors with
him having to stop every minute or so to rest before moving on.
Soon, in a more narrow section of a hall he turns into, he finally
reaches the room he is looking for. Coming up to the door on his
right, he drops the bag with a loud thump, huffs in breaths, and
wipes away more sweat from his face, composing himself to look
presentable.

Shrugging his sore shoulder to stand
up straight, Matt sighs one more time, calm and collected, and
knocks on the door. A moment passes before he hears a female voice
just on the other side of the door say, “Who is it?”

“It’s Matt. Matt
Calamos.”

Another moment goes by before there is
an unlocking sound from the door and it opens inward, where a woman
in the tux-and-slacks suit stands before him, no undershirt beneath
the vest and her cleavage clearly visible to him. Smiling nicely,
she nods to him and says, “Please, come in.”

His composure almost shattered upon
viewing a woman’s cleavage again, Matt smiles nervously as he nods
back, picks up the bag, and walks in. As the woman closes the door
behind him, he looks around the apparent study hall in curious
awe.

The large room seems more like a suite
from a hotel than a study hall. In the center of the room are two
large, brown couches facing each other with a coffee table between
them and a red carpet on the floor beneath them. In the wall far
off to his left is another door that leads somewhere else, his
guess being a bathroom. On the wall to his right is a long wooden
table with a few chairs and a computer console in one corner of it,
and in the wall opposite him is a wide window that overlooks the
rolling fields outside the college building and purple curtains
drawn open to its sides. But what catches his eyes the most is not
how exquisite the room looks, but how it is full of women, the most
of them sitting on the couches and a few at the long
table.

Instantly stiffening up as all their
eyes turn to him as they stand, Matt scans over the friendly faces
to soon recognize Amelia, one of the women rising from the couches,
and Lyn, the lone woman at the window to turn around and see him, a
bright smile coming to her face. Walking across the room to greet
him, she says, “Welcome, Matt, to our humble study hall, which we
reserve for studies or recreational activities throughout the year.
What do you think of it?”

His eyes darting about as all the
women gather around him, so close to him he can see every one of
them and their cleavage, he hesitates before replying, “It’s, uh,
it’s nice.”

“Why, thank you, Matt.”
Facing him with only a foot between them, she asks, “So, how are
you supposed to spend your ‘detention’ with us?”

“Uh, well…” Finding
something else to focus on other than the women’s chests, Matt
bends down to open the bag and explains, “We were working with
making runes that emit smoke in class, so the professor wanted me
to finish working on my own…” He then holds up a blank slab of
rock, one of many yet in the bag. “And then make fourteen
more.”

Examining the blank piece of stone,
Lyn asks him, “Hmm, smoke runes, eh? Just simple smoke, or some
kind of special gas?”

“Um, just smoke. Normal,
gray smoke.”

“I see. And that’s
all?”

“Yeah, that’s it. I’ve
spent so much time already on my own rune, though, I don’t know how
I’m going to manage making fourteen more in no more than two
hours!”

“Hmm. Well, actually, that
won’t be a problem for you, Matt.”

“Really? Why?”

“Because, while you finish
up your own rune, the rest of us can make the other
runes!”

As the other women nod in agreement,
Matt is amazed by their generosity and asks, “You all really don’t
mind?”

“No, of course not! Our
job is to help other students out with their assignments or
studies, after all. We are obliged to make the rest of those runes
for you.”

“Wow, thank you, that’s,
ah, very kind, of you. But, uh, how can you all make runes without
rune chalk? I only have enough for myself.”

“Oh, don’t worry. We’ve
got our own supply.” As she mentions it, Lyn and the others reach
into pockets in their vests and pull out dull, white-colored stones
chiseled to points for drawing. “In our study hall, we like to be
prepared for whatever the assignment may be.”

“Ah. And, you all know how
to make runes?”

“Pff, of course! The most
of us here are seniors, so we’ve all had experience making runes
here in college. Plus, I’m in Kaloss’ class as well this year, so
there’s more knowledge of runes to boot!”

“Oh, I see. Then, there’s
no problem?”

“No problem at all, Matt!”
Snapping her fingers, she instructs the other women, “Go ahead,
girls, and pick out some rocks to make some runes!” While the other
women reach down into the bag to take the blank slabs out before
going back over to the couches, she takes the blank one from Matt’s
hands and suggests, “Why don’t we head over to the table, where you
and I can chat while we work? Amelia, you may join us.”

As Amelia nods in compliance after
getting a rock for herself, Matt, distracted from observing the
women’s cleavages as they bent over, snaps out of it and says, “Uh,
okay,” before getting his own rock with runes on it and following
the two women over to the table, taking the seat between them. As
he tries to find where he left off in drawing the rune’s symbols,
Lyn begins talking to him as she starts drawing her own, her chalk
tracing a fine mark on the stone. “So, Matt, how has college been
for you so far?”

“Oh, it’s been fine, I
guess.”

“That’s good. What classes
do you have this year?”

While trying to find the answers, Matt
looks up from the rune and can’t help but glance side-ways to both
Lyn and Amelia, visually comparing their breast sizes. When he sees
Amelia’s are much bigger than Lyn’s, he curses beneath his breath
before replying, “Ah, besides runes with Prof. Kaloss and gym with
Prof. Serpanz, I also have biology with Prof. Malkia and alchemy
with Prof. Loske.”

“I see. How are you liking
them?”

“Well, Malkia’s been
pretty nice, so far, Loske’s has been either curious or confusing,
and Kaloss’ has been, um, difficult, as you may have
noticed.”

“Haha, yes, I’ve noticed
that! Kaloss can be a bit smug at first, but as long as you stay
out of trouble, he shouldn’t be a bother to you for long. And what
about Serpanz? She hasn’t broken down you freshmen too much yet,
has she?”

“Um, well, to be honest,
I’ve felt the most comfortable and capable in her gym
class.”

“Oh, really? And why is
that?”

“Well, I still have far to
go in getting used to these different academic fields and studies.
And I’m not a very sociable person. But, if there’s one thing I
know I’m good at, it’s fighting with my battle morph. And since
I’ll be working with others in our battle morphs in her class,
well, that’s a good thing for me!”

“Wow, isn’t that
something? A freshman who isn’t
dreading Serpanz’ gym class! That’s wonderful for
you, Matt.” Before Lyn can continue, one of the women from the
couches calls over to her, and she looks to them in understanding
and says, “Excuse me a moment, I think the girls need some
reminders on the rune-crafting,” before getting up from her chair
and walking away.

The moment after Lyn leaves them,
Amelia asks Matt, “Say, is my rune supposed to look like this?” and
shows it to him. It looks exactly like Matt’s own symbols, except
it is still a pale white like the chalk, rather than the dull gray
of his.

Upon seeing it, Matt takes a moment to
compare their runes before replying, “Uh, yeah, I guess that’s
right. But, um, you still have to empower it, I think.”

“Empower it?”

“Um, yeah, that’s what
Kaloss calls it. See, like this.” Taking his own rune chalk, he
places it on a small symbol of Amelia’s rune and retraces it in a
slow motion while the end of the chalk glows with energy passing
through it to change the symbol’s color from white to gray. “To
empower the rune, you have to focus energy and your thoughts upon
the symbols you’ve drawn, setting up the details of how much energy
is needed to activate it, how much energy can be stored in it, and
what its function will be. He also said something about how
different functions require vastly different amounts of energy from
the rune crafter, so one can’t go make runes do whatever he wants
without the proper knowledge and practiced rate of energy dispersed
into them.”

“Uh huh. Thanks for the
tip, Matt.”

“Um, heh, you’re welcome.”
While he replies to her, his attention swaying briefly to her chest
again, the small symbol of the rune glows gray and activates,
puffing up a small plume of smoke between them and causing Matt to
jolt back in his chair. Being startled as well, Amelia asks, “Whoa,
how did that happen?”

“Oh, ah, right, I’m sorry.
The professor also said the rune crafter has to be completely
focused on empowering the rune. If he lets his mind wander or be
distracted, even for a brief moment, the rune’s settings will be
improperly made, and it may do any number of random, unforeseen,
and possibly dangerous things. One of the more common incidents,
like just now, is it will prematurely activate.”

“I see. That makes
sense.”

“Um, yeah. Sorry, again,
for that puff of smoke.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it,
Matt. We all get distracted every-now-and-then, don’t
we?”

“Haha, yeah.” When the two
look back to their own runes to continue working on them, Matt is
suddenly seized by a tantalizing thought of curiosity about
something, and he can’t endure holding it. Looking back at her, he
asks, “Hey, Amelia?”

“Yes, Matt?”

“Um, your uniform, that
you, Lyn, and the others wear. Do you all, um, wear anything
beneath the vests?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, we’re not
wearing any bras, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Hiding his surprise and intrigue, Matt
replies, “Okay. And, that’s fine with you? I thought, well, all
women prefer to wear bras, or whatever.”

“Oh, well, most women do
prefer to, yes. It’s all a matter of personal comfort and support
for our breasts, but it’s not absolutely necessary. As for us in
Lyn’s company, we choose to refrain from wearing bras, because it
helps us stand more apart from the other girls here at college.
It’s a part of our uniform, really.”

“Ah. You don’t
say…”

“If you don’t believe me,
I could show you I’m not wearing a bra, Matt.”

Just as his cheeks brightly blush at
the suggestion, Matt is still stunned when Amelia, smirking, goes
back to drawing her rune, and Lyn returns to the table with them,
sitting down next to him and resuming conversation with him.
“Anyways, Matt, what is your type of battle morph?”

“Gah, it’s, uh, Paladin.
I’m a Paladin.”

“Really? That’s a rather
rare and elite battle morph.”

“Um, yeah, I suppose.
What’s your battle morph?”

“Oh, I’m a Beast,
Wolf-style. Just like my father.”

“Ah, a Wolf. That’s
cool.”

Picking up on the uneasy tone of
Matt’s voice, Lyn shows concern when turning to face him, asking,
“You okay, Matt?”

“What? Oh, yeah, I’m fine.
I think.”

Smiling sympathetically, Lyn suggests,
“You’re still having a few nervous ticks around people?”

“Ah, yeah, I guess you
could call it that.”

“I see. Yeah, I wouldn’t
be surprised. As your father told mine, you grew up and lived in
the wilderness, far away from other people, yes?”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s
right.”

“Right. Well, I have a
pretty good idea of what you’re going through right
now.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. See, I grew up just
like you did, deep in the countryside, away from the public. So,
when I first came here to the college as a freshman, I too was
quite a bit shy and uneasy around others.”

“Really? How did you get
over it? I mean, how did you get so used to other
people?”

“I guess it began when I
started seeing other students who needed help and I, well, helped
them. As I did that, I just got more concerned for other people’s
problems than my own fears, and poof, here I am! I assure you,
Matt, it’s only the beginning of the year. As the days go by,
you’ll get more used to other people around you and talk more
easily around them. If I came through alright, I’m sure you will,
too!”

Chuckling a little, Matt shows the
first sign of calming down as he replies, “Thanks for the kind
words, Lyn, and for all the help you and the other women are giving
me.”

“It’s our pleasure,
Matt.”

A moment goes by as they continue
working on their runes before Matt asks Lyn, “Hey, speaking of
battle morphs. Earlier, on my way here, I wanted to morph so that I
could carry the bag of stones more easily, but I found I couldn’t
morph. Do you know why?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s easy.
Excluding the gym arena, no one can morph while inside most of the
campus’ main buildings.”

“Really? How
come?”

“Well, there’s this
special kind of gas that goes through the buildings’ ventilation.
It’s an invisible, odorless gas that inhibits an Alkalian’s ability
to morph as long as they are exposed to it. With our inability to
morph indoors, it prevents students from starting fights and
causing damage to others or their surroundings in the
school.”

“Oh, I see. So, were you
really as shy as me?”

“Hah, actually, I
was worse than
you! I couldn’t even think or say anything to anyone. I would
freeze right up around people, wanting only to run away and hide!”
As she laughs at the present humor of her past problem, Matt laughs
along with her as they go back to crafting the runes.

 


***

 


Later that evening, walking through
the empty halls of the college again, Matt has a smile on his face
as he goes down the main hall and out of the building. Thanks to
Lyn and her entourage’s help, he had completed the runes by the
time his detention had ended, and he had just returned the runes to
Kaloss’ classroom. As he was leaving, it had humored him to see the
amazed look on Kaloss’ face. Thinking that Sean or Rose would have
already ordered dinner for the cabin and had gone there, he is on
his way there as he passes through the main doors and out into the
autumn evening, the sun setting above the horizon in a beautiful
tinge of orange.

As he is walking along the main,
treaded path between the college buildings and the cabin lots,
passing by small groups of students that are either off to side in
huddled conversations or walking by him, Matt doesn’t feel nervous
or timid around them. Instead, he thinks back about his experience
with Lyn and the women in their study hall. It’s hard for him to
imagine that Lyn, the one who had been so kind and sweet with him
and somewhat knew him already, could go off like a loose cannon as
Sean had described her. And yet, he can’t help but still be a
little spooked by her eerie, pale blue eyes, like they were the
glassed-over eyes of a dead animal.

And then, there was Amelia. He had no
idea why she had been so open to his improper question, and then
came back with actually offering to show herself to him. What
bothers Matt even more, though, is not just how he can’t stop
thinking about Amelia and how attractive she was, but also how he
almost wished she would have shown him she had no bra
on.

In the middle of his thoughts, Matt
gets pulled back to the walking path and the open field around him
when he hears a sneering voice from behind him call out, “Well,
well, well. There’s the new, favorite freshman of Lyn and her
whores.” Turning around, he sees Ryan, the same guy from the
cafeteria that day, and three other guys in dark suits next to him,
all of them leering at him from over their sunglasses and
half-grin, half-scowls on their faces. “Think you’re all cool and
awesome, now that you got to hang out with the pretty
ladies?”

Sensing the mocking scorn in his
voice, Matt realizes he is looking for trouble, and is on high
alert as he slowly backs away from them. Trying to remain calm, he
puts his hands up and says in a shaky voice, “Listen, uh, Ryan, I
don’t want any trouble…”

“Ya don’t want trouble,
eh? Then ya shouldn’t have gone anywhere near the forbidden
fruits!” While the other three men chuckle behind him, he takes
some steps forward, continuing, “Instead, ya should have minded
your own beeswax and been worried about your next class’ test or
something, like the rest of you freshmen do.”

Backing up some more from Ryan’s
approach, Matt glances about to see that other students nearby have
overheard Ryan’s boasts and are gathering around them, curious to
see what was about to happen to the single, lost-looking kid he is
picking on. Clearing his throat, Matt tries again to reason with
him. “Hey, I don’t think Lyn and the others would be too happy with
you if they found out…”

“Hah, like I would care
how they feel about me putting a piece of freshmen scum back in his
place! It doesn’t matter what they think or feel about anything, as
they are women, after all. Pretty, but stupid. And besides, I’m
just doing my job, as any responsible senior in his right mind
would do. I am teaching some hopeless freshman that the girls
clearly older and in a higher class than him are strictly
off-limits to his presence!”

In a flash of blue, followed by three
other flashes behind him, Ryan and the other three men morph. While
the men become an Axman, a small ax of energy forming from his
right hand, a Handgun Gunner, his left hand bending and hollowing
out into a pistol, and a Magician, his suit being replaced by dark
robes over his figure, Ryan changes into something much more
intimidating.

Standing at least five feet taller
than before, with chain mail armor and skin a deep blue in color,
Ryan has a domed helmet on his head and four arms instead of two
with long, wickedly-curved blades of energy protruding from each
hand. He twirls them around in fancy coordination and eager malice,
saying, “Now get in your morph, so we can tear ya to shreds, little
man!”

Looking between his challenging foes
and the interested crowd, Matt for a moment is afraid and unsure of
what he should do, hoping that there may be someone to help him out
of this mess. Then, something clicks within him, like a switch
flipping on in his mind. He realizes that people like Ryan are mere
bullies, and if he doesn’t stand up for himself they would
constantly harass and torment him whenever they got the chance. And
besides, they are challenging him to a battle, so the honorable
thing to do would be to accept.

Looking back to Ryan’s cocky face with
a hardened expression, Matt says nothing as he enters his battle
morph, coming out of a flash of black in his plate armor. With his
opponent in morph, Ryan’s eagerness to attack him turns into an
all-out frenzy as he charges, his four arms flailing forward with
the curved blades in incomprehensible coordination.

Just before the swords descend upon
him, Matt launches himself backwards and into the air on a thrust
of air balance, escaping Ryan’s deadly entwinement. Then floating
in mid-air, he turns his left arm into a rifle, takes aim at Ryan
below him, and fires a single shot. The black bullet pierces
through Ryan’s chest, the wound bursting with yellow green energy
from the entry-and-exit holes, and causes him to stumble backwards
from the hit. Before the other three men can comprehend what
happened, they too, in rapid order, are pierced through the chest
or head by Matt’s sniper shots, sending them to the ground with
yellow energy pulsing from their deep wounds.

After all four were struck down by his
bullets, Matt drops to the ground, discarding his rifle and forming
his sword from his right hand, and sprints towards them. Being the
first for him to meet, Ryan, still trying to stand up straight,
sees him coming and tries holding the blades of his left arms out
to catch him. The meager effort fails as Matt, in a short dash of
air balance, zooms past him below the blades while spinning once
with his own blade outward, leaving behind a complete cut through
Ryan’s left leg to sever it and have him fall over on his
side.

Not looking back to his crippled foe,
Matt is already bearing down on the Handgun Gunner, who has gotten
onto his knees just in time to look up and see the dark sword
swooping down at him. A second later, Matt dashes away from him on
air balance, raising his sword above him in momentum while the
Gunner’s neck erupts with reddening wound energy as he is
essentially decapitated, demorphing just as the wound energy blooms
a dark red and rolling over to his side with his real neck still
intact.

Still not done with his assault, Matt
moves on to the Magician, back on his feet with a chest wound
pumping out darkening energy, and is in mid-leap with his sword
above his head between both hands. Just as the Magician looks up
with terror in his eyes, the black blade chops through him, causing
a line to appear with gushing wound energy to show where he was
split in half.

As the man falls over backwards,
demorphing when he meets the grass, Matt glances to his left to see
the Axman has recovered from the shock of the gun shot through his
right eye and is upon him, his ax swinging toward him. Raising his
own blade to parry the ax’s edge, Matt then does a quick spin, his
sword’s point lashing outward and slicing a long streak of yellow
energy in the Axman’s waist, before letting his sword fade out and
gathering magic in his right hand.

Once the Axman looks away from his
shallow wound to the Blastion sphere in Matt’s hand, he shoves it
into him, and the resulting explosion sends the Axman’s whole torso
flying through the air. Reddening wound energy sprays out of him as
he bounces across the ground until a bullet from Matt’s left-armed
rifle nails him in the chest, forcing his demorph.

After demolishing his third enemy,
Matt turns back to Ryan, hobbling himself towards him on his right
leg and air balance as he growls, “This isn’t over, you dirty son
of a…”

Ryan fails to finish his cuss when
Matt’s rifle fires a bullet through his neck, the pin-point shot
rupturing his throat and causing him to gag while the wound spits
out darkening yellow energy. The expression on Ryan’s face finally
twisting from anger to fear as he struggles to stay up on his good
leg, Matt puts away his rifle while crackling volts of purple
electricity run down his left arm. When Ryan again falls over onto
his back, Matt raises his hand outward while calling out his
spell’s name:

“Voltzen
Fury.”

The dark sparks of electricity jump
from Matt’s arm onto Ryan’s body, which flails and twitches wildly
as the volts surge through him. Making disgruntled screams and
cries of agony from the electrocution, Ryan can do nothing as the
spell zaps him, inflicting multiple wounds all over him and
widening his chest and neck wounds with bursts of depleting energy,
until the violet volts mingle with red wound energy and he finally
demorphs, the flash of red ending Matt’s spell and leaving the
normal Ryan yet twitching on the ground.

 


***

 


Once Ryan’s body stops twitching, he
looks up at his conqueror still in morph, his black armor an
ominous hue and his violet eyes glaring down at him. Scrambling
back onto his feet, he gets out, “You’re sick, man, you’re a sick
freak!” before running off into the open fields away from the
scene, followed by the other three men. Watching them leave for a
moment, Matt sighs before demorphing and resuming his walk back
towards the cabins.

To his curiosity, Matt notices that
the other students who watched the skirmish unfold are awe-struck
and murmuring to themselves as they scatter, casting him fleeting
looks of fear much like the one Ryan had. Rather than bothering
himself about it, Matt ignores their behavior as he continues on
his way back to his cabin, again thinking about his peculiar
situation with Lyn and her lady escorts.


Chapter 3

 


Meet the Enemy

 


***

 


The next day, whether he is in his
classes diligently working, walking through the halls in between
classes, or passing through the cafeteria on his way to lunch, Matt
notices something odd and disturbing. It seems like all the other
students around him, from the freshmen like him to even some of the
seniors, are afraid of him as they would stay away from him or send
fearful or scornful looks at him in quick glances. While through
the most of the day it was a faint, nagging feeling of uneasiness
for him, it becomes a painful blow when in gym he and the rest of
his class are randomly paired to spar with each other in battle
morphs. But, instead of fighting him, the student he is supposed to
fight begs Professor Serpanz to not fight him. Narrowing her dark
eyes at the student, she tells him, “There are no exceptions or
excuses in my class, Roger. I thought I made that clear to everyone
the first day of school.”

“Bu-but, you, you don’t
understand!” Roger explains to her in hushed tones, trying in vain
not to make a scene as the other freshmen gather to watch.
“The-there’s something not right about him, I, I can’t fight him! I
won’t stand a chance, he’ll slaughter me!”

“If he won’t slaughter
you, then I will,” Serpanz remarks, making the other freshmen cringe.
“You can go ahead and simply spar with him, or I’m going to make
you so miserable you’re going to wish you had sparred instead.
Either way, you’re going to suffer, apparently. But I would really
recommend sparring with Matt.”

“No, no, please, don’t
make me do it!” Roger whimpers, casting a frightened look at a hurt
Matt. “I’ll do anything, anything but fight his…”

“One hundred
push-ups.”

“Huh?”

“Get your face on the
ground and give me one hundred push-ups, out of your battle morph.
Now!” Jumping a little at her command, he drops to the floor and
begins the gauntlet of push-ups, already struggling to do them
after just five. Serpanz’ glare cuts through the other freshmen as
she asks, “And what are you all looking at? I didn’t hear any of
you fighting. Morph and spar!”

As the other freshmen, including Sean
and Rose, jolt from her sharp tone and scatter across the arena for
their respective match-ups, Serpanz walks past the straining Roger
to address Matt in a more respectful manner. “Sorry about your
partner suddenly having cold feet, but don’t let that make you
think you’re excused from the exercise.”

“Oh, no, of course not,
Professor! But, who am I going to spar, then?”

“Me. No guns, no magic.”
Before Matt can respond, she enters a brown flash of light before
appearing as a large Snake, her scales copper-colored, her
serpentine body long and thick, and her head full of knife-sized,
arrowhead-sharp fangs as she hisses at him and curves her neck for
a striking position.

While the other freshmen are supposed
to be fighting each other, they morphed before turning back, spread
around the arena, to watch their professor’s morph in action as she
feints a lightning-fast strike at Matt, making him fall backwards
and gasp with surprise on his face. In the next instant, Matt gets
into his battle mentality and morphs, drawing his black sword from
his left arm and lunging back at Serpanz, who swiftly slides away
on her scales out of the way, slithering over a freaked-out Roger
and making him jump up and run away.

Matt and Serpanz circle the other for
their sparring match with his sword between his hands and her
tongue flicking out between her jaws. Matt makes the next move as
he uses air balance to whip himself into a whirlwind, holding his
blade outward, and sends himself at her, hoping to whack or hack
through her. Serpanz counters him when she slips by under his
rotations and wraps herself around him, binding him up tightly and
crushing him in her constricting coils.

While Matt struggles against her
entangled embrace with wound energy spitting out from between her
scaled length, she raises her head, her jaws wide open and lined
with sharp teeth, and bites down through his neck, the whiplash of
her teeth ripping out of him with a spraying stream of yellow
energy from his wounds. Growling from being outmatched so easily
and gargling on the darkening wound energy escaping his throat,
Matt demorphs as it bleeds red, releasing him from Serpanz’ bind
and having her drop to the floor with her body forming a ring
around him.

As he staggers on his feet, finding
his body sore all over from the crushing constriction beforehand,
Matt is startled when Serpanz demorphs next to him, standing beside
him after the flash of light and brushing some of her hair back
with her hand. Then noticing that the freshmen had all watched
their spar, she sighs before saying, “Alright, since all of you
have yet to spar, I will take a moment to give you a quick and
important lesson. As you undoubtedly observed, I defeated Matt here
in a close-combat sparring. Can anyone tell me how it turned out
that way?”

When the most of the freshmen are
hesitant to dare answer her, Rose raises her hand and says, “If I
may, Professor, you were able to easily outmaneuver Matt’s sword
techniques with your quick agility and then immobilize him in your
coils, where you weakened him in a constriction and then delivered
a vital wound through his neck to drain out the rest of his health
energy.”

“That is correct, Rose. In
case any of you are unaware of the term, a vital wound is a wound
inflicted upon an Alkalian in battle morph that is so deep in him
or placed within a weak spot of the morph’s form, for example a
humanoid’s neck, that it will lose further energy at a gradual
rate, quickened by further uses of energy from the Alkalian, as
long as he remains in morph. Also, the more severe the vital wound
appears, the greater the rate of health lost. Where one would be
decapitated, split in half, or just blown apart if they weren’t in
morph, the damage is compensated in morph with a rapid loss of
health.

“So, that is how I took
down Matt so quickly. With one bite to rip open the vital region of
his neck, his health energy, already lowered by my constriction,
quickly descended to the red zone and he had to demorph.” Pausing a
moment to let the information sink in her students, she then asks,
“And can anyone tell me why
I defeated him like that?”

When no one, even Rose, could give her
an answer, she explains, “Because I wanted to show any who would
watch – as you all did – how one doesn’t need special powers or
abilities to outmatch his opponent. It isn’t just about what powers
he can use, but also about how he uses them, and where he places
them in his foe. That is how I was capable of defeating Matt, who
was well protected with plate armor from my fangs, with a single
bite.”

While some of the freshmen nod in
understanding, Jordan raises his hand and says, “But, uh,
Professor, you didn’t let Matt use his guns or magic, just his
sword. That put him at a great disadvantage against
you.”

“That may be true, Jordan,
but that didn’t mean he was completely helpless against me. I
didn’t use my own arsenal of spells, either, and it’s not
impossible for a slower fighter to win against the faster one. Am I
right, Matt?” After Matt nods, she continues, “So, the important
point here is that, no matter what kind of powers one may have,
they can still be defeated by a coordinated combination of
techniques to hit his weak spots and leave vital wounds on him.
Therefore, I don’t want to hear anymore of you all being afraid to
face Matt here in a spar. Even though he has his own kind of
special powers, you can still have a chance of harming and
defeating him. Do you all understand?”

After the freshmen nod or say “Yes,
Professor,” Serpanz waves them off with her hand and says, “Now,
you may all spar.” She turns to Matt, tells him, “You may rest for
a few minutes before we spar again,” and whips a sharp glare at
Roger to remind him, “And you still owe me ninety push-ups.” He
miserably gets back on the ground to resume the punishing workout
while everyone else begins their spars.

 


***

 


Once gym class ends and the students
are changed and departing, Matt, despite his fellow freshmen
somewhat more tolerable to his presence, if only because they are
more afraid of Serpanz than him, again feels forsaken and tabooed
amongst the other students as they avoid him in the halls. Trying
not to show he notices or cares about it, he slowly makes his way
through the large entrance doors and out of the building, only to
cause gathered groups of students to scatter like flocks of birds
away from him before resuming their chatter. Feeling awful about
their behavior towards him, he spots one figure nearby who hasn’t
reacted in alarm to his presence. Instead, Dante Goros keeps his
pose in the shadow of the building, leaning against the wall while
smoking and appearing oblivious to all around him. Forgetting
concern for himself, Matt comes over to him and asks, “Uh, hey,
Dante. Are you feeling better, from before?”

Taking the cigarette from his mouth to
puff out a wisp of smoke, Dante nods and says, “Fully recovered,
Matt. As I said, nothing but a flesh wound.”

“Oh, that’s good, then!
And, again, I’m sorry for the overboard strike to finish you off, I
didn’t mean to harm you that much.”

“No apology is necessary.
In the heat of battle, one can easily become carried away and do
more than they need.” Dropping his cigarette to rub it out, he then
tells Matt, “By the way, you’re a Dark Warrior.”

“…I’m a what?”

“A Dark Warrior. That’s
the reason why your attacks seem so powerful and do much more
damage against others’ morphs than they should. And…” He gestures
to the people yet casting uneasy or scornful looks at Matt from
behind him. “That’s why everyone is now so afraid of
you.”

“Huh. Okay. But, why? Why
are they so afraid of me, just because I’m a Dark
Warrior?”

“Well, there can be a
number of reasons for that. They are afraid of someone who’s
different from them. The history and reputation Dark Warriors have.
Or the jealousy of the powers of a Dark Warrior. Any one of those
can be a factor.”

“No kidding? Hmm. What
kind of history or reputation do Dark Warriors have,
then?”

Raising an eye brow, Dante asks him,
“You really don’t know about Dark Warriors?”

“No, I’ve never heard of
them.”

“Hah, well, that’s
interesting. In that case, I probably shouldn’t be the one to tell
you about that. You could go look it up in the library, or ask
somebody you’re more comfortable with about it.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Good. Well, I’ll leave
you to that, and be on my way.” He starts walking away from him
until he turns around. “Oh, and Matt. You can be sure that, despite
what others think, I am neither afraid nor hateful of you. Rather,
you may count me as an acquaintance to call upon for a favor when
you need it. I’m sure you will need it, sooner or later.” Strolling
down the path towards the cabins, Dante leaves Matt blinking and
rattled by things he apparently knows nothing of, but everyone else
does.

 


***

 


Later that night, Matt is
in his cabin room, sitting upon his bed and deep in thought. He has
not told Sean or Rose of his encounter with Dante yet as they were
busy with Sean’s homework and then ate dinner. Sean had left the
cabin for some reason of his own, and Rose was getting ready for
bed. Matt has already changed into black pajamas and could use some
sleep, too. However, he is yet wondering what could be so bad about
him being a Dark Warrior. In little fits of despair or anger, he
keeps asking himself what makes him so different from everyone
else. Why is one like him called a dark warrior?

A knock at his bedroom door pulls
Matt’s attention to it. “Come in,” he says.

Rose enters, dressed in a green
nightgown. She leans against the wall, sighs, and asks, “So, Sean
and I noticed you were rather moody this evening. There were also
moments we thought you were debating on asking us something, but
you then decided against it. Would you like to talk to me about it,
now?”

Matt chuckles to himself, knowing that
she’s right and embarrassed she and Sean had noticed. He then tells
of his meeting with Dante and what he told him while she listens.
After he finishes, Matt tries to dispel the gloom in the air by
saying, “You know, now that I’ve thought about it, I feel I’ve
heard of Dante before now, but I can’t pinpoint it.”

“I thought about it, too,”
Rose tells him. “And I remember. Dante Goros. He’s part of the
Goros family, the noble clan that rules the state of Saratu to the
south of here. I heard in the news once that Dante and his sister
had become the new heirs to the Goros family.”

Matt nods as he remembers it, and
sighs before returning to the greater topic. “Rose, what is a Dark
Warrior?”

Rose frowns before explaining, “In
today’s society, Dark Warriors are often associated with the
terrorist group Shadow Core, or the S.C. These terrorists have done
many criminal acts in the past, but, thanks to the government
encouraging people to fight back, their numbers have greatly
dropped. There used to be any criminal Alkalian in the group, but
now it is made up of Dark Warriors, only.”

A lot of things then make sense to
Matt, his expression briefly enlightened before darkening again. “I
see. I have heard of the Shadow Core terrorists, but I was never
told they were Dark Warriors, nor that I am one myself.”

Rose nods, saying, “Yeah, it was
probably an attempt from your parents to protect you from feeling
bad about yourself, that you were somehow like the very men your
father has to watch out for.”

“…Right.” Rather than
feeling worse about the discussion, to his wonder, Matt finds he is
feeling somewhat better by talking with Rose, and he keeps the
conversation going. “So, is that the only thing bad about Dark
Warriors, or is there more?”

Rose walks over and sits on the bed
beside him, collects the facts, and tells him. “The reason Dark
Warriors are tabooed, and why the S.C. is still a considerable
threat to society, is because of the built-in effect they have in
their battle morphs. Their attacks automatically cut through enemy
defenses, so they do severe damage and create huge wounds. What I
mean is, it’s like the opponent isn’t even in morph, and the only
thing preventing them from being killed is the battle morph’s
health energy.

“There’s another thing
about Dark Warriors you should know. They can be any type of
Alkalian, but the trait is extremely rare. Especially since their
ancestors were nearly brought to extinction long ago. In the Age of
Chaos, before our nation was founded and organized, there were many
kinds of Dark Warriors about, but the wars soon tore them to
pieces, and only remnants from those times survive today, most
joining the Shadow Core terrorists.”

Matt nods in understanding, saying,
“Uh huh.” Then smiling a little, he looks back to her. “You do know
a lot about stuff, don’t you?”

Rose, blushing slightly for the
moment, says, “Well, most of it’s just common knowledge, nothing to
praise over.”

The two sit there for an awkward
moment, neither one sure of whether to keep the conversation going
or head off to bed, until an idea comes to Matt while he is
glancing over Rose’s figure. “Hey, Rose?”

“Yes?”

“Um, I know we’ve only
been here a few days, but I was wondering if you, being a, uh,
woman, also, may have heard some things about her. Do you know
anything about Amelia? Amelia Rotin?”

A bit startled by the question and its
subject, Rose delays in response. “Uh, well, yeah, I suppose. She’s
a senior, and, um, second-in-command of Lyn’s associates. But you
probably already knew that.”

“Yeah, I did. What else
have you heard about her?”

Her expression showing she doesn’t
want to, Rose sighs and tells him, “Well, these are only rumors
I’ve heard, just rumors. But, it seems Amelia has a reputation here
at the college, kind of like the boss students. Except, she’s not a
boss student. She’s a different kind of student.”

“What does that
mean?”

“Ugh, Matt, I’m only
telling you this - and this is only what I’ve heard - because I’m
concerned for you if you’re going to be around her and Lyn’s other
girls. You see, she’s apparently promiscuous.”

“…Sorry?”

“Oh, how do I put this
plainly? She, she likes to sleep around with other men.”

It takes a moment for Matt to register
what Rose is trying to say, and then he gets a stunned look on his
face. “Oh! Uh, wow, do you think that would be true?”

“I don’t know, Matt, and I
really don’t want to know. All I can say, like Sean said, is you
should be careful around her, Lyn, and the other girls. Just don’t
get into something with them you don’t understand or can’t
control.”

“Yeah. I’ll be careful
around them.” Matt yawns. “Well, we should probably be getting to
bed.”

“Agreed.” After standing
up, Rose watches curiously when Matt reaches over to the night
stand by his bed and grabs a small container of pills. “What are
those?”

“Oh, this is my medicine.
It’s a prescription I have to take before I go to sleep. It
supposedly keeps me asleep for the night. I’ve had it ever since I
was a young kid; I can’t remember a time when I didn’t take
it.”

“Ah, okay.” Rose starts
out the door, and calls back, “Good night, Matt.”

“Good night, Rose,” he
returns. She leaves for her room, and Matt pops a pill into his
mouth, swallows, and lies down in the covers. After a deep sigh,
he’s asleep, his last thoughts about his difficult predicament of
being a Dark Warrior, and Amelia.

 


***

 


As the school week leads into the
weekend, two full days without study hours, Matt and Rose, after
all the work they had done, want to rest until the next busy week
to come. However, Sean has other plans. After begging and enticing
them, he convinces them to join him at a special place on the
college grounds, a place where, according to him, all the students
go to party and enjoy themselves at night. The three head for a
large building about a mile away from the college complex, dazzled
with glowing lights and right next to a river. In the bleak
darkness before the building’s lights, they pass many other
students from different class levels flocking towards
it.

When Matt, Rose, and Sean enter
through large shining doors, Sean announces, “Matt and Rose,
welcome to the Alkalian College Casino!”

Matt and Rose gasp at the sight before
them. The entrance hall of the building is vast and magnificent,
its background gold and glittered with lights and jewels. A
majestic waterfall takes up the center of the palace-like room, and
to its sides are smaller hallways that lead in different directions
deeper into the building. Many people are spread out in the
entrance hall, and several more are moving in and out of the
hallways. This many people in one area is a shock to Matt and Rose
as they had been so busy they forgot there are so many students on
campus.

“Wow,” Rose says, still
mesmerized by the beauty and size of the building. “So, this is a
casino?”

“Yep,” answers Sean, “and
it’s been rated one of the best in the world. Plus, it’s for
students only! This is also where…” Sean pulls up a large suitcase
he had dragged with him from the cabin, and as Matt and Rose wonder
what it’s for he opens it and reveals a stash of red, blue, green,
and yellow coins. “One can make some money!”

After looking it over a few times,
Rose tells him, “That’s a lot of marcs. May I ask how you get it
here?”

“Oh, we’ll get to that
eventually,” replies Sean, closing the suitcase back up. “But
first, I will give you two a tour of the place, so you won’t be
lost like the rest of the freshmen.”

Sean leads Matt and Rose through the
immense building, giving them a scenic and descriptive tour. They
first go through the far right hall into another large room, humid
and tropic. A large circular pool is set in the center of the room,
deep and wide, and surrounding it are several spots filled with hot
spring bathes or tanning machines one can lay under and get a tan.
Taking in the scene of water and numerous people in various kinds
of swimsuits playing or lounging in it, Matt and Rose are
speechless as Sean explains, “This is the pool room of the casino.
You’ve got the big pool in the middle for swimming, the hot tubs
for a relaxing, warm dip, and the tanning booths for getting some
darker skin, if so desired.” Then pointing to two doors at the far
end of the room, he says, “And those doors lead to the changing
rooms, one for men and the other for women. There are also exits
leading outside from them.”

While Matt has a hard time taking his
wide eyes off all the women in swimwear throughout the room, Rose
says, “Wow, this place is beautiful!”

“Hehe, you like?” Sean
asks.

“Oh yes, very. This could
be just the place I can go to get away and relax from my
studies!”

“Well then, I’m glad I
could help you find an outlet for your stress!” Then snapping his
fingers, Sean says, “Oh hey, wanna know something interesting about
this place?”

“What’s that?”

“Guess where the water for
the pools comes from.”

“…Uh, an underground
reservoir, where it usually comes from?”

“Pff, no, silly girl! But
I’ll give you a hint. Did you see the river alongside the building
on the way here?”

“…Oh, the
river!?”

“Yes, the river, my dear!
The story goes that, when they were looking for a place to build
the casino, they chose by the river for two reasons. One, they
could extract and filter the water for constant, fresh water in the
pools, and two, the running current of the water could be harnessed
to provide the whole casino with unlimited power! Pretty clever,
eh?”

“Yeah, that is smart
thinking. It’s resourceful and nature-friendly.”

“Exactly, Rose. And so,
the river was able to kill two birds with one stone, as they say!”
Turning to Matt, Sean asks him, “What do you think,
Matt?”

A few seconds go by before Matt
realizes Sean and Rose are looking at him, expecting an answer, and
he stammers, “Oh, uh, it’s nice!”

“Right. Moving on!” Sean
takes the group through a doorway in the wall to another big room.
Unlike the pool room, which had been bright, humid, and relatively
quiet, this one is dark with flashing lights, has a distinct chill
in the air, and is loud with music blaring from speakers in the
darkness. He says, “And this is the dance hall of the casino,
also-known-as, where the party’s at!”

While Matt and Rose’s eyes adapt to
the darkness and neon lights obscuring their sight, Sean points
about the room and introduces its features. “Smack in the middle of
the room, you can see the actual dance floor, where a lot of
students just get out and dance to the music. And may I say, things
can get pretty wild out there!” Then pointing off to their right
along the wall, he says as he motions them to follow, “And this is
the bar for the dance room. You can order drinks of alcoholic or
non-alcoholic nature here, and then gulp them down right here or
attempt to make your way around the dancing to the booths on the
far wall.” Snapping his fingers at a bar tender behind the corner,
he shouts to him over the noise, “Yo, Carlos, Raiguera, with some
black spice and a shot of vodka!”

“Coming right up, Ace!”
the bar tender replies while his quick hands work below the
counter. Rose looks to Sean and asks, “Raiguera, and
‘Ace’?”

“Ah, yes, I must explain.
Raiguera is this special kind of drink they serve here in the
casino. It looks like an alcoholic drink, smells like one, and even
tastes like one, but it’s not
one! See, it’s brewed from the leaves of the
raiguera plant, hence its name, and has the similar short-term
effects of alcohol – the warm sensations and a buzz of energy and
high spirits – but it lacks the long-term effects of drunkenness,
so it’s a very popular drink for those who don’t want to drink
heavily. The black spice and vodka, however, is my way of giving it
a little more taste and kick.

“And as for him calling me
Ace, well, let’s just say I’ve got my own kind of reputation around
these parts, but I’ll tell you guys more about that shortly.” A
tall glass of a pinkish liquid is set on the counter next to him,
to which he exclaims, “Ah hah, gracias, amigo!” while putting a few
coins from his coat pocket into Carlos’ hand before taking a swig
from the glass. He declares with a grin, “Wooh, excellent as
always!” Glancing to Matt, he asks him, “You getting all this,
Matt?”

Again, Matt is slow to respond as he
stares at certain female figures amid the dancing bodies on the
floor, and he jumps a little when Sean taps him on the shoulder.
“Oh, yeah, I got it.”

“Great! Okay, this way
people, and stay close, ya don’t wanna get lost in here!” Staying
close to the walls, Sean leads Matt and Rose past the dancing mob
to the other side of the room and through another doorway, where
they come into a much bigger, brighter, yet just as busy and noisy,
room than the last. As Matt and Rose marvel at the scene before
them, Sean says, “Now this is the place where one can gain, or
lose, an entire fortune in one night. This is the gambling hall of
the casino, the main attraction to all the students!”

With his one hand still carrying the
suitcase, he gestures about with his other hand that holds his
Raiguera drink. “As you can see, there are multiple stations
throughout the hall for different games of chance. You have the
card tables, which feature games like poker and blackjack. There
are also the roulette tables, where one bets on what number or
color the ball will land in the spinning wheel. Then, perhaps the
most popular aspect of gambling here, would be the dice-throwing,
or more commonly called ‘crap-shooting’, tables, where all you
gotta do is roll the dice and hope to show the favored
results.”

After taking another swig of his
drink, Sean brings the group over to the far left of the hall, to
one of the tables he mentioned was for the dice games. Setting his
suitcase down, he approaches the table and people crowded around
it. “Good evening, guys and dolls! Anyone care if I take a toss or
two?”

The ladies smile at Sean’s arrival,
the men groan or shrug, and the table worker nods and says, “Very
well, sir. The dice is yours.” He tosses a pair of dice across the
table to Sean’s waiting free hand, where he shakes them in his
fist. “Okie dokie. Let luck be a lady tonight!” He then rolls the
dice across the table with a flick of his wrist, and everyone’s
eyes watch as they land to show three and four dots, respectively.
The worker announces, “Seven, a winner!” and the ladies cheer for
Sean as he grins and sips some of his drink.

One of the men who was grumbling off
to the side suddenly steps up, pointing a finger at Sean and
saying, “Okay, wise guy, you think you’re so cool because of some
luck at these games? I challenge you to a roll-off!”

As everyone looks to the upset
challenger, Sean shrugs and says, “Very well, ol’ chap. As the
challenger, you may roll first.”

Glaring back at Sean’s smug
expression, the guy takes another pair of dice from the worker and
throws them across the table, landing a five and six and causing
the others to gasp. “Hah,” he exclaims, “eleven. Let’s see you beat
that!”

“Hmm, those are big odds
to beat, I will admit.” Shaking his dice nonchalantly in his hand,
Sean tells the ladies near him with a wink, “Yes sir, that would
put a lot of pressure on somebody. But you know what they say,
under immense pressure, a lump of coal becomes a diamond!” He then
tosses the dice, and they stop at the center of the table, each
showing only one dot.

Upon seeing the low number, the other
man sneers and says, “Hah, would you look at that? Snake eyes! You
lose, Ace!” But then, the worker next to him taps his shoulder and
tells him, “Actually, sir, in a duel of dice, snake eyes beats any
other combination save for seven.” Fidgeting, he growls out, “Oh,
whatever! At least I didn’t lose any money to this cheating
snake!”

“Ah, true, you didn’t lose
any money,” Sean remarks. “But you did lose your
pride!” He and the
others at the table explode into laughter while the loser slinks
off amidst the crowd throughout the hall, before he turns to Rose,
who asks him, “Care to explain a few things about what just
happened?”

“Why, of course, my sweet
and caring roommate! Where shall I start?”

“Well, how about why you
and that other guy didn’t gain or lose any money?”

“Haha, that’s simple,
Rose!” He gestures to the side of the gambling hall they are in.
“You see, on this half of the hall, anyone can play the games for
free. They need not worry about betting and losing out on their
money.” Pointing to the opposite side of the hall, a mirror
reflection of the table arrangements of where they are, he says,
“On the other half is where you have to put your money on the table
to play!”

“Uh huh. So, why did that
guy think he beat you just now? I could have sworn, where I come
from, that snake eyes is a bad thing in crap shooting.”

“Ah hah, but what we just
did wasn’t crap
shooting! That was a duel with dice, or more simply called a
‘roll-off’. Now, the basic idea is whoever rolls the higher number
wins the duel. However, the two combinations that are exempt to
this rule are snake eyes, the lowest number you could get, and
seven, which is always a winner when it comes to dice!”

“Oh. Okay, I get it. And,
the reason everyone keeps calling you Ace?”

“Pff, wouldn’t be it
obvious by now? As that poor bloke alluded to, I just have this
reputation where I always have good luck and fortune in these games
of chance, and whoever’s betting against me tends to suddenly find
himself broke! And so, as if I am a trump card to whatever else
anyone has, people in the casino call me Ace! Ain’t that true,
ladies?”

While the women by Sean giggle and nod
and he smirks and drinks down his Raiguera, Rose shakes her head.
“You truly are an odd one, Sean.”

“Hah, and that’s the way I
like it!” After gulping down the last of his drink, he waves
good-bye to the other girls before saying to Rose and Matt,
“Alright, now our last stop for the evening is…” He stops short,
however, as he and Rose notice something. “Hey, where did Matt
go!?”

 


***

 


“What do you say,
Matt?”

Checking his face-down card, Matt
looks unsure before he says, “Um, how do you say it? Hit
me?”

“That’s right,” answers
Amelia with a smile, directly across the table from him, garbed in
a uniform suit like the other workers in the hall except she still
doesn’t have an undershirt beneath her vest, which yet shows off
much of her cleavage. She deals out a card face-up to him, a queen
of thorns. “And what does that give you?”

Comparing the queen with his face-down
card, an ace of bolts, Matt replies, “Uh, if aces can be worth
eleven, then, twenty-one?”

“Very good, Matt! That
means you won!”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, and here’s your
prize.” Reaching into one of her vest pockets, she takes out a hand
full of coins and sets them on the table before Matt. “Twenty
marcs, on the house.”

“Oh, wow. Thank you, but,
you told me I didn’t have to bet any money, so why…?”

“Don’t worry about it,
Matt. Let’s just say you earned it with your beginner’s luck.”
After Amelia winks at him, a baffled Matt hears from behind him,
“Yo, Matt, there you are!” and turns to find Sean and Rose hurrying
over to him. “Jeez, Matt, next time you’re gonna wander off like
that, let me or Rose know, okay?”

“Oh, sorry, guys,” Matt
apologizes while pocketing the marcs Amelia gave him. “I just saw
Amelia over here, and thought I’d say hello. Did you know she works
here at the casino on the weekends?”

“Hehe, yeah, how silly of
me to forget to mention that.” Then taking Matt by the arm, he
throws out to Amelia while tugging him away, “Sorry if he caused
you any trouble, my dear. The poor guy’s like a lost puppy, you
know?”

“Oh, he was no trouble,”
Amelia assures them. “In fact, he was a relief. As soon as he
started walking over here, all the men crowded around me scattered
like dust in the wind.”

“Ah, in that case, we’re
glad he helped!” While Amelia waves good-bye to them, and Rose
casts a wary glance over her shoulder back at her, Sean then growls
to Matt as he leads them through the hall, “What’s the matter with
you, man, are you trying to cause a scene already?”

“Wha-what do you mean,
Sean? Is it wrong to just say hello to her and let her teach me how
to play blackjack, at her offer?”

“Well, no, but, do you
know what could have happened if, if, doh, never mind! The tour
must go on!” They pass through another doorway, and find themselves
in a room unlike the first three. As it is dark, yet loud, like the
dance room, it is also as big as the gambling hall, and there is a
large group of people gathered around something in the center of
the room, looking and cheering at something below them. As she and
Matt are confused by the atmosphere of the room, Rose asks, “What
room is this?”

“Here,” says Sean, “is
another place where a student can make or break. The Casino Pit
Battle Arena!” Motioning with the empty glass in his hand, he
points out where the students are gathered. “There’s a shining pit
in the center of the room, deep-and-wide, which serves two
purposes. Provide a battle field for competitors, and contain the
pot of money from bets.”

“The pot?” Matt
asks.

“Yes, the collected total
of money bet! Anyway, one bets on who will win with the help of a
remote color switch. Since the arena plays host for duels only,
there are two colors to choose from, one fighter marked red, and
the other blue. All you have to do is throw in any amount of marcs,
usually only a few coins, and then select the color of the fighter
you are betting on. A machine above us…” Sean gestures toward the
ceiling. “Records all individuals who bet on what color, and after
the battle is over, calculates how many of the winning color gets
money from the pot! Oh, and the winning fighter gets a share of the
money, too, of course.”

“Huh, really?” asks Rose.
“What’s to stop a student from taking more than his share of the
pot, after the fight?”

“Ah, there’s actually a
very simple system for that!” Sean exclaims. He points across the
room and says, “See, the floor of the pit is magnetically charged
to attract all the marcs to its center, where they get sucked down
a vacuum tube that winds back up to a machine along the wall over
there. Once the fight is over and the amount of winnings has been
calculated, the machine reveals the money in divided distributions
until everyone’s gotten their share. And there are casino officials
nearby to make sure nobody tries sneaking out another handful of
cash before the next guy, you know?”

“Uh, yeah. So, where do we
get the remotes?” asks Matt.

“Either by the machine
over there, or back in the entrance hall. Ah, and one more thing I
should mention. Due to concentrated air circulation within the pit,
it is the only place in the whole building where we can enter our
battle morphs. Well,” Sean huffs as though he’s exhausted, “that’s
the end of my tour! Any questions before we are free to
roam?”

“Yes, I have one
question,” Rose replies. “Where are the restrooms?”

“Ah, yes, the restrooms.
Besides the changing rooms at the pool, there are restrooms for
each of the other three areas in the casino, including
here.”

“Oh, okay. I think I’m
going to go familiarize myself with the pool room, for the next
time I’m here. What are you two going to do?”

“Oh, we’ll probably just
stay here, watching exciting battles in the pit.” Sean hooks his
arm around Matt. “How about it, Matt?”

Matt, flustered from Sean pulling him,
mumbles, “Oh, uh, but I was thinking of heading back to the
gambling hall, and talking with Amelia…”

“Nah, you can do that
later, buddy! After all, she works here, remember? So, let’s go get
some remotes and enjoy the shows!” Sean drags a reluctant Matt with
him across the room, while Rose shrugs a little and leaves down the
hall.

 


***

 


After Matt and Sean get remotes and
make their way into the crowd around the pit, the other students
are already rooting and throwing money into the pit for the next
fight. Looking into the pit, a deep, rectangular basin with its
walls as slanted slopes which allow one to walk down or move along
them, and of the same, gold-like alloy as the floor, Sean sees what
all the commotion is about. “Well, look who’s fighting tonight.
It’s Cain Incarein, the Invincible Warrior.”

“Cain?” asks Matt. “Didn’t
you tell Rose and me something about him?”

“Ah, so you were listening
to all my sage advice? I’m flattered.” Sean continues, “Yes sir,
Cain is an all-star senior and one of the boss students. Cain is
also one of the most feared, because he doesn’t let anyone get away
with putting him down. Even the other seniors think twice before
messing with him.”

Matt understands, and then asks, “So
which guy is he?”

Sean looks at him like he’s an idiot,
saying, “Are you that slow? The one looking all macho down there
and waving his arms about!”

Matt looks and picks Cain out. He
wears some sort of expensive suit that seems to shine like there is
morning dew in the threads, and he basks in the cheering from
above. His hair is finely gelled brown, and he’s shaved so that his
face is smooth and handsome. His outward expressions resemble a
humble celebrity, but Matt knows otherwise from Sean’s
tales.

Cain’s opponent morphs, trying to
intimidate him with his fearsome appearance of a Beast, Tiger
style. The crowd quiets down, and Cain turns to him, dropping the
bravo stance with a smug expression. He morphs, and out of the
flash he appears in radiant armor of green and white, his left arm
carrying a circular shield and a bright broadsword sprouting from
his right. Unlike most other battle armors, Cain also has a helmet
upon his head with a single, curved, fin-like structure on top of
it. As money keeps falling into the pit, rolling or sliding into
the center of the square floor between the two fighters by
magnetism, Sean remembers, “Oh, right! Matt, let’s throw in our
bets. You got any money?”

“Oh, well, there’s the
twenty marcs Amelia gave me earlier,” Matt says as he fishes them
out of his pocket.

“Hmm. Nah, don’t worry
about it. You can use some of my money.” He opens up his suitcase,
they grab a handful of coins from it, and toss them into the pit.
While Sean automatically presses the blue button on his remote for
Cain, Matt decides it wouldn’t hurt to bet for the underdog, so he
presses the red button.

The battle is on after the rain of
money ends, the accumulated pot in the middle of the pit disappears
into the floor like sand in a vial, and an intercom voice from
above says, “The battle will begin in 3, 2, 1…” before a freight
bell sounds. The Tiger bounds across the floor toward Cain, but
when he pounces, Cain’s sword glows and slashes. A shifting wall of
aurora light intercepts and shreds through the Tiger, throwing him
back across the pit and leaving deep gashes of green wounds in his
red fur. Matt, astonished by the move, asks, “What type of attack
was that?”

Sean looks at him, blinks, and says,
“Oh, that’s right, I never told you how Cain fights!” While the
battle goes along, he explains, “Cain is from a noble family of
arcane-bred Alkalians that live in Tirez.” When Matt gives him a
questioning look, he adds, “Blade wielders who can use magic.
Anyway, not only is he arcane, but Cain has legally drugged himself
to have built-in defenses against the basic attack elements. That
shield reflects gunfire back at the opponent, and his armor not
only absorbs most magic spells, but it is also impervious to harm
from physical attacks. That’s why he’s called The Invincible
Warrior.”

As he finishes, the battle ends when
the Tiger demorphs after being crushed from energy spears flung
from Cain. The crowd cheers and applauds, sucking up to the
victorious boss student as he demorphs. The machine along the wall
announces the division of prize money and begins spitting it out,
and all the students rush over to get their shares. All, except for
Matt. As the students come back to the pit, they notice Matt is the
only one left there, and they stop dead in their tracks, including
Sean.

Matt, looking back into the stunned
faces of the students, realizes he did something wrong. As they
slowly gather around the pit again with Sean rejoining his side, he
meets the gaze of Cain below in the pit, who for a moment has a
glare in his green eyes. The glare changes into a grin as Cain
speaks out, “It’s been a long time since a spectator bet against
me. It’s a rare event, I will admit, but it’s usually from a
freshman. Who are you, if I may ask?”

Embarrassed and shy with all eyes
aimed at him, Matt barely answers, “Um, I’m Matt. Matt
Calamos.”

Cain nods, saying, “Ah, so you’re the
new freshman everyone is talking about! I must say, you’re not the
first hotshot rookie to come through here. Just because everyone
else thinks you’re a Dark Warrior doesn’t mean that you can do
whatever you want. In fact, I don’t believe you are a Dark Warrior.
Do you know why?”

“Um, no. Why?”

“Because if you were, you
would have tried to kill everyone else around you by now! But since
you haven’t, that clearly means you are not like the Dark Warriors
we know, the terrorists who enjoy killing men, women, and children.
And therefore, we have nothing to fear from you. Now, as you
yourself have presented the opportunity, I shall prove that to
everyone here!”

Without warning, Matt gets shoved from
behind into the pit, stumbling downward on the sloped wall. Looking
back up around him, he sees the audience snickering and sneering
toward him, and Sean gazing at him in worry. He then understands
he’s being forced to fight Cain, and he pleads, “Whoa, wait, I
don’t want to fight! I don’t want to be any trouble!”

“Well, you already are
trouble, Mr. Calamos, and you’re a whole lot of it!” Seeing Matt
bewildered by the accusation, Cain explains, “See, with everyone
scared out of their minds about you, it’s hard to keep this
community running the way I want it to. So, to get it back on
track, I have to show it that you are nothing more than the
scrawny, stupid, inferior freshman that you are!”

Too stammered to reply, Matt can only
watch as he morphs into his battle form. Under immense pressure
from Cain’s threat and the hungry crowd above him, he trembles from
anxiety, desperately thinking of what to do, of how to get out of
this situation. Then, something clicks in his mind as he realizes
this is just like with Ryan from before. If he doesn’t stand up for
himself, this other senior would become his bully and constantly
torment and demoralize him whenever he got the chance, and Matt
wasn’t going to let that happen. Boss student or not, he would not
let anyone try to tell him what he was or wasn’t, what he can or
can’t do.

No longer shaking in fear, Matt
hardens his resolve as he enters his own morph. The crowd begins
betting, the money tumbling down to the pot, and Sean, looking
unsure of how to bet, presses a button on the remote. Cain’s
expression is bright and proud, and Matt’s is dark and angry as the
two foes stare down the other within the pit. Once all the bets are
made, and the bell goes off, the battle begins.

Matt makes the first move by changing
his right arm into a rifle and aiming it at Cain’s chest. Cain
grins, knowing his shield will block the shot and reflect it back,
and holds it before him. Matt fires, the black bullet zooms for
Cain’s shield, and instead of the bullet being deflected it pierces
not only through the shield but also his torso as it bursts out of
his back. The wound sprays green, and the hit almost knocks Cain
off his feet as he staggers backwards.

Sean and the whole crowd jump back
with shock, their surprise equal to Cain’s as they stare down into
the pit. Not only is the wound solid, but it is also vital, pulsing
as it loses more health energy. As Cain gets back upright, he sees
Matt has both arms as guns and begins firing bursts at him. He
rolls, then slides on air balance out of the bullets’ path, moving
towards Matt along the sloped walls. Cain scowls with rage, unable
to believe this guy somehow penetrated his defense and wounded
him.

As Matt puts his guns away, Cain
crashes into him with his shield, sending him skidding and tumbling
along the pit’s wall with a green bruise along his left arm and
shoulder. Cain levitates into the air above him, his sword glowing
with energy. He swings his blade down, throwing a large flash of
light at him to slam him against the wall. Before the flash engulfs
him, Matt casts his own spell and becomes shrouded from instantly
formed, black energy copies of himself, some being smashed by the
flash and the others scattering down the pit’s side.

The crowd, Sean, and Cain are stunned
again. Matt has a spell that allows him to create clones of
himself. When Cain lands from his airborne attack, he finds the
clones shifting back towards him, and the real Matt emerges to
unleash an attack from the apparitions. He dispels his Blastion
spell from his right hand, the blast throws Cain across the floor
of the pit, and he comes to lie near the bottom of a slope, his
upper body radiating a dark yellow from the wounds, his chest wound
beating out lost energy.

 


***

 


Terrified from the surprise attacks,
along with the crowd backing farther away, he can’t understand how
his armor didn’t absorb the spell. He has no time to think more of
it as Matt is upon him again, the large broadsword of black energy
raised in his left hand. Cain meekly raises his shield to defend
himself, but it fails again as Matt swings his sword low below it,
severing Cain’s arm and leaving an orange stump where his upper arm
and shield used to be.

In growing desperation after gawking
at his severed arm, Cain tries lashing up at Matt with his own
sword, only to have Matt’s deflect it before he rams its point
through Cain’s wrist, pinning him to the floor. Looking at himself,
then to Matt, who has a right-armed gun pointed at him, Cain’s
expression pales with fear. Without a word, his dark violet eyes
glowing fiercely, Matt shoots a bullet into the big, glowing target
on Cain’s chest. A massive splash of red springs out like an
eruption of liquid, and it turns out to be the demorph flash as the
human Cain lies crumpled on his side, beaten to the
ground.

 


***

 


Sean and the rest of the
audience are speechless. Matt, turning away from Cain, demorphs and
shouts up to the crowd around the pit, his words coming from a fury
in him he never knew he had. “Let this be a lesson to anyone who
thinks, just because I’m a freshman and different from you all,
that they can bully or torment me. That is not going to happen to me. We are
all students at this college, and no one is any better than the
other, no matter what our class, background, or battle morphs are.
No one has the right to tell me I’m inferior to them, to treat me
as such, and I will defend my right to attend this college without
living in fear of my fellow students.”

Pointing a finger at Cain,
Matt adds, “And, to his mistake, the rumors about me are true.
I am a Dark
Warrior. However, I don’t believe that makes me any better than the
rest of you. It’s what makes me an individual among you, it’s my
own special ability, and I will live with it. I no longer care what
any of you think about me. I will do whatever I have to at this
college to move on and succeed, and no one is going to make it any
harder for me!”

While the crowd is silenced by his
declaration, the machine by the wall announces, “The prize money
will be rewarded to two individuals, 2,500 marcs each.” Nobody
moves to collect the money, looking around as they wonder who was
the guy that bet for Matt.

Cain snarls toward Matt
while getting back on his feet, “How dare you speak like that, you
obnoxious little brat! I am a senior, and you are a freshman, which
means you are anything but
equal to me! I know more than you, I’m more
mature than you, I’m…”

He is interrupted from a holler within
the crowd, and Sean comes prancing down the pit’s slope. “B.Y.O.B.
Bring your own BOOYAH! You did it, Matt! You beat the pants off
that wretched senior and scored us a jackpot!” Sean’s celebration
ruins the heat of the moment, and everyone stares as he shakes a
startled Matt and continues bouncing around in the pit. “We’re
rich, we’re rich! We’re swimming in sweet moolah…”

“Shut up when I’m
talking!!” snaps Cain. He grows ever more furious when Sean ignores
him and keeps dancing about, so he growls back at Matt, “You’ll
regret this, you little punk! If you think I’ll let you take over
the school, as I’m sure you’re up to, you are sorely mistaken! I’ll
have my revenge, and when I’m done, you will never cross me again!”
He then stomps out of the pit, shoving past students who cringe
away from him.

Matt looks on after him, his passion
vanishing as quickly as it appeared, and Sean comes over and says
to him, “Ah, don’t worry about that sore loser, for now at least.
Let’s go get our prize money, find Rose, and get out of here. I
think this has been enough excitement for one night!”

 


***

 


A few minutes later, Matt, Sean, and
Rose are walking toward the casino entrance, intending to leave and
call it a night. Matt has finished telling Rose what happened at
the pit arena while Sean is hauling the suitcase of prize money
beside him. He mentions, “Well, if we win this much money every
night, I better just keep it in my cooler!”

Rose grimaces as she says, “Wait a
minute. So, if Matt offended such a guy like Cain, won’t he be in
big trouble?”

“Maybe. But who cares?
Matt knocked Cain off his high horse, which means people will start
asking themselves who should really
be feared around here. As long as Matt keeps
doing what he’s doing, he will become a student elite in no
time!”

“And what about Cain, or
the other boss students?” asks Matt.

“Oh, he’ll probably send
his cronies after you, but that’s nothing to worry about,”
reassures Sean. “As for the others, I don’t know. One of them,
especially Lyn, may come up and shake your hand in congratulations.
But if you could smoke Cain like you did tonight, some thugs of his
will be no problem at all!”

The group of three exit through the
large doors into a night lit only by stars above. Once they are out
of the casino’s light, a voice calls from the darkness nearby,
“Halt.” They turn around, looking in the direction the voice came
from, and see three young men in black tuxedo suits, each one
wearing a dark pair of sunglasses. The strangers march over to
them, and the one in front removes his glasses to reveal big green
eyes upon a lean face with black hair. He speaks with a sense of
authority. “Where are your passes?”

Confused, Matt asks, “Uh, what?
Passes? What passes?”

The stranger explains, “All students
using the casino must have passes for entering and exiting with won
money, as it helps keep tally on money brought out and how often a
student comes to the casino. So, your passes, please.”

“And who are you to
inquire?” asks Rose with a small growl.

The man glares at her before saying,
“I am Tony, captain of the casino security officers, who help make
sure the casino’s environment stays stable, organized, and without
any trouble, which means we must make sure no one takes money
without a pass.”

Matt and Rose look to each other in
confusion, but Sean speaks up, “It’s okay, guys, I’ll handle this.”
He sets down the suitcase, walks up to Tony, and gets close with a
cool, confident stare. He says, “As I’ve learned from experience,
and from asking the professors about it myself, there are no such
passes required for students coming to the casino. We don’t need
passes.”

Tony tries leering down Sean, saying,
“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Why, no! But I am
pointing out how silly this whole situation is. If all students are
supposed to have casino passes, then how come I never see anybody
with one, and why do you student officers only ask the freshmen for
them? It’s because we freshmen don’t know any better, so you can
steal our money while making it look more like
confiscating.”

Tony huffs and says, “You must be Sean
Wyseinburg, correct? You have a history of causing trouble in the
casino. Getting wildly drunk, cheating on bets, and harassing the
women. So my guess is you cheated on getting all that money, and
now you were trying to leave before being suspected of…”

Instead of getting angry at Tony’s
accusation, Sean bursts out laughing and says, “Oh, you poor
fellow, what jealous hater told you that? Ask the guys always
playing in the gambling hall, and you’ll find that, even though I
win many of the games, I never cheat. If you were to ask the bar
tenders, you would find I only drink one alcoholic beverage per
night, so I couldn’t possibly get roaring drunk. And you should
know that the women don’t think me a nuisance, but actually enjoy
my company and antics. I’m sorry, ol’ chap, but it seems you have
been greatly misinformed.”

Tony’s nostrils flare as he snorts.
Not giving up on getting the money, he says, “If you’re asking for
a fight, I would warn you I’m strongly considering it. And besides,
rumor has it you aren’t so hot in a battle. Now stop making this
complicated and just…”

“What’s wrong, Tony?
Getting cranky because I’m not so stupid anymore? This attempt to
take cash off defenseless little freshmen a bit tougher? Are you
really still afraid of Cain, after his humiliating defeat tonight?
I would think you don’t need to do his dirty work anymore. I mean,
if a freshman can beat him, what could he do to you? If you ask me,
I think he’s losing his touch, and this would be the perfect
opportunity to…”

“Betraying a boss student
is a fool’s idea!” snaps Tony. Catching himself and suppressing his
anger, he then says, “Speaking of that, I should interrogate this
‘freshman’ friend of yours.” He turns his conniving eyes to Matt
and asks, “How do we even know he’s a student here? No freshman
could ever be skilled enough to take down a senior.”

“Oh, so when I insult your
silly allegiance to a broken boss, you have to shift your wrath on
somebody else? First you’re some wise guy investigator, then a
desperate liar, and now a bypassing coward?” Sean shakes his head,
seeming to pity him. “Tsk tsk, that’s not very sporting of you.
Your argument’s with me, not him, so stop throwing your improvised
accusations and rules around just because I’m telling the truth and
you can’t prove otherwise. After all, it could save you some
breath.”

Tony turns red with frustration.
Whipping back to Sean, he growls, “Are you challenging my
authority? I’m captain of the casino guards, and nobody tells me
that I’m wrong in my work!”

“Nobody until now. And
besides, your claim of being the captain is also quite silly. You
and your buddies are merely student-elected assistants to
the real guards
around here, who don’t appreciate this thuggish behavior of yours.
Anyways, I suggest we just drop the whole subject here and all
depart before someone does something quite regrettable. You could
tell Cain that you just missed us and were unable to get the money
without making a scene, and…”

“You dare suggest I lie to Cain!?” Tony
morphs, and out of the flash comes a pale humanoid with decaying
skin, ragged clothes, and haunting eyes, which startles Matt and
Rose. “We’ve no choice,” the Zombie informs his fellow officers,
“but to use force to get that money and put these freshmen in their
place!”

“Ah, sir,” responds one of
the officers, “we have company.” He points back at the casino,
where a crowd of interested spectators gathers, including a couple
of actual school officers.

Sean laughs in his victory while Tony
grimaces, before saying, “Well, you’ll never get our money now, but
since you already morphed, how about a battle? You versus me, a
nice clean duel. Think of it as an easy and quick way to relieve
your rage.”

Matt, Rose, and the student officers
are shocked from Sean’s challenge. Tony, however, turns back to
make sure he’s being serious, then grins with rotting teeth and
nods. As Sean follows him into a clear field, Rose calls after
them, “Sean! Are you sure you can fight him?”

Before Sean morphs, he turns to answer
with a thumbs-up and a gleaming grin. When he morphs, the crowd
joins Matt and Rose as an audience for the fight. One of the
students mentions, “Man, of all the guys to pick a fight with, Sean
chose one of the worst.”

“What do you mean?” asks
Matt.

“Well, Tony’s not only a
senior, but, you notice his morph? Except for the peeling flesh, he
doesn’t look so bad, right?”

“Right.”

“Yeah, but you would make
a big mistake underestimating him. That Zombie morph is more of a
magic user, and his spells can be quite nasty. Especially the one
where, if his opponent has any damage on him, he can literally
drain the health energy out of him!”

“He could suck out his
health?” asks Rose.

“Yeah, so, if Sean gets at
least a scratch on him, the battle might as well be
over.”

Exchanging concerned glances, Matt and
Rose can only watch and hope for Sean’s well-being in the nighttime
duel about to begin.

 


***

 


As Sean and Tony stare at each other
across the plain, Tony yells to him, “I always thought you dread
fighting, all because you never figured out your powers. As far as
I can tell, you still haven’t discovered them. So, since you’re so
eager to humiliate yourself, you may strike first. Give me your
best shot!”

Sean smiles and replies, “How could I
resist such a generous offer? As you wish!” He starts shifting the
air about him, floats off the ground, and takes off towards Tony
like a rocket.

Tony is not impressed since any
Alkalian should be able to air balance. He keeps his position,
waiting for Sean to screw up in some attempt to attack. Sean
rapidly approaches him, his legs moving like he is rollerblading on
air, until he somehow trips and starts tumbling across the ground.
While Tony sneers at what he expected, Matt, Rose, and the audience
sigh from Sean’s mess-up.

Sean continues bouncing like
tumbleweed toward Tony. As he comes in closer, Tony prepares to
move out-of-the-way, but Sean, smirking, releases a compressed
blast of air and crashes directly into him. The tackle plows the
Zombie through the field, and Sean flips off to land upright
nearby. Tony was so unprepared for the surprise move it takes him a
moment to realize it happened, gaping at a bright green wound upon
his left shoulder.

The audience, including Matt and Rose,
are also surprised before they figure out how it worked. Sean had
merely acted like he tripped in his air balance to lower Tony’s
guard, and then attacked him at the last possible moment. Seeing
their amazed looks, Sean bows to them graciously. When Tony gets
back on his feet, he dashes off to increase the distance between
them for another charge.

Tony, shrugging his wounded shoulder,
glares back at Sean with his dead eyes. He waits for him to dash
back at him, and then raises his hands up and casts a
spell:

“Grave
Clacher!”

From out of the ground around Tony
emerge magic-energized claws, hands resembling zombies trying to
break out of the earth. Sean freaks from the sight, but is able to
fly up and over before being grabbed. Landing on the other side and
drifting to turn around, he looks back at a confident Tony, who is
already casting another spell. In instant reaction to sensing
something moving below him, Sean leaps away as a large, jagged
tombstone sprouts out of the ground where he was
standing.

Figuring out that Tony would keep
casting spells at him while those zombie hands protect him, Sean
decides to try something. First gathering air all around him, he
then propels straight at the thicket of magic hands. Matt, Rose,
and the crowd wonder what he’s doing, and get their answer when
Sean starts spinning like a drill, his feet forward, and penetrates
through the hands when they fail to grab him. When Tony sees this,
it’s too late to escape as Sean collides into him, his feet
drilling through his guts. The combined speed, impact, and drilling
creates a cratered wound of bright yellow, and Tony cringes from
the blow and Sean’s feet inside him.

But Sean’s attack isn’t
done yet. As his drilling slows, he reverses the spiral and starts
spinning out of Tony. With him even more stunned from the move, he
executes another thrust of compressed air to spring out of the
wound, a burst of energy following after him. Sean lands several
yards away after some back flips and looks back at the faded orange
wound he left in his foe. Grinning, he says, “Uh oh, Tony, it
appears that you just got screwed! Hahahahaha!” He imitates a
screwing motion with his finger while pointing at the Zombie and
laughing.

Matt and Rose are impressed by Sean’s
attack, and some of the crowd is either awed by his prowess or
cheering for the brilliant fighter. Tony, shortly stunned from the
numbing damage he’s endured, growls when he glares back at Sean. He
casts a spell to spout energy from his wound, which spreads out to
form a mob of zombie clones before him.

The clones stand between Sean and
Tony, forming a new obstacle to breach before more harm can come to
Tony. Sean, instead of worrying, looks delighted at this challenge
before he dashes towards the wall of zombies. In response, a larger
cluster of them gathers into a defensive formation meant to stop
him. Increasing his speed rather than slowing down, Sean then tucks
his limbs in to become a rolling ball. The zombie clones are
defenseless when he smashes through them, scattering them like
falling bowling pins.

After the first group of clones is
erased, another is positioning into a lineup in Sean’s path.
Exiting the rollout, he leaps at them and begins thrashing through
the entire line. He takes out two with a double kick, a second pair
with back-to-back roundhouse kicks, one more with a slamming fist,
and a final clone with a front flip followed by a drop kick, all
while still in mid-air.

When he finally lands, there are two
clones left, serving as a last defense for Tony, until two more
appear out of the ground beside Sean. They assault their foe, one
holding onto him while the other prepares to bite him, but Sean
enjoys using another air balance trick as he spins in place like a
top, throwing the one clone off him and blowing them both
away.

The audience becomes even more wowed
by Sean’s techniques. Rose says to Matt, “A few days ago, he
couldn’t harm anyone. And now, he’s proving a match for a senior!
How did he do it?”

Matt is just as astonished when all he
can reply with is, “He’s a mad genius.”

Meanwhile, Sean continues his assault
toward Tony by side thrusting, then charging at him and his
vanguard. The two clones stand firm to act as a shield, but Sean
doesn’t slow in his advance. He makes a diving leap, rolls out a
landing beside the two clones, and knocks them out with
break-dance-like kicks. As Tony growls in frustration towards
Sean’s clever moves, Sean exits his disco attack before launching
into the air, bringing him along with a severe uppercut to his
face. He lands a few yards away as Sean touches down and looks to
his fallen enemy.

 


***

 


His health energy converging from
orange to red, listening to an audience cheering louder for Sean,
and his reputation gradually shrinking, Tony’s breathing is ragged
with rage. He decides he’s had enough of some clown making him look
pathetic. No matter what the cost, he is going to make sure Sean
regrets he ever crossed him.

Standing up with rekindled anger, Tony
begins charging a spell of great proportions. A powerful aura of
gathered energy glows all over him. This pulls attention from the
crowd toward him, along with an intrigued Sean. When his build-up
of power reaches the right point, Tony releases it, and he sinks
into the ground as it churns and rumbles.

A moment later, a huge, skeletal arm
made of soil bursts out of the ground, its bony fingers each having
a barbed claw, and is followed by the rest of the new entity. Once
it looms over the dwarfed Sean, the Golem-like figure, which lacks
rock armor and has decayed features, shows it has a mouth as it
opens wide, its lower jaw bearing tusk-sized fangs, and roars an
unearthly howl at him while hot hatred burns in its empty eye
sockets.

His eyes bulging at the new form of
Tony, Sean says, “Well, talk about getting ugly!” The crowd is just
as surprised, and Matt asks, “What happened? What did he just
do?”

Rose has the same question when she
can’t answer, but the guy behind them answers, “That was a Hyper
Morph! By literally sacrificing some of his health energy, he
changed into a stronger form of his battle morph whose stability
equals the amount of health energy sacrificed!”

The upgraded Tony grins with his filed
teeth and fangs as Sean dashes away to a safer distance. After he
stops about a hundred feet away, he begins to move toward him,
slowly lumbering forward with both his arms reaching out at him.
When Sean sees his movement, he sighs in relief, assured that Tony
is still slower than him, until Tony’s hands detach from his arms
and fly at him. Jumping away from the right hand that strikes the
ground where he was standing, Sean is left exposed to the swipe of
the left hand, the hooked claws barely raking him and leaving a few
scrapes of green damage on his chest.

As Sean lands on his feet, Tony sees
the damage done to him, and his ghastly lit eyes twinkle. Wasting
no time, his right hand floats in close to Sean and aims its palm
at him, and a small thread of energy shoots out of it and enters
Sean’s wound. After feeling the prick of the spell tagging him, he
finds with shock his health energy flowing out of the wound,
through the air along the thread, and into Tony’s hand, steadily
changing from green to yellow in color.

Realizing what is happening, Sean
figures how to counter the spell. He builds up air balance around
him, springs at the floating zombie hand draining his health, and
busts through it with a flying kick, leaving a big hole in it and
shutting off the spell, before dashing at Tony’s big bulk across
the field.

Surprised he escaped his
draining spell, Tony doesn’t panic as he races toward him, and
drops his lockjaw and yells in a hollowing gasp,
“Grave Aeros!” A
spell casts out of his mouth, a fierce gust of corrosive wind, and
it halts Sean’s momentum and blows him back, slicing more wounds
into him along his arms and legs, before both of Tony’s hands zoom
past him on either side, their claws ripping through him and
reattaching to Tony’s arms before he falls backwards and hits the
ground hard.

In the moment after he repelled him,
Tony sends up evil laughter into the night air while Matt, Rose,
and the audience look with dread. Sean forces himself to stand up,
the numbing wounds in his arms, chest, and legs glowing bright
orange, and glares at his taller foe.

For too long had he been beaten down,
Sean reminds himself. For a whole year of school, he was easy prey
for boss student goons and bullies, the laughing stock of every
proud fighter throughout the college, a disappointment to the staff
and his few friends. For too long had he been nothing but a dummy
for others to fight. It was time for him to make others the
dummies.

Tony holds out his hands, and multiple
threads of red energy grow out and lunge down towards Sean, their
ends sinking into his wounds. As they begin to suck out his health
energy, he does something unexpected. Taking off with a bang, he
rises and soars over Tony on air balance so fast that his momentum
yanks on the threads, pulling Tony’s hands over and behind him in a
whiplash. For a moment, his arms resist the vicious tugging from
Sean’s air balance, but then Tony shrieks when they are torn off of
him with sickening snaps.

Just as stunned from the feat as Tony,
Matt, Rose, and the crowd watch with jaws dropped as the giant arms
crumble into dirt below the hovering Sean, ending the spells that
drained his health energy to a dark red, before he rushes back at
Tony. Tony turns, wobbling without his arms, and releases a spell
that instantly extends long, stone spikes out of his ribcage, meant
to impale the incoming Sean. In the split second before he meets
them, he pulls off another unpredictable feat. In a maneuver so
fast that Tony doesn’t comprehend it, he side-thrusts and orbits
around him, getting behind and above him without running into the
spikes.

While he stares at where he should be,
Sean reminds him of where he is when he sling-shots into the back
of his neck with a kick. The impact creates a loud crack as it
breaks through bone and dirt, bends Tony’s head back, and gushes
out a burst of red energy. A second later, the red wound energy
spreads in fractures across his whole body, spraying out like water
breaking through a dam, and Tony lets out a scream, colored by the
wound energy erupting out of his mouth, before his whole form
vanishes in a red flash.

 


***

 


It takes a moment for the audience to
understand what happened as they stare across the field at Tony
lying on the ground as a human and Sean breathing heavily over him,
but when Sean demorphs and strolls back toward them, they send up
wild applause and cheers. Matt, Rose, and fellow freshmen from the
crowd rush out to meet him, and as they give him congratulations
and praise Sean embraces it all. Although, he does wince a little
when someone would clap him on the shoulder or back.

“Sean, that was amazing!”
says Rose as they walk toward the rest of the spectators. “When did
you learn to do all of those moves?”

“Oh, you know, the
techniques come naturally,” he responds between his breaths, “and
then I just, put them together, in the right combinations, with my
high intellect. It’s pretty easy, really, the only drawback is, how
much energy I spent. Whoo, I could use some sleep after
that!”

“But are you alright?”
asks Matt. “Not seriously injured, or anything?”

“Well, sure, I feel pain
all over, and there are probably, bruises on my arms, legs, and
chest, but otherwise, I haven’t felt, this great in my whole
life!”

Making his way through the crowd of
cheering students, Sean goes to retrieve his suitcase of money,
giving thank-yous and acknowledgment the whole way while the
student and professional officers hurried away to tend to Tony. As
he picks it up, he notices a familiar orange suit near him. He
looks up to the chilling stare of Dante.

At first, Sean fears what Dante would
say to him, but is surprised when the intimidating intermediate
shows a little smile and says, “Nice fight. Keep that up, and you
may just match me.” Sean’s surprise grows when Dante turns to Matt
and tells him, “You and your roommates are becoming a special bunch
of students, so expect others who may want to use you, for good or
bad. I’ll be one of those with the good intentions.” He then slips
away with the rest of the leaving crowd.

After he leaves, Sean whips back to
Matt and asks, “And what was that about? You turned my worst
nightmare into your loyal comrade!?”

“…Oh yeah, we didn’t tell
him yet!” Matt reminds Rose. When she agrees, the three head back
for their cabin with Matt telling Sean while Rose carries the
suitcase, “Okay, this happened back on the third day of
school…”

 


***

 


Later that night, in a dark-lit room,
Cain paces back-and-forth near a long table. Mumbling things to
himself, he stops his pacing and lifts his wide-eyed gaze to three
individuals entering the room, stopping at the other end of the
table. The guests consist of two men and a woman around his age,
their appearances obscured by the bleakness of the room.

“You may know why I called
you here,” begins Cain, motioning for them to sit down. The three
take their seats as he goes to his own on the far side of the
table. “That freshman, Matt Calamos, is becoming a threat to our
society. Not only has he openly declared he’s a Dark Warrior, but
he dares to tell those who are obviously above him that he will not
bend to our will. Now, how shall we deal with him?”

The only answer is cold stares from
the three until one of the men says, “Is this really such an issue?
I mean, he may have beaten you because you greatly underestimated
him, but there are other strong students around here who
could…”

“It’s not just the fact
he’s strong, Buster,” remarks Cain. “He actually voiced our system
of supremacy an evil, and if he gets more people in the same mind
set, generations of hard work and organization will be ruined. My
spies say that not only has Lyn got him under her wing, but Dante
Goros has already made contact with him, so it’s only a matter of
time.”

“Yes, and not to mention
the fact that, indeed, he is a Dark Warrior,” speaks up the second
man. “The community so far has been uneasy about his presence, just
because of rumors, but when the word gets out that he really is one
there’s sure to be some kind of mass panic around here.”

“A good point, James,”
agrees Cain before he thumps the table with his fist. “Which is why
we need to put him back in his place as soon as
possible!”

“I really don’t see the
problem here, Cain,” interjects the woman. “My sources say he was
only talking about himself when it came to defying a superior. Why
exaggerate his words and thereby force him into representing the
rest of the students, as well?”

“Oh, but don’t you see,
Cynthia? Even if he’s not thinking about it now, he WILL take up
that idea, soon!” Stabbing his fingers about in the air, he tries
to explain with an upset look on his face, “If he hangs out with
that Lyn and her skanks long enough, then they’ll poison him with
the idea of trying to overthrow our organized rule. He would become
their ultimate weapon, striking fear into our own people or other
students who dare to face him! Or even Dante, I always knew he’d be
trouble sooner-or-later, with his background in royalty, he has a
way with words, and he could easily get that empty-headed fool
thinking that he should bring about chaos and havoc all over the
college, just to make things easier for him to take
over!”

Thumping the table hard
one more time, Cain shouts, “Don’t you all understand!? It’s about
taking care of the threat, before
he’s the threat! We must snuff out the single
candle of ignorance, before it becomes a wildfire of
rebellion!!”

There is a moment of uneasy silence
after Cain’s ranting outburst before James brings up, “Another
problem with all this is what’s happening to those most near him.
His roommates, Rose Alamence and Sean Wyseinburg, are also being
recognized as ‘special’ students. The creepy thing is how Sean, the
failed freshman, was harmless days ago, but tonight he just trashed
one of your best henchmen.”

“Well, what’s the problem
with that?” objects Buster. “It’s about time he figured out his
morph’s powers. Think about it, a guy with an unnatural thing for
luck at gambling, and women, able to back himself up with his
battle morph? We could use a guy like that in our employment, at
the casino, to…”

Cain snaps at him, “How
easily you forget that he’s also Matt’s roommate!!” Slamming the table in
rising fury, he exclaims, “Anything that becomes of that pestilent
boy will spread to his own roommates, I guarantee it! That’s why
Sean suddenly growing a backbone is a bad thing, not a good thing! Fire Spirit burn you,
don’t you even think about these things, you block-headed
brute!?”

While Buster’s body tenses at the
insult Cain threw at him, Cynthia quickly speaks up, “Do you think
they may have a stash of illegal drugs? That could easily explain
the rapid growth of their strength and skill. Perhaps Matt’s
abilities are merely from the drugs, and now Sean and Rose are
gaining them, as well.”

Cain considers the idea, and says,
“That is a possibility. Yes, I like that theory.” Standing up to
pace the floor behind his chair, he rambles on, “If we could have
all three of them bagged for illegal drug possessions, yes, that
would be great, oh yes, that would demolish their figures! And yet,
no, it’s not enough, we can’t rely on authorities going easy on
them, because they’re freshmen, no, we need something, something
more certain, of their, demise…”

After the three of them exchange
impatient glances, James asks, “What do you have in mind,
Cain?”

He stops his pacing and
addresses the three of them, a crazy look in his eyes. “Let me tell
all of you here something. Think hard about this situation. Yes,
I’m the only target of Matt’s wrath right now, but what will happen
next if he does end my reign? What if his beliefs inspire more rebellion
against your companies? Like I said before, this isn’t just a threat to my
organization, but the whole ideals that have served as pillars to
our student society are in jeopardy. That is why I have brought you
here for discussion. We must join forces to stop Matt and his
growing cult, before we ourselves are ruined!”

The other boss students glance at each
other in silent communication, confirming that Cain was losing his
mind, but they did have to worry about any potential threat to
their organizations. Buster asks, “So, what’s your plan? How are we
going to stop him. Take him down in an all-out battle
together?”

Cain begins fidgeting and cackling.
“Oh no, that would only make things worse. If all of us ganged up
on him, it would only prove how tyrannical we are and add fuel to
his fire. However, ah, yes, hehe, I’m already figuring it out, yes,
yes, that’s good. They’ll fall right into that, haha! Yes, yes, I
know how we can bring Matt and his friends to the ground, with
their faces shoved into the dirt by our feet, without even using
our morphs. Hehe, yes, if this plan is carried out perfectly, no
one will ever dare object to our rule again, I swear
it!”


Chapter 4

 


Flirting and Fury

 


***

 


The weekend passes by, and the next
week of classes begins. A typical day of studies carries itself
out, and Matt finds himself walking down the empty halls of the
college, heading for Lyn’s study hall.

Throughout the day, he has noticed the
fear and scorn of fellow students around him reach new levels.
Groups of them upon seeing him would either gasp and move away or
mutter curses or obscenities under their breath while he passed by.
Expecting that since he announced he was a Dark Warrior, the only
thing that worries him is whether any of the meaner-acting students
may get ideas about ganging up on and beating down on him. That is
one of the reasons he was going to visit Lyn and her friends again,
to ask for their help in watching his back around campus. The other
reason was he had a lot of alchemy homework assigned to him, and
was willing for aid in completing it.

As he comes to the door, Matt knocks
on it a few times before a familiar female voice says, “Come in.”
He opens the door and, to his surprise, the study room is empty.
The only person there, to his greater surprise and interest, is
Amelia, sitting on the couch reading from a magazine. Looking up to
see him enter, she smiles, sets the magazine aside, stands, and
walks over to him, saying, “Welcome back to the study hall, Matt.
Did you need help with homework or something?”

“Uh, yeah, I had a bunch
of alchemy homework here, and…” Unable to contain his curiosity, he
asks, “Where are Lyn and the others?”

“Oh, they’re outside on
campus, supporting your cause.” When Matt raises an eye brow, she
explains, “See, after your incident with Cain at the casino, Lyn
was sure he, and other jerks around here, would try to catch you by
surprise and trample all over you. So, she and the others are going
around warning everyone that whoever messes with you messes with us
as well. In the meantime, she’s left me here in the study hall,
trusting in me to help anyone who comes in with assignments to be
done.”

“Ah, I see. That’s really
kind of Lyn, to go and do that before I could ask her
to.”

“Well, Lyn is a kind
person. It’s only in her nature.” The two of them stand for a
brief, awkward moment before she gestures to the table and
suggests, “So, shall we see about that homework?”

“Uh, right, of course!” He
and Amelia head over to the table and sit down in chairs next to
each other, and he fishes around in his book bag to pull out a
textbook, notebook, and pen. Keeping the notebook and pen, he hands
the textbook to Amelia and asks, “Could you read out loud from the
pages I need to go over, while I jot down notes summarizing
them?”

“I would be happy to,
Matt.” Taking the book from him, she opens it up and flips through
the thick pages. “Where do we start?”

“Um, hang on here. Page
186.”

“Alright.” As she makes
her way to the designated page, she says, “May I ask you, Matt, how
it felt crushing Cain like you did in the pit over the
weekend?”

“Well, I don’t know, I may
have been a little harsh and reckless in what I said, but I guess
it did feel good, humiliating a boss student like that.”

“Hah, I would say so!”
Amelia arrives on the page, and asks, “Shall I start,
Matt?”

“Um, yes. I’m
ready.”

“Okay, then.” While Matt
scribbles down notes, she reads out loud from the textbook. “One of
the basics of alchemy transmutation, the ability to change one
substance into another, is having the knowledge of the kind and
amount of particles in the object one wishes to transmute. One
measures how many particles are in an object by running energy
through it, feeling the particles ripple and rattle as the energy
waves move past them. The specific element or compound of the
particles can also be identified by how the particles react to the
energy, whether they cool, heat, ripple fast or slow, tickle,
sting, etc. Therefore, once one knows enough identities of the
elements or compounds, as well as the number of particles in the
specific object, the alchemist can transmute the object, such as a
lump of granite, into a…”

 


***

 


“Traitorous bitch!” The
man in a brown suit spits at Lyn as they confront each other, each
of them leading a group of students, Lyn’s seven cohorts behind her
and six other men behind him, in an open field near the main
college building. “How dare you protect that monster from the
retribution he deserves? You know, as well as we know, that he’s a
Dark Warrior, and that has to make him a terrorist. And a terrorist
attending college can’t be a good thing!”

While the man is red in the face, Lyn
is pale and calm as she states, “Someone being a Dark Warrior does
not prove that he is also a Shadow Core terrorist. The only thing
you’ve got against him is the fact he put Cain in his place over
the weekend, and he’s sent cronies like you to unfairly ambush and
assault him. But as long as Matt is with us, you’re going to have
to go through us before you can get to him.”

“You, you, you would
defend that villain when he’s clearly a threat to this entire
community!? In case your feeble little mind hasn’t notice, but the
other students are on the verge of mass panic with him still
roaming the halls beside them! Would you let him cause the whole
community to erupt into chaos by his mere presence?”

“I would let him, because
he won’t. As long as he does nothing to them, they will soon
tolerate his presence and not mind him anymore. If anything,
they’ll be afraid to fight him, only, and that’s fine.”

“Grr, well, Cain can’t
afford to take that chance! For the sake of the community’s
stability, he must be put down.” The man then morphs, appearing in
thick, brown armor with a large, double-bladed ax in his hands and
helmet on his head. “And if you stay in our way, then we’ll put you
down, first!”

Shrugging at the challenge, Lyn says,
“Very well, then. If you want to put yourself in the infirmary, so
be it. However, why don’t we try to keep this a civil
confrontation, without having it erupt into chaos like you’re so
afraid of. Our best fighters here from each side, one-on-one, and
the loser’s side stands down and leaves. Sound reasonable to
you?”

“Uh, fine, we’ll do it
that way! I will represent my side. Which one of you will I get to
slaughter?”

Smirking, Lyn replies, “If you’re
asking about who you’re going to fight, that would be me, of
course.” Taking a few steps back, while her associates and the Ax
Warrior’s partners back off further, she enters a flash of white,
reappearing as a large Wolf. Her fur is snow white with a silvery
blue tinge at some points, and her icy pale eyes have deepened in
color, sapphires that gleam at her opponent as she stares him
down.

The Ax Warrior shouts as he runs at
her, his massive weapon raised to sweep down through her. Instead
of the blade colliding with her, Lyn leaps over the ax and past
him, her front, right paw smacking his helmet and knocking him
off-balance before she slams her shoulder into him from behind,
sending him face-first to the ground with faint glows of green
damage to his armor.

Growling in anger from being
outmaneuvered, he gets back up and swings his blade around at her,
but she again leaps over it, tackles him, her paws bruising his
shoulders as she pinned him to the ground, and hops off him before
striding off a short distance away, letting him back up for more
attempts at hitting her.

 


***

 


“…When transmuting an
object from one substance to another, the alchemist should be calm
and focused, without any distractions to take away from his
concentration. This insures that during the transmutation, he will
not create too many of or the wrong kind of particles, as well as
insuring he does not waste energy in the transmutation
process.”

Scribbling down notes as she read from
the book, Matt pauses and sits back in his chair, saying with a
sigh, “Okay, let’s take a break from that. My hand’s starting to
cramp.”

“Alright, no problem.”
Amelia sets the book down on the table, observing how much he has
written as notes. “My, that is a lot of notes. Some of it looks
word-for-word from the textbook. Are you sure you need all of that
information?”

“Eh, I would assume so. I
would rather have more information than I need, rather than coming
up short on some topic or detail.”

“Ah, that makes sense.
Better to be safe, than sorry.”

Matt nods before the two sit there in
an awkward silence until he clears his throat. “Uh, Amelia, can I
ask you something?”

“Sure, Matt, you can ask
me anything. What is it?”

“Well, um, I’ve just heard
a rumor about you, and I, I don’t know whether to believe it or
not. I apologize if it will upset you, with me bringing it up, but
are you, oh, what was the word, promiscuous?”

Not responding for a moment, looking
back at Matt to make sure he is serious, Amelia sighs while leaning
back in her chair before replying, “Oh, I suppose that rumor has
some truth to it, but only to an extent. And no, it doesn’t upset
me, you bringing it up.”

Slightly shocked about how open she is
about it, Matt says, “Ah, okay. But, what do you mean?”

“Well, Matt, yes, I do
have a reputation of sleeping around with other people on campus.
However, I’m not doing it with every random guy I meet. I believe
that only certain men, with a well-intending character or
rarely-alluring attraction, deserve to share pleasure with me. So,
it’s not like I’m carelessly giving myself out to others. It’s only
to those who I respect or am greatly interested in. Does that clear
things up?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. I think.”
Suddenly becoming nervous, he then says, “Um, Amelia, if that’s the
case, there was, um, something else I wanted to ask
you.”

“You want to sleep with
me, too?”

“Oh no, no, of course not!
Er, I mean, ugh, it’s complicated!” Running his hands through his
hair in exasperation, Matt explains, “You see, before coming to
this college, I lived my whole life in rural isolation, away from
many people, and I haven’t gotten to know women, uh, intimately.
No, I mean, I don’t know how to have a relationship with them. I’m
so intimidated of them, shy of them, that I don’t know how to
approach them, to get closer to them, you know? And because of
that, I’ve never satisfied desires to see the, um, physical
features of them.”

Matt turns to face her directly, a
shameful look on his face. “So, what I’m asking is, could you
‘educate’ me about a woman’s anatomy, so that I won’t have a desire
to seek it from women close to me, like my roommate, Rose? I’ve
noticed how open you’ve been about this difficult subject, and I
think you’re the only woman I know who won’t mind doing it.” Then
groaning, he looks away from her. “Oh, what am I saying. I’m sorry,
Amelia, I have no right to be asking you that, I…”

“No, don’t be sorry,
Matt.” Placing a friendly pat on his shoulder to have him look back
to her kind face, Amelia assures him, “I understand what you’re
going through, and I know you have good intentions, I could tell
that from the moment I first spoke with you. You’re just out of
your element around all of us women, that’s all. And you’re right,
I have been awfully open with you about this subject. In fact, you
may have noticed that I’ve been flirting with you.”

When Matt greatly blushes, she smiles
again and continues, “You have a good, innocent character about
you, Matt, and there’s something about you that attracts me to you.
Perhaps it’s the fact you’re a Dark Warrior. And that’s why…” To
Matt’s surprise, she then leans in close to him and kisses him on
the lips, sending a jolt of sensations through his body, and
finishes, “I would be glad to show you a woman’s anatomy, and
more.”

His eyes wide from the experience of
the kiss, an experience he has never had all his life, he gets out,
“Wow. Uh, I mean, thank you, Amelia, thank you so much. So, do you
remember when you told me you could show me you’re not wearing a
bra?”

“Yes, I do recall
that.”

“Well, um, could you, show
me that, now?”

“Of course, Matt. I was
wondering when you would ask.” Standing up, Amelia walks away to
the door, locking it, and to the far side of the room by the large
window, pulling the curtains closed to phase out the sunlight and
leave the room in a shady purple hue. She turns back to Matt, a sly
smile on her face. “Let’s begin your ‘physical’ education.” Her
hands go to her vest, unclip it, and tug it off her, revealing her
bare chest to an awe-struck Matt as she strolls back to him and
sits down in his lap, her breasts inches away from Matt’s
face.

 


***

 


Being tackled to the ground for the
umpteenth time, the Ax Warrior’s chest armor and helmet are dented
and bruised with yellow wounds as Lyn, yet unscathed, hops off him
and trots away. Struggling back to his feet, he growls, “Curse you,
bitch! How about you stop messing around and actually fight
me?”

Lyn, with something like a grin across
her muzzle, sits on her haunches before sending up a howl, twisted
with a musical note as a spell is cast through it. In the next
moment, a lightning bolt jumps off her fur and strikes down the Ax
Warrior, nearly splitting his frame and reducing his wounds to red
in color.

As he falls over from the heavy
damage, he blinks from shock and disbelief before she’s on top of
him, bites at his throat, and rips it out. A red flash signals his
demorph, and she stands upon the man in his human form, her blue
eyes and white fangs gleaming down at him.

Looking up in fear at the Beast over
him until she steps off him and trots back to the other women, he
gets back to his feet, coughing a little, and runs back to the men,
shouting, “Wha-what are you all standing around for, yet!? Morph
and attack them, in the name of Cain, damn you!” The other six men,
flustered and nodding, morph and step forward. As all of them have
brown battle armor, three of them are armed with spears, two of
them have energy-shaped knives in each hand, and one of them has
his left arm molded into a shotgun.

One of the women cries out, “Hey, Lyn
defeated you, fair and square. How dare you go back on the
agreement!” As the other women step forward, ready to fight as
well, Lyn barks at them, her tone indicating for them to stay back.
Turning to her next opponents, as they enter a half-circle
formation before her, her wolf eyes glare back at them, her mouth
twisting into a snarl as she growls at them.

The fight starts when Lyn makes a
lunge towards the Shotgun Gunner, who reacts by firing a round at
her. The lunge is a feint as she leaps out of the way and instead
goes after a Knifeman, her paws knocking him to the ground and her
fangs ripping open his throat, wound energy spraying out of
him.

Before the rest of Cain’s men can
attack her in response, Lyn flashes in white light and disperses
into clones of herself, a whole wolf pack, which descend upon them
from all sides, dragging them down and biting ferociously into
them. While they desperately try getting the clones off them, they
don’t notice the real Lyn herself on the far side of them and
raising another howl. The spell she casts forms a swirling aura of
cold air around her, containing her within a small
blizzard.

Just as the men get rid of the clones
and are standing back up with miscellaneous green and yellow wounds
on them, Lyn strikes them from their exposed flank. Rushing upon
them like a sudden gale, she crashes into each of them with great
force, her fangs or claws piercing and tearing through them in
blooms of darkening wound energy while her cold aura stings or
slices at them with icy, hail-like shrapnel in her
passing.

The men all collapse on the ground,
each with deep red wounds on them, while Lyn turns around and
charges through them once more. Like a torpedo, the cold aura about
her propels her over them, its force slamming them and sending them
skipping across the ground, each one of them demorphing in
mid-air.

As the men stagger back onto their
feet, they group back together, fearfully eyeing the white Wolf yet
prowling near them, before one of them shouts, “You won’t get away
with this!” and they run away across the fields. As they become
dots in the distance, Lyn makes a final howl of victory before
demorphing, a satisfied smile on her face as she says back to her
girls, “Good job, ladies. I’m sure they’ll be thinking twice about
hanging around to bother Matt, from now on.”

 


***

 


Some time later, back in the college,
Matt walks through the halls alone on his way to the building’s
entrance with a funny look on his face, thinking back on the
“lesson” he had with Amelia. He recalls how incredible and
fascinating it was, what she had shown him. He had observed,
touched, and even, from her instructing, tasted her, front and
back. He is amazed how soft, warm, and inviting her flesh had been
to him, how something as simple as someone else’s skin and body was
so appealing and arousing to him.

They had also done a lot of kissing.
It was awkward for him at first, but eventually he had it down well
enough so that it was as simple, and steady, as breathing to him.
In fact, they had gotten so far into it that Matt was surprised
when Amelia stopped his hands at her waist, telling him with a
smile they would approach that subject later.

Matt reminds himself of the actual
purpose behind the lesson Amelia had given him. It was for
educating and enlightening, not obsessions or false conceptions. He
had to learn what a woman’s body looked like in bare flesh, and how
she, and especially he, would behave if they were near or in
contact, if he was ever going to be comfortable around a
woman.

Despite that, however, Matt can’t help
but feel excited and anxious for the next time he has a private
lesson in the study with her. This first time, he had seen and
experienced all of her upper body. The next time, she was going to
show him her lower body.

Matt passes by the doors to the gym
when they open and out steps Rose, in her usual clothing. His
roommate at their cabin, she is also the first woman he had seen
since Amelia’s lesson. Staring at her as images flash by in his
head, she notices him there and warmly greets him. “Oh, hey, Matt.
Coming back from that study with Lyn?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s right.
Although, Lyn herself wasn’t there, the only one there was Amelia.
Lyn and the others were apparently patrolling the grounds,
protecting my good name or something.”

“Oh. And, how did it
go?”

“It was, um, fine. Yeah,
just fine! Simple studies, and I, I learned some new
things.”

“Ah, well, that’s good.”
They resume walking towards the exit of the building together, Matt
slightly behind and beside her, as she asks, “What kind of studying
did you do?”

“Oh, she helped me take
notes for alchemy. You know, because Professor Loske spends the
whole time lecturing and demonstrating in class, and
then gives us the
homework at the end of class!”

Laughing, Rose says,
“Well, maybe you should do what I do, take notes
during class, and then
you won’t have to do them after.”

“Haha, yeah.” Deciding to
change subjects before she can ask anymore about his time with
Amelia, he asks her, “And how was your workout with Serpanz
today?”

“Oh, it went alright. Some
strenuous cardio, warm-ups, exercises, the usual. Then we
sparred without our battle morphs. Turns out, she’s a great
grappler!”

Matt was glancing at Rose’s chest,
comparing her breast size to Amelia’s and finding hers are clearly
smaller, though still a fair enough size and roundness that he
couldn’t grip a whole one in his fist, when he blinks back to
paying attention and asks, “Um, pardon? What’s a
grappler?”

“It means she
incapacitates her opponent by wrestling her to the ground and
binding her up so she can’t move, threatening to break a limb she
has a hold of or strangulate her. She got me a few times with my
head between her legs, cutting off the circulation in my neck,
while pulling back on my leg to the point she almost snapped it. A
very uncomfortable position to be in, let me assure
you!”

“Hah, yeah, sounds like
it. But why would you be practicing to fight outside of your battle
morph?”

“Well, think about it,
Matt. Let’s say you had to fight someone or defend yourself in an
environment where you couldn’t morph, like here, in the college.
You would want to have some way of defending yourself, and that’s
where techniques mostly found in martial arts become very
useful.”

“Ah, I see.” Matt again
stares at Rose’s neck, then chest, wondering what her skin felt and
tasted like. Snapping himself out of it, they pass through the
doors out of the college as he says, out of the blue, “Hey, you
wanna race, Rose?”

“Huh?”

“You know, go into battle
morph, and rush off across campus to our cabin. First one there
wins! What do you say?”

“Hmm. What do we get if
one of us wins?”

“Uh, let’s see. Oh, the
loser has to do one thing for the winner, no matter what it is, at
any time of his-or-her choosing. Sound good to you?”

Considering the fairness of such a
contract, Rose smirks as she holds out her hand. “Sounds fine to
me.”

Smirking back, Matt reaches over and
shakes her hand, saying, “Then it’s a deal.” The two look at each
other for a moment more before flashing into their battle morphs
and taking off across the fields, running at high speed or cruising
along on air balance.

 


***

 


Stepping out of the cabin behind him,
closing the door with a thud, Sean takes a deep breath of the
autumn air around him, releasing it in a content sigh. In his usual
brown apparel, he grins to himself. “Okie dokie, then. Time for
another night at the casino!” Not caring that he still has a bunch
of homework to do from his classes, he has convinced himself he
could do it later, with Rose’s help, as he begins strolling down
the path through the plot of cabins around him, whistling a happy
tune to himself.

A note in his whistling is dragged low
and to a stop as he spots two things in the distance, becoming
larger and recognized as two, humanoid figures as they come closer.
Still not sure what they are until they are a couple hundred yards
away, identifying them as the battle morphs for Matt and Rose, he
only has moments before they would be upon him in their high-speed
race, backing away and trying to wave his hands as proper reactions
eluded him. “Whoa, whoa, wait a second…Spirits, why!?”

Rose, completely focused on keeping
pace with Matt’s air balance as she runs beside him, doesn’t notice
some guy in her way until seconds before colliding with him when he
screams. To avoid collision, all she can do is leap off to the left
side, sliding across the ground to a stop beside one of the cabins.
She turns and watches with shock and frustration as Matt sails past
the guy, who she now sees is Sean, slows to a stop in a
decelerating run, and taps the front door of their cabin, shouting,
“Yes, I win!”

Growling and glaring at Sean, Rose
stomps toward him, declaring, “Sean, you idiot, why didn’t you
move? You cost me the race!”

“Gah, uh, wait, what? What
in the name of the Earth Spirit were you guys doing!?” Bewildered,
Sean backs away from Rose.

“We were racing back to
the cabin in our battle morphs, and whoever lost owes the winner
one favor, without objection, whenever he or she wants. And you
made me lose!”

“Er, well, uh, it’s not my
fault that you weren’t watching where you going! Who the hell
randomly races around in their battle morphs, anyway? They’re for
fighting, not racing!”

“Ah, good point, Sean. How
about we get right to the ‘fighting’ part, then?” Rose leers at
him, forming leaf daggers in her hands.

As Sean stutters for some kind of
response that could get him out of trouble, instead of deeper into
it, Matt steps in between them, out of morph, and acts as the voice
of reason. “Whoa, hey now, let’s calm down, guys! Rose, you have to
admit, it’s not completely his fault you lost. You should have seen
him standing there and avoided him without any trouble. But Sean,
you should still apologize for being in the way, and maybe she’ll
reconsider stabbing you multiple times.”

“Duh, oh, fine! Rose, I’m
sorry for being an idiot and not getting out of the way as you two
were coming down the lane. And, uh, please don’t hurt
me!”

Sighing as she diffuses her
frustration, Rose demorphs. “Yeah, and sorry for putting all the
blame on you. I should have been more aware of my
surroundings.”

“You are most graciously
forgiven, Rose. After all, I’m not the guy to hold grudges, and I
certainly hope you’re not the girl that does! But anyway, I’m just
gonna head off now, before I do something else stupid. Later!” To
Matt and Rose’s surprise, he enters his battle morph and speeds off
on air balance into the distance, getting away from them as fast as
he can.

Blinking and coughing a bit in the
dust from his burst of air balance on departure, Rose says, “Heh,
for a guy who knows how to use his battle morph now, he’s still
somewhat timid, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. I guess some habits
die hard.” Matt then suggests, “Well, shall we go
inside?”

“Oh, yeah, sure.” The two
walk up to their cabin, unlock the door, and head
inside.

 


***

 


Sitting on the couch in the living
room of the cabin a few minutes later, drinking casually from a
bottle of vodka, Matt reflects on the past day, especially his time
with Amelia, when Rose walks down the stairs from her bedroom in a
pink bath robe and heads for the bathroom behind him, saying,
“Well, I’m going to take a shower, before dinner gets
here.”

“Okay.” Matt squints his
eyes as a thought comes to him. A thought that, if he dwells any
more on, it would make him upset, and he knows may make Rose upset
if she found out later. Before she gets into the bathroom, he
speaks up, “Uh, hey, Rose, wait up. There’s something I should tell
you.”

“Oh?” She stops at the
bathroom door, turning around. “And what’s that? Will it be
quick?”

“Um, yeah, I hope so.”
Standing from the couch, he walks around it to face her. “So, you
remember how I was telling you what I did with Amelia in the study
hall, today? Well, my alchemy homework wasn’t the only thing we
did. We also did another kind of, uh, studying.” He looks away from
her, afraid of how she was going to react when she gets the
message.

It takes a moment for Rose to get it,
but when she does, she gasps, her hands moving to conceal her chest
and pelvis even though she is covered, and exclaims, “Oh, Matt, you
can’t be serious! You slept with her?”

“Whoa, no, no, it never
went that far! She just showed me, uh, the upper body.” He gestures
to the chest area.

“Ah, just that much, huh.”
She brings both her arms across her chest, embarrassed as she is
sure he could envision what her chest looks like bare, and says,
“You’re not going to do anymore of that with her, are
you?”

“Well, the next time, we
decided she was going to show me the lower body.”

“Oh, Matt!” She grimaces
while putting a palm to her face. “You can’t just go rushing into
such, such, activities, like that. It’s not healthy, you could
become obsessed over it, and you could hurt others, and yourself,
through it!”

“Yes, Rose, yes, I am
aware of that.” Speaking calmly and as rationally as he could, he
continues, “That’s why her and I started these lessons. It’s so
that I am well aware of a woman’s, er, physical features, and
therefore won’t find myself intimidated or fantasizing over
them.”

“…I don’t know, Matt, it
still doesn’t sound right, to me.”

“Yeah, maybe. But it would
be better than keeping me in the dark about such things, only to
make terrible mistakes in trying to find out on my own, wouldn’t
you agree?”

“…Well, yes, I guess.”
Easing back towards the bathroom, Rose says, “Perhaps we should
just drop the subject here, and hope for the best to come from your
lessons with Amelia, eh?”

“Yeah, I suppose. Unless…”
A sudden idea comes to his mind as Rose turns for the door. “You
were willing to do that favor you owed me,
here-and-now.”

It takes another moment
before Rose understands, and she slowly turns back to face him, her
face pale and pleading. “Oh please, Matt, you wouldn’t have me
do that over some
silly deal, would you?”

“Well, it’s nothing too
outrageous, if you think about it. I was just going to suggest you
show me all of you, right here, before you took your shower. I
won’t even touch you or come close to you, just, um, observe you.
That’s not so bad, right?”

“I don’t know, Matt. I’d
still feel dirty doing it.”

Thinking quickly of some unfathomable
way to convince her to do this for him, a spark comes to Matt as he
suggests, “Then, how about I show you me, as well?”

Her eye brows rise as Rose looks back
to him at his suggestion. “Pardon?”

“You know, you show me, I
show you. It would be fair, as we’d both see something of the other
we would never get to otherwise. Oh hey, to make it simpler, I
could just take a shower with you! How does that sound?”

Finding herself honestly considering
the idea, unwilling to admit she has her own wishes to see a man’s
features, Rose stutters in her reply. “You’ve, you’ve gotten really
bold about this, haven’t you? I, uh, I think, um, we…oh, fine,
we’ll do it! C’mon, then, let’s get this over with.” Not waiting
for him, she goes into the bathroom, leaving the door
open.

Blinking a few times to realize she is
going through with it, Matt says, “Ah, right, coming!” and follows
her into the bathroom, closing the door behind them. The bathroom
is small for the cabin. A simple sink is on Matt’s left with a
mirror above it, the toilet is off to his right, and the shower
with a curtain is behind Rose, who faces him. The two stand there
for a moment, each unsure of how to start, before she admits, “You
know, this is going to be pretty awkward, Matt.”

“Yeah, I would be
surprised if it wasn’t. Oh, well, I guess I should take off the
most of my clothes.” He proceeds to take off his shoes, shirt,
socks, and pants, leaving him standing before Rose in nothing but a
pair of black boxers.

Softly gasping as she
stares at Matt’s bare legs, arms, and chest, amazed to find she was
attracted to his figure, the two make eye contact before she
blushes a little and says, “This is
pretty awkward.”

“Uh huh. Hey, I know!
Let’s each turn around, strip down at the same time, and then turn
back to the other. Okay?”

“Um, sure, okay.” Taking a
deep breath before turning to face the shower curtain, as Matt
turns to face the door, she does a countdown. “One. Two. Three!” As
Matt pulls down his boxers, she undoes her bath robe and lets it
fall off her. It takes another moment before they dare to turn back
around, but when they do they are star struck, their eyes scanning
over the other from top to bottom as they see each other completely
nude. Tilting her head in interest as she looks at Matt’s lower
region, she comments, “Wow, so, that’s what, um,
those, look
like.”

“Yeah, and you, um, don’t
have them. You’re so, so…” Matt stares at her pelvis, trying to
find words to describe it. “So, bare, and smooth, down
there.”

“Yeah, and you, ah, don’t
remove the hair, down there, as I did.” Another moment goes by as
they stare at the other, like they are each looking at an art
sculpture they are trying to understand, absorbing every detail of
the other’s skin, frame, curves, and design. Finally, she shakes
her head out of the trance before gesturing to the shower behind
her and saying, “Well, let’s take that shower, then.”

“Oh, right, of course!”
Blinking to get himself to look away from her lower region, he
fails to not look back as she turns around to open the curtain and
turn on the water, gazing at her backside when she was bent over.
Once she steps in and looks back to him, he snaps out of it again
and nods before stepping in beside her, trying his best not to
brush up against her in the confined space of the
shower.

As the hot water rains on them both,
with Rose’s back to Matt as she runs her hands through her crisp,
red hair and over her torso, he takes in a full view of her
backside as he stands close to it before asking, “So, is this
awkward, anymore?”

“Um, not as much as
before, actually. I’m trying not to dwell on it. The water’s
helping me relax.” She reaches for a bottle of shampoo, pours some
gel into her other hand, and then lathers up her hair, turning so
that the front of her is to Matt, her eyes almost closed as she
observes him.

Slowly nodding as he doesn’t notice
her subtle stare, instead peering at her body that glistens with
the water drenching her, giving her skin a slick, sexy appearance,
he says, “Yeah, same here.” Forcing himself to look away for a
moment, he takes a sponge and bar of soap to begin washing himself,
running the soapy sponge over his arms, neck, and chest.

Arcing her head back against the
shower to rinse her hair, unaware she draws another entranced gaze
from Matt as her body moves while doing so, she looks back to him,
fascinated by how his lean and fit body appears more handsome and
inviting than before, and says, “Hey, would you mind if I washed
you?”

At first surprised by the risqué
question, Matt realizes he wouldn’t. Holding out the sponge, he
replies, “Sure, go right ahead. And then, um, may I wash you, in
return?”

“Ah, sure, of course.”
Rose takes the sponge from Matt and begins slowly scrubbing his
torso, stepping closer so that their bodies nearly touch, while her
free hand traces over his soapy chest, stopping over his heart to
feel it pounding like a drum, a sensation further mesmerizing her
and matching the beating of her own. As she moves the sponge down
toward his waist, on its way to his pelvic region and his features
down there, she glances up to look Matt in the eye, warning him,
“And by the way, we never tell Sean of this. This is none of his
business.”

“Oh, of course not! This
is just between us.” He warmly smiles at her, to which she smirks
in return before resuming washing him. Soon, the bathroom fills
with steamy vapor from the hot water, an enchanting mist that
wreaths and binds them together as they take what could be the
longest shower of either of their lives, slowly washing each other
and exploring the other’s body with their eyes and
hands.

 


***

 


“Step right up, folks,
step right up! Come one, come all, and feast your eyes upon the
wonder that is I, Sean Wyseinburg, Gambler Extraordinaire! Take
care not to blink, or you may just miss me clean out this entire
casino!”

Being the one with the most
enthusiasm, as well as incredible luck, at his side of the
real-wager tables in the gambling hall of the casino, Sean has
drawn a large crowd around the dice-rolling table he is at, making
it big on games of crap-shooting and dice-dueling. With an
impressive wall of stacked coins before him, he takes sips of his
drink in between rounds of tossing the dice, and the majority of
the time he wins it all. If he lost a match, it was only a small
margin of the wealth he has already accumulated that
evening.

With every round he wins, more and
more people in the crowd cheer him on, especially the women closest
to him, fawning and wooing over his charm and luck, to which he
grins and winks back at them, causing them to blush or swoon. When
he feels nothing could interrupt his moment of glory in the hall
that evening, something does. An intoxicatingly succulent voice
says from within the crowd behind him, “Well, well, well. It
certainly is you, Sean Wyseinburg, the one-and-only. It has been
awhile, hasn’t it?”

In that moment, a sense of shock and
awe goes through the crowd like a blast of heat, Sean himself
sweating the most. They all turn around to see amidst them an
alluring young woman, yet taller than some of them to hint at the
fact she is older than them, a senior student. She wears a
shimmering red dress that nicely fits her frame, having her curves
stick out and much of her cleavage showing. Her skin, lips, and
hair are red, the hair long and flowing down over her back a mane
of crimson, her skin is a fine, dark shade of ruby to compliment
the scarlet of her dress, and her eyes shine like jewels, black
pearls in a sea of pinkish red as the sunset dives into
it.

The woman looks at Sean, a friendly,
courteous smile on her blood-red lips. Double-blinking to make sure
he isn’t hallucinating, that the very woman who had broken his
heart the year before was addressing him, Sean staggers before
saying, “Heh, yeah, so it has, Cynthia! What, ah, what are you
doing here?”

“Oh, I was just passing by
when I couldn’t happen noticing some kind of ruckus going on over
here. And here you are, at the center of it. Having quite some
fortune with the dice tonight, are we?”

“Haha, I guess you could
say that. I suppose that must mean Lady Luck’s been real kind to
me, eh?”

“Indeed. Say, would you
mind if I had a roll or two against you? It just so happens that
I’m somewhat of a gambling lady, myself.”

“Er, well, I don’t know.
I’d hate to relieve a boss student of all her money in one sitting,
you know!”

“Oh, don’t worry about my
standing bothering you. Just think of it as a contest between two
charming individuals. Surely you wouldn’t mind that, right, Sean?”
She flashes him an innocent look, her eyelashes fluttering as her
dark eyes twinkle.

Sean hesitates for a response as he
looks away, across the table and into space, gulping as what is
left of his rational thoughts tells him what was going on. Cynthia
Volvaron is once again trying to humiliate and demoralize him, but
this time in his element. Mentally smacking himself across the
face, he reasons to get a hold of himself and not let himself fall
apart before her again. If there is one thing he still has a good
standing for at the college, it was his notorious luck and skill at
gambling, and he would not let her just stroll in and make him look
stupid at that, as well.

Rallying his mental reserves, with the
help of some liquid courage from a quick gulp of the drink at his
side, he looks back to Cynthia, his own brown eyes twinkling as he
grins. “Why, but of course, I would have no issue wagering a match
with you, milady. In fact, I would consider it an honor and
pleasure to do so!”

Briefly raising an eye brow, mirroring
the reactions of the crowd around them, Cynthia again smiles and
says, “Excellent, then. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” Snapping
her fingers, a woman behind her, one of her lackeys, steps forward
and opens a bag next to her. She reaches in before tossing a few
colored coins on the table before her. Glancing back to Sean, she
flicks back her hair while suggesting, “How does fifty marcs sound
for an opening wager, to you?”

While the other students become
restless from such a high opening bet, Sean smirks and shrugs it
off. “That is no problem for me, madam. After all, what is fifty
marcs to the near three hundred I already have?” He shoves forward
a stack of coins matching her bet, and the casino worker
supervising the table’s activities hands him the pair of dice,
which he offers to Cynthia. “Ladies first, Miss
Volvaron.”

“Ah, why thank you, Mr.
Wyseinburg. Such courteous manners.” She takes the dice from his
open hand, flashing him a sly look as her fingers tickle his palm
teasingly, before she tosses the dice across the table. They land
face-up as a four and five, and the casino worker announces, “Four
and five. Nine for Miss Volvaron.” The most of the crowd nods and
murmurs at the high number. She says to Sean, “Hmm, nine. Think you
could top that, good sir?”

As the worker hands him the dice
again, Sean smirks and complies, “Ah, yes. Nine, one of those
higher up numbers. Indeed, only a few other numbers could top it,
but even it must bow down to the universal number of sweet victory,
if it should happen to show.” Shaking the dice in his hand as he
spoke, he flings them across the table to land as a two and five.
“Why, look at that! Speak of the devil, and he shall appear.” The
worker announces, “Two and five makes seven. The winner is Mr.
Wyseinburg!” The crowd of students ripple with applause as he
scoops the coins back toward his side of the table, saying to
Cynthia, “It was a good try, milady, but I fear I’ve stripped you
of some of your fortune, no?”

“Hmm, yes. The lucky
number seven. It is indeed a pity I have lost so much money from
one round. But perhaps I could gain it all back, if you would allow
me the chance.” With a nod toward her accomplice, the woman opens
the bag and pours all of the money in it upon the table, leaving a
large pile of coins before her. She declares, “There’s no need to
count it up. I have gone all in. Will you match me,
Sean?”

His eyes bulging at the large amount
of cash she nonchalantly put on the table while the crowd around
them gasps in awe, Sean shakes his head to resettle himself,
knowing what she was up to, and goes ahead with it. “Certainly,
Cynthia. The higher the stakes, the greater the thrills, as they
say!” He shoves the whole stacks of his coins to be all-in as well
while the worker hands the dice to Cynthia.

Glancing at the pair of dice as if
intrigued by them in her palm, Cynthia looks at Sean as she puts
them to her lips and gently kisses them, sending a few whistles
through the crowd, and says, “A kiss, for good luck,” before
rolling them across the table. After bouncing off the far wall of
the table, they show six and five. “Six and five makes eleven for
Miss Volvaron!” the worker declares, and the crowd murmurs with
gasps and hushed comments as she looks back to Sean, smirking.
“What do you think of that?”

Trying to hold back the rising worry
in his expression, Sean takes a deep breath before retrieving the
dice from the worker, knowing there are only three numbers that
could top that combination, twelve, a pair of ones, or seven, and
all he needs is one of them. Maintaining his composure despite the
pressure, he raises the dice to his face, hoping to rattle her cage
as well when he kisses the dice, tasting them before saying, “Hmm,
raspberry flavor. Such a sweet fruit, to be found among such savage
thorns. A fitting choice for you, if you did not mind me saying,
milady.”

Nodding at her with a sly smile as
Cynthia twitches from the subtle stab at her, he then takes a
moment to shake the dice before dashing them against the table,
sending them tumbling in separate directions. The crowd watches in
stilled silence as one dice lands with one, and the other, after
bouncing off the wall and spinning, stops on a two.

“One and two equals three.
The winner is Miss Volvaron!” Most of the crowd, them being men,
roar in applause while Cynthia smirks. As her assistant gathers all
the coins on the table before them back into the bag, she says to
an expressionless Sean, “Well, that was a lot of fun. I do hope
you’ll be willing to gamble with me some other time. Wouldn’t that
be nice?”

“Duh, yeah, sure,
whatever.” As the crowd disperses, with Cynthia slipping away
amidst them, he is left alone at the table, upon which he
repeatedly thumps his head against and mumbles cusses to
himself.

 


***

 


Thumping his fist against
the table he sits at, Cain cusses to himself before he growls out,
“Fire Spirit burn that bitch, Lyn! She always has to screw around with my
plans, always has
to make things difficult for me!” Standing up from his chair with a
start, again in the dark room at some point that night, he paces
angrily before stabbing at James, standing nearby, “And why haven’t
you done anything about it, James? If you have such a thing for the
ladies, then get to using that charm and screw around with Lyn and her
whores, so that they won’t screw
around with me!”

Not showing his impatience with his
upset cousin, James chuckles before reminding him, “You know I
couldn’t do that, Cain. Ever since she and I broke up those few
years ago, Lyn doesn’t let me anywhere near her or her women. And
besides, I would like to refrain from getting into heated conflicts
with anyone in all of this. Even though I’m not bad at it myself, I
would prefer not to get dragged into open fights, you know? I’m
afraid that’s a problem you’ll have to take care of without me,
Cain.”

Yet growling at James, Cain sits back
in the chair and says, “Well, please tell me you at least did that
simple favor I asked of you.”

“Oh yes, I did do that,
simply enough. That was no problem. I have enough background
knowledge on the history of Dark Warriors and the Shadow Core
terrorists, as well as on the history of Rose’s martial arts in
ninjutsu, for what you have in mind.”

“Ah, excellent. Very good!
And I trust you will carry out the operation yourself with that,
heh, fun little
trick of yours.”

“But of course. It always
works so well, after all.”

“Good, good. Then there is
still hope! We shall see Matt brought to his knees, where he
belongs, soon enough.”

As Cain cackles to himself, James
asks, “Um, Cain, you still haven’t explained the end result of this
scheme of yours. What’s the point of putting Matt and Rose against
each other?”

“Oh, do not bother me
about the details, cousin. Just do your part, and everything else
will fall into place. My plan, despite the attempts of Lyn trying
to interfere, is flawless! Matt shall be taken down
so suddenly, he will never know what happened.
Hehe…BWAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!”


Chapter 5

 


Confused Betrayal

 


***

 


The following days go by casually for
Matt and his friends. They get through their classes and homework,
Rose continues her exercises and training with Professor Serpanz,
Sean spends the most of his time at the casino, and Matt passes
time studying and chatting with Lyn, Amelia, and the other women.
He has yet to have another private lesson with Amelia. Matt also
notices that the students around him in class or throughout campus
are becoming more tolerant of his presence. Even though they won’t
talk or stay near him for too long, they no longer cast scared and
hateful looks at him.

To avoid any more confrontations with
Cain or others, Matt also stays away from the pit arena at the
casino. In fact, to Sean’s curiosity, they get no trouble from
Cain, his thugs, or any of the other boss students anywhere else.
Due to the lack of threats from anybody, the three freshmen begin
to lower their guard.

 


***

 


About one week after Matt and Sean’s
victories at the casino, Sean finds himself in the college library,
working on a project for biology class. The library consists of a
large room with the walls covered by shelves of books, aisles made
by tall, full bookshelves, and several tables of different size
spread about the floor. Sean is at a small table alone with an open
book at his right and his work on the left. He wears a yellow,
long-sleeved shirt instead of his usual brown vest.

Sean is having a difficult
time with his project. After thumping his head on the table a few
times, he growls to himself, “Man, I hate biology! I don’t care about
getting complex with these plants and animals, I just don’t care
for it! Arggh! Okay, Sean, concentrate. Just jot stuff down, and
then you can get help from Rose later.”

He looks back to his work,
writing down information from the book. “Megatron Dragon,
also-known-as Metallic Supremus
Dracos. Family is Saurian Dracos. Genus is
Metallic Dracos. Carnivore, top of the food chain in its ecosystem.
Unique features include three heads, two of them mechanized, lack
of wings, tyrannosaur-like body structure, and the ability to
transmit an aura of psychic powers…”

A voice says from behind him, “Hello,
Sean. How’s the studying treating you?”

Perking up at the familiar, sweet
voice, he turns around in his chair to find Cynthia standing by
him. Surprised to see her again, and in the library of all places,
he replies, “Oh, uh, hi there, Cynthia. What are you doing
here?”

“Oh, I just wanted to
talk. Do you mind if I sit?” Before Sean can reply, she enters the
chair next to him, letting one of her bare legs peek out from the
long skirt. Sean can’t help but notice it has a dark tan, like the
rest of her visible skin. As he fantasizes about whether her entire
body is tanned the alluring shade of red, the sharp, delightful
scent of spices fills his nostrils. Stroking some hair away from
her face with the back of her hand, Cynthia asks, “So, is it
true?”

Distracted by more fantasies of
deciphering where exactly her skin smells so good, Sean responds,
“What?”

Cynthia looks at him with
an amused grin and explains, “You know, about you and Tony. The
story going around tells you clobbered him in brains
and brawn.”

Finding something to focus on besides
her, Sean replies, “Oh, that! Yeah, it was pretty cool. Who thought
I could do it, especially with my reputation? Heh, it was only a
week ago, but it now seems like a funny memory from far
away.”

“Indeed. Now, that’s what
has me so curious.” She leans toward him, and the perfume’s
strength increases. “You couldn’t fight at all last year, and you
only just got the basics down this first week back. How did you do
it?”

After a nervous gulp, trying to keep
more fantasies out of his head, Sean sputters, “Uh, I had some
help, here and there, and, um…”

“Do you want to talk
somewhere else?”

Sean almost falls out of
his seat. Did Cynthia Volvaron just ask him out? He suddenly wonders if she
is sane at the moment. “Uh, I hate to ask, Cynthia, but are you
feeling like yourself right now?”

“Oh, I’m perfectly fine.
But the real question is…” She lays her hand upon his notebook.
“Are you?”

“…Gah.” Sean is baffled.
What was Cynthia up to? Should he go for it, anyway? “What exactly
did you want to do?”

“Oh, just talk to you
about things. Alone. Without interruption.” There is a hinting
glimmer in her rosy eyes. “How about your place? I’ve forgotten
what the freshmen cabins are like.”

Sean can’t resist anymore.
Acting on impulse, he answers while slamming shut his textbook,
“Sure, why not!? It would be wonderful to have you over! Forget
about my silly homework here, I couldn’t keep you waiting!”

 


***

 


Some time later, Sean opens the door
to his cabin, and he and Cynthia enter. While Sean closes the door
behind him, Cynthia looks about the entrance room intently. She
says, “Wow, the space in here is so small. My senior cabin probably
has three times the capacity and comfort.”

“Oh, well, me and my
roommates still love it.” Sean bobs with his legs as Cynthia turns
back to him. “So, now what?”

Cynthia looks sweetly at
him, saying, “Why Sean, surely you know how a private date goes.
What do you think
we should do?”

Sean forces a smile, his face flushed
red and his shoulders twitching. Clearing his throat, he says,
“Hey, I really have to use the restroom. While I do that, why don’t
you explore the rest of the cabin? I’ll only be a minute!” He
rushes to the bathroom, vanishing behind the door.

With Sean out of the way, Cynthia has
found her chance. Wasting no time, she searches the bedrooms. First
she checks the room by the kitchen. She finds it repulsive with
clothes and papers scattered all around and the bed unmade. Must be
Sean’s.

She then heads upstairs and checks the
room on the right. It is the opposite of the room by the kitchen,
plus it has a dresser full of women’s clothing. But it doesn’t have
what she was looking for.

Finally, upon entering the last room,
she finds it, a prescription bottle upon the desk by the bed.
Grabbing and peering at it, her growing excitement is cut short
when she reads, “Anti-Insomnia Capsules. Prescription drug for
Matthew Calamos. Please take once per night, one pill only. Side
effects are limited.”

Sighing, Cynthia figures her search is
somewhat fruitful, and then wonders what to do with Sean. How could
she conveniently get away from him? Her attention returns to the
pills. She obtains one from the capsule, eats it, and places the
bottle back where it was. She exits the room and heads back
downstairs, intending for the drug to knock her out before she
actually did anything with Sean.

Cynthia leans against the kitchen
counter, making herself appear pretty, before Sean comes out from
the bathroom. He isn’t a nervous wreck anymore as he acts like a
charming gentleman, just as he did in their contest of words and
will at the casino before, and asks her, “So, what do you think of
my humble estate, milady?”

Cynthia tries wooing him by bringing
her left leg across the other, showing a little of her hip, and
answers, “It’s alright. Now then, what would you like to talk
about?”

Impervious to Cynthia’s lures, Sean
says, “Oh, a few things of importance, I suppose. But first, how
about I get us some drinks?” He heads past her into the kitchen and
retrieves two bottles from the fridge. “How about some of my
favorite, vodka? It gets people to unwind, if you know what I
mean.”

Cynthia, at first unsure what would
happen if she took alcohol with the pill, yet decides she can’t
appear to have odd behavior as she says with a smirk, “Sure, that
would be fine, Sean.”

“Ah, excellent!” Sean
opens the bottles before handing one of them to her, and they both
sit down on the couch. They each take hearty sips before Sean asks,
“Now, what’s with the change of heart? Last I remember, when I
tried asking you out last year, you called me a pauper and stomped
over me. After that, I thought you would never bat an eye toward me
again. Am I wrong?”

Cynthia sighs before replying, “Well,
I guess I must be changing. The men around my grade, they feel old
and wearing to me. I’ve realized that trying out some fresh blood
might not be so bad.” Her flashing eyes stare at him. “And why not
start with the freshman prodigy?”

Sean blinks at her. “Freshman prodigy?
Heh, I think you may have the wrong guy. Don’t you mean my bud,
Matt? He’s the real hotshot around here.”

Cynthia puts on an amused face and
says, “Oh, I wasn’t sure about him, especially with Cain brooding
against him. I felt like staying out of the crossfire, if you know
what I mean. But you…” She lowers her voice to an enticing whisper.
“You should be fine, as long as Tony doesn’t go out of his way for
revenge. And besides, I must admit, you impressed me with our
little game of luck and charm at the casino the other night. And
so, I would like to, oh, continue our little game.” As she says her
intentions, she traces her hand over Sean’s leg, a teasing,
tempting gesture.

Sean, glancing at her hand on his leg
with intrigue, then looks her in the eye and says, “Is that so?
Well then, let’s go right ahead and resume it, shall we?” He takes
another sip from his bottle, smacking his lips. “So, if we are
playing this game of wit, I suppose I have already asked you a
question. Now, you may ask me a question.”

Cynthia wonders what to ask as she
takes another sip of vodka, hoping it would not cause any bad
reactions with the pill she has ingested, before she comes up with
a good question. “So Rose Alamence is in this cabin too, yes? What
is she like?”

“Ah, yes, Rose! Wouldn’t
you already know much about her, with you two being in the same
music class?”

“Oh, I guess I would know
a little about her. Like how she is very studious, and plays the
flute well. But, what is she like if she’s not being a student?
What is she like at leisure?”

Sean thinks for a moment, tapping his
bottle against his chin, and replies, “Well, I can tell you she’s
nice. Er, as long as you don’t get her mad. And she’s as athletic
as she is smart, as well as very skilled in her battle
morph.”

“Indeed. Have you tried
going out with her, yet?”

A bit startled from the
direct question, Sean keeps his stature and says, “Oh, we all know
how hormones can make one think about it, but I have not asked Rose
out! More correctly, I haven’t dared to ask her out. I mean, I’ve
only been with her a week, and whenever we’re together, half the
time we’re always butting heads over something.”

Cynthia nods, wondering to herself
when the pill is going to kick in, and reminds him, “Your
turn.”

Sean gulps down more of his vodka,
looks back at her, and then asks with a smirk, “Is it time we went
to the next level of this game, my dear?”

Cynthia mimics his smile, knowing
something he doesn’t, and tells him, “Almost.” Then, she leans
closer to him, their faces inches apart, and for a brief moment
they stay there, as she hopes the pill will make her pass out,
until Sean closes the gap between them, and their lips meet in a
kiss.

In that moment as their kiss lingers,
Cynthia is surprised by not only how the drug isn’t working, but
also of the sudden attraction she has to Sean. Things she had said
earlier, things she really hadn’t meant, then come back to mind.
Perhaps she has grown weary of men her age, and would like to try
with someone younger and fresher to the game.

And why not Sean, she thought. Sure,
he had some odd, embarrassing quirks in his behavior, but he could
be as charming and, as she was learning in their kiss, experienced
as other men she knew of. Sean could be the dark horse of potential
suitors at the college, and she finds herself willing to go for a
ride with him.

Soon, their kiss finally ends, and
they look into each other’s eyes, Sean’s light brown sparkling with
daring and Cynthia’s hot pink burning with desire. Sean smirks
before saying, “Hmm, raspberry, still. I’d dare say, this could
become a favorite flavor of mine.”

“Yes. Would you like to
taste more of me?” Cynthia whispers suggestively to him, her
panting breath hot against his neck and sweat streaking
her.

Glancing between Cynthia’s skin and
mouth, Sean chuckles, “Heheh, I would like that.” Cynthia suddenly
embraces him, holding him as if she would squeeze the life out of
him while passionately kissing him. A few seconds later, he returns
the kisses just as passionately, his arms wrapped around her to let
his hands caress her back.

A moment goes by before they pause in
their passion, and Cynthia stands up from the couch, grabs Sean’s
arm, and roughly tugs him off the couch, dragging him across the
room and into his bedroom. After the door closes behind them, the
sounds of gasps and moans of pleasure soon come from within the
bedroom.

 


 


***

 


Some minutes later, the
front door of the cabin clicks unlocked, opens, and Matt enters the
main room, letting the door close behind him. Sighing, he thinks
back to his latest encounter with Amelia. They had another private
session and she showed him her whole body naked. When he told her
that he had happened to already see a woman nude, not disclosing it
was Rose, she shrugged and asked how much he had gotten to do with
her. When he said he had simply seen and touched her, Amelia
insisted on the next step, and he got to see, touch, and
taste all of
her.

As the scene and sensations echo in
his thoughts, Matt is on his way to the kitchen for a drink when he
overhears strange sounds coming from Sean’s room. Curiosity pulling
him out of his thoughts and to the door, he was about to knock when
he detects the sounds as exhausted panting, and then finds himself
staying quiet as he eavesdrops on Sean and a female voice. Sean is
the first to speak, saying through his breaths, “Wow, that, was
amazing! What, did you, think, Cynthia?”

“Hmm. It was wonderful,
Sean. You did well.”

“Really? Because, you
know, this was my first time ever. The farthest I’ve ever gotten
was second base. Until now, that is!”

“Haha, oh, you did fine,
Sean. You kept pace with me excellently.”

“You sure? There were a
few moments I could have sworn you were crying out in
pain.”

“Oh, no, don’t worry about
it. Yes, I did feel some pain, but it also felt so good.” A moment goes by as Matt
hears what could be kissing noises, his face twisted between
intrigue and surprise, before Cynthia asks, “So, do you think we
could go another round, you and I?”

“Uh, another round? Sure,
I guess we could try. But first, I need some water. You need
anything?”

“No, I’m fine. All I need
is you, Sean.” There’s another kissing noise, followed by her
gasping breath, before she teases, “Do be quick about it. I’ll be
here, waiting.”

“Hah, but of course. I’ll
be right back!” Then well aware he was about to come out, Matt
thinks fast and ducks behind the corner to the stairs as Sean opens
the door and steps out. When the door closes, Matt dares a peek
around the corner to observe Sean in the kitchen. He has nothing on
but a pair of brown boxers, his body is streaked with sweat, and
his black hair is a mangled mess as he fills a glass with water and
gulps it down.

Turning to lean against the sink, his
eyes wander about the room until they spot Matt’s eyes, and he
jumps with surprise, spilling the last bit of water in his glass
and letting out a little squeak before snarling, “Ma-Matt!? When
did you…” Remembering to keep his voice down with Cynthia in the
bedroom nearby, he hustles over to Matt and whispers, “When the
hell did you get here, man?”

Matt replies in a whisper, “Only a
minute ago. Sean, did you do what I think you did, with who I think
you may have done it with, in the bedroom there?”

“Gah, spirits, is it too
much to ask for a guy to get some privacy around here? Didn’t your
mother ever teach you to not go snooping on people in their
bedrooms!?”

“Well, uh, yeah. Sorry, I
didn’t know what I was listening to until it was too late, and I
couldn’t pull myself away.”

“Yeah, yeah. I don’t blame
you, I would have done the same. And, as to your question, yes, I
did do it, with none other than Cynthia Volvaron.” A crazy grin
crosses his face as he grabs Matt and shakes him, hardly containing
his glee. “Isn’t that great? I, the freshman failure, did it with
the hottest woman on campus!”

“Uh, hehe, yeah, I guess.
So, I suppose I’ll just get going and…” Matt’s statement halts when
he stares at something behind Sean, his eyes widening. “Um, um,
Sean?”

“Yeah, what’s the matter?
You look like you just seen a ghost.”

Matt points over his shoulder, and
Sean turns to look, gawking himself as they see Cynthia emerge from
the bedroom. With a blanket wrapped around her figure, her long red
hair mangled and clinging to her slick skin, she has a strained
look on her sweaty face as she says in a daze, “Sean, I don’t, feel
so good…” Her legs buckling beneath her, she is about to fall over
before Sean lunges over and catches her, gently setting her
down.

While Cynthia is panting
from whatever afflicts her, her body and limbs shivering beneath
the blanket, Sean puts a hand to her forehead, but recoils from the
touch, exclaiming, “Whoa, she’s hot. I mean, literally hot! I think she’s got a
fever, Matt!”

Coming up beside Sean, Matt kneels
down to see for himself, grateful he is no longer nervous around a
near-nude woman, and asks, “Sean, was she okay, before
this?”

“Oh sure, she was fine,
healthy as a horse! Why do you ask?”

Matt frowns as a reason comes to mind
to explain Cynthia’s sudden fever. “Was there any time when you two
were out of sight of each other, before you two, er, got
busy?”

Thinking back, Sean tells him, “Well,
when we got here earlier, I went to the bathroom, and she explored
the cabin while waiting for me.”

Matt's frown cringes. “Uh oh. This
could be bad.”

“What? What’s the
matter?”

Matt brings his grim-lit eyes back
down to Cynthia. “She must have taken some of my drugs.”

A derailed Sean asks, “You’ve got
drugs!?”

Matt explains, “I have a prescribed
medicine that’s supposed to knock me unconscious and keep me asleep
all night. But it’s designed for my body only, so there’s no
telling what would happen if someone else took it.”

Sean blinks and exclaims, “Holy
stones! We’ve got a medical emergency here! We need to get her to
the infirmary for professional help, ASAP!!” He morphs, picks up
Cynthia in his arms, and commands, “Come on, Matt, let’s get
going!”

Raising an eye brow, Matt asks, “Wait,
we can enter our battle morphs in the cabins?”

“Yeah, duh, but just
because we can doesn’t mean we’d be stupid enough to start fights
in our small, cramped living quarters! Now come on, let’s get her
to the infirmary. I’ll hand her off to you at the college entrance,
and you get her the rest of the way inside, out of morph. Got
it?”

“Uh, yeah, got it!”
Entering his morph, the two hurry out of the cabin, only to run
into Rose. She, surprised to encounter them hauling an unconscious
woman, in nothing but a blanket, out of their cabin, in battle
morphs, asks, “Wha-what are you two doing? What’s going
on?”

“Rose! You’re not going to
believe this. Well, actually, I hope you do believe it!” Sean tells
her all that happened as briefly as he can, finishing with, “So
now, we’re off to the college to drop her off in the infirmary.
Would you like to come with us?”

A bit overwhelmed by all that
happened, Rose stays calm as she says, “Yeah, I’d better. It will
look less suspicious of any foul play with a female roommate
helping you.” She morphs before the three head off toward the
campus buildings with haste on air balance, trying to be as subtle
as possible.

Unknown to them as they hurried off,
someone had been hidden on the roof of their cabin, and she heard
every word of Sean’s story. Knowing she got what she needed, the
concealed figure takes a moment to aim her left arm, a rifle in her
battle morph, at the four off in the distance, mouthing out “bang”
as she pretends to shoot a single shot at them.

 


***

 


The case with Cynthia is resolved as
Matt, Sean, and Rose hand her off to the nurses at the infirmary,
who will watch her until she recovers and keep the incident secret.
On the next day, the first part of the weekend break, the three
have stopped worrying about Cynthia, as well as not bothering to
talk about what Sean did with her, and indulge themselves at the
college casino.

Matt and Sean are in the gambling
room, playing a no-stakes game of poker with six other schoolmates
who know Sean well. Around the table, the players are finishing
their bets, throwing in their fake money chips. The last man to bet
is Matt. With little experience ever playing poker, he’s not sure
how to meet the other bets with a nine and knight of diamonds, plus
a five, seven, and queen of diamonds with a king of bolts and a
seven of hearts on the table. Deciding to be safe rather than
sorry, he matches the low bet made before him.

The players begin revealing their card
sums, awes and woes sounding off with each throw-down. When Matt
shows his cards, all of the guys before him moan because he has a
flush with diamonds that beat out their smaller pairs. But Sean,
the dealer, is the last to reveal his hand. Smirking, he shows a
king and seven of thorns, meaning he has two kings and three sevens
to make a full house. The whole table lights up with things like,
“How did he get that? I didn’t see that coming! Why does he always
win? Not fair!” Matt is the only one who doesn’t complain,
unconcerned by Sean winning most of the rounds.

Seeing he has left his mark, Sean
tells his fellow players, “Well, I believe you’ve had enough of me
at this table, so I shall leave for a drink and some flirting with
the ladies. While I’m gone, you all just enjoy yourselves. Adios,
amigos!” He exits his chair and walks away from the table, becoming
lost in the noise from the dance room.

Most of the guys cheer up with sighs
of relief, one of them saying, “At last, he left us. Now we can
actually play with a chance to win! But we do need one more player
to make it an even eight.”

“I’ll play.” They turn
their heads to the source of the voice and find James standing by
them. All of them, including Matt, cringe at the thought of playing
cards with a boss student. Noting their discomforted faces, he
assures them, “Don’t worry, I won’t play for money. I’ll just go
along with your game.” He seats himself where Sean once was, and
the other guys slowly calm themselves to begin another
round.

Matt is trying not to mind James’
presence, wondering why he of all people would be playing cards
with them, when he somewhat answers him and begins talking to him
as the cards are dealt. “So, Matt, I’ve been hearing quite the news
about you and your roommates, who ironically have become three of
the most iconic freshmen on campus.” He looks at his face-down
cards.

Copying the same gesture to check his
cards, Matt says, “Oh, uh, thanks for the compliment, James. We’re
just doing what we can to pass the class, that’s all.”

“Hah, of course. And how
has alchemy been treating you and Rose?”

“Oh, well enough. Rose
just does great at whatever she puts her mind to, but I’ve been
getting help studying from Lyn and her group.”

“Ah, I see. What do you
think of Lyn and her women?”

“Well, they’re, uh,
friendly. They’ve been a real help with the homework, and have
always been nice to talk to. Especially Lyn herself, and
Amelia.”

Chuckling, James agrees, “Yes, they
can be very kind and courteous, as long as you haven’t given them a
reason to spite you. But aren’t all women like that? Anyway, what
about Rose? What do you think of her, how have you gotten along
with her?”

Matt thinks for a moment, placing a
bet when called on, and replies, “We’re getting along well. She’s
smart, honest, caring, and strong-hearted. Plus, she’s very good
with her battle morph.”

“Ah, that’s good, then.”
James tosses his bet, and the first face-up card is shown, an eight
of bolts. “Take my word for it, it’s always better to be boarded up
with a woman of such good nature, rather than a, oh, pardon my
language, bitch,
you know?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.” Matt
sees a possible match with his seven and nine of bolts, so he
raises his bet.

“Yes, believe me, I speak
from experience. Nothing is harder to reason with or endure than a
woman who always seems to be on her period.” James bets even higher
than Matt, causing all but two guys to stay in, and the second card
flopped out is a ten of hearts. The guys around them nod and grunt
in agreement at his words.

Matt, however, is confused by James’
reference, having never heard of the expression. He asks, “Uh,
period? What does that mean?” In a side thought, he wonders why
James put a higher bet than his the last turn, so he puts out an
even higher bet to try and bluff him.

While the other guys flash surprised
expressions at Matt’s lack of knowledge about the term, James
chuckles as he deposits even more betting chips, answering, “Let’s
just say it’s a biological thing for women that comes around
monthly. A condition that makes them even more moody and prone to
snapping than usual.” He pauses while the final three cards are
laid, a knight and ace of hearts, and a four of bolts. “But anyway,
speaking of Rose’s battle morph, I’ve noticed something about it,
the martial arts behind her techniques. I think she’s a
ninja.”

“She’s a what?” asks Matt,
using the true response of curiosity to mask his pleasure of
getting a straight run.

“You don’t know what a
ninja is?” When Matt nods, and as the final bets are made, James
says, “Well, I shall explain, then. We know she’s an Elemental
Artist, right?”

“Right. Professor Serpanz
just taught us the stuff about them,” Matt complies, placing his
final bet.

“Right. So, you know the
thing about Elemental Artists,” James continues, doing his final
bet higher than Matt’s and forcing another player to fold, “is that
their elemental attacks are combined with some sort of martial art
built into their morph. So, as I’ve overheard from freshmen talking
about her techniques in gym class, her martial art is
ninjutsu.”

“What’s ninjutsu?” There
are only three guys left, including Matt and James. Matt reveals
his straight, ace high, and sends up complimentary applause from
the guys.

“Ninjutsu is the art
associated with ninjas, of course.” James shows his hand, a six of
bolts and two of thorns. He had nothing to even match with! All of
the players, even Matt, are baffled by why he went so far with high
bets on such a bad hand.

The last guy, bearing a huge grin,
throws down his hand with a loud thump, a king and queen of hearts.
“Royal flush!” he exclaims, and all the other guys gawk and whoop
at his successful deal. But James acts oblivious to it, keeping his
focus on Matt.

“The art of ninjutsu is so
tough and revered, it’s rumored to be the greatest martial art in
existence. Unlike the other arts, which are based on solely speed
or strength, a ninja trains for speed, strength, and
stealth. While most
martial arts are flashy and intimidating with their brute force,
this one is feared because it draws out the foe’s weak spots, then
accurately strikes them in a swift and silent approach.”

Slowly nodding, Matt frowns before
admitting, “Wait, I lost you. How does that make it so special? Why
would she silently approach her foe when she’s already in all-out
combat with one?”

“Well, I’ll clarify for
you. If not already in combat, a ninja doesn’t even get the enemy’s
attention before attacking. She blends in with the surroundings,
stalks the target, not making a sound, and then delivers one deadly
blow, and the foe never knows what hit him!”

Matt gets a chill down his spine. “So,
what you mean is ninjas would attack someone even if the
person…”

“Isn’t morphed. Yes, the
purpose of ninjutsu is to kill silently and absolutely, to leave no
chance of the foe fighting back. Ninjas are assassins.”

Matt can’t hide the shocked look on
his face at the term, horrified by the connection. The only thing
he knows, and needs to know, about assassins is they are criminals
in their modern age, not much better than the terrorists his father
has to worry about and hunt for. They have sometimes been his
father’s adversaries, as well. He recalls one time when a few
attacked him and his mother when his father was away. If they
weren’t so skilled and quick to respond, they could have been
slain, but he remembers the terror, the fear that had been in him,
and when he, being so young, couldn’t bring himself to kill the one
he faced, his mother had to do it.

His face pale with dread, Matt
abruptly stands and walks away, trying to take a breath and compose
himself, with James following him across the gambling room. “But, I
can’t, I can’t believe Rose would do something like
that.”

“Well, of course! She
couldn’t do that fighting another Alkalian in morph, in a public
area, under the laws. But, if she found someone alone and had not
revealed herself…”

Matt snaps, “Are you saying she would
go and kill other students!?”

James hushes him and replies, “No, I
was just saying how she fights! Although, unfortunately, there is
that possibility. Besides the few students here who are of noble
background, there are very well-known professors here. Also,
consider where she’s from. Riaquen, the Military State, the one
state in the whole Confederacy that would want to kill anyone they
feel is a threat. But anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to make sure she
wasn’t capable of such a crime. I would suggest you just go talk to
her and become clear of how well a ninja she is, as well as her
reasons for being one.”

Matt slowly nods, his thoughts yet
lost among a gale of uncertainty. He walks out of the room towards
the casino entrance, leaving James without another word. James,
meanwhile, looks surprised by Matt’s reaction to the information.
Within the crowd of people meandering around him, he soon smiles
devilishly.

 


***

 


During the same time that James was
talking with Matt, Rose is in the pool room, relaxing in a hot tub
all to herself, away from the students playing around in the other
pools. She appears like she was sleeping, wearing simple, yellow
bikini bras, and doesn’t notice someone climb out of the main pool
and approach her.

Feeling good in the hot water with her
eyes closed, Rose is forced to open them when she hears a voice ask
her, “Hey, Rose, how’s it going?” Looking up, she sees the voice
belongs to James, in nothing but dark blue swimming trunks. She
also notices some women far away staring at him, chuckling and
gossiping to themselves.

Unimpressed by their weakness for
handsome men, she focuses on James, trying not to show her own
weakness, and says, “I’m feeling fine, James. And how are
you?”

“Oh, I’m doing well
myself, thank you for asking. May I join you?”

Becoming curious, yet wary, she
replies, “Sure,” and gestures to the other side of the hot tub.
James settles himself into the warm water, leaving his arms out of
it and stretched out along the pool’s edge. Rose, for a moment,
imagines the beads of water and sweat on his body are drops of
golden dew.

“So,” James says, “I hear
you’re supposed to be the top academic and battling girl of your
class. Am I right?”

Rose shrugs and answers, “Yeah, that’s
right. But I’m just doing what I’m used to, so there’s nothing that
special about it.”

“Really? That must feel
good, when excellence comes naturally.”

“I guess it’s alright. I
do get where I plan to go, so it works.”

“Yes, I see. You know, if
you weren’t so young, one would first guess you a
senior.”

“Thanks.” Rose humbly
grins. “And if you weren’t so old, I might consider dating
you.”

Stunned by her calling him out, James
then laughs before admitting, “Touché, Rose, touché!” He sighs and
says, “Actually, I didn’t mean to trespass on your time here, but I
wanted to ask you a question.”

“I’m listening,” she
replies.

James drops his voice to say, “Well
Rose, being a boss student, I’ve been well informed of how Matt,
your roommate, thrashed Cain. The rumor going around to explain it
is he’s a Dark Warrior, and I wanted to confirm it myself. So, with
you being his roommate, would you know?”

Rose thinks such a question was odd as
she figures everyone at the school had accepted that Matt was a
Dark Warrior. “Of course, I know it. We talked about it, and he
himself agrees. And he really doesn’t care, either, he fights like
he didn’t have those powers.”

“Oh, is that so?
Interesting. Anyway, if that’s true, does he have any connection to
the Shadow Core organization?”

Before Rose objects to such a
question, she reminds herself that she had feared it once before.
“No, I don’t think so. He said he never even knew he was a Dark
Warrior, so how could he be a terrorist?”

“What if he’s not exactly
the terrorist you’re thinking of?” When Rose is confused from his
suggestion, James explains, “I’ve heard in the news, back from
where I come from in Tirez, that the S.C. has been trying different
tactics than just popping up and ravaging some public area. They’ve
tried undercover missions, acting like ordinary citizens with the
misfortune of being born a Dark Warrior, to fix themselves into a
community. They corrupt the community, turning it upon itself, and
finally, once everyone has a knife to each other’s throat, the
agents call in the cavalry, so to speak, and they demolish the
community entirely.”

Rose is stunned from such a tale. “Is
there proof of these events?”

“Did you hear what
happened at a small town on the border of Tirez?” When Rose
responds no, James says, “A Dark Warrior Alkalian moved in and,
slowly, won so much respect he was elected the town mayor. Over the
next month or so, he made controversy by trying to change the
town’s traditions, and soon the townspeople were turned against
each other in hot debate and opposition. Then, without warning,
Shadow Core terrorists attacked. In one night, the entire town was
burned to the ground, and all the people were either killed or
scattered to the hills.”

Rose stiffens from the retelling.
Could it really happen that easily? Could it be done somewhere
else, like here at the college? “No, he couldn’t,” she tells
herself, disgusted she was thinking such things. Standing up to
climb out of the hot tub, she says, “I’m sorry, but I need to get
going. Please understand.”

“Yes, it is hard to
swallow, isn’t it?” responds James, looking sympathetic. “That’s
why I was hoping to learn more about Matt, to determine if he’s a
S.C. insurgent or not.” Rose wraps herself in a towel and turns to
leave when he adds, “I’m sorry it hurts like this, but you must
understand my concern. In fact, I was hoping you could talk to him
about this. Learn more about him, then let me, or any of the
officers, know. Simply asking him the right questions could prevent
a repeat of that small town.”

Those last words ring horribly true to
Rose. As they reverberate through her like bells, she hurries away
to the changing rooms, leaving James without answer. He maintains
his sympathetic look until she has gone out of the large room. He
then gets out of the hot tub and strolls toward the dance room, a
criminal smile upon his face.

 


***

 


A minute later, silent within the
noise of the dance room, James brushes through the crowd on his way
to the men’s restroom. When he enters it, he finds it empty, except
for one other person. Himself, in the suit. The two James’ look at
each other, vanish in flashes of light combining into one, and one
James is left, still in the suit. He looks back at the wall mirror,
adjusts his neck tie, grins with satisfaction, and walks out the
door. As he files through and disappears amidst the partying
students, only one person notices him. His golden eyes seeming to
glow in the shadows, Dante puffs out smoke from his mouth before
crossing the room.

Meanwhile, Sean is on another side of
the dance room with four rough-looking guys pressing him against
the wall, nasty looks on their faces and alcohol on their breaths.
Cringing under the one’s grasp on the collar of his jacket, he
asks, “Hey, come on, fellas, why are ya being so mad? What did I do
to deserve such conduct?”

“Oh, we know, that you
know, exactly what you did, you cocky little punk!” one of the men
exclaims. “We know all about your dirty deed with Cynthia, and we
don’t appreciate how some freshmen reject like you got his greasy
hands all over her!”

Sean objects, “Why,
whatever are you talking about, sir? Only an idiot could believe
such a tale as that! I mean, the chances of me being with Cynthia
are so bad, it’s silly, ridiculous, preposterous, even! Surely, such fine and intelligent chaps like you would
know better than to believe such a thing, right?”

“Hey, are you
calling us the
idiots, here!?” another guy remarks. “We heard this from a very
reliable source. Irene Goros claims that you were running around
the freshmen cabins, bragging it off to anyone of your stinking
class you could find!”

“Gah, wait, did you say,
Irene Goros? How could she know that?”

“Because she watched it
all herself, nimwit! She was on the cabin rooftops, watching your
every move, appalled at what she was hearing come out of your
filthy mouth! What do you say to that, huh?”

While Sean fumbles for an answer, a
calm voice speaks up from behind them, “What seems to be the
trouble, gentlemen?” Turning, they see Dante next to them. “Did I
hear mention of Irene Goros, my sister?”

“Yeah, we were just
explaining to this rat here how she caught him in the act of
boasting about how he got it on with Cynthia. What’s it to
ya?”

“Hmm. And you’re actually
going to believe her word, on it?”

“Uh, sure, why wouldn’t
we?”

“A few good reasons. You
see, the thing about my sister is that she loves to see other
people squabble and skirmish with each other like a bunch of
savages, and she’ll do anything to make it happen. Even spread a
rumor as vicious, and ridiculous, as Sean Wyseinburg having a thing
with Cynthia Volvaron. Do you really want to be the fools who
entertain my sister’s sly interests?”

“Er, well, no,
but…”

“And, as Sean admitted,
such a thing being true is practically impossible. Consider who
we’re talking about here. Why would Cynthia, the most attractive
and confident woman of our community, even think of being with
Sean, the most foolish and incapable guy of the community? It just
doesn’t add up, when you think about it.”

“Uh, yeah, I guess you’re
right.” Backing off to let Sean go, the guy that held him against
the wall tells his buddies, “Come on, let’s get out of here, before
we look like the bigger idiots.” The other men nod and grunt before
they shamble off, becoming lost in the crowd throughout the
room.

Sean shrugs his shoulders and rubs his
neck before telling Dante, “Hey man, thanks for the help there. I
was certainly in a sticky situation, wouldn’t you
agree?”

“Yes, you certainly were.
I don’t really care if this rumor is true or not at the moment, as
I fear something more sinister is going on.”

“Oh, really? What could
that be?”

Dante narrows his eyes at him and
says, “I need your help finding Matt. Do you know where he
is?”

“Of course! He should
still be playing cards.”

They both go to look in the gambling
room, but don’t find him at any of the stations. “Maybe he’s in the
pit arena room?” Sean suggests. They go check, but he wasn’t there,
either.

“He must have left the
building,” Dante says. Before Sean could ask, he answers, “I think
James is up to something. Something bad.”

“James? You mean James
Iroshen, the boss student, James?”

“Yes, that’s who I mean.
Now listen, I saw him enter the men’s restroom, all wet and in
swimming trunks, and less than a minute later, he comes back out,
pressed in one of those rich suits and completely dry.”

Sean fails to see the significance.
“So? He changed clothes. People do it all the time.”

“In less than a minute?
Switching from swimsuit to the complex fabricated suit, without
drying off with a towel? And not to mention he went into the dance
room’s lavatory, rather than the changing room at the pool? Doesn’t
that seem odd to you?”

Sean considers it for a moment, and
then blinks. “You don’t think,” he asks more quietly, “that he did
that, you know, trick of his?”

“He must have, because a
moment before the swimsuit James appeared, I saw the groomed James
enter the restroom, and he didn’t come out until the second James
went in.” Dante glares at Sean and says, “James was separated into
two of himself.”

“Yeah, but, he only does
that, outside of battle, for a…”

“Deception mission. And I
have a feeling he did that to Matt and one other person. Anyone you
know who was at the pool?”

“Uh, I think Rose was
going to be lounging there.” Sean realizes what could have
happened. “But what could he have told Matt and Rose, in different
rooms, at the same time? What’s he planning to do?”

“That’s exactly what I am
worried about. James couldn’t have gone too far, so let’s go ask
him. If he’s in the mood for talking to us.” Sean nods before they
begin searching through the casino again, looking for
James.

 


***

 


Matt, alone in the wind-brushed
fields, makes his way back to the cabins, a headache thumping
through his skull. He can’t understand why Rose would be a ninja.
The moment the Alkalian Confederacy was formed, thus ending the Age
of Chaos, assassinations were no longer needed, so the states
unanimously decreed them illegal. If being an assassin makes you a
murderer, why would Rose have trained in the ways of one? Of all
the martial arts to base her skills on, why did she choose
ninjutsu? To answer him, James’ hint about Riaquen still finding a
use for assassins comes to him, and considering the state’s
military regime he does not find the theory farfetched. With a grim
frown on his face, he can only settle on asking Rose herself the
important question.

Meanwhile, far away from him but about
to cross his path, Rose, changed into her normal clothes, broods
about Matt. Could he really be an undercover terrorist? It’s
possible because no one would suspect a student having criminal,
orchestrated plots to prepare the destruction of a major school.
Perhaps the S.C. has figured this out, and Matt could be their
attempt at it. There is only one way she could think of to find out
for sure, interrogating Matt’s story for any flaws and then
directly asking him the question.

 


***

 


Dante and Sean plunge out through the
doors of the casino, where Dante asks, “He wasn’t on your
half?”

“Nope, and I guess not
yours, either.”

Dante curses. “He’s probably long
gone, then. The only thing we can do now is look for Matt and Rose,
so they can tell us.”

“Good idea! Let’s start at
the cabins. They could be heading there right now.” They start
trotting off when a voice hidden from view halts them.

“Hello, Dante Goros and
Sean Wyseinburg. What’s the rush?” They turn around to at last find
James, emerging from the shadows by the casino’s entrance. “Where
could you two be off to in such a hurry?”

Sean spits, “YOU! What did you do to
Matt and Rose!?”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“Sean, let me do the
talking,” Dante says, and Sean backs off with a pout. He then asks
James, “Not too long ago, did you have a conversation with Matt
Calamos or Rose Alamence? Or both?”

“Hmm, now what could make
you think that?”

“Because I saw you as two
people instead of one about five minutes ago, and everybody knows
why you would be split when not fighting someone.”

“Heh, and? What makes you
think I spoke with Matt and Rose, of all people?”

“You’re a boss student,
which means you’ll be most likely involved in the latest big
happening when you’re sneaking around. That means you must have
done something involving Matt Calamos, the biggest topic of
interest right now.”

James looks impressed, and
congratulates him while applauding, “Well done, Dante, well done. I
confess, you’ve figured me out. But what do you think I told them,
Matt and Rose?”

“I was hoping you could
tell us that,” remarks Dante. “But if you won’t talk willingly, we
may have to make you reconsider.”

“You’re threatening me for
the information?” James laughs before saying, “A first-year
intermediate and a freshman, against an elite senior. Who’s more
likely to get hurt? Besides, even if you beat me, why would I
bother explaining myself to you?”

“Oh, I’ll tell you why!”
Sean responds. “If word goes around that another boss student got
beat by rookies, there’s going to be uproars throughout the entire
student body, and there will be constant battles against the
seniors, eventually leading to their downfall and pandemonium in
all the classes for who will be the new bosses! But, in exchange
for some important information, we may just keep our rookie mouths
shut.”

James sees Sean’s point
when he glares at them. “That would only be possible if you
did beat me, and I’m not
about to let that happen.”

“…Way to go, Sean, how do
you expect us to defeat him?” asks Dante as he puts a palm to his
face. “I was going to try threatening something else valuable to
him, without a fight.”

“Oh, really? Like
what?”

“Like, exposing how James
uses and abuses every pretty girl he gets his hands on.”

“…I thought everyone knew
that.”

“We know it, or at least
suspect it, but have never been bold enough to bring it up to the
authorities.”

“Oh. Well, then, how’s
that, James? Tell us what we want to know, and we’ll not tell the
officers how you’re a womanizer!”

“Hah, I don’t think so,”
blows off James. “And besides, what could you use for
proof?”

“Did you ever consider,
James,” Dante asks, stepping forward to stare down the taller
senior, “what some of those poor girls, after giving their chastity
and hearts to you, do after you’ve taken and thrown them away? Some
of them come to me.”

“You? Hah, and why would
they come to you, Dante Goros, the smoker in the
shadows?”

“Because I am Dante Goros,
second in line to the monarchy of the Saratu state, and some of
those women also hail from Saratu. They come to me for guidance and
affection, and trust in my nobility after yours betrayed
them.”

“In your nobility? Why wouldn’t they go
to your sister, the first in line to your throne?”

“James, everyone knows why
they wouldn’t go to my sister. Half the time, she’s the reason you
left them.”

“…Again, well done, Dante.
I’ve always wondered if you had any agenda in mind here at college,
almost figured you didn’t, but now it seems I’ve underestimated
you. Very well, then.” He nods to them both, oddly smiling, and
turns to walk away.

Sean, at first impressed by Dante
intimidating James, glances in confusion between them before
asking, “Wait, what? Why’s he walking away? You just…”

“He’s not.” Sighing, Dante
warns him, “Get ready to fight.”

“Huh!? What do ya mean? I
thought we didn’t want to fight him!”

“If he can injure us so
badly that we are sent to the infirmary, I won’t have the chance to
expose him, and not only would that give him time to prepare ways
to make himself look innocent, but he would also always loom over
us as the superior, his shadow threatening to beat us
again.”

“…You’re too good at this
game, you know that, Dante?”

“Yes, I do. It’s a curse,
actually. And incoming.” When Sean turns to look, they both morph
an instant before two fast objects collide into them.

 


***

 


Matt and Rose, lost in their thoughts,
don’t notice the other until their paths toward the cabins converge
and they nearly bump into each other. Startled, they both hesitate
before greeting, and move on together toward the cabins. For a long
minute, neither of them speaks before Matt asks, “You’re an
Elemental Artist, right?”

Rose answers, “Yes.”

“And your elemental type
is plant-based?”

“Yeah. Why are you asking
me things you already know?”

“Well, because I just
learned something I didn’t know of you. Is your martial art
ninjutsu?”

“Of course! Couldn’t you
tell on your own?”

Embarrassed from her response, Matt
admits, “No, I never did guess what your art was. In all of my
training, and in the gym, I wasn’t told there was a ninjutsu
martial art, so I’ve never heard of it until today.”

“Oh, right.” Rose feels
bad for snapping at him and agrees, “Ninjutsu isn’t a very common
art of battle, so it’s hardly even mentioned. But yes, I specialize
in it.”

“Uh huh. So, how good are
you at it?”

Relieved to talk about it, instead of
more pressing concerns, Rose says, “Very good, actually. I’ve
trained in it ever since I was a child. In fact, my expertise isn’t
limited to my battle morph. Not only can I automatically do the
techniques in my morph, but I’m also capable of using them as a
human. Not too many Alkalians share that condition, being able to
use your art in either of your forms.”

Matt slightly pales as he forms a grim
conclusion from her statement. She doesn’t even need to be in morph
to stalk and kill someone, and could it be that Riaquen had
intended to make her an assassin when she was just a child? He
keeps his fear hidden, replying, “Wow. That’s amazing.”

“You’re not the first
person to say that,” Rose says with a wry smile. When Matt doesn’t
ask anything else, she finds her chance. “So, who are your parents,
again?”

Matt shrugs and replies, “Romulus and
Anna Calamos.”

“Okay. What do they
do?”

“My dad is a ranger, and
my mom stays at home, occasionally going to town to sell sculptures
or figurines.”

Raising an eyebrow, Rose asks,
“Sculptures or figurines? What kind?”

“Oh, well, you see, when
my dad’s home, he and my mom work together and create sculptures or
figurines made of glass. Then, my mom either leaves them made of
glass, or transmutes them into a rare and valuable substance, like
diamond, emerald, ruby, etc.”

“Uh huh. Does she have a
license?”

“License?”

“Yeah. By national law,
one needs to have a license to transmute rare minerals or
jewels.”

“Oh, right. Uh, yeah, I’m
sure she does. I never thought of it, but yeah.”

Frowning in response, concerned his
story could be flawed from not being ready for that important
detail, Rose goes on. “Anyway, your father is a ranger,
right?”

“Yeah.”

“Where does he patrol, and
how often?”

“The Minari/Tirez border,
for three months, before coming back home for a month.”

“Uh huh. Who was the
latest terrorist or criminal he’s caught, and what for?”

Unprepared for such a specific
question, Matt has to think on it before answering, “Um, he caught
some guy smuggling blacklist items, or something like
that.”

“Okay. Can you name one or
two of the items?”

Matt finally snaps. “I’m sorry, Rose,
but where are you going with this?”

Startled a little from his outburst,
she apologizes, explaining, “Sorry, I was just, ah, curious. One
more question, okay?”

“…Okay.”

“Thanks. You’re a Dark
Warrior, right?”

Confused from her question, Matt nods
yes.

“And you’ve never heard of
the Shadow Core terrorists being Dark Warriors, until you came
here?”

Matt says yes again. Did they not talk
about this before? “Anything wrong about that?”

“Well, I, I hope not.” She
continues shyly, knowing how dumb it will sound at first, “You see,
I learned for myself something important today. Something you may
need to know, too. Have you heard of sabotage?”

Matt has some idea of the term. “Yes,
I’ve heard of it. Why?”

“Because that may be the
newest terror tactic of the S.C. They take one of their operatives,
one nobody has a record on, and plant him in a small community. The
insurgent acts like a friendly and strong-standing guy, winning
respect from about everyone who meets him. Then, he starts throwing
around concepts that rival the community’s general ideals, causing
division and confrontation throughout it. Finally, when everyone
bitterly opposes one another, the insurgent summons his terrorist
allies, and they fall upon the community in its state of confusion.
The person who everyone thought was noble turned out to be just
manipulating them into their own demise.”

Matt flounders from her chilling
description. “You don’t think, I would do that, do you?”

“That’s what I need to
know from you, now,” grimly replies Rose. They both stop walking,
about two hundred yards from the cabin sites. “Are you a Shadow
Core terrorist or not?”

“Of course I’m not!” Matt
tells her, thinking her suspicions are becoming ridiculous. In
fact, Matt still suspects her, so he remarks, “And what
about you?”

“What about me? I’m not a
Dark Warrior.”

“Yes, but you are a ninja.
The prime reason for a ninja’s existence is to assassinate, and
from what you just told me, I see you could do it quite
easily!”

In turn, Rose is shocked
by the accusation. “Why
would I want to kill anybody? And how could I get
away with it?”

“Well, you are from
Riaquen, the only state that is always thinking, always prepared,
for war, and I could imagine they could have enlisted you for a
mission or something. All you have to do is get someone of great
importance around here, or even me, alone somewhere
and…”

“Matt! Why would I
kill you!?” As
she says this, Rose already knows why.

Matt realizes the answer, too. If she
thought he was a terrorist, and there was no way to prove or
believe him otherwise, than the only other choice she had was to
take care of him herself.

Rose, in her frustrated emotions,
barks at Matt, “Well, I’m not the only one who could have a motive!
Since I just figured out you could be a terrorist, trying to bring
about the destruction of the school…”

“You don’t know
anything about me!”
counters Matt. “And destroying the
college!? Why would the S.C. want to do
that?”

Once again, they both know the answer.
They are trapped, confused, and paranoid by their implanted
suspicions of the other. There is no way to prove who was right and
who was wrong at that moment, their stress preventing them from
thinking clearly. They look at each other with pale expressions
before Rose slowly says, “Matt…”

Matt, his voice rasped and strained,
says, “Rose…”

After several seconds pass by, silence
between them except for the thumping of their hearts, they both
morph and clash.

 


***

 


After being carried across the field
several yards, Dante and Sean jump back from and look at their twin
foes. They both have bird wings coming off the back,
strong-appearing legs with raptor talons as their feet, thin armor
suits, and a large, reaping scythe for each James. What makes the
twins different is one has white hair, wings, and armor, and the
other is his opposite, with black hair, wings, and armor. The
James’ stare back at Dante and Sean, their blue eyes filled with a
cold ambition.

The Reapers begin the fight by rising
into the air, floating off to opposite sides on a few wing flaps,
and swooping down toward Sean and Dante, the scythes raised to
attack. Adrenaline kicks in as they react, and Sean dashes away,
avoiding the white James and leading him on a chase, while Dante’s
sword parries the black James’s scythe and swipes at his legs. The
slash connects, leaving green bands of damage, but James is
unflinched and jabs Dante away with the raptor claws on his left
foot.

As Dante begins a swordfight against
the black James, his katana increased in size between his hands to
better match the reach of the scythe, Sean continues accelerating
from the pursuing white James, who keeps pace behind him. Sean
makes a wide loop, the white James following the same path, and he
heads back toward Dante and the other Reaper.

Dante, despite his fierce
concentration on dodging James’s slashes and kicks from sickle or
claws, notices Sean coming, and quickly understands his plan. With
both James’ distracted, Sean would attack the black one, and Dante
would strike the incoming white. When Dante delivers a cutting
offensive against the black James, however, he sees a devilish grin
forming on the Reaper’s face, and he realizes what it means too
late.

As Sean closes the shrinking gap
between him and Dante’s battle, the black James turns and swings
his sickle in the direction of Sean, launching a sphere of blue
energy at him. The sphere collides with Sean in his high speed,
bashing his armor, knocking him off-course, and stopping his air
balance so that he tumbles past Dante and James and crashes into
the dirt.

When Dante watches Sean’s tumbling for
only a second, he forgets about the second James, and turns back to
see him glide past him, the scythe’s blade slicing into his gut.
Dante, cringing from the low blow, is keel-hauled by the white
James’s momentum, the drag slowing them to a stop, and the blade
rips from his body when James swings him around, revealing a bright
yellow wound and flinging him a few feet away.

At the same time, Sean attempts to
stand in a daze, his chest armor smudged with a green wound, when
he looks up to see the black James before him, his scythe raised
above them, the blade glowing with red energy. He watches in terror
as the scythe falls like a hammer, and he’s crushed by the outburst
of magic on impact. As the sparks and dust clear, Sean is visible
in a small crater, with multiple gashes of yellowish energy across
him and his face in a twisted grimace. The black James smirks,
turns around, and leaves him, flying back towards Dante.

Dante aggressively slashes at the
white James, hoping the relentless attacks would somehow connect
with the Reaper hopping around and parrying him. However, he soon
catches in the glint of his vision the blade of James’s sickle
pulsing with electricity. Wondering what kind of spell he was about
to use, he then gets a bad feeling and whirls around to find the
black James, his scythe’s blade also imbued with electricity. Once
again, Dante knows he has been outmaneuvered and curses before two
bolts of lightning lash out upon him from the scythes, connecting
like a chain of energy through him.

Dante is trapped and crippled by the
chain of lightning going through him, the current shocking him and
blurring him in darkening wound energy, before the black James
lifts his blade to increase tension on the chain while the white
James mimics his movement. Dante doesn’t know what they are doing
until they both tug away from each other, and the chain breaks with
a crash of thunder. Speared from both sides and pulled apart at the
same time, bright red wounds, gleaming like streaks of blood across
his armor, bloom all over him. Almost torn apart from the rupturing
attack, his sword fades out and he slumps to the ground, his body
trembling to move despite the numbing damage.

The James’ leer down at Dante’s broken
form, proud of the success of their coordinated spell. However,
they soon pay the price for double-teaming against Dante. Out of
nowhere, the black James is slammed from behind by Sean’s high
speed tackle, snapping one of his wings in a flash of splattered
green-and-red energy, and is grappled by him to fly extra yards
through the air at the white James. Before he could react, Sean
hurls his counterpart at him, and the collision flattens the two
Reapers and rolls them across the ground in sprays of wound
energy.

While the James’ are sprawled out on
the ground, Sean runs back over to Dante and helps him to his feet,
asking, “Hey, you alright?”

“Not really,” he replies,
indicating the red wounds upon him. “Even though the potential
strength of James is cut in half when he’s divided into two, he can
still deal a lot of damage, it seems.”

“Hmm, yeah. How did he
know what I was up to, when I was leading his white self back at
you and his black self?”

“It must be that the two
can sense whatever the other is sensing. In other words, the black
James saw you coming at him through the white James chasing
you.”

“Ah. Well, that’s not
fair!” Sean looks back to the twins, seeing green glows from them
and the red aura of the black one’s broken wing. “But hey, at least
we hurt him. Er, them!”

“No, you hurt them, while I was the dummy
for them to be distracted by. My sword can’t reach them, and
they’ve brought me down to the brink of demorphing. Therefore, I’ve
got nothing to help us in this fight.”

“Pff, what are you talking
about? You’ve still got me! If we use a little teamwork like
they have, we’ll force those Reapers back together, I’m sure of
it!”

Dante can’t help but chuckle at the
paradox. If James fuses himself back together then, he’ll
definitely defeat them in their condition, from what he knows about
his whole morph. “Well, it was an honor to fight at your side,
Sean.”

“Hey, you say that like
it’s a bad thing!” Sean jokes while watching the James’ stand
up.

 


***

 


Matt and Rose connect when their
attacks catch the other with Matt’s vertical cut from his sword
stopped by Rose’s leaf daggers grinding against his arm. They both
struggle to follow through, the edge of Matt’s sword touching
Rose’s shoulder while the leaf daggers dig green wounds into his
arm. Rose guesses that Matt’s greater strength is about to win, so
she slides past his right side, letting the sword chop into the
ground, and turns to strike his back. Matt feels the pain as she
stabs repeatedly into his lower spine, leaving shallow spots of
green in his black armor, before she delivers a kick into the
wounds, sending a splash of lost health out of them and him to the
ground face-first.

He gets up quickly and turns around to
see Rose increase the gap between them and throw small leaf
shurikens at him. To evade them, he divides into dark clones, which
are shattered when the shurikens hit them. One of the projectiles,
though, finds the real Matt, forming a small, yellow-green wound
just below his chest.

As Matt sees more leaves coming from
Rose, he tries something else as his arms turn into guns, and with
burst shots stops the leaves and fires at her, but she dodges and
ducks the black bullets flying at her. As she side-steps the
firing, she keeps throwing more shurikens, but Matt shoots them
down before they reach him. When he realizes this was going
nowhere, he prepares to charge at Rose, a black blade forming from
his left hand.

Suddenly, Matt is hit from behind and
at his right arm, and he blinks in shock. In the midst of throwing
the small leaves, Rose had snuck in two large shurikens, which spun
toward him out of peripheral vision and landed in his wounds. Dark
yellow energy marks the wounds in his back, and Matt finds his
right hand missing, meaning he couldn’t get a sword or gun out of
it anymore.

Rose, seeing she had flinched Matt,
decides to rush him. With her fists clenching leaf daggers she
dashes toward him, but he sees her coming, and as she does one last
leap to reach him, spiraling like a spear thrown at him, her
daggers the spearhead, he releases built-up air balance to thrust
away. Then, reversing his air balance, Matt thrusts back at her
while preparing a magic spell.

Upon missing him, Rose rolls a few
times to get back on her feet, and sees Matt coming at her. She
changes her knives into small, green seeds, and before he is upon
her she flings them all around her. The seeds scatter and, as soon
as they touch the ground, germinate into tall grasses, hiding Rose
from view.

Matt had anticipated her trying an
evasive move, and casts his spell in response. He divides into
magic clones again, but this time the clones are wielding a large
broadsword each. They do sweeping strokes through the cluster of
grass, mowing it down in the attempt of hitting Rose hiding within
it. But upon clearing the grass, they stand there as a group,
wondering what happened to their target when neither of them had
found her.

Rose lunges upward, hidden
from laying low to the ground, and starts attacking the clones, her
blades slicing and stabbing them as she spins in and out of
adjacency to them. However, in a quick glance while she deletes
them, she gasps at the unexpected. The real Matt is outside the
group of clones, his left arm a rifle, aiming at her. Her trap had
become his trap.

Matt fires, and the sniping bullet
smashes into her chest, wound energy bursting from its
entry-and-exit holes, blowing her over and laying her out across
the ground. Her wound color skips green and goes to yellow, and it
gets darker from pulses of energy, like heart-beats, spitting up
more lost health. Grimacing, Rose reflects on how her wound is
vital, putting her in a bad situation.

 


***

 


Sean, Dante, and the twin James’
face-off from opposite sides of their battlefield. Sean and Dante
glow yellow or red from their wounds respectively, while their
opponents are only green with a dash of red on the black James’
wing. The Reapers, after glancing to each other and nodding, turn
to have their backs against each other and raise their scythes
above them, the blades aligned into a crescent-moon shape. With
their wings flexed and the poles held up, they look like mirror
reflections of each other. Then, as they both hover into the air,
they start spinning around the line of reflection rapidly, and
strong winds rise and blow around them while the sickle blades glow
with an ominous energy.

Dante looks on at the Reapers’
formation and says, “That’s not good.”

Sean asks, “What? What is he about to
do?”

“He’s about to execute his
Ultimate Attack, for when he’s two of himself. See how his forms
are spinning like that? They’re going to charge at us, and those
blades will shred through us.”

“Really?” Sean looks
closely at them before shrugging. “I thought he was going to fire a
laser at us, or something.”

The James’ tilt down the head of their
combined sickles in mid-air, pointing it at Dante and Sean. The
energy collecting in the blades radiates outward, and the swirling
winds bring the energy to flow with the vortex. Thanks to the
energy, the wind becomes sharp enough to tear through the ground it
blows across, tossing out dirt as it raked it up. Dante then says,
“They’ve aligned themselves toward us. Now it would be a good time
to run.” Without another word, he turns around and dashes away on
air balance, and Sean, after brief hesitation, follows.

The James’ fly forward at tremendous
speed, pursuing Dante and Sean. The wind shear from their movement
becomes luminous with the radiating energy, and a trail of slashed
ground marks their path. As Dante air balances like he’s on a board
and Sean skates along with him, their two foes come after them as a
massive arrow. Despite them being at high speeds, the Reapers are
getting closer.

In the midst of the chase, Dante tries
to think of how they are going to survive the Ultimate Attack. At
these speeds, they’ll soon reach a campus border and be forced to
turn around, right into the wind blades. As he’s thinking, it takes
him a moment to realize Sean, once beside him, is slowing down. He
whips his head back and yells at him, “What are you doing!?” He
sees Sean merely smile a toothy grin, give a salute, and fall back
further, allowing the wind to visibly flow into him and decrease
his speed even more. The James’ deadly turbine is only a few yards
behind him, coming closer.

Then, in a fluid motion, Sean spins
around and floats in the air, becoming level with the center of the
energized vortex. After yelling, “NOW IT’S REAPER-KILLING TIME!!”
he shoots forward at neck-cracking speed into the vortex. The
following happens in about five seconds, the chain reactions
brought about at hyper speed:

First, Sean hammers the top of the
scythe union with his fist, sending sparks flying into the wind
shear. He flips forward off the smashed blades and gets caught in
the spinning of the poles, but he kicks at them in a flurry, and
the force from the high-speed collisions break the poles in half.
Despite the fresh wounds to his limbs, Sean keeps going in his
thrashing, being carried to the James’ and crashing into them, dark
colors of wound energy flashing like firecrackers. After the
furious slams, one more hit from him separates the two, letting
them be blown into the energized wind with him. The monstrous
blades shred all three, and as Sean demorphs after producing red
energy, the James’ are covered with huge wounds of dark
orange.

Watching the three tumble
across the ground in different directions, and the vicious winds
fading out, Dante can’t believe what Sean had done. But he
is very glad he
did, and he drifts a turn-around and accelerates back toward James’
morphs, his sword reforming between his hands.

The Reapers slowly get up, feeling the
deep wounds on their wings and torsos, absent their broken scythes.
However, they don’t panic or get upset, and by focusing some energy
between their hands they form fresh sickles for themselves. The two
are distanced apart by about twenty yards, and are about to move
towards the other when Dante slices through them.

Without any sign of slowing down, he
rips through the black James with one slash, then dashes to the
white James and makes another slash into him. Once he passes the
white Reaper, he brakes on his air balance and grinds to a stop. He
doesn’t have to look back, knowing what would happen. The single
cuts, delivered at such high speed and into the gaping wounds,
splash scarlet health energy out of the James’ as their bodies are
split in half.

 


***

 


Rose forces herself to stand up, the
glowing wound thumping from her chest as she moves, and she glares
at Matt several yards away. Feeling the darkening light pumping out
of her, she knows that all he has to do now is deliver another
direct attack and place it in her wound, likely turning her health
red and assuring her defeat.

Matt figures this out as well. But
hitting Rose with one shot was hard enough, and she had already
done enough damage to him to cause worry, especially by chopping
off his right hand. So instead of attempting a final attack against
her, he thinks of another way to get her off-guard.

While her foe is occupied with
tactics, Rose collects energy in front of her, and a bright green
sphere forms between her hands. She then converts the energy into
leaves, and they fly out from the sphere like a swarm emerging from
its hive. They blow all about her, and when the energy sphere
fades, she is immersed in the blizzard of leaves.

Matt watches as the leaves formed
around Rose, wondering what she could be doing. While he’s looking
at her, he suddenly loses sight of her. He blinks a few times,
looks deep into the swirling leaves, but he still can’t find Rose.
The blizzard blows toward him, and then Matt understands. It was an
illusion technique, making her completely undetected to his
vision.

The leaves engulf Matt’s position, and
he soon stands in the middle of the vortex. Searching with his
eyes, he catches not one speck of Rose. The leaves perfectly hide
her, looking exactly the same and flying fast enough to make a
cloud of green. Suddenly, Matt flinches from a slash made across
his face, the scratch flashing with damage, followed by a rapid
barrage of stabs and slices, fresh scars and holes forming all over
him, turning to orange in color. The wounds appear so quickly he
could have guessed more than one person was attacking
him.

Hidden among the blowing leaves, Rose
makes the quick and accurate strikes upon Matt, but she has to stop
after a few seconds into the barrage as the chest wound spits more
health energy out. She did open enough wounds, however, to perform
her finishing link of the combination offensive. Harnessing control
over the automatically moving leaves, she sends them into a raging
cyclone, and the leaves converge upon Matt. Like a swarm of bees
the leaves sting and slice through Matt’s wounds, stitching and
stretching them bigger and darker. Once the leaves disintegrate
after serving their purpose, Matt is left in open view, his armor
painted red-orange instead of black.

Wracked from so much numbing pain
caused without break, Matt can barely stay upright, but he forces
himself to endure. He looks about and finds Rose several feet away
from him, her orange wound resembling a shining breastplate to him.
That glowing spot may have just saved his life, for the
moment.

 


***

 


Two big flashes of red signal James
demorphing, and he appears as only one human, clasping to his side
where Dante’s sword had gone through him. As Dante demorphs in
response, he hears Sean skipping over to them, cheering “Oh yeah!
Who’s bad, who’s bad, I am! Who’s not, who’s not, James is!
Yahooo!!”

James ignores Sean’s whooping and
dancing, forcing a smile as he dusts his suit off. “Well,” he
calmly says to Dante, “I guess I underestimated you both. I could
never have foreseen not only my Ultimate Attack being trumped, but
also having it turned against me. Theory states that’s usually
impossible.”

Dante returns a half-smile, saying,
“Yeah, I’m beginning to see that you never know what will happen
with Sean fighting. His crazy tricks might just be his
advantage.”

“You bet they are!” Sean
agrees. He then leers toward James and says, “All right, you
high-classed, care-free punk. Unless you want to become the newest
senior reject, you better tell us what you did with Matt and
Rose!”

James glances between the two, and
says with a sigh, “Very well, I’ll give you what you want. I was
doing an espionage assignment for Cain. All I had to do was tell
Matt about ninjas, and Rose about the S.C. I figure they walked
away with a little more understanding of the topics.”

“…That’s it?” Dante is
skeptical of how little conversations like those were meant to harm
Matt or Rose. “What, and how, did you exactly tell them? And how
does this benefit Cain?”

“Oh, we might find out,
sooner or later. I merely informed Matt of Rose’s martial arts
style and gave Rose a history lesson, that’s all. I myself don’t
know for sure why Cain suggested I tell them those facts. After
all, he has been unwilling to disclose all the details of his
plots.” James yawns, peering across the horizon. “In fact, I was
also instructed to keep you guys busy, in case you two noticed
something was up, but I had not intended on getting into a fight.
The only thing that’s certain here is Cain owes me for this favor,
big time.” He then walks off, leaving Dante and Sean alone in the
field.

Once the senior gets out of ear-shot,
Sean asks Dante, “Was this a big waste of time?”

“Cain must have thought
so.” He pulls out a cigarette with a small rock, lights it up with
a flame from the rock’s rune, and smokes a deep breath. “But at
least we know a little of his plans, and we’ve got dirt against
James, so he won’t be involved anymore.” He turns to Sean. “Let’s
go look for Matt and Rose. They can tell us what James said to
them.”

“Good idea,” Sean says as
they head off toward the student cabins. “Besides, what could have
possibly gone wrong? It’s not like whatever James told them made
them get into a fight!”

 


***

 


Matt heavily breaths, the orange light
radiating from him as if his armor is yet molten from a forge. Rose
has labored breaths as well, her vital wound gaining tinges of red.
They stare back at one another, the gap between them a wall keeping
them apart. They are impressed by the other’s skills and endurance,
but they can’t admire for long. Each feels they have to win at all
costs, being pushed on by the instinct to protect themselves and
the school. They both believe this battle won’t end until one of
them can’t fight any more.

Rose shatters the wall between them by
summoning another blizzard of leaves. Determined not to become
defenseless again from that, Matt prepares a spell as the leaves
gather around her. Rose vanishes behind the storming leaves, which
approach and surround him once more. Expecting it, Matt raises his
left arm and releases his black magic:

“Aeros
Twistor!”

A large, ebon cyclone launches into
the blizzard, and the dark wind erases the leaves. Rose correctly
assumed Matt would counter another blizzard as she is outside the
leaves’ area, out of reach of the cyclone. When Matt sees her, he
rides toward her on air balance at high speed and prepares another
spell while Rose builds up elemental power before her.

They unleash their charged energies at
the same time, right before collision. Matt casts his Blastion
spell, and Rose materializes a thick, wooden log to shield her. The
black magic explodes through the log, sending smashed timber into
the air, separating Matt and Rose as it sends her rolling from its
force. After he touches down on the ground, Matt watches Rose
kneeling a few yards away, seeing the red wound on her
chest.

It takes him a moment to also notice
the wooden debris from the log floating in the air, aimed at him
like possessed spears. The timber dives at him, and a stupefied
Matt has no time to dodge. They land in several parts of his body,
piercing him deeply, and the wounds turn into dark red energy, the
loss health spraying into the air.

Matt is immobilized by the surprise
attack, both arms disabled from using swords or guns and his
magic-pulse system greatly disrupted. With low health energy and no
strong attacks, he can no longer fight with the skill needed to
match Rose, who sprints to him with leaf daggers. Matt can’t
believe it. With the last of his strength, he prepares himself for
the final blow as he falls to his knees.


Chapter 6

 


Cracking Down on the Crown

 


***

 


Rose’s attack grinds to a stop, her
feet dragged into the ground, the blades thrust forward. They reach
Matt’s neck, touching for thin cuts. A small trickle of blood drips
from the leaves’ sharp edges.

Rose had to halt in her finishing blow
because something she didn’t believe could have happened did. Matt
demorphed. She is bewildered, her reasoning scrambled by the
action. Matt shivers in fear with his eyes shut tight, but when he
feels himself still alive, the leaves at his neck, he slowly opens
them to look at her.

Rose loses her voice for a moment, but
manages to get out, “Why did you demorph? Shadow Core terrorists
don’t demorph. They fight to the death.”

Matt answers, not realizing at the
moment that’s why he wasn’t a terrorist. “I wanted, my parents, to
say good-bye, while I still have a body.”

Rose trembles as many emotions crash
and pile up in her. Before demorphing, she drops her weapons
between them, also sinking to her knees. By the look on her face,
her demorphing, and her body about to breakdown, Matt concludes he
was wrong in any suspicions about her.

Tears appear from Rose’s eyes as she
says, “Oh, Matt, I’m, what was I…” She lowers her face, unable to
look at him. Matt, at first, can’t understand her crying, and
reaches out to touch her. She smacks his hand away, yelping,
“Please, don’t do that. How could you show pity for, for, ahh, I
almost, sniff.” The tears begin to flow.

Matt finally gets it. “Rose,” he
slowly says, trying to hold back his own tears, “I am at just as
much fault as you. We both screwed up, we, let’s just be thankful
it didn’t lead to…”

Rose interrupts him,
throwing her arms around him and bitterly weeping. “Oh, Matt! How,
how could we, why did we…?” She can’t restrain her emotions anymore, and the
tears and sobs pour out of her against him.

Matt feels the same following her
outbreak. His tears run down his face, and he whimpers right along
with her. They cry without restraint, holding the other tightly,
and both apologize and forgive without words. But meanwhile, on one
of the rooftops of the cabins, someone has watched them during the
confrontation, a sniper’s zoomed-in vision focused on them. Cussing
to herself, she takes her left-arm rifle off her target, turns
away, and hops off the roof and out-of-sight, as if she had never
been there.

 


***

 


Some time later, Sean and Dante stroll
towards the cabin sites, arriving at the seniors’ plot first. The
freshmen’s are on the far opposite side of the clearing, a few
minutes away yet. They walk relatively slow, thinking there was no
longer need to rush in their actions. It has been about ten minutes
since they fought James.

They are both silent the whole way,
each one minding to their own thoughts. Dante wonders to what
extent James’ talking with Matt and Rose could be, while Sean plans
what he’d do later that night. But then, he remembers something he
could chat about with Dante. “So, how are your fighting techniques
coming along?”

Dante exhales the last smoke of his
cigarette, which he drops second-mindedly. “Fine, to a small
degree. I’m not as gifted as others when it comes to
expansion.”

Sean understands the comment,
smirking, and asks, “Well, have you had any progress? Have any of
your attacks become more, ah, sophisticated?”

“Maybe. I’m doing some
experiments right now, and they seem to indicate my sword-swinging
needs some work. My attacks are fast, but they don’t cut deep, and
I can’t get past a strong defense, as you may have noticed against
James earlier. Therefore, I need to figure out some way to allow my
sword to cause greater damage, but without slowing down its speed
or building up momentum with air balance.”

Sean tries to follow him, but only
some of the details stick. “Wait a minute. All you want is to make
your strokes stronger? Why don’t you use both hands as the base for
your sword, then?”

Dante admits, “True, that would be the
most direct solution. But it does present a big disadvantage. When
I do that, the sword becomes heavier, and it makes my reactions to
things around me slower. So I need to find some other way
to…”

“How good are you with air
balancing?”

Dante looks confused when asking, “How
is air balance going to help my swordsmanship?”

“A lot, actually! I mean,
take me, for example. I use my air balance not only for high
agility, but also as a force behind my attacks. Plus, I’ve lately
noticed that, by merely concentrating air around me, I can then put
it into my attacks. Therefore, I can do harm to my opponent even
without having to fly around first!”

Understanding what he is saying, Dante
thinks about it. “If what you say is true, then I could use my air
balance to be the force behind my sword’s attacks.”

“Yep, that’s what I’m
saying!”

Nodding, Dante adds, “And, I’ve even
discovered that I can gather air around my blade and then whip it
out as gales of wind. But I haven’t thought of a use for that,
yet.”

“Hey, I can do that, too!
Well, I don’t do it too often, either, but I have it in case I need
it. So, think that solves your problem?”

Dante thinks for a moment, running
simulations of techniques in his head, before nodding. “Yes, I do
believe it does. I’ll have to practice a little, but I think I can
put together my swordsmanship and air balance.” He glances at Sean.
“Thanks for the tip.”

“Not a problem,” he
proudly responds. But he then realizes what he just did. “Oh no! If
I’m supposed to avenge myself for you failing me last year, you
getting more powerful is a bad
thing!”

“Not for me,” Dante
smirks, annoying Sean as the freshmen cabins come into
view.

 


***

 


Meanwhile, in their cabin, Matt and
Rose take a shower together again. There was no objection or
hesitation between them, they just did it, without a word between
them. It proves to be just the thing they need to calm themselves
and clear their minds. The warm water and vapor relieves their
aching bodies, and the other’s touch as they somberly wash each
other is a reassurance that they are alive, that there are no
secrets between them, and that they are truly sorry and willing to
forgive for their paranoia earlier. A few times during their
bathing, Rose tightly embraces Matt, pressing her body close
against his, and they stay like that for a moment, holding the
other compassionately, feeling each other’s hearts beat to the same
rhythm, to heal the bond between them almost broken.

During one of the moments of embrace,
Matt asks, “Should we tell anyone what happened?”

“No,” Rose responds. “If
anybody asks or needs to know, just say we had a practice
sparring.”

Matt nods in agreement as their
embrace ends and she turns away, letting him scrub down her back
with the soapy sponge. He says, “It was an amazing fight, if you
look on the bright side. You fought very well, and proved the
better by beating me.”

“Thanks. Did you know some
of those techniques were ninjutsu?”

“Oh, no. So that’s
ninjutsu. Is it really a rare and hard martial art to
learn?”

“Usually, unless you are
in my family. The Alamence bloodline has all the martial arts built
into different members. Therefore, we are perhaps the most
specialized Elemental Artists in the nation.”

Matt thinks on it before saying, “So,
it’s natural for you to be a ninja, and you pursuing mastership of
it isn’t because you were planning on an illegal
career.”

Rose, confused by his reference, turns
back to face him, allowing him to wash her chest and waist. “Why
would you think using ninjutsu points to being a criminal? It
doesn’t matter what your power is, what matters is how you use
it.”

Matt becomes embarrassed from her
rebuke of what he said before he explains, “Well, that’s how I
learned about it. I was told ninjutsu was the most successful
technique for assassinations.”

Rose wonders two things at
once. Why hadn’t she ever told him about her martial art, and how
did he learn enough about it to get the wrong idea about her? She
knows one of the answers, she never thought anyone would suspect
another of killing. They could all kill, really! As the sponge in
Matt’s hand goes lower than her waist, causing her to slightly gasp
and close her eyes while he washes her sensitive area, she is more
concerned of how he got his information when she asks, “Did you say
someone told you
about ninjutsu?”

“Yeah. James did. James
Iroshen. It sounded like he knew what was talking about, and I
guess I overreacted to it.”

Matt mentioning James surprises and
confuses Rose while the sponge strokes down her legs. Could it have
been a creepy coincidence, or something more sinister? “James, huh?
That’s strange, I was approached by him today, too, and he told me
about that new tactic of the Shadow Core terrorists.”

Matt comes up with the same eerie
question Rose has as he straightens up, handing the sponge to Rose.
“Why would you think I was from the S.C. just because James gave
you some information about them?”

Rose shrugs before taking the sponge
and running it across his chest. “He was worried you might be an
undercover terrorist, and asked me to interrogate you
thoroughly.”

“Yeah, and he feared you
were some professional assassin with a mission from Riaquen.” The
pieces of the puzzle come together in Matt while Rose works the
sponge down his body. James was a boss student. James told him
something to suspect Rose, and then James told Rose something to
suspect of him. He doesn’t care when the talks had all happened or
how. The only thing he thinks matters is why. An answer soon comes to him,
which pales his face and expands the width of his eyes. “I can’t
believe it.”

“Believe what?” Rose asks,
pausing in her scrubbing him and standing to look him in the
eye.

“I’ve an idea of what
James did to us. He made us so anxious about the other, we had the
misconception to fight each other and cause serious injury, or
worse. And, I have a guess of why he would do such a thing. He was
working for Cain.” The meaning of this conclusion sinks deep into
Rose and Matt, a moment passes before Matt suddenly feels weak and
embraces Rose first, and another moment goes by as their deep and
delicate touch comforts each other.

 


***

 


Sean and Dante arrive at Sean’s cabin
soon after the freshmen cabins come into view. Sean turns around to
Dante and says, “A simple knock on the door should determine if
Matt or Rose are here.” He then bangs his fist hard on the front
door several times.

A familiar female voice is heard
through the door. “Who is it, and what do you want?”

“Ah, hello Rose!” Sean
replies. “I’ve got Dante with me, and he was wondering if we could
show the place around to him, and, you know, chat a little. Shall
we let him in?”

There’s a moment of no response. Sean
and Dante exchange glances, curious of why she didn’t respond, but
the door soon swings open. Before they can walk forward, Rose grabs
them by their coats’ collars and yanks them inside.

As soon as they’re in, Rose slams the
door closed, making Sean and Dante jolt further. She walks over to
the couch, where Matt sits with his head facing down. They both
have only a bath towel wrapped around themselves, and her hair
hangs like it was still wet from water.

Sean is stupefied from the strange
scene before him. Both Matt and Rose in a towel, and her hair was
still wet. What did he just miss is his immediate thought. He asks,
“Hey, guys, what’s going on?” Dante is as baffled as him, shown by
his raised eyebrows marking confusion.

Rose ignores their questioning looks
and says to Matt, “You tell them, I’ll be getting dressed.” She
heads upstairs to her bedroom, closing the door behind her, and for
an instant Sean and Dante can’t help but look after her.

When they return their attention to
Matt, they see him raise his head to them, and they match gazes
with him. His eyes glare into them, the violet irises darker and
more ferocious than they have ever seen them. They also notice the
newfound scars across his neck, but are too surprised by Matt’s
fierce look to linger long on them. Before either of them could
ask, Matt asks instead, “Sean, James Iroshen is a senior boss
student, right?”

Sean answers, “Yes, that’s correct.
And, uh, speaking of him…”

Matt cuts him off when he asks, “And
Dante, does he have his own vanguards that do dirty work for
him?”

Dante nods and replies, “Yes, but not
as many as the other boss students. Just a few lackeys and such, or
whatever woman he’s currently dating. Why do you need to know
that?”

Matt sighs, clasps his fingers
together, and says, “I’d better explain, so listen closely. I don’t
want to repeat myself.” He tells them about what James told him and
Rose and what had happened up to now, leaving out the battle and
substituting it with a heated argument.

Sean is shocked and can’t get over it,
but Dante begins to understand. He says, “So what do you plan on
doing now? I wouldn’t worry about dealing with James anymore, Sean
and I took care of him.”

Matt nods before explaining, “I have a
hunch that he was acting for Cain, who must have masterminded
turning Rose and I against each other. This was probably his
attempt at degrading me, he was hoping I would go and do something
terrible and get myself into big trouble. Fortunately, Rose and I
were able to not go that far. But now, I want to return the favor.
If he thinks he can toy and play with other people’s emotions,
especially me and Rose’s, I would have him see he is greatly
mistaken.”

Sean and Dante understand what he
wants to do, and are suddenly eager to cooperate. Sean asks with a
smirk as he cracks his knuckles, “So, how are we gonna trash
him?”

Matt nods to Sean, but asks Dante, “If
you see any of Cain’s henchmen, do you think you could trim them up
in regards from me?”

“Of course,” he replies,
his golden eyes twinkling.

“And Sean, you’ve got a
knack for conversation, right? How about tarnishing Cain’s name to
everyone you can?”

“Oh sure, I can do that,”
he replies with a grin. “And besides, now I can defend myself from
whoever tries shutting me up!”

“True.” Matt leans back in
the couch, but keeps his determination on. “Finally, all of us, you
two, your pals, me, and Rose, have to start fighting and winning
more battles in my support. I think the best place to do that would
be the pit arena at the casino, so we could also win much of the
money and take that away from Cain. If he thinks he can outwit and
overwhelm me, I’ll prove him wrong. Our demonstrations are going to
take the student community by storm, and we’re going to break it
upon Cain and his allies.”

Impressed by his plan, Dante says,
“Not bad, Matt. I couldn’t have thought of that better myself. Do
you mind me asking how you came up with it, with you being new to
all this?”

Smirking, Matt replies in a calm tone,
“It’s simple, Dante. My parents didn’t just teach me how to fight
my battles, but also how to pick them. I took what I’ve recently
learned here, and used it to create a strategy for us to teach Cain
a very important lesson. The bigger you are, the harder you
fall!”

 


***

 


“ARE YOU FREAKING KIDDING
ME!? THAT’S IMPOSSIBLE!!” Cain’s fists slam the table before him in
his dark-lit room, an infuriated look in his eyes as he glares
between the other three in the room, James, the man known as
Buster, and a woman. “It’s impossible that Matt Calamos, the Dark
Warrior, could have lost
that fight!” He begins pacing back and forth,
muttering things under his breath as he tries to understand how his
plan had gone wrong. He then whirls on the woman, demanding, “Why
didn’t you shoot that broad Rose sooner!?”

Grimacing, the woman waves back her
long hair, explaining, “Well, it wouldn’t have made sense to shoot
her when she was still in morph. And by the time she was weak
enough, it was clear that Matt was already unable to shoot her. A
witness, especially herself, would know that Matt had not shot her,
so it would have been a pointless shot.”

“No, no, Irene, you stupid
bitch! If somebody had seen what had happened, a simple paying-off
could have convinced them that Matt had shot her!” Not admitting it
would be impossible to pay off Rose if she was the only witness,
since she would have been the one shot, he turns on James, saying,
“Okay, you’re going to dig up some dirt on Sean, and then you’re
going to…”

“Forget it, Cain,” James
interrupts him. “I am stepping out of this before it gets any
messier. And besides, Sean and Dante now have dirt on me. I
couldn’t continue cooperating even if I wanted to, for my own sake
and the stability of the community.”

The look on his face and the sporadic
movement of his fingers is a clear sign Cain was about to explode
at James, but he manages to calm himself down, slightly, before
turning to Buster instead. “You, Buster. You’re from Riaquen,
right? Talk to Rose, get to know her. Turn her against Matt, even
if you have to order her to do it. Got it?”

Buster shrugs and replies, “Yeah,
sure. I’ll talk to her.”

“Good, good. There may
still be a chance, then, despite some people around here
screwing us over!” As he
screeches out the emphasized words, he then stomps pass the table
to the other end of the room, stating, “I’m heading to the casino.
I’d better not hear any more bad news tonight, from
any of you!” He goes to
the door and exits the room, slamming it closed behind
him.

After they watch Cain leave, the three
look back to each other before Buster says, “He’s losing his mind.
I tell you, the guy’s got a mental problem or something, becoming
so obsessed with trying to make one kid’s life hell.”

“Well, one could say it’s
better than doing nothing around here,” Irene comments. “I’m all
for it, this place has needed some kind of excitement besides boss
students and their turf wars.”

“You just don’t care about
anything, do you, Irene?” James glowers at her, explaining, “If
Cain is becoming this unreasonable and insane, he’s not only a
threat to himself, but to anyone close to him. I’m his own cousin,
but even I can’t make him out anymore. If he keeps going like this,
it’s going to blow up in his face and take out everything around
him. If you had any sense for your own well being, you’d get out
while you can, as well.”

Looking back at him, Irene smirks
before saying, “Since when have you ever been concerned for my
well-being, James? Besides when you were taking my clothes off? I
can make my own choices around here, and I can take a chance on
where this thing between Cain and Matt goes. After all, the show
must go on, right?”

While James puts a palm to his face,
Buster asks, “And how are you going to explain you going turncoat
to Cynthia, once she recovers from her fever and leaves the
infirmary?”

Shrugging, Irene says, “Oh, I’ll just
say it was temporary, and then I’ll help her to, heh, forget about
it.” A sly smile crosses her lips at the thought of it.

James shakes his head before walking
to the door. “Yes, well, I’m out of here. I don’t know, nor care,
what you two do, but take my advice, if you will, and take no
further part in Cain’s plots. It could cost you dearly.” He opens
the door and leaves the two behind in the room.

Looking back to her, Buster tells
Irene as he rises from his chair, “Yeah, I’ll be going, too. Have a
good evening, Miss Goros.” After a polite nod, he exits the room,
leaving her alone in it.

Fully aware that the men became
uncomfortable in her presence and wanted to get lost fast, Irene
doesn’t care. After all, she likes people becoming uncomfortable
around her. Strolling over to Cain’s chair, she sits down in it,
placing her feet on the table as she leans back, blissful as she
anticipates her next encounter with her ex-boss, twirling her long
hair around her finger as she licks her lips. Another moment goes
by with her thoughts to herself before a strange look comes over
her, she kicks back from the table, and stands up to unzip and pull
down her pants.

 


***

 


Later that night, Dante takes the
initiative to begin what had been discussed with Matt. He and four
other men huddle in a spot behind the casino, yards away from the
river flowing nearby. The four men, about the same age as him, each
dressed in leather suits like him that are colored grey, white,
red, and yellow respectively, have positioned themselves to look in
all directions around Dante, standing in the center of the group
and smoking. Some time has passed before the gray-coated man looks
over his shoulder to Dante and asks him, “Are you sure we’re going
to meet them here?”

“Absolutely, Giovanni. We
won’t have to wait much longer, either. This is the time they
usually show up.”

The red-coated man asks, “And we won’t
have to worry about actual officers among them, right?”

“Correct, Paul. This is
where they come to get away from the other officers.” Taking out
the cigarette to exhale a puff of smoke, Dante puts it back in his
mouth as the yellow-coated man announces, “They’re
here.”

All of them turn to look, and they see
another group of men approaching them from around the corner of the
casino. They are twice the size of Dante’s group, and all of them
are dressed in fine tuxedo suits and wearing sunglasses. At first,
they don’t notice Dante’s group, some of them displaying drunken
behavior as they come closer, but the lead man soon sees them,
holding out his arms to stop his fellow officers. He takes a step
forward, removes his glasses to reveal he was Tony, and asks with
authority, “Who are you, and what are you doing out
here?”

Their only response is to keep glaring
at Tony for a moment before Dante’s friends step aside to allow
Dante himself to walk forward. While he discards his cigarette and
stomps it out, the officers behind Tony recognize who he is, the
drunk ones mumbling angry words. Dante says to Tony, “I, Dante
Goros, and my compatriots from Saratu, Giovanni, Leonardo, Paul,
and Raphael, have a petition for your boss, Cain
Incarein.”

Snuffing, Tony remarks, “Oh, really?
And what would this petition be?”

Placing his hands in his jacket’s
pockets, Dante declares, “We would like him to endorse to you, his
subordinates who serve as student casino guards, to lessen your
strict policies upon the other students who come to the
casino.”

Holding back laughter, Tony smirks and
replies, “I’m sorry, but Cain doesn’t have the time to hear
petitions that are so trivial. Plus, we do our job just fine. We
don’t need to change what’s been working for years.”

Sighing, Dante says, “I was afraid you
would say that. Very well. Now, I, Dante Goros, and his compatriots
have a message for you, the subordinates of Cain Incarein serving
as casino guards.”

Narrowing his eyes back at him, Tony
gestures to the men behind him to be ready while asking, “And
what’s that?”

His partners stepping forward to flank
him on both sides, Dante declares, “Our message is this. As long as
we are around the casino, you will be removed from your jobs and
sent to the infirmary.”

Stunned by the threat, along with the
officers behind him, Tony responds, “Are you actually threatening
us, your fellow students who do an honest service for the
community? You are either misguided vigilantes, or just plain
idiots. Such behavior cannot be ignored, and people who present
this behavior are hazardous to those around them.” Giving the
signal, he and the rest of the officers morph, adding promptly, “We
will now ask you to leave the casino area immediately, or
else.”

“…You had your chance to
run away. Now, we won’t let you leave this place conscious.”
Raising his right hand above his head, Dante snaps his fingers, the
signal for his partners and him to morph.

Coming right out of their morphs,
Dante’s associates attack Tony and the other security officers.
Paul becomes a Gunner with red armor, turns his left arm into a
light-machine-gun, and open fires upon the group, his bullets
stinging or piercing many of them and causing the drunk ones to
stumble in their scattering. Giovanni becomes a large, gray Beast,
Machine Cat style, and levels the double-barreled cannon set on his
back and fires a round into two Swordsmen and a Shotgun Gunner,
throwing them in three different directions from the
blast.

The white-coated man changes into a
warrior with white armor and two arm blades of energy, rushing
forward and shoving one of his blades into a Magician before
turning to slash a nearby Spearman with the other. And the
yellow-coated man transforms into a yellow armored warrior, jumps
high into the air, and comes crashing down on a hound-like Dog,
crushing him with a sledgehammer whose head is nearly as big as his
own torso.

Unlike his compatriots, Dante himself
has not taken part in the action, nor moved from his spot. Instead,
he simply watches the chaos, waiting for something. He is yet
watching the battle when, from behind him, a brown clone of a
Zombie appears out of the ground.

Before the clone can claw at him,
Dante draws his katana from his left hand, turns, and splits it in
a diagonal cut. After destroying the clone, he glances around to
find a whole group of clones surrounding him, slowly walking
towards him with their arms reaching out for him. Over the next few
seconds, he simply waves his sword to hack down every clone that
gets close to him in quick order.

Upon erasing the tenth clone to come
at him, Dante gets a sudden feeling that the only reason they are
throwing themselves at him was to distract him. His suspicion is
confirmed when he feels the ground vibrate below him. Acting on
instinct, he launches himself straight into the air on air balance,
just as a large, clawed hand of earth bursts out of the ground and
tries to grab him.

Stopping himself high above the zombie
hand, Dante looks around to find the real Tony standing by himself
on the opposite bank of the river. He thrusts on air balance in a
descent towards Tony, an idea coming to him that this would be a
good time for practice. Startled to see Dante coming right at him,
Tony defends himself by raising his left arm and summoning another
giant hand out from it, stretching with open talons to intercept
the incoming Swordsman. Instead of flying out of the way, Dante
side-thrusts a little to his right, adjusts his sword into a
reverse grip, and continues his descent past the zombie arm,
slicing through it along the way.

Horrified by Dante’s approach, Tony
has to let him land near him, side-thrusting to avoid the katana’s
cut, and throws a gale of corrosive wind at him. Dante rolls out of
the way, jumps back up, and delivers a downward slash through him
as he turns to face him. Flinching from the sword easily cutting
through his decaying flesh, Tony can’t defend himself when Dante
follows up the first slash by floating into the air, spinning in an
upward spiral so that his sword rapidly slashes more wounds into
him. His wounds becoming red from the repeated slices through his
chest area, Tony looks up with terrified awe as Dante stops his
spiral, raises his sword between both hands, and falls down for a
final strike.

Dante’s sword chops through Tony’s
corpse-like body, splitting it in half with a sickening splash of
health energy. Tony instantly demorphs, only to keep his face in
stricken posture as he falls over unconscious. Standing up
straight, Dante looks away from him back across the river to resume
watching his comrades fighting.

The battle over there has become more
of a massacre as they finish off the few officers still in morph.
Paul grabs a Knifeman and fires a burst of bullets into his wounded
abdomen, causing him to demorph. The Arm Blade Warrior cuts up
through an Axman with his left blade, stabs him with the right
blade, and brings the left blade back down to hook-and-rip him,
after which the Axman demorphs. The Sledgehammer Warrior tosses an
Elemental Artist into the air with his hammer and does a quick
rotation to swing the hammer again, smashing into his opponent and
flinging him into the wall of the casino, off of which he demorphs
and hits the ground face-first. And Giovanni pins another Beast, a
Bull, to the ground and sinks his fangs into his neck, red wound
energy leaking out with a loud crunch before the Bull
demorphs.

With all of the officers lying either
unconscious or barely moving around them, the four Alkalians turn
to look back at Dante, and he nods his approval to them. Not only
was it a job well done, but they also had taken little damage to
their battle morphs. Suddenly, Dante’s eyes widen with shock when,
out of nowhere, a wall of aurora energy appears, side-winding past
the fallen officers and slashing through his partners.

Dante watches as Paul dodges the
aurora and fires at its source, only to have the bullets reflected
back at him and hit him in the chest before he falls over. The new
foe then appears, a Sword-and-Shield Warrior, and casts a volley of
magic spikes from his sword into Giovanni, who gets up and bounds
away with his armor glowing from yellow wounds, the cannon on his
back impaled and disabled. The Arm Blades Warrior attacks the new
foe by leaping at him and bringing both his blades down on him, but
they slide off the armor without scratching it. The
Sword-and-Shield Warrior turns, slams him with his shield, and
repeatedly slashes at him with his sword, stopping when he leaps
out of the way of the Sledgehammer Warrior’s hammer and thrusts his
blade into the Sledgehammer Warrior’s skull.

Putting away the stunned expression on
his face, Dante realizes who this new foe must be as he dashes
across the river toward him in a burst of air balance. Racing up to
him as he keeps stabbing the Sledgehammer Warrior, he thrusts with
his sword into his back, not piercing him but instead pushing him
over, allowing his victim to stand up and hurry away with wounds on
his head, left arm, and side. Keeping his eyes on the
Sword-and-Shield Warrior, Dante stands still, his sword posed to
defend between his hands, and waits for him to get back up. After
standing, he turns around to show a wicked grin and evil green eyes
beneath his helmet.

Laughing, Cain says to Dante, “Well,
well, so you’re the one behind this mad attack on the casino
guards, eh? Dante Goros, might I ask for what fathomable reason you
have assaulted my officers tonight?”

Dante calmly replies,
“First of all, my men and I didn’t start this fight. Your men were
the ones who morphed first. Secondly, the person who did start this
entire conflict was you, on the day you had your fight against Matt
Calamos.”

With amused surprise, Cain exclaims,
“Ah, I see! So the rumors are true, you are helping out that
ridiculous excuse of a prodigy. If you ask me, this doesn’t seem
like something you’d do, Dante.”

“What do you mean by
that?”

“Oh, well, you’ve always
struck me as the laissez faire
kind of guy.” Nonchalantly spinning his
broadsword in his right hand, Cain continues, “I just can’t
understand why you, who never voices his opinion, who stays in the
shadows, would all of a sudden become a comrade to a rebellious
freshman, of all people. I dare say, your behavior could be just as
illogical as your older sister’s.”

Seeing Cain was humoring himself,
Dante adapts a little of his tone in his reply, ignoring the subtle
insult towards him and his sister. “Heh, you obviously don’t know
me that well, then. Just because I’m not acting out anything
doesn’t mean I’m not going to act at all.”

“Hmm? Are you saying you
were actually waiting for someone like Matt to come along?”

“You could say
that.”

Getting serious, Cain says as his
sword stops twirling, “That’s such a shame, Dante. A wise man like
you, wasting his time and efforts to help a foolish child who is
destined to be overcome by superiority like me. If I were you, I
would abandon such useless commitment and stay out of this business
between us. Besides, in what possible way could you aid him against
me, the Invincible Warrior?”

Dante growls back, “On the contrary,
Cain, I’m not wasting my time helping out Matt. You see, people
like you need to be put back in their place, one way or another. In
fact, I will show you what I mean this very night.”

Angered, Cain cries, “So
you think that I am the inferior one!? I am inferior to no one!”

“Oh, how wrong you are,
Cain Incarein. I can think of many people who wouldn’t even care to
know who you are. For example, Nicholas Narqailein.”

Twitching at the mention
of the name, Cain snaps, “Don’t you ever mention that name in my
presence! He’s long gone, and now I
am the greatest student on campus! Now prepare
yourself, as I show you why!!”

Glancing to see his compatriots
watching from a safe distance, each with vital wounds on their
morphs, Dante gestures to them to stay back while keeping his cold
stare upon Cain, his hands parting to leave the katana in his right
hand.

 


***

 


A frenzied Cain restarts the battle,
lunging at Dante with a sweeping arc of his blade. Dante parries
the sword and launches himself up and away on air balance. Cain
takes off after him, and they both come to levitate above the river
flowing quietly below them. He throws numerous flashes of magic at
Dante, who either dodges or deflects each one of them. Infuriated,
Cain charges forward with his sword raised for a great slash, but
Dante drops down toward the river, having him fly right over him
and clumsily swing his sword through the air.

Cain turns and rushes back at him,
their swords clashing while they are a few feet above the river’s
surface. The blades cross a few more times before Cain does
something unanticipated. He keeps his sword arm held back, allowing
Dante’s sword to strike him in the chest, which causes no damage to
him. Seeing his folly, Dante is stabbed, pushed off air balance by
Cain’s shield, and slammed into the river with a loud splash by a
magic wave thrown from Cain.

While Dante is underwater, Cain smirks
as he backs up several yards and lowers his feet into the river.
Then swinging his sword through the water, the resulting splash
thrown up is kept in mid-air from magic energy possessing it. The
suspended globs of water stretch out to form liquid spikes,
floating in space before him. Reaching the surface to look, Dante
does not like what he sees coming.

With a crazed expression, Cain points
his sword at him, and the water darts dive towards him. Quickly
turning his back, Dante has to let the spikes land in him as he
sinks back into the river. After the lancing pain passes through
him, he swims underwater towards the shore.

Dante’s comrades, already demorphed by
then look worried after watching their leader beaten into the
water. Rising back into the air on his end of the river, Cain looks
thrilled as he waits for Dante to reappear. When he does, Dante
crawls onto the right-side river bank, orange wounds glowing on the
back of his red armor.

Cain humors himself with wild laughter
before boasting, “You’re even more pathetic than the rebellious
freshman! Like I said before, you are forcing a pointless struggle
here. Not only will I soon finish you off, but you can’t harm me in
anyway, you can’t even scratch me. Face it, Dante, you have no
chance against me, because I am invincible!”

His left hand tightening into a fist
over some wet mud, Dante glares back at his foe while raising
himself back into the air. Turning to face him directly, he
declares in his controlled, intimidating voice, “You are so
predictable, Cain, that you cannot see your own fault. Prepare
yourself, for in the next ten seconds, I will defeat
you.”

Surprised by the warning, Cain’s anger
rekindles as he cries, “The only fool around here is you!” while
bringing his glowing sword down and forward, throwing a large
sphere of magic at Dante. Side-thrusting out of its path, Dante
then charges at Cain on air balance. Before he reaches him, Cain
thrusts forward on his own air balance with his blade. Dante,
however, rolls out of the way, and the two swordsmen fly past each
other.

Whirling around in agitation, Cain
throws another magic spell at Dante, who ascends in momentum to
avoid it, turns around, and comes back at him. Putting his shield
out before him while raising his sword, he expects Dante to hit his
shield while he would chop into him in response. What happens next,
however, Cain could never have foreseen.

Dante slows to a stop in front of him,
brings up his left hand, and throws the mud he grabbed earlier into
his face. Blinded by the mud, Cain rubs at it with his sword arm,
forgetting to keep his guard up. He pays for it when Dante grabs
his arm, pulls it out of the way, and thrusts the point of his
katana through his exposed neck, the only part of his body besides
his face that isn’t armored.

Gagging with shock and pain as the
wound flashes green, Cain is so stunned from what happened that he
is unable to react when Dante brings his sword out his neck, does a
quick rotation, and cleaves through his neck in one clean motion.
With his head thus decapitated, wound energy spouts from his neck
like a fountain, quickly turning red in color, and he remembers to
demorph after realizing what was going on.

 


***

 


The battle is over as Cain in his
human form drops into the river, and a moment later resurfaces,
unconscious and dragged along by the current. Tempted to leave him
like that, Dante instead swoops down to him, grabs him by the
collar, and lifts him out of the water, carrying him back to dry
land. Setting him next to his fainted subordinates still lying on
the ground while landing, he looks to his own men as they gather
around him, the discipline on their faces betrayed by the amazement
in their eyes.

After glancing at each of them, Dante
demorphs and says, “Well gentlemen, we accomplished more here
tonight than I thought we would. Not only did we knock out all of
his minions, but we also vanquished Cain himself. The only thing
that puzzles me is how Cain knew we were fighting his henchmen.”
Turning his gaze to a bush near the wall of the casino, he focuses
on it to pick out someone hiding behind it. Realizing he was
spotted, the person morphs into a Dog and runs away, disappearing
behind the corner of the building. “Ah yes, the cowardly Johnny,
Cain’s spy who doesn’t like to fight at all. Leonardo, why don’t
you go and chop him up for us?”

“At once, sir,” replies
the white-coated man before he turns away, remorphs into the Arm
Blades Warrior, and runs after the Dog.

Dante then says to Giovanni, “Go find
some actual school staff to deliver these injured students to the
infirmary.” Giovanni nods, remorphs into the Machine Cat, and takes
off into the night. After bringing out his stone lighter and
cigarette for a smoke, Dante turns to the last two men with him and
tells them, “As for us, Raphael and Paul, let’s go into the casino
and play a few rounds of blackjack. And while we’re at it, announce
to everyone around that we defeated Cain and his entourage in the
name of Matt Calamos.”


Chapter 7

 


Capturing the Crowd

 


***

 


“Wind Spirit damn it!”
Cussing as her fist slugs the wall before her, Cynthia fumes,
leaning her pounding forehead against the wall. Within a suite-like
room, with a coffee table before a large couch and stone sculptures
arranged throughout it, her back is turned to the other three women
present. Two are in similar dresses to her own, blue and purple in
color, and the third wears a suit of bright yellow leather,
complimenting her long, blonde hair with streaks of black through
it. Sighing, Cynthia asks without turning to them, “And how long
has it been going about?”

“A few days now, Cynthia,”
replies the blue-dressed woman.

“And Sean hasn’t wound up
in the infirmary, or worse, why?”

“Well, despite the rumor
going around, not many people are willing to believe it,” answers
the purple-dressed woman. “They logically think it’s impossible for
you to wind up with him, given you are both on far sides of the
spectrum.”

“I see. That’s good, then.
We’ll let them think that, I can’t afford to be, uh, humiliated
like that.” Waving her hand, Cynthia says, “You two may leave, I
wish to speak with Irene on further matters.” The two women bow
before leaving the room, exiting out a door a few feet to her
right. Once they are gone, she turns around to look at the blonde
woman, asking, “And how have the boss students reacted to this
rumor?”

Shrugging, Irene tells her, “Oh,
they’ve thought the same as the most of the community, that it’s
just some silly lie Sean came up with to tarnish your reputation,
in return for you tarnishing his in gambling. No need to worry
about them on that subject.”

In truth, Irene is furious of how her
gossip failed to be as devastating to Cynthia as she hoped it would
be. Yet cursing her younger brother for declaring her word couldn’t
be trusted on such topics, she doesn’t dare let Cynthia know it had
been her that spread the slanderous rumor. She asks her with a
smile, “So, are you recovering well from your fever,
Cynthia?”

“Ugh, I guess. The fever
itself is gone, but my head still hurts, and I am weary from trying
to rest in the infirmary all day and night. I desperately need my
beauty sleep.” While Alkalians can quickly recover from injuries
endured in their battle morphs, trauma from disease or illness is a
different matter, their bodies taking longer to recuperate from
such. Walking across the room past Irene, she sits down on the
couch, collapsing against the cushions, and sighs, “That’s the last
time I take medicine personally prescribed to someone
else.”

“Aw, don’t fret about your
beauty sleep, Cynthia. You still look beautiful to me!” Staring at
Cynthia’s figure briefly, she sits on the couch beside her,
brushing away some hair from across her face, and asks, “So that’s
what triggered your illness? You took some drugs they had?” She
already knows this, but plays dumb on the matter.

“Yeah, Matt has some
insomnia pills or something. I was hoping the one pill would put me
to sleep before I did anything with Sean. But, unfortunately, it
backfired terribly on me.” A hot flash passes through her, causing
her to pause for a breath and fight back a fainting spell, before
she continues. “Although, the fact Matt has such medicine can be
used to spread gossip, itself. You can tell Cain about it, I’m sure
he’ll appreciate such knowledge to twist into a tall tale against
him.”

“Uh huh. I’ll be sure to
give him the information.” She has already done so, but again,
nothing Cynthia needs to know. Shuffling closer next to her, her
eyes grazing over the beads of sweat on her bare, bright red skin,
a rare pink from the hot flash, Irene asks, “So, how was it, with
Sean? How much do you remember of it, despite you being out of your
mind?”

“Well, I can’t remember
what I was thinking, but what I was feeling, it, it was bizarre. I
just had this, ah, overpowering attraction to him, and he, he
wasn’t too bad. He certainly satisfied my desires, I guess, but
there were a few painful moments. Things he couldn’t have been wary
of, from it being his first time.”

“Hmm, interesting. Then,
did you like it, or no?”

“I, I don’t know. It’s
hard for me to say, I wasn’t really myself when we did it, so I
couldn’t give an honest answer.”

“Yeah. Well, what do you
say we make it more clear to you, with something to, oh, compare it
against?” As she suggests it, Irene moves in closer to Cynthia,
pressing herself against her as their faces are inches apart with
her looking deeply into her eyes and breathing on her, the stance
of a predator before pouncing on its prey.

Her aching head and weakened body
hindering her from properly responding and denying the thing Irene
suggests, Cynthia looks in curious confusion back into her eyes,
asking, “What do you mean by that, Irene?”

“Oh, don’t worry. You’ll
understand soon enough.” On that final note, Irene slowly moves in
on an impressionable Cynthia, the few inches between them
disappearing as their lips meet in a silent kiss.

After holding that first kiss for a
few seconds, they break away for a moment, each staring dreamily
into the other’s eyes, before they resume kissing, becoming more
passionate as they embraced, holding each other tightly. Soon,
Irene’s hands move across Cynthia to pluck at and slip off the
straps of her dress from her shoulders, and then zip down the back
of it to let it fall from her torso, leaving her chest
bare.

As Cynthia found herself relieved to
be free of the clothing, sighing contently and arcing her back,
Irene quickly tugs off her leather vest and undershirt to expose
her bare torso as well. Going in for the kill, Irene ensnares
Cynthia again in a deep embrace, kissing her furiously while their
bodies rub together, a fiery friction massaging their warm
skin.

A minute goes by in their crazed
passion, each relishing the searing sparks of sensation between
them, before Irene breaks from the kissing to let them breath in
gasps, and asks, “What do you think so far, Cynthia. Any better
than Sean?”

Her eyes closed, Cynthia replies,
“Hmm, this is, nice.”

“Ah, that’s good.” While
her right hand sneaks down Cynthia’s waist to her legs, brushing
away her skirt to stroke her bare hip, she assures her, “Before
we’re done here, what you had with Sean will look pathetic compared
to this.” She licks Cynthia’s cheek like a tongue of flame before
kissing her again, laying them down on the couch with her on top,
her hand yet stroking Cynthia’s leg, her nails dragging across her
like flint to produce more sparks.

Softly moaning with rising arousal and
pleasure from Irene handling her, the fire started between them
engulfing her, Cynthia yet manages to ask her, “So, what have you
been up to, while I was in the infirmary and you were not working
for me?”

“Oh, not much, just a
small favor for Cain,” Irene responds, moving down to Cynthia’s
neck to nibble her sensitive skin there. “All I had to do was spy
on Matt and Rose, let them fight each other, and then shoot Rose
after Matt defeated her. But, unfortunately, it was Rose who
defeated Matt, and I didn’t get the chance to shoot her.” Arcing
her back over Cynthia, she takes a moment to gasp, letting her body
shudder with burning pleasure, before staring back down at her,
hungrily licking her lips as she slowly lowers her face towards her
breasts.

At first not caring, but rather
enjoying, what Irene does to her, blinded by the heat between them,
something in the back of her mind suddenly yanks Cynthia’s
attention to a specific part of what she said. Steam hisses as it
clears the flames, and she stops her just before her mouth reaches
her chest, speaking out, “Whoa, wait, hang on. What were you going
to do with Matt and Rose? Shoot one of them?”

“Well, yeah,” Irene
replies, a bit flustered. “That was Cain’s plan, after all. Get
them to fight each other, and then frame Matt for shooting Rose
when she was out-of-morph. That would have put him in huge trouble,
and…”

“What the hell is wrong
with you!?” A fierce back-hand slap from
Cynthia smacks Irene across the face, sending her reeling back from
the shocking blow, instantly dousing the flames of passion. Then
kicking her away to stand up from the couch, she glares down at
her, steaming as she explains, “Deceiving and manipulating others
is one thing, but physically, and maybe even fatally, harming them
out-of-morph? That is a confederate crime, Irene! How could you
even consider doing that!?”

Trying to not lose her dignity, Irene
stands up, whipping her hair back while rubbing her stung cheek,
and remarks, “Well, isn’t that surprising, you sticking up for
them. Why should you care about them, Cynthia? They’re just
freshmen, after all, and Matt is a threat to our student community,
as Cain has explained.”

“And that’s your excuse to
endanger their lives? They’re not just freshmen, Irene, they’re
actual people, like you and I! And you would do that, for
Cain!?” Groaning in
disgust, she puts her dress back up over her torso. “Some guy’s
sick obsession over being cruel towards other students shouldn’t be
something you’re willing to risk your reputation and liberty
over.”

Sighing, Irene adapts a superior air
about her as she steps closer to Cynthia, her breasts still bare as
she squares her shoulders, before she tells her with a venomous
tone, “My reputation, huh. Well, let me remind you, Cynthia, that I
don’t care what other people think of me here. After all, away from
campus, I’m superior to them all. I’m the heir to the throne of
Saratu.” Bringing a hand to Cynthia’s face to stroke it, she adds,
“And perhaps, since you’re from Saratu as well, you should give me
proper respect and loyalty, as well as your ‘service’ to
me.”

Irene’s attempt to
hard-press her into resuming their love-making is foiled by another
slap across the other cheek, and Cynthia, her eyes burning with an
different fire, remarks, “You haven’t acted like any noble I’d be
proud to serve the whole time at this school, so you are no
princess of mine, Irene Goros.” Pointing to the door, she orders
her, “Now get of my sight, and don’t ever cross me again, or I will
become truly angry. You understand that, Irene?”

Honestly shocked, hurt, and humiliated
she had been rejected by her, Irene glowers back at her before
retrieving her clothes and putting them back on. While zipping up
her vest, she says, “That’s a shame, Cynthia. Now I’ll have to let
Cain know you are no longer loyal to the cause, that you would let
the freshmen take over this school.”

“Go ahead, Irene, let that
wretched, insane bastard know I’m not on his side anymore!” Cynthia
explodes. “In fact, go ahead and tell the whole community, I don’t
care! I will never work with that heartless monster again, and you are a
perverted fool to still support him!”

“Fine, then. I’ll let them
know.” Heading for the door, Irene stops, glances back over her
shoulder, and brings up, “Oh, and by the way, the one who spread
the gossip about you and Sean? That was me. Have a good evening,
Cynthia Volvaron.” Without looking back, she opens the door and
leaves the room.

At first speechless, Cynthia then
erupts into furious screaming after the door closes, whirling on
the couch and repeatedly hammering her fists into it. Her snarling
turns into sobbing as she breaks down, her wearied body trembling
under guilt and shame. It feels like her whole world at the college
has flipped upside down, and she doesn’t know how to work out her
feelings, who to turn to, what to do. Until it all comes back to
Cain.

Raising her tear-streaked, enraged
face from the cushions, she understands all that she has suffered,
her being manipulated beyond her will, happened because of him, and
she would make sure he pays for it. If he was wound up so much over
some freshman, then he was in for a real nightmare once he met a
woman’s scorn, hotter than Hell itself.

 


***

 


Over the next few days after Dante’s
victory by the river, Matt’s operation unfolds and spreads
throughout campus. Dante and his friends continue to challenge and
wreck any of Cain’s servants they meet at the casino. Sean’s
criticism of Cain inspires more people to go against him and his
entourage. And in the pit arena, Matt, Rose, Sean, and Dante win
many of the duels they enter, taking control of the monetary flow
and the alliance of the students. The tide of opposition begins to
reverse, especially thanks to the shocking news that Dante also
defeated Cain. Soon, more people are for Matt’s uprising than for
surrendering to Cain’s dwindling oppression.

Cain himself, meanwhile, becoming
rarely seen outside of school hours, tries to resist Matt’s
conquest of the community when he releases information through his
gossipers about two rumors against Matt. The first is that Matt
isn’t naturally a Dark Warrior, and instead he has special drugs
that enhance his abilities. Matt, upon hearing this accusation,
proves it false by bringing his medicine, the drugs in question,
with him into the public, taking a pill, and going out cold to the
surprise of everyone around him.

In response, Cain brings out a second
rumor to try and diminish Matt’s standing. This story is about the
scars on Matt’s neck, which Cain uses as evidence in trying to
prove he was sexually abusing a girl and got scratched when she was
fighting back. He even has some random female student lie about the
story being true, until Sean takes some prize money gathered from
the casino and pays her more than Cain does. As for where the cuts
came from, Matt sticks with the story that he was sparring and got
damaged greatly enough that the scars were leftover.

With the two lies denounced, Matt
finds himself feeling good and content one afternoon in the study
hall with Lyn and her colleagues. Rather than studying, he is
simply hanging out, sitting on one of the couches and having small
talk with Lyn beside him.

Meanwhile, the other women are
dispersed about the room, having their own chats, but one thing
Matt can’t overlook is how Amelia is one of the two closest to him
and Lyn, as she and her buddy are on the couch opposite them. He is
just starting to convince himself that Amelia, appearing oblivious
of him while in her conversation, is flashing him subtle looks when
Lyn says to him, “I have to admit, Matt, I’m surprised and
impressed with how well you’ve done in tarring Cain’s name
throughout the community. I mean, it’s like you’ve got nearly
everybody no longer afraid or loyal to him!”

“Yeah, I suppose I have,”
he replies humbly. “It surprises me, too!”

The two of them laugh before Lyn says,
“To think, not so long ago you were a shy little man. But now,
you’ve stood tall and proud against a tyrant, and firmly resisted
his reign with the help of friends. Seriously, Matt, I’m very proud
of you and what you’ve done for yourself, as well as the
community.”

“Thank you, Lyn. But
remember, as you said, I didn’t do it alone. I had help from my
friends, and that includes you!”

“Haha, true! But hey,
speaking of that, may I ask a favor of you?”

“A favor, from me? Sure, I
guess. What is it?”

“Well, seeing how well
you’ve done in trashing Cain’s reputation around here, I was
wondering if you could help me do more than that. I’m sure you’re
aware by now how boss students rule the school, in a way,
right?”

“Yes, I’m aware. What
about it?”

“Oh, you know, Matt, it’s
just, it’s just wrong. Leaders in the student community shouldn’t
be ruling over the others through fear or force. They should be
shining examples of inspiration and assistance. That’s why, for
awhile now, I’ve been trying to change the way it works here at the
college. I’ve tried to dispel the gang mentality of the boss
students and their lackeys and make things better for
everyone.”

Sighing, Lyn goes on, “But, I’ll
admit, I haven’t had much progress on my own. So, with your success
in stomping down Cain, the figurehead of the mobster behavior, I
was hoping you could assist me in the cause. You could be the spark
to get the flames of rebellion going, the momentum needed to sweep
away the boss students’ tyranny over the school. What do you think,
Matt? Could you help me make the school a better place?”

“Hmm. Well, to be honest,
I only took up this campaign against Cain just to keep him from
messing with me or my friends again, and to set an example to
anyone else who would dare bully us. I didn’t really want to cause
more trouble with anyone else.” When Lyn flashes him a begging
look, her pale eyes slightly enchanting him, he thinks about it,
shrugs, and admits, “However, I guess you do make a good point.
Cain can’t be the only one who’s made lives miserable around here
as a boss student, right?”

“Oh yes, of course! Sure,
he’s the most active one who’s done so, without subtlety, without
shame, but the others have been guilty of it, too. Buster Harmada,
Cynthia Volvaron, and James.”

Detecting the way she growls out the
name, Matt asks, “What do you have against him?”

Her icy eyes freezing over
with hate, she says without restraint, “He’s a lying, selfish,
unfeeling, manipulative, and conceited bastard. The only things he
cares about are power, money, and women. I was a fool to trust him, to
think he was a friend, those few years ago, but even I was used and
abused by him, only to be betrayed when he threw away whatever we
had for the corrupting taint of being a boss student.”

“Ah, I see.” Understanding
her a little through his own experience with James recently, he
pats her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry for whatever hardship he gave
you, Lyn.”

“Thanks, Matt.” Her eyes
softening, she looks back to Matt, again asking, “So, will you and
your friends help me in a revolution against the boss student
regime?”

“Well, I would have to
talk with them, to see how they feel about it, before…”

Matt’s response, as well as the rest
of the conversations in the room, are cut off by a crisp knocking
on the door, causing him, Lyn, Amelia, and the other women to whirl
their heads to it. One of the girls crosses the room, asks through
the door who it was, listens for the answer, and turns to announce,
“It’s Cynthia Volvaron. She says she comes in peace, that she just
wants to talk.”

The cold flames in Lyn’s eyes,
rekindled at the fact it was one of the boss students at the door,
yet burn warily as she replies, “Let her in.”

While Matt and the others watch, the
subordinate unlocks the door and lets Cynthia, in her flowing red
dress and attended by three other women in blue, green, and yellow
dresses, enter the room. Appearing well composed, with her hand
stroking back some of her hair, she greets Lyn’s company with a
courteous tone. “Good afternoon, ladies. I hope I’m not
interrupting anything important.” Strolling across the room towards
the couches, her rich pink gems meet Lyn’s pale diamonds as she
nods to her, going on, “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice,
Lyn, for which I do apologize, but I feel there’s something you and
I have to discuss.”

Standing to be near level with
Cynthia, face-to-face and a few inches shorter than her, Lyn
remarks with a cool, but cruel, tone, “Oh, really? Whatever could
it be about, I wonder. Have you come on a serious matter, or are
you just here to try giving us fashion advice?”

“Oh no, no, I have nothing
trivial in mind. This is all about business, which will hopefully
be good between us.” Cynthia then notices Matt on the couch near
them, glancing down and acknowledging him with a nod and smile.
“Ah, I see you are here, as well, Matt. How very convenient! For
you see, I have something to share that you may want to know,
too.”

Standing up to face both Lyn and
Cynthia on either side of him, Matt looks to the taller, tanner,
red-themed one of the two and asks, “Uh, really? What is
it?”

Keeping up her calm, dazzling
impression, Cynthia points to Matt’s neck, tracing her finger
across it, and says, “I know how you got those scars. You got into
a fight with Rose.”

Matt, and the other women around him,
are stunned before he gets out, “How, how do you know
that?”

“Oh, it’s simple, really.
Irene Goros, my former associate, told me. She was cocky enough to
inform me that she had been working for Cain, that she was spying
on you and Rose while you two fought, and she was going to shoot
Rose if you had defeated her, thereby framing you for harming her
out-of-morph.”

A fist of air smashes into Matt’s
side, his eyes and mouth wide open in shock, before he falls back
to the couch. His mentality is shattered and scattered over how
much more serious, and potentially devastating, the encounter had
been. A rattled Lyn speaks for him, asking, “And why should we
believe your word, Cynthia?”

“Why? Oh, I can tell you
why.” Her calm demeanor shifts into a boiling rage as she explains,
“I was once Cain’s ally in this whole mess between him and Matt. I
put my reputation on the line by flirting with Sean, to get into
his cabin and dig up any dirt I could against Matt. That plan,
however, backfired. Remember that rumor going around, that I and
Sean did it? Well, it’s true.”

Lyn, Amelia, and their
associates gasp in shock before she goes on. “I found Matt’s
personal prescription of drugs, and thought I could use it to pass
out before I did anything with Sean. Unfortunately, that’s not what
happened. I lost all sense of logic, filled with a sudden, burning
desire for Sean, and then I was literally burning afterwards with a
fever. I put my reputation, and my health, on the line for Cain,
only to find out he’s become so mad he’d threaten other people’s
lives just to get what he wants. I do not appreciate that, and I intend to
make him pay for it!”

A moment of stunned silence goes by
before Lyn speaks up, “Wow, I, I understand. Then, are you here
because, you want to switch sides?”

“Yes, that’s precisely it,
Lyn. That’s the business I had in mind.” Her ire cooling down,
Cynthia proposes, “Seeing as you, Matt, and friends have already
done much against him, I am ready and willing to do more with you
in giving that mad man hell, with my accomplices and I. How does
that sound? Would you let me tag along for the ride, to get my
revenge on him?”

“Well, uh, uh, yes,
certainly! Although, there is one thing to keep in mind. This thing
we have going, against Cain, will no longer be against him solely.
We’re also out to break down the whole boss student regime over
this school, so that would mean you would have to comply and accept
it, or still be against us. Is that fine with you?”

Raising an eye brow at Lyn’s demand,
Cynthia thinks over it for a moment before confirming with a nod,
“Yeah, that’s fine. I could care less for being a superior over the
other students at the moment. All I want is to burn Cain to the
ground, and I’ll go along with whatever it takes.”

“Good. It’s settled, then.
You and I, hopefully with support from Matt and his friends, will
continue the campaign against Cain and his reign.” She looks down
to Matt on the couch and asks, “That sound okay with you,
Matt?”

“…Huh? Oh, yeah, sure,
that’s fine.”

“Okay.” Seeing how
distressed and unsure Matt is, Lyn turns and suggests, “Shall we
discuss some plans or tactics elsewhere, Cynthia? I don’t think
Matt is in the mood to do so at the moment, so we shouldn’t bother
him with it.”

“Hmm, yeah, we can do
that. I would say he has a lot to think over, himself. Let’s head
to the library, we can talk more there.”

“Alright, the library it
is.” She flashes glances to her subordinates, who nod and gather up
while heading for the door to depart. She taps Amelia on the
shoulder when she passes her, saying, “Amelia, why don’t you stay
here with Matt, and make sure he’ll be fine and see him
off?”

“Oh, yeah, I’ll do that,
Lyn.” Lyn gratefully nods before she and Cynthia rejoin the rest of
the women, leading them all out of the study hall. Once she and
Matt are alone, Amelia takes a moment to head over and lock the
door before returning to him, sitting down beside him and asking,
“You alright, Matt?”

“I, I don’t know,
Amelia.”

Amelia nods and places a comforting
hand on him. “You want to tell me how you’re feeling?”

Matt doesn’t respond for a moment,
staring off into space beyond the floor beneath him, before he
says, “Can you keep a secret, Amelia?”

“Of course, Matt. In a
way, you and I already keep a secret. What is it?”

Chuckling a little, Matt then takes a
breath before he lets it out. “When Rose and I got into that fight,
it wasn’t simply a heated argument boiling over to our morphs. We,
we were trying to kill each other. She thought I was a Shadow Core
terrorist, and I thought she was an assassin. My, my defeat and
demorphing cleared our heads, and we’ve reconciled, I hope. But, to
now know that someone else was watching, ready to mortally harm her
if she lost, it, it rattles me even more, that we were still so
close to a fatal fate.”

At first lost for words by Matt’s
chilling confession, Amelia finds some when she quietly says, “I’m,
I’m sorry to hear that, Matt.”

“This isn’t what I was
expecting, what I was ready for, when I came to college. I was
under the impression this would be a safe place to get to know
people, and yet, one man has tried to ruin me here. What did I do,
to deserve this? Why do I deserve this, Amelia?”

“You don’t deserve this,
Matt.” Patting him compassionately, Amelia goes on, “You did
nothing to deserve this, nor has any other student who has been in
your place. But Cain, well, Cain is a bad apple. He was arrogant
enough with his fortune and his drug-induced powers, and I think
he’s gotten even worse as a senior, being at the top of the food
chain. But to endanger the lives of other students, that’s going
too far, even for him. He might be going mad with this whole boss
student mentality.”

“Yeah. You know why Rose
and I got into a fight, with those false conceptions of the other?
It was James who had put them into our heads, and he had to have
been working with Cain on that, so Cain is responsible for that, as
well.” Leaning back in the couch, his hands grip his head as he
says, “How, why, could someone be as heartless as he
is?”

“…I don’t know, Matt. I
guess that’s just as close to pure evil as you can get.” Trying to
encourage him, she says, “But you and your friends have been doing
a great job striking back at him, and with Lyn and Cynthia joining
you, Cain could be completely overthrown, no longer a threat to
you, or anyone else, this last year with him here. And once that’s
done, then you can get back to why you’re here in the first place,
to study, to play, to live your life the way you want to. Won’t
that be great?”

At Amelia’s words, Matt reflects on
them enough to agree with her, smiling as he says, “Yeah, that will
be great. So, Lyn is right. We have to finish what I started. No,
what Cain started. We need to teach him a lesson about equality,
and humanity, that he won’t soon forget.” Looking to her, he adds,
“Thank you for hearing me out, and the kind words,
Amelia.”

Smiling back to him, she pets him, her
fingers grazing through his hair, replying, “Anything for you,
Matt. So, shall we go see about catching up with Lyn and
Cynthia?”

“Well, uh, actually, there
was one other thing I wanted to tell you about, Amelia.”

“Oh? What would that
be?”

“Okay, um, can you keep
another secret?” When she nods, he explains, “You know how I told
you before that I already saw a woman naked, up close and personal?
Well, that woman is Rose. It was just over some silly dare or
whatever, and we bathed together, but, we got used to it, and it’s
become a near daily thing, and, I’ve gotten, um,
desires for her, with
all that constant contact, you know?”

Amelia isn’t openly surprised or
appalled, nodding as she says, “Yes, I understand that. You must be
confused and uncertain now, whether your feelings for her are
physical attraction or heartfelt affection, right?”

“Yes, that’s precisely it!
I mean, I do like her, she is a great, honest friend, one of the
closest I’ve made, but, I don’t want to make a mistake. The last
one I made concerning her, it, it almost cost us our lives. So, I
have to somehow quell these desires for her. And that’s why, um,
Amelia, as long as you don’t mind, would you, uh…”

“Have sex with
you?”

Startled to hear her say it, Matt
gulps and blushes. “Yeah, that. I, I’m sorry, I have to ask that of
you. I don’t want you to think I’m desperate for it, and I know I
shouldn’t be this weak, but, it’s getting harder to resist, every
time Rose and I are together, and I, I don’t want to cross that
final line, without clear and good intentions. So, would this, be
okay, you and I?”

Amelia is already smiling warmly as
she runs a hand along the back of Matt’s neck. “Of course it’s okay
with me, Matt. We’ve already done lessons that come close to it, so
it’s not a problem for me if we go all the way. And besides, it’s
always been my pleasure to help you on these matters.”

Smiling, Matt takes a moment for his
gaze to scan over Amelia, already envisioning her clothes off, her
beautiful body exposed for him alone, before he says, “Well,
obviously, this would be my first time, doing it. I, I’m not sure
how to do it.”

Laughing, Amelia’s eyes twinkle as she
assures him, “That’s alright, we’ve all been there. We’ll go slow,
and I’ll show you how it’s done.” Her hands open her vest and slide
it off her, revealing her bare torso, before she stands up to
remove her pants. Once she steps out of them, she glances back to
Matt, reminding him as she works her underwear off, “You’ll have to
be naked, too.”

“…Oh, right, of course!”
He yanks off his jacket and shirt, then his pants and underwear,
and stands in the nude beside Amelia. Looking back to her, his eyes
slowly moving from the bottom to the top of her to meet her eyes,
he then asks, “So, how do we start?”

Taking a moment to at last see all of
Matt’s features for herself, Amelia whispers as she embraces him,
“Like this.” Her lips meet his in a deep kiss, which he returns,
before they sit back on the couch with her in his lap and his head
held to her chest, their bodies pressing together. No longer in
need to keep them suppressed, Matt gives in to his lustful
instincts, melting into the sensations and movements between him
and Amelia and diving into the relieving depths of ecstasy, all the
worries and dreads from before washed away.


Chapter 8

 


Befriending the Big Guns

 


***

 


Around the same time that day, in an
open field on the college grounds, Rose sits in the shade of the
single tree beside her as she plays music on her flute. The tone of
her music is calm and peaceful with a steady rhythm and alternating
high and low notes, a bright and enchanting stream of sounds that
flows out across the field with the gentle breeze blowing by
her.

Playing her flute is one of few ways
Rose meditates or relaxes, which she figures she has time to when
Serpanz informed her they weren’t going to train that day. So she
came out into the field by herself, and is deep into meditation
through her music.

At some point in her personal past
time, focused on the sweet sounds she makes with her eyes closed,
Rose is startled, the last note on her flute coming out as a sharp
whistle, when she hears a loud, masculine voice call out to her
from somewhere nearby. “Ah hah, so that’s what all that noise was!
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the Wind Spirit was singing to
me, its beautiful voice reaching me in the breeze. But, sure
enough, the only one who’s been ‘singing’ around here is
you!”

Rose looks over to her left to spot
the surprise visitor approaching her. A tall, robust man in a gray
uniform with black pants, his brown hair short and mangy like a
bush, has a beaming smile on his face and in his green eyes as he
is escorted by two other men, one on either side of him, in the
same kind of uniform. On his vest is a single badge, a brass emblem
of two axes crossed over a shield. Coming to a stop a few yards
away from her, the man gives her some type of salute, where his
left arm crosses over his shoulder before sweeping back over to his
side as he bows, and says, “It’s a wonderful thing to at last meet
you, Rose Alamence.”

While she curiously blinks at the man
and his company before her, their stature and age telling her they
were senior students, and can’t recognize their faces, she does
recognize the uniforms, the lead man’s salute, and the badge on his
chest, his family crest. Rose regards the man before replying, “I
suppose it is, uh, Buster Harmada?”

“Haha, yep, that’s me!
Buster Harmada, the one-and-only!”

“Oh!” Setting aside her
flute and standing, Rose returns the salute, both a courteous and
disciplined greeting for any citizen of the militarized state of
Riaquen, before saying, “It’s an honor to finally meet you,
Buster.”

“The feeling is mutual,
Rose! All I’ve heard about you, back home and here even, have been
good things about your intellect and skills. But now that I can see
you myself, I’d say they were right about your beauty and grace, as
well!”

Chuckling, Rose replies with a slight
blush, “Your compliments are well received, Buster. And you’re not
so bad-looking, yourself.”

“Haha, I would hope so!
Hey, mind if we had a simple, friendly chat, out here? No need to
worry about following formalities, either, we’re just mere students
in this joint.”

“Um, sure, I won’t mind.”
Rose sits back down on the grass, with Buster sitting down near
her. “So, I’ve heard you’re pretty popular here at the college. A
boss student, right?”

“Yep, that would be right.
Never really wanted such a position, but it was kind of forced upon
me as I kept beating people in battles. That, and our fellow
brothers and sisters of Riaquen fell into line behind me, so I
didn’t need to round up some lackeys!”

“Hah, how convenient. How
do you like being a boss student?”

“Eh, it has its perks. The
whole fear and respect deal from the other students, special
treatment and services from student-ran sources, and being like a
boss is, obviously, cool. But, I just wish they didn’t fear me so
much. Sure, I’m a tough guy and related to the supreme general of
Riaquen’s armed forces, but I don’t want them so scared of me just
for that. Well, most of the time, anyway!”

“Uh huh. Too bad people
can be intimidated so easily around here.”

“Aye, too bad, indeed. So,
how about that Matthew Calamos. What’s he like? What makes him
tick? Just what kind of a guy is he?”

Unprepared for him asking about Matt,
Rose composes herself before replying, “Oh, he’s a good guy. He’s
honest, kind, responsible, and, uh, nice to be around.”

Buster nods and says, “That’s good. I,
as well everyone else around here, knows how well he fights with
his battle morph, but how is he in school? Does he keep up with his
studies and homework?”

“Oh yeah, he does fine.
He’s getting good grades, and hasn’t gotten into trouble with the
professors. You could say he’s an all-star student.”

“Indeed. Just like
you?”

Rose chuckles. “Sure, I
guess!”

“Hah, great! Yep, he
sounds like a good kid, then. But, how does he feel about being a
Dark Warrior? How has he taken the prejudice from other
students?”

“Ah, well, he doesn’t rely
on his ‘cursed’ power when he fights, he utilizes his techniques as
if he didn’t have it. I know it’s true, I, I’ve seen him do so. And
as to the other students, I don’t think it bothers him anymore. I
mean, in his crusade against Cain, he’s shown he doesn’t care what
others feel about him being a Dark Warrior, and that he won’t let
anyone bully him or his friends. As long as others leave him alone,
he’ll leave them alone.”

“I see. That’s good for
him, then.” He holds a sage-like look for a moment before he asks,
“And how about you, Rose?”

“Hmm? Me?”

“Yeah, duh! You are the
only ‘rose’ out here, aren’t you?”

The wink paired with the silly
compliment both amuses, and hardens, Rose, as Buster isn’t the
first guy to use that comparison, before she says, “Well, what else
is there to know, besides I’m smart and talented?”

“Ah, there is so much
more, Rose! In fact, there are things about people that they,
whether intended or not, could not tell about themselves. Do you
know how one learns these things about them?”

“Uh, no. How’s
that?”

“Oh, it’s pretty simple,
really.” Buster stands up, walks off to be about fifty feet away,
and turns to announce, “He fights them, in morph.”

Surprised, Rose stands and asks, “How
does that work?”

“Well, again, it’s simple.
One learns more about another’s behavior, resolve, potential,
likes, or dislikes when in combat against her, because they all
come out in how she fights. If you don’t believe me, then let’s
fight, and I’ll show you!”

Both intimidated, but interested, as
she figures Buster simply wants to duel her, she goes along with
it. “Okay, wise guy, we can do that. If you wanted to fight me, you
could have just asked.”

“Haha, well, I normally
would, but I didn’t want to scare you off like I would other
students. In this case, however, I can see that a strong guy like
me doesn’t scare you. Which is good! That’s one more thing I now
know about you, you are brave. Let’s see what else makes you
tick!”

Finding herself eager for the contest,
Rose muses to herself she is getting her workout that day after all
while getting ready with a meditative pose. “Yes, let’s do that.
And at the same time, I can learn more about you.”

“Aye, precisely! It can go
both ways. It’s a mutual exchange, both of us benefit! But, sadly,
only one of us is going to win.” Buster and Rose lock stern
expressions as they steel themselves for battle, a breeze rolling
by across the field between them.

 


***

 


The two morph simultaneously, Rose in
a flash of green and Buster in a gray flash. While she reappears in
her green battle suit, he is in a larger, more intimidating form.
Standing about fifteen feet tall, looming over her like a statue of
steel, a robot in iron gray and jet black armor stares down at her
through green, mechanical eyes. It has a humanoid figure, but its
face is covered in a mask for its block-like head, and it appears
even larger with the two huge gun barrels mounted off its back,
each connected by a joint that allows movement for aiming
adjustments. Rose can’t help but gawk at the MechWarrior opposing
her as she understands how he has such a reputation at the
college.

Seeing her rooted to her spot for the
moment, Buster makes the first move as his left gun mount lowers to
aim at her over his shoulder, its barrel filling and twisting into
a gatling gun with smaller, multiple barrels already spinning in a
rapid circle. Rose only has to blink, becoming aware of what’s
coming, when a stream of bullets drills towards her, the ground
rupturing and spitting up dirt with each bullet stinging into it.
Before they can pierce through her where she stands, she side-leaps
and dashes on air balance out of the way, avoiding the bullet
barrage as it chases after her several yards.

When she notices the machine gunfire
stop, Rose rolls into a crouched position, looking out to see what
Buster would do next. What she sees, to her eye-widening dread, is
him suddenly in front of her, his right arm swooping low and
smashing into her with an uppercut to launch her into the air, a
thick bruise of yellowish green left on her torso. He follows up
the assault by forming his arm into a shotgun, takes aim at her in
mid-air, and fires a round into her, the spray of bullets tearing
more wounds across her before she hits the ground on her
side.

With her chest and waist blotched by
dark yellow, vital wounds from the heavy trauma, Rose grimaces
while rolling over, only to look up at Buster aiming his right gun
mount, hollowed out like a tank’s cannon, down at her. Fear and awe
cross her face as a faint light within the cannon glimmers before
it fires a single shot, the energy mortar blasting into the ground
with a thundering boom.

As the dust from the blast clears, the
crater left behind in the ground is empty. Instead of being
obliterated in it, Rose swiftly rolled out of the way with air
balance, coming to a stop on her feet about a hundred feet away.
Looking out at her, Buster laughs before yelling, “Come on, is that
all you’ve got, Rose? Let’s see a special trick or two from you.
Surprise me!”

Rose hardens her expression, already
planning to do so, before she places her hands close together,
gathering energy between them. As Buster watches, his vision zooms
in on her and he, indeed surprised, notices that her wounds are
becoming lighter, some vanishing off her. Rose is healing her
morph. He prepares his left gun mount, adjusting its barrel upward
and changing it into the square, six-chambered form of a rocket
launcher.

Buster takes aim at her with his
robotic vision when a swarm of leaves flies out from Rose’s energy
sphere and all around her, obscuring view of her until she
disappears in the mirage of leaves. Understanding the leaves are
concealing her, he doesn’t change his plans and follows through,
his vision locking on to random leaves within the storm, before
firing his gun mount, six energy-based rockets arcing through the
air and diving towards it.

The leaves, however, take on a mind of
their own and rush across the plain towards Buster, meeting the
missiles half-way for a chain of explosions, decimating the most of
them. The few leaves that get through fly to Buster’s face,
swirling around him like angry insects, where one of them cuts
across his left eye, blinding him on that side with the small
wound. Flinching from the leaf stinging his eye, Buster raises his
left arm to shield his face from the rest of the leaves when he
feels something tap his legs below him.

Before he can look down, the next
thing he feels is Rose jumping up and onto him from behind, one
dagger hooking to him through a gap in his mechanical armor and the
other stabbing into his metallic neck, leaving darkening wounds
with each thrust. Staggering about under the assault, he tries
reaching at her over his shoulder, where she ducks under and avoids
his grasp, until he decides to change it up once his neck wounds
are deep and glowing yellow. His left arm turns into a shotgun and
fires at her, but she swings out of the way and leaps off of him to
avoid the bullet spray.

After Rose evades his shotgun blast,
Buster whirls around and, with his right arm shape-shifted into a
grenade launcher gun, fires energy spheres after her as she
back-flips and hops away, avoiding the explosive blasts blooming
near her. Near the end of the side-winding trail of destruction, a
grenade splitting into a few more before they explode trips her,
sending her tumbling across the ground before she stops in a
crouch, the color of her wounds turned back to a dark yellow.
Buster can’t fire one more round upon her once he caught her,
though, as his gun’s core has to cool down.

While he prepares his gun mounts to
continue bombarding her, Rose gathers more energy to create a
large, thick log, held above her by her mental control of it. His
gaze drawn to the lumber, Buster isn’t worried when Rose aims the
length of it at him and throws it like a huge dart, as he can
side-thrust out of the way on air balance. When he goes to do this,
however, something is wrong as he can’t get airborne, and instead
feels like he is stuck to and tugging against the earth.

Looking down, Buster is startled to
find thick plant growth, like roots, ensnaring his legs and binding
him to the ground, rooting him in place. By the time he looks back
up, his right eye blinking, the log collides into him, smashing him
a few times like a battering ram in his chest, leaving him wobbling
after each impact and with orange wounds on him.

Between the damage glowing on his
torso and neck, and being immobilized, Buster is concerned about
his odds of winning when he at last stops the possessed log, using
the cannon of his left gun mount to pulverize it, its wooden debris
scattering across the ground. In a moment, however, the jagged
pieces of timber come back to life, rise into the air, and encircle
him before spearing him from all sides.

While the smaller pieces either
deflect off his armor or dive into gaps of it along his frame, the
larger pieces pierce through his arms and the barrels of his gun
mounts, disabling them by preventing his arms from becoming guns
and taking out the cores of his big guns. Now knowing he is really
in trouble, all Buster can do is watch as Rose sets up the final
blow by flinging a large leaf shuriken at him, its blades rotating
as it ascends towards him and cuts down into his neck, sawing
through it in bursts of red energy.

 


***

 


In an engulfing flash of red, Buster
demorphs, ridding of his metal bulk and the plant material that
harmed it and reappearing as his human self. Staggering on his feet
while holding a hand to his sore neck, he exclaims, “Wow, that was
my bad. I completely underestimated how good you are with your
elemental powers. However, that’s not the only reason why I lost.
You cheated!”

After she demorphs, Rose asks, “What
do you mean?”

“Oh, you know what I mean.
You healed yourself! Of all the tricks you could have pulled out,
you had to come up with healing
your battle morph. There are only a few battle
morphs in existence that are supposed to be able to do that! Now,
do tell, how did you do that?”

As she makes her way towards Buster,
walking past the smoldering field around her, Rose shrugs and says,
“Ah, well, it was a trick I recently discovered through my training
with Professor Serpanz. Turns out, since plants can grow and
restore themselves, I have a similar elemental ability to heal my
morph’s wounds. While it’s not as great as the abilities of morphs
meant for healing, it still works well for me. In fact, I’ve
learned how to simultaneously heal myself while gathering energy
for another elemental technique, as I did with the leaf
storm.”

“Uh huh. That’s very
impressive. I’m sure, later on, that healing of yours will be much
more potent, and any morph is gonna have a hard time stopping
you.”

“Oh? Why do you say
that?”

“Eh, because that’s what I
see in ya. Sure, you come across as the kind and compassionate girl
out of battle, and you’ve got book smarts, but you’ve also got
fighting smarts, too. When it comes down to business, you’re
focused, calculative, and ruthless. You’ll do whatever it takes,
whatever you are capable of, to win the fight. Even if it means
cheating by healing yourself!”

While the last part of his statement
humors her, the rest of it Rose thinks over it, and she has to
admit, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. That does sound like what I do
in combat.”

“Yep. And, I figure that’s
how you are at other appropriate times. Focused, calculative, and
ruthless. You’re a nice gal, and you’ve got a good heart, but
you’re also well disciplined. I suppose you should be, since you’re
from Riaquen, like me!”

“Hah, that’s true. Oh, and
you fought well, too. I will admit, I was intimidated by your
morph’s size, firepower, and speed! How did you become so good
with air balance, as a heavy-bodied morph like a
MechWarrior?”

“Heh, how else? Through
training, of course! Besides my big guns, I wanted to have some way
of standing out from other MechWarriors, to put myself at a level
above them. So I worked at it, and eventually enhanced my air
balance potential so I could zoom around and outmaneuver them. As
it turns out, I can also outmaneuver other morphs, too!”

“Yeah, I can see that,”
agrees Rose. “Anyway, what I got from you fighting is you are bold,
maybe even a bit cocky, but you’re also well disciplined and
talented.”

“Eh, I suppose. If I came
across as cocky, can’t help it, I just enjoy fighting too much!
But, oh well, it was still a good fight.”

“Yes, it was. I’m glad we
had the chance to, ah, learn more about each other,
Buster.”

“Haha, as am I! In fact,”
Buster says, his tone becoming more serious while his escorts
rejoined him, “this all helped me make an important decision. I’m
on your side, now.”

“Pardon?”

“You know, in this contest
between Matt and Cain! I’ve had it with how corrupt and arrogant
Cain has become, as well as his ridiculous schemes, and you guys
sound like a lot more fun to be with than him. So, if there’s
anything more you need help with in taking him down, count me
in!”

“Oh, well, thank you,
Buster. I’m sure the others will greatly appreciate another senior
student on our side.”

“Hah, they’d better, or
maybe I’ll have to smack them around a bit!” They both laugh before
he goes on, “But yeah, there ain’t no way I’m sticking with Cain
now. Especially after that latest plan of his.”

“Hmm? What do you
mean?”

“Yeah, well, remember that
fight between you and Matt? See, Cain had Irene Goros watching from
far away, waiting to shoot you out-of-morph when Matt defeated you.
But, since you defeated him instead, she didn’t get the
opportunity. Cain wasn’t too happy about that wrench thrown into
his…” When he sees the shocked expression on Rose’s face, Buster
blinks before he gets it. “Oh, right. You probably didn’t know
that, did you?”

“I, yeah, I didn’t know
that. Cain was going to have Irene shoot me? But, what if that, you
know, killed me?”

“Yeah. Hence why I no
longer want to be around the guy. Doesn’t seem to care for the
lives of others, nor the federal law, as long as he gets his
way.”

“I, I can’t believe this.
We’re all mere students here, but Cain and Irene would go so far as
to mortally harm, maybe even kill, for something so trivial as
being the popular students on campus?”

“Appears that way, yeah.
If they try another insane plan and it inevitably backfires on
them, I don’t want to be caught up in it, anyway or
how.”

“…Yeah, a wise choice.”
Besides feeling upset and horrified her life had been in danger in
another way that day, Rose feels something else as she gets out,
“They won’t get away with that. They will not walk away from
endangering me or Matt’s lives.” Looking back to Buster, she nods
and says, “Sorry, but I should be going now, back to the cabins for
the evening.”

“Hey, go right ahead,
don’t let me keep ya around if you don’t want to be.” When she gets
back to the tree and retrieves her flute, Buster remembers
something and calls out, “Oh hey, don’t forget to let Matt know I’m
on your guys’ side, now!”

“Right, I’ll tell him,”
Rose returns before jogging away across the field, towards the
cabins far off in the distance. As she runs, her thoughts swirl
around the crime Cain and Irene had been willing to commit if they
got the chance, and how she was their intended target, a sacrifice
for their fiendish plots. It shakes her how afraid it has made her,
that somebody would threaten her life at school, almost as much as
she had been from the fiasco she had with Matt. However, she is not
going to cower or despair over it. In her own way, she vows to
herself to make sure Cain and Irene, especially Irene, would come
to learn how to be afraid for their lives, too.

 


***

 


Matt is still overcome with elation as
he shoots down the fourth foe in a row within the pit arena, the
knife-wielder dropping and demorphing from a black bullet going
through his head. Anytime before earlier that day, either his
lessons with Amelia or his bathing with Rose, was nothing compared
to the ecstasy he felt from actual intercourse with Amelia. It was
as if all those other times had been hints and peeks of the whole
package, teasing him to wonder and want more. And when he finally
got it, he was no longer in the dark, his eyes were fully opened to
the beauty, the passion, the relief of sex. He had been so
impressed by the ordeal, he was still reeling from it as the
evening passed. He had not gone back to the cabins as he took a
hot, steamy bath with Amelia in the fancy bathroom located next
door to the study hall, and then went to the casino to cool off and
clear his head, and body, of the past encounter.

As the spectators collect their reward
money from betting for him, no more of them are willing to try his
luck against Matt. They all can see that something is different
about him this evening, the giddy look on his face and the sparkle
in his eyes making him look like he was possessed. They can be
sure, though, that he isn’t drunk as he has defeated four opponents
in a row. If an Alkalian is under the influence of alcohol when in
morph, his coordination and capabilities are severely
flawed.

Some of the students are considering
leaving to do other activities, believing nobody would be crazy
enough to take on Matt in his state, when someone shouts out from
among them, “Ah hah, I’ve finally found you! Matt Calamos,
yes?”

Matt turns around to the source of the
voice and sees Buster emerging from the crowd and strolling into
the pit toward him. What four battles beforehand had failed to
cause, it happens when he looks closely at him as Buster continues,
“Every time I’m in the pit, you’re not around it, but when you are
in the pit, I’m the one absent! Haha, it’s like fate was trying to
keep us apart, or something! But now, we finally get to meet in the
arena.”

Matt asks, “And who would you be, if
you’re so excited to find me here?”

“Oh, yes, right.
Introductions are needed before we get down to business. I am
Buster Harmada! A pleasure to finally meet you, Matt.”

Memory from Sean’s forewarning of
important people reminds Matt of who Buster is. “You mean you’re
Buster, a boss student, the infamous King of the Pit?”

“That’s right,” he laughs,
“and I’m pretty good at being it! In fact, that’s the reason why
I’ve been searching for you around here. I have to protect my
title!”

“Huh?”

“Oh, you know, I have to
prove that I’m still king around here, and that means I must defeat
all others who are doing exceedingly well in the pit battles. Right
now, that just happens to be you and your little friends. Adding to
that, I figure if I beat the one of you who the rest revolve
around, I’ll be stopping all of you from taking my title. Of
course, I would love the opportunity to fight the others, but I
believe besting you will make the greatest impression around
here!”

Matt isn’t sure if that is the true
reason why Buster wants to fight him. He knows from Sean’s warnings
that he is a boss student, which means he could be an ally of
Cain’s. As he dreads the situation he is caught in, the crowd
becomes thirsty for combat again, already making bets as their
coins roll and flip noisily into the pit. They believe this is
going to be the biggest pit battle ever since Matt had crushed
Cain.

Buster takes notice of Matt’s troubled
expression and the audience around them throwing money down into
the pit. He says, “Hey, don’t take it personally, Matt, I’m just
doing my job. Besides, if you lose, it wouldn’t be the end of the
world!”

At the moment, Matt feels like it
would be the end. The whole success of his conquest and efforts may
now rest upon this fight. If he lost, all the hard work and support
he had gained could be wasted. But instead of panicking at these
thoughts, he faces them head on and steels himself before morphing.
“I warn you, this isn’t going to be as easy as you might think,” he
says in an effort to intimidate.

Buster laughs and replies, “Ah, now
that’s the spirit! Let’s have ourselves a hell of a fight!” And
with those final words, he morphs.

 


***

 


Matt’s hardened battle mentality
softens at the sight of Buster’s MechWarrior morph, which he
recognizes as a formidable foe from studies. When the siren goes
off, the battle begins with Matt making the first move, turning his
right arm into a rifle and firing burst shots at Buster. Before the
bullets hit, he springs high into the air from a built-up air
balance, surprising Matt down below. He and the crowd’s eyes follow
Buster upward and see the large guns’ barrels change into the
gatling design. The barrel circles spin at high speed, and as
Buster drops back into the pit they point down at Matt and fire
endless streams of bullets.

Matt dashes away from the raining fire
on air balance, and then sharply turns to run back at Buster down
the pit’s sloped wall. Buster lands near the center of the arena,
sending a small quake through the floor, and aims his left gun
mount at Matt to continue his bullet barrage. Matt accelerates
forward without hesitation past and through the storm, moving with
enough agility to let only a few bullets scrape him. As he nears
Buster, he leaps up high and his left hand forms his large black
blade, raised to split his foe’s steel skull.

Despite Matt having closed the
distance with minimal damage, Buster has a confident look in his
robotic eyes, and before Matt can bring the sword down on him he
turns himself just enough to point his right arm up at him. Matt
immediately hates what he sees. The right arm has become a shotgun,
which shoots and hits him with enough force to stop his descent and
throw him backwards onto the floor.

With wounds radiating green on him, he
looks up to see Buster moving his right gun mount into position,
the gatling design replaced by the gaping cavity of a cannon. Matt
grimaces, his pupils dilating as the cannon stares him down, its
core within the barrel flashing with loaded energy.

Buster fires his cannon mount at the
same time Matt splits into magic clones. The mortar smashes the
clones before they can scatter, and their disintegration goes along
with the cannon’s boom. Matt is left standing close to where his
shadows were, surprised and stunned by the shockwave. Buster lifts
his left arm, now a grenade launcher, and throws out a sphere of
energy. It smacks into Matt, and in the same instant explodes and
sends him tumbling several feet away along the arena wall, leaving
wide orange wounds across the front of his body.

The crowd cheers at something they
have not seen before. For once, Matt is the one getting clobbered
in battle. Buster reflects their enthusiasm with a hearty laugh
before shouting, “Is that all you’ve got, Mr. Dark Warrior? Basic
techniques won’t work against me!”

Matt understands this as he stands up.
He feels stupid for starting out with a beginner’s tactics,
especially since he’s had four battles for warm-up. He has to get
his head in the game and pull off smarter combination attacks if he
was going to defeat a foe like Buster.

Matt splits into his shadows, each
armed with the large black sword. Buster’s eyes twinkle, already
predicting the clones will rush him and take the gunfire while Matt
moves into a position to nail him with a direct hit. His left gun
mount changes the barrel into a missile-launching stump, and his
targeting vision scans the clones and finds the real Matt. Buster
locks-in on him, and the rockets of energy are fired, screaming
into the air above the pit and then diving down, seeking out
Matt.

In response, the clones leap up and
together to become a shield against the missile barrage, which
decimates them as soon as they unite. Buster ignores the mid-air
clash, watching the real Matt zoom towards him with his massive
blade aimed for a stab, and prepares to counter the attack by
pointing the tank cannon at Matt. The cannon’s missile crushes the
charging Matt before he can reach Buster, but, to his and the
audience’s surprise, he only hit another clone, and the real Matt
comes up to his side with a magic spell ready to cast.

He throws out his dark version of the
Voltzon Fury spell that zaps and shocks Buster, immobilizing him
with the stunning electricity and lighting him up, as if his
circuits are overloading and sparking out of him. Branching
fractures of yellow wounds spread across him, scarring his limbs,
chest, and head, before he looks down to see Matt pulsing with
another spell to follow up the first spell at its end. Matt whips
out his Blastion magic, and the explosion sears through Buster’s
open wounds on his chest and blows him over backwards, leaving a
cavity of dark orange energy in him.

The crowd is stupefied from Matt’s
reversal evening the two opponents’ health energies. Buster
himself, laying face-up on the floor, is impressed by Matt’s clever
action of keeping a clone in his outline and using it as a buffer
when he charged. He is also fascinated from what it feels like to
experience a Dark Warrior’s special power, tearing through his
heavy armor to deal immense damage and create a vital wound in his
chest.

Matt, after a few panting breaths,
forms his sword and leaps into the air, holding his sword’s point
toward Buster below. Buster, seeing him coming, isn’t going to let
himself become the sword’s plaque. With an air balance trick, he
hovers while spinning his entire body, making his gun mounts into
swinging battle arms. They deflect Matt’s sword plant and knock him
away, and Matt rolls a few yards before standing upright. He looks
back at Buster, who has four guns, two his mounted cannons and two
his arms shaped into grenade launchers, aimed at him.

Buster releases all four guns
simultaneously, and a huge explosion blooms where Matt was standing
on the pit wall. The whole room shakes from the force of the blast,
and the hungry crowd looks for the demorph flash, but are
disappointed when they notice Matt had escaped the blasts by diving
forward to the center of the pit, letting the projectiles land
behind him. He is back up in an instant and racing off on air
balance, gaining altitude and distance from Buster along the pit’s
slopes.

Matt turns his left arm into a rifle
and fires single shots at his enemy below, who hovers about on air
balance to avoid the shots while his cannon mounts fire volleys at
him. He speeds along away from the bombardment, the only damage he
takes being the vital wounds of his torso bleeding darker, but he
can’t fight back as he is being fired upon. So, instead of waiting
to see if Buster’s cannon cores would overheat, he hurls himself
high into open air off the edge of the pit, forcing Buster to stop
firing or he would have hit the crowd beyond the pit.

Buster cusses, then chuckles, at
Matt’s gamble, knowing he can’t hit his target when he is suspended
in mid-air near the crowd, so he acts to resolve the problem. His
right gun mount changes into the missile launcher, and he prepares
to lock-in on Matt. However, once again, he underestimates the
freshman Dark Warrior.

Instead of remaining in the air, Matt
drops and sprints back down into the pit towards him at high speed.
In the same moment he divides into black magic copies for the third
time, but this time the clones are lined up in a straight line,
perpendicular to Buster. The MechWarrior realizes he can’t stop
this incoming assault with his arm weapons, so he does the next
best thing, finding the real Matt anyway and firing two rockets
into the air while crossing his arms to shield the vital wound on
his chest glowing a dark orange.

The clones crash into him with sword
stabs and slashes. His wounds shift into bright red and he is taken
down, his legs chopped through by two clones, while the three
others impaled his arms when they went for his chest. One of them,
the real Matt, hops off and lands a few yards away, switching in
his rifle for the sword to point at his butchered foe.

The audience has been muted, holding
their breath as they see the battle is about to end. Matt coldly
tells Buster, “Demorph, or I’ll have to do real harm to
you.”

Buster tries to sit up, the red wounds
all over him like magma vents and sheer astonishment in his
mechanical eyes. He says, “That, wasn’t too bad…”

Matt hears a sharp whistle growing
louder above him, and looking up he gasps. The duo of missiles
hammer into him in colliding explosions before a demorph flash
blinks out from between them. Matt as a human is left there, fallen
to his knees and frozen in shock.

Buster’s eyes narrow with
satisfaction. “But it wasn’t good enough.” He demorphs and the
crowd goes wild with cheers.

 


***

 


Buster walks over to Matt as the crowd
does their business of collecting the winnings up above. Matt is
lost in his thoughts, a grim expression on him, before he lifts his
gaze up to Buster in front of him.

Buster’s glee disappears when he
notices the look on Matt’s face, and he asks, “How do you
feel?”

Matt’s words are absent until he
replies, “I’ve been beaten by a boss student, the one type of foe I
couldn’t afford losing to. Now, all of my hard work in rallying
people against this system of student leadership will be smudged by
my failure. You turned out to be the force Cain needed to stop
me.”

“…Have you talked to Rose
yet this evening?”

“Huh? Uh, no, I haven’t
met her back at our cabin yet. Why?”

Buster doesn’t reply for a moment
before he booms out in laughter, making Matt jolt in surprise.
“Man, no wonder you are so worried! You still think I’m on Cain’s
side? Well, I’ve got breaking news for you. I’m a turncoat. I’m
your ally now!”

“…Wait, what?”

“Simple, really. I don’t
agree with, nor can afford risking my own neck, for Cain’s schemes
anymore, and from what I’ve heard about ya, plus what I saw out of
you tonight, it’s clear to me that you’re ten times the man Cain
is. Sure enough, you turned out to be the dark horse of this
contest, and now I’m gonna be putting my bids on you!”

“Ah, okay. So, you didn’t
fight me because Cain wanted you to?”

“Right! Didn’t you hear me
earlier? I’ve got a title to defend around here, so I had to put
you back in your place. Nothing personal, of course, just civil
sportsmanship. But hey, you did pretty well in that fight, made it
nice and thrilling for everyone here, especially me! In fact, it
was Cain who didn’t want me to fight you.” Extending an open hand to him, he
implies, “Anyway, you may not be King of the Pit, but you could
always be the Prince!”

Matt finally understands what Buster
is saying, and can think of no way to thank him except by shaking
his hand and saying, “I, I guess that would be fine.”

“Guess? Nah, you can be
sure of it!” Buster pulls him onto his feet. “Now come on, let’s go
have a drink or two, and chat about your plans to give Cain a taste
of reality. Maybe I could help in some way!”

 


***

 


“And then he says to him,
‘Dammit, if you’re so hungry, I’ll feed ya my energy sword. You
could swallow it whole!’” Buster and Matt both laugh as they stroll
along the open fields in the night. The senior and freshman are
both feeling buzzed from the drinks they had, and what was supposed
to be planning out the next blow to Cain’s regime had given way to
humorous conversation between them. Buster is probably more drunk
than Matt as he had more to drink to fuel his silly stories from
his life and training back home.

Feeling light on his own feet, as if
the dark grass beneath him are the clouds in the night sky and he
is walking across them, following the shimmer of silver from the
moonlight, Matt says, “Hey, did I ever tell you about the time I
was attacked by slag raptors?”

“Slag raptors? Those crazy
lizards that leap around like frogs, scream like birds, and tear
things apart like dogs? Why no, you haven’t! How did that
go?”

“Oh, well, I was up near
the mountains, above the tree line, and I got a little adventurous
and ventured further between the crags. You know those rumors that
there’s nothing beyond the mountains, that nobody can go beyond
them? Well, I wanted to find out if they were true. Instead of the
other side of the mountain range, however, I soon found the
raptors. Or more correctly, they found me. This scary hiss was all
the warning I got before they came out of nowhere, from above,
around, and even below the cliff I was on. Fortunately, my dad had
taught me to always morph at the first sign of trouble, so I was in
morph when one of them pounced on me from behind and tried clawing
and biting off my armor!”

“Hah, that must have been
scary for ya! I’ve seen my share of the buggers, you know, but
always from afar, off on the peaks far away. Er, sorry, what
happened next? Did you beat the scales off them?”

“Oh yeah, I sure did! If I
was scared of them, they were terrified of me by the time I fought
off and wounded eight of them, the rest shrieking and whining as
they ran away behind the rocks. It was funny, how I felt after
that. I got out of there as fast as I could, afraid they might come
back, but I also felt awesome, that I had scattered the stuff of
nightmares, one of the most feared predators of Minari!”

“Well, but of course, you
scared them out of their wits, man. The most of the things they try
to eat don’t shoot guns or cast magic back at them! But hey, good
job on getting out of there in one piece. Did ya tell your parents
what happened?”

“Heh, yeah. My mom freaked
out, she was so upset about me going off into the mountains alone,
but my dad was pretty impressed. He said that most people who go
wandering into the wilds beyond the forest don’t come back, and not
always because of raptors. Then my mom got mad at him for not being
mad at me!”

“Haha, hilarious! Were
there any big ones among those scaly freaks? They say the biggest,
and meanest, ones get bigger than horses or stags. Can you imagine
one of those jumping through the air at ya?”

“Ah, I didn’t have to. I
saw one or two of that size do just that! Let’s see, one was black
with red marks all over it, I wasn’t sure if they were spots and
stripes or battle scars, and the other was silvery gray with black
marks and a big scar across its left, blind eye. It was weird, what
happened when they attacked me. The rest of the raptors backed off,
and the two of them would either go after me or suddenly turn on
each other, lunging and kicking at each other like angry birds. But
they were tough, fast, and smart. Even with my techniques, I had a
hard time trying to wound or kill them, and without my clones to
distract them or protect me they could have torn me to
shreds!”

“Oh, really? Interesting.
Then what happened?”

“Well, at some point,
right after I blasted the gray one, the black one suddenly forgot
about me and completely turned on it. They tumbled about, snarling
and slashing at each other, and then the black kicked the gray one
away, sending its screaming form down into a deep ravine. The beast
turned back to me, fixed its eyes upon me with its teeth in a
creepy grin, and then lunged at me again, followed by the other
raptors, but with a few more strokes and spells, one of them
impaling the big one under its side, I sent them all running
away.”

“Huh. Weird, indeed. Did
ya go back for them, though? With your dad or others?”

“Uh, no. Why would
I?”

“To bag one for a trophy,
of course! It’s not everyday somebody comes across those wild
things, especially the big ones, and lives to tell about it. It
would have been something if you hunted them down and made a trophy
of one!”

“Oh, heh, right. Well, I
did ask about that, but my dad, oddly enough, was against the idea
of hunting down that murder of raptors.”

“Hmm? Why’s
that?”

“Well, he said something
about them, and then when I thought back, I noticed what he meant.
He said that raptors aren’t like other animals in the wild, that
there was something unnerving about them, something that makes the
idea of hunting them dangerous. And, when I thought back, I saw it.
I saw it, in the big raptors’ eyes. The black one’s blood-red eyes,
the gray one’s evil green eye, there wasn’t just the primal
instincts in them, but there was also intelligence behind them. I
hadn’t reflected back on it until then, but it was like they had an
intelligence similar to ours, that they could think things through,
read movements, make decisions. I don’t know for sure if they
really can do such things, but I’m going with the hunch that they
can, especially since my dad was the one who pointed it
out.”

“Uh huh. I see. So the
bloody brutes could also be evil geniuses, that’s what you’re
saying?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess that’s
it.”

Buster laughs, surprising the sobering
Matt, and declares, “All the greater the challenge, then! I’ll tell
you now, Matt, hell, I’ll even promise ya, that one of these days
I’m gonna climb the mountains out in Riaquen and bag me one of
those big bad birds. In fact, I’ll blow the whole mountain down and
bag a whole murder of them!”

“Heh, well, good luck with
that, then.” They walk along for a moment in silence before Matt
smiles and says, “I guess Sean was right.”

“Hmm? About
what?”

“He said that alcohol
helps open people up to others. I’ve never been this open so
quickly with a guy I just met. On top of that, I’ve never told
anyone else about those raptors. But you know what? It felt good to
talk about it.”

“Well, then the feeling’s
mutual, pal!” Flashing him a grin, Buster then points ahead of them
to the cabins showing in the distance. “There be the cabins, home
sweet home. Guess this is where we go our own ways,
then!”

“Ah, yeah. You have a good
night, Buster.”

“The same to ya, Matt.
Good night, man!” With a farewell wave, Buster marches off towards
the seniors’ lot of cabins, and Matt still has a content smile when
he turns and moves on to the freshmen cabins.

 


***

 


Upon returning to his cabin, Matt
meets up with Sean and Rose, who have finished dinner and wondered
where he had been all evening. Matt simply says he had done some
studying with Lyn and her girls, then went to the casino for a few
rounds in the pit arena. He thinks better than to mention the boss
students joining up with them in front of Sean at that moment.
Content with his answers, Sean heads out the door for his daily
gambling at the casino, and it isn’t long before Matt and Rose are
showering together.

Under the warm water raining down on
them, with his hand guiding a soapy sponge down her bare back, Matt
breaks the soothing calm between them when he says, “You know, you
didn’t have to wait for me to wash up, Rose.”

“Oh, no, it’s fine,” Rose
admits. “I actually prefer doing this with you, then it’s more
relaxing.”

“Heh, I guess that’s true.
The same goes for me.” Matt smiles as he washes down her hips and
legs, no longer feeling physical desires for her after his time
with Amelia. Once she turns so he can start back up top at her
chest, he asks, “How was training today?”

“Ah, actually, I didn’t
have to train with Serpanz today,” she replies. “Although, you
could say I still got my workout done.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“Well, you know Buster
Harmada, one of the boss students? He found me out in the fields,
and after some light conversation we had a duel, and I beat
him!”

Blinking at the coincidence she had
met and fought with Buster that day, too, Matt exclaims, “Really?
Good job!”

“Heh, thanks. He also
wanted me to let you know that he’s not with Cain anymore, he wants
to help us take him down. Is that okay with you?”

“Ah, yeah, it’s alright.
Especially since he told me so, himself.”

“He did? When?”

Matt explains as he brings the sponge
down across her waist and between her legs, “Well, I was still at
the casino, in the pit arena, when he showed up and challenged me
to a fight. I was worried when he wound up defeating me, but
relieved when he finally told me he wasn’t with Cain
anymore.”

Rose can’t help but chuckle. “Aw, he
defeated you, eh? A shame you couldn’t have beat him, like I
did!”

“Hah, yeah. It was close,
though, so maybe next time I’ll have my revenge!” They both laugh
as he stands and steps back, letting Rose rinse herself off. After
he gives her the sponge so she can wash him, he goes on while she
starts at his chest, “So, Buster’s not the only boss student who
wants to help us. Cynthia Volvaron also wants to switch
sides.”

“Oh, really? How did that
go?”

“I was still in the study
hall with Lyn and the others when she showed up, and she told us
about her newfound hatred of Cain and her intent to bring him down.
She said something else, though, to prove she was willing to help
us. She knew about our fight, Rose, and what was going on behind
the scene. Cain had Irene Goros watching from far off, ready to
shoot you if you demorphed and frame me for it.”

Sensing the pain in his tone, the
effort it takes for him to tell her, Rose grimaces, forcing her
gaze downward to not look at the scars still across his neck while
she washes down the front of him. “Yeah. I learned about that
today, too. Buster blurted it out to me after our fight for his
reason of switching sides.”

“Oh. I see.” Matt looks up
after a moment of silence goes between them, asking, “Why are there
bad people like them, like Cain and Irene, in the world,
Rose?”

“I don’t know, Matt,” Rose
tells him as she stands and moves behind him, dragging the sponge
across his shoulders and back. “But they won’t get away with it.
We’ll make them regret ever having threatened us, before this is
over. You can be sure of that.”

“…Let’s hope so.” He
pauses for a moment. “Rose?”

“Yes?”

“I, I’m glad we’re
friends. I’m glad that we’re this close.”

Rose pauses her washing of his hips
and legs, then stands up straight, turns Matt around, and embraces
him, pressing their warm bodies together. “As am I,
Matt.”

While Rose puts her head against his
shoulder, Matt blinks in confusion for a moment, feeling something
odd between them, before he returns the embrace gratefully. He
understands what the feeling is as they hold each other. While it
was Amelia who provided him physical relief, it was Rose who shared
mental and spiritual relief with him.


Chapter 9

 


Liberators and Oppressors

 


***

 


The night passes into a new day, the
last day of school hours before the weekend. Once school is over,
Sean is outside the main college building near the main road,
continuing his part to undermine Cain’s position among the
community by flashing his crafty words for a group of students
gathered around him. “You know, you’ve got to wonder what’s wrong
with Cain these days,” he tells them, his arm around the shoulders
of a pretty brunette girl sitting beside him. “I mean, with most
people, he would have come chasing after them like some mad bull.
But now, when some freshman with special powers shows up, he’s
hiding away in his lonely little closet, hoping the monster he
calls Matt won’t get him!”

The students laugh, and Sean
continues, “So, the last time I looked it up, the definition of a
tyrant is someone who rules through fear, power, cruel conviction,
and with an iron fist. Therefore, that makes the definition of Cain
Incarein simple, he’s the complete opposite. He’s so spooked and
wimpy now, he’d run away screaming from a box of
kittens!”

Some of the guys roll over in
laughter, and the girl slaps his back while chuckling, leaning into
his shoulder. He kisses her on the forehead before going on more
satirically, “But yeah, truly, the big bad boss we once knew as
Cain is no more. To think, he would belittle himself to hiding and
sneaking about, spreading silly rumors and lies around, all because
of one freshman, who doesn’t want trouble with anyone? If he had
any dignity left, Cain ought to come out and apologize, plead for
Matt’s forgiveness, clean up his attitude. If not that, at least
confront him one more time, and go down in a blaze of glory or
something. But, alas, it seems Cain has no such dignity left in
him. Oh well, his loss, not ours!”

The spectators laugh some more. Sean
grins at his moment of popular attraction until he hears a cold
voice from behind him speak when the students cease their laughter.
“If Cain had any dignity left, which I’m sure he does, he wouldn’t
go waste it on freshman scum like Matt Calamos, or you.”

Sean and his audience turn to the
source of voice and see it is Irene Goros. Fright awakens within
Sean’s inner parts, and it proves contagious as the others gulp or
twitch. He puts on an act of being humored by her appearance, and
says politely, “Hey, if it isn’t Miss Irene Goros! How ya doing
today? Have you come to share cut-downs of the ex-Invincible
Warrior?”

Irene shows a sinister smile and
replies, “Actually, I’m here to cut down anyone who dares to insult
Cain Incarein, who just so happens to be my boss. He has given me
precise instructions that if I find someone mocking him, I am to
shut them up in his name.”

The students, excluding Sean, already
have the feeling to scram and leave with haste, the girl beside him
flashing an apologetic look as she gets up and follows them. Sean
looks after them, waving his hand good-bye and smiling as he truly
feels disgusted they had ditched him, to let him be the scapegoat.
He turns back to Irene with more pleading in his voice. “Hehe,
well, you know how much I love making jokes about people. All I’m
doing is making them more colorful! I personally don’t think Cain
would want me tarnished for things so silly, I would guess that he
laughs at them himself! You know what I mean, right?”

Irene continues her
chilling leer toward him. “Yes, I do, you inferior rodent,
scampering about and squeaking. There are some people, in case you
haven’t learned, who don’t tolerate annoying vermin running around
them, and would rather see them exterminated. Do you get
what I mean?”

Sean gulps again, trying to think up
any excuse to keep Irene from fighting him. While he feels
confident in his morph’s abilities and potential, he is still
intimidated by Irene, whose skill in her battle morph is as
merciless as her demeanor. He squeaks out, which doesn’t help his
case, “Well, why would you even be working for Cain? Last I heard,
you were under Cynthia’s command, and now I find you switched
bosses! Say, just how often do you turn coats, anyway?”

“That’s none of your
business,” threateningly purrs Irene, and she walks closer to Sean,
who scrambles backwards and onto his feet, slowly backing up to
stay out of her reach. “You see, I’d be less worried about who I
serve, and more about how I’m going to tear you apart. Should I
make this quick and impacting, or should I drag it out, so that
it’s slow and painful?”

Sean is running out of ideas to keep
this rogue, battle-hungry Alkalian off his back. “Actually,” he
begs one more time, digging up things he had heard going around, “I
do worry about your business, as I’ve heard some weird stories
about you recently. Getting drunk at the casino, going out with
strange-acting characters, and flirting with other women? Is any of
that true, because I’m having trouble seeing it myself,
and…”

“It’s all true,” Irene
says, knocking down Sean’s last reserves, leaving him gaping. “And
I don’t care what you think of my activities. I’ve my own freedom
to choose what I do, as I’m a senior and have good enough grades
and reputation to not bother anyone important. I will do whatever I
want around here, and I’ve not met anyone caring enough to try and
stop me.”

“If you turn around, you
finally will,” enters a well-familiar, calm voice. Sean looks past
Irene, who spins to the source of the voice. Dante stands a few
yards away, hands in his pockets and his eyes glazed with concern.
The angle at which the sun’s rays hit him makes it seem his suit is
shining amber.

Irene, at first irritated to see him,
smirks at Dante, sweetly saying, “Why, younger brother, whatever do
you mean? You, of all people, should know I’m perfectly fine with
my choices.”

Dante explains in ample tones, “Before
I did, but I’ve begun to learn things beyond my prior realm of
understanding. My loyal partners have been informing me of
disturbing details about your ‘harmless’ recreation activities.
Bullying lower class students whenever you feel like it. Getting
wild and reckless at the gambling tables, and therefore losing all
your money. And, as Sean stated, an increasing rate of flirting
with other women. I believe you were raised to behave better than
that, sister.”

Irene snuffs at his accusations. “Oh,
there’s nothing wrong with all that, can’t you tell I’m just having
fun? What’s the matter with some experiments along the edge of
standard moral?”

“Along the edge, indeed.
And if you fall over, all that awaits you is regret and despair,”
Dante answers while camouflaging a snarl. “You are disgracing our
family in these savage practices, and if they ever found out about
them, you would be properly punished and reminded of what is
expected of you as the first-born heir to Saratu.”

“What they won’t know
won’t hurt them. I assure you, these past time enjoyments won’t
become habits, and I shall not bring them into my duties after
college.”

“I can’t take the chance
that testimony will remain your state-of-mind. From what I’ve
observed, you’re constantly changing your view towards different
topics, doing whatever pleases you best and following what others
think is cool. If you were to meditate on such a matter, you should
see that this kind of attitude is not…”

“Shut up, Dante,” growls
Irene, her temper starting to rise. “I have nothing to worry about.
I can take care of myself.”

“Can you? I have seen that
you switch from serving one boss student to another, without any
care or logical reason. You’re as unpredictable as the wind in a
storm. Instead of following other boss students, you should have at
least been a boss student, yourself. You always follow, and point
blame for your actions to others. You never lead, or take
responsibility for yourself. If you’re supposed to be the heir of
the Goros clan, thus the next leader of the state of Saratu, why
aren’t you practicing your leadership skills, instead of being a
sell-sword for those who won’t be leaders in the real
world?”

“Are you saying that I…”
begins Irene’s vicious outburst, but she catches herself and
chuckles. She comes over to Dante and pinches his cheek while
saying, “I get it. You’re finally trying to take the chief position
in our order, and now you’re using my outskirts as an excuse to
force me out of being heir. Clever, little brother, very clever.
But it won’t be that easy for you.”

Dante doesn’t flinch from
her touching him, and counters by saying, “Yes, if it went that
far, these absurd behaviors could jeopardize your first-born right
to the monarchy, but that’s not why I’m telling you all this.
Believe it or not, I’m deeply worried about your transactions, and
don’t want them to lead you down the wrong paths in the future. You
are letting others and your own selfish, unorthodox beliefs blow
you around, rather than being guided by the breeze of the Wind
Spirit. I wish it that you will become the upright and responsible
woman, and leader, you are meant to be. Not just for our family
affairs, but for the sake of the entire state we rule. Will you
please understand what I’m saying, Irene? I want to
help you, not
hurt you.”

For a moment, amazement and remorse
warm Irene’s burning eyes at Dante’s words. But the flames rekindle
as she stomps pass him, stopping to say, “I will be fine, and so
will the state of Saratu. Count on it.” She then leaves Sean and
Dante there alone by the main road, heading off in the direction of
the casino.

When Irene becomes a speck in the
distance, Sean says to Dante, also watching after her, “Yeah,
family drama, it sucks. I’ve had my share of it. But, there’s a
bright side to all this. Your little argument made her forget about
shooting me up!”

Dante shows no sign of reaction, and
instead pulls out a cigarette and his rune lighter and puffs a few
small clouds, his stare still on the horizon. Sean glances to the
cigarette and asks, “So, how often do you smoke those things,
hmm?”

This gets Dante attention. With a
startled look he admits, “Excuse me, I didn’t even notice it.” He
drops the cigarette and stamps it out, then looks back to Sean.
“Now that I’ve found you, I can tell you the news.”

“News? What
news?”

“Matt says there’s going
to be a party tonight, and the only guests happen to be him and his
close allies, which is us. We’re all going to meet at your cabin
before the party begins and he explains what it’s for.”

“…Fantastico!” responds an
excited Sean. “It’s been a while since I’ve gone to a fancy fiesta!
I’d better hurry off and get ready!”

Sean is about to run off when Dante
stops him with a serious question. “Sean, tell me honestly. Could
you see that I’m really caring and worried for my
sister?”

Caught off-guard by the
question, Sean answers, “Uh, yeah, I saw it. You were as,
ah, passionate,
as you could be.” He shrugs, turns, and takes off for the cabins.
Dante, meanwhile, remains alone on the road for a second, an
appreciative, but sad, smile forming upon him.

 


***

 


Later that day as the chill of a fall
evening reaches its peak and the twilight is a golden thread lining
the horizon below a purple sky, Matt, Sean, Rose, and Dante walk
away from the freshmen cabins. The men are in their best suits.
Matt wears a gentleman’s suit of black, Sean has a nice, brown vest
paired with tan pants, and Dante wears a darkish blue match of
clothes that seem woven from the glimmer of moonlight upon rippled
water. Rose is dressed in an emerald green dress with the long
skirt covering her legs, and her leaf emblem rests against her skin
while hung around her neck.

As the group passes by the other class
cabins, Sean does not hold back his curiosity for the party’s
location. “Come on, Matt!” he begs. “Tell us already, where are we
going to have this party!?”

“Patience, Sean,” replies
Matt in his amusement. “You will find out soon enough. I do hope
you guys will like it.”

“Of course we will!” Rose
says. “I mean, I’m sure we’ll be doing something not completely
insane, right?”

“I myself am anxious to
discover the accommodation for our party,” throws in Dante. “It had
better be impressive enough to satisfy royalty.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Matt
says with an air of mystery to spur even more anticipation from his
colleagues. “You’ll have your answers soon, that’s all I can
say.”

Rose and Dante let their questions end
there, but Sean isn’t satisfied. “Could you at least give a hint?
Some clue to where this is going to be?”

Without warning, Matt
stops, causing the others to halt mid-step, and he announces,
“Here is our
destination.” He refers to one of the first buildings in the cabin
section reserved for seniors, the three-story house having windows
marking several rooms for each floor. Dante, Rose, and Sean are
surprised. The logical idea would be at the casino in a cleared-out
location, or the study hall usually reserved for Lyn and her
gang.

Matt walks up to the front door, his
companions nervously following him. He knocks upon the door, and
Sean immediately says, “Oh, I guess they’re not home. Let’s come
back some other time!” The attempt to make a good excuse to leave
is choked when the door opens.

Lyn Arcterus stands before them, her
dress a dazzling shade of violet woven from the twilight above them
that brings out more of her mesmerizing eye features, almost
knocking over the four of them. “Ah, good evening, Matt and his
friends. Sean, Rose, and Dante. Right on schedule, I see!” She
comes down the step to them, over to Matt’s side, and, to his and
the others’ surprise, kisses him on the cheek while putting her arm
around his waist. Gesturing with her other arm, she says with a
smile, “Please, do come in. We’ve been waiting for you.”

As Matt is escorted inside by her, a
puzzled look yet on his face, Dante follows, still a little shaken
but overcome enough to go along. Rose, blind-sided from seeing Lyn
kiss Matt, decides to not linger on it and walks in behind Dante.
Sean, jittery from a situation he did not plan on entering, glances
everywhere to make sure he isn’t being watched and hurries into the
cabin, closing the door behind him.

Upon entering the senior cabin, Lyn
leads Matt and the others down the narrow hall and up a first, then
a second, flight of stairs, into another narrow hallway, and
through a door held open by one of Lyn’s associates. They are met
with the living quarters and kitchen of the third floor apartment,
adorn with luxurious furniture and appealing design. A large table
in the middle of the living room has already been set with chairs
for guests and food for dinner, served by some of Lyn’s girls.
Fresh and hot roast, bread, and stew fill the air with pleasing
aromas. At one end of the table, a glass bowl contains a bright
colored punch drink, with ladle and cups nearby for self-serving,
and on the opposite side is a freshly baked cake with black
frosting coating it, along with yellow frosting forming the words,
“Alkalian College Liberators.”

Matt, Rose, Sean, and Dante, lost
while taking in the view of the feast before them, gradually come
closer into the room. After some of the girls come forward to take
the outer vests from the men, to which Dante declines and keeps his
on, Lyn says to them, “Make yourselves at home and relax, for
tonight your efforts of revolution are receiving recognition, as
well as being reinforced with senior approval!”

“…Say what?” asks a
dazed-looking Sean. “Who is this party for, exactly?”

“Why, all of us here, of
course,” answers a familiar, attracting voice. Sean and company
whirl to see Cynthia emerge from an out-of-view corner of the room,
wearing her blood-red dress, her crimson hair shaped into a long,
braided pony tail, and her scarlet-tanned skin gleaming in the
light. With her bewitching smile and twinkling eyes she says while
approaching him, placing a glistening arm over his shoulders,
“Didn’t expect to meet me a third time, did you, Sean?”

As Sean is flabbergasted
and unable to speak, another different voice booms through the
room’s atmosphere. “At last! The whole gang’s here and ready to
party! It’s about time, too, I was about to drag some of Lyn’s
ladies outside to fight them!” Buster, in his gray-and-black suit
with his badge on its front, enters from the hallway leading into
another part of the cabin. He asks Lyn in an impatient tone, “Now
that these rascals have finally arrived, can we please eat?”

“Yes, we can now begin,”
Lyn answers. “Matt, I’d start telling your friends what’s going on,
before one of them faints.” Her warning comes too late as Sean
suddenly swoons and falls to the floor, caught by Cynthia beside
him.

 


***

 


The meal commences after Matt explains
to his roommates and Dante the meaning of this party and how it
came about. Earlier that day, he had met up and planned with Lyn to
hold this gathering in her apartment at her cabin. He was to bring
them along, while Lyn had invited Cynthia and Buster, their newest
allies to the cause, to join them, and they would all use the
evening to become more acquainted with each other. This calms them
down, and soon all seven of them are at the table, eating their
share of the food at an easy pace while Lyn’s maids serve
them.

To pass the time, Buster, without the
consent of the others, has been rambling on about past battles. He
enthusiastically finishes one with, “And before she pounced on him,
I grabbed her by the tail, swung her around and flung her into the
wall, then nailed her to it with a blast from my cannon. Hah, the
poor Panther never saw it coming. The look on her face after she
demorphed was priceless!”

“Yes, it really must have
been something,” Lyn says with thinning patience. “Your strength
and vigor continue to marvel us.”

“Yeah, but not as much as
his intellect,” Sean whispers to Cynthia sitting next to him, to
which she fails at keeping a few giggles from escaping
her.

Noticing that, Buster, instead of
suspecting something, exclaims, “Oh yes, it was very funny! Sure, I
was the only one laughing, but I didn’t mind.” He reaches for and
gulps down his glass of punch, handing it off to be refilled by one
of the maids, and starts again, “Oh, and then there was that one
time I fought…”

“Okay, Buster, enough,”
Lyn quickly cuts him off. “I think we’ve heard enough of your war
stories for now!” To everyone’s relief, Buster shrugs it off while
receiving his glass back, and she continues while placing her arm
around Matt, startling him in the middle of his eating, “So, who
else would like to say a little about themselves? How about you,
Sean?”

“Eh? Who, me?” As the
others all look back at him, and Cynthia pats him on the shoulder
with a smirk, he clears his throat before speaking. “Er hrm,
alright, then. Where to begin, what to say. Oh, I know! So, some of
you know already I grew up in Minari, right? Well, I come from a
farming family, who spends most of the time planting, growing, and
harvesting crops, the labor made much easier through our battle
morphs. However, since I never knew how to use mine, I couldn’t
help out around the farm, and so spent the most of my time having
adventures in town. I would jest with shop owners, flirt with the
girls, get chased around by bullies. Ah, good times, those were!
Reminds me of the one time some guy caught me making out with his
girlfriend, and he chased me through the whole town in our morphs,
threatening to chop me into pieces with his ax!”

Cynthia bursts out laughing,
surprising the others as they chuckled. Sean is especially
surprised before he continues, “Yes, as funny as that was, it
wasn’t all sunshine and fair play back then. Sometimes, the bullies
caught me. And for me, who didn’t know how to fight in my morph,
that was an ill stroke of luck, indeed. Like the one time a guy and
his buddies caught me in the woods, after he found out I had been
flirting with his sister. They put me through a real meat grinder,
I tell ya.” He gulps down the last of his punch and holds it out
for a refill.

“Hmm, I can imagine the
struggle of growing up without knowing your morphs’ abilities,”
Dante voices from over his food. “Do you intend to join the family
business at farming, now that you have discovered them?”

“Hah, far from it!” Sean
remarks while sipping from his punch glass handed back to him. “I
always hated the farm life, actually, as well as that small, dusty
little town I grew up in. I’ve always dreamed of a life of
excitement, adventure, thrills and spills around every corner. It
was one day, when I was out playing cards with a few buddies, that
I decided I wanted to be a gambler. I’ve always had a strange
streak of success when it comes to cards or dice, proven when I
nearly cleaned out the local saloon. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to
keep the money, as the ruffians snagged me afterwards and beat it
all back out of me. I knew then, though, if there was one thing I’m
good at in this world, it was flirting with Lady Luck!”

“Haha, I think she’s not
the only lady you’re good at flirting with, Sean,” Cynthia purrs
while scratching his chin, making him cringe at her touch, her
fingernails stroking his goatee.

As the others take notice to her
interest in him, Sean is the one to ask what they are all thinking.
“Uh, Cynthia?”

“Yes, Sean?”

“Forgive me for asking,
but, are you sober at the moment?”

“Why, of course. Unless
you don’t want me to be.”

“Okay, then, just making
sure, hehe,” Sean replies with a nervous gulp. Cynthia is right on
one thing, he did have a certain kind of charm with other women.
Most women, anyway, besides Rose. Usually, he was the one to hit on
them, so he isn’t used to it being the other way around, especially
from Cynthia. “So, uh, why don’t you say something about yourself,
Cynthia?”

“Hmm, okay, I suppose I
can. I prefer an air of mystery around me, but you all, as allies,
should know more about me.” She takes a sip of her stew, not
minding it being hot yet, and begins, “Unlike our friend Sean here,
who was of no use to his family business, I found myself as the
backbone behind mine. My family owns and manages the infamous
Volvaron Resort back in Saratu, and I had my share of jobs there.
But the one thing I was constantly doing, from the time I was a
teenager, was a talent we discovered I had at a young age.
Sculpting.

“You look at me now, in my
dress, with my hair combed and braided, and you think that was all
there is to me. Back at home, though, you could find me in small
shorts, a tank-top, and my hair and skin slick with sweat as I
carved out sculptures from stone for many an occasion or subject.
I’ve sculpted people, animals, plants, fountains, plenty of things.
We’ve put some of my work out as decorations around the resort,
and, when business was slow, would auction off some of my statues
to keep us afloat.”

Matt, at her description of sculptures
she has made and how some were displayed at her resort, thinks back
and nods. “Oh yeah, I think I’ve seen a few of them there. I was
really fascinated by that fountain that looked like an inferno. It
was so big, and the idea of water coming out of fire, that really
made my head spin! Did you make that one all by
yourself?”

“Oh yes, I certainly did,”
replies Cynthia with a proud smile. “Sure, it was hard work, and it
took a long time to complete it, but it wasn’t all by hand. In my
morph, I used real fire to heat and carve down the stone to take
out some large chunks of it, which left the start of what you saw
as the tongues of flame I more finely detailed by hand. You’ve been
to my resort before, then?”

“Yeah, I’ve gone there a
few times, with my parents. It’s a very nice place, we’ve had some
good times there.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear
that, Matt! If you happen to go down there again sometime, perhaps
you and I could meet up. I could give you a tour, show off some of
my recent projects, share a drink or two with you, and maybe a few
other things. That is, if we’re still friends after this school
year ends.” The wink that accompanies her sly smirk rattles Matt,
and some of the others. Ignoring their reactions, she looks across
the table to Dante, suggesting, “You’ve been mostly quiet there,
Dante Goros. Why don’t you say a little, at least?”

“That’s
Prince Dante Goros to
you, Miss Volvaron,” he remarks, with the glimmer of a grin. He
bites off a piece of a bread stick while Buster chuckles at the
comment and the way Cynthia blushes, chewing and swallowing it
before continuing, “As you may all know, I am Dante Goros, the
second heir to the ruling Goros clan of Saratu. I have always
conducted myself the way I was raised to. Display honor, respect,
restraint, and conviction around others, no matter what their
station. However, it is unfortunately not the same for my sister,
the first-born heir. She dishonors her family, her state, even
herself with her recent behavior and activities, and I worry if,
one of these days, she may go so far there would be no way to
redeem her graces.”

He pauses a moment to compose himself,
sating his rising emotions with a gulp of punch, then goes on, “And
so, I would take this moment to humbly request something of you all
here. I am aware that she now works for Cain, and is therefore an
opposition to our cause. However, if and when the time comes that
any of you confront her, I beg of you to not be too rough on her.
If she is to eventually reap what she has sown, I would hope it
does not drag any of you into it.”

“Heh, that’s easier said
than done,” Cynthia snuffs, drinking from her glass with a
glower.

“Agreed,” mutters Rose,
something sharp and cruel in her eyes and tone for a brief
moment.

Buster asks, “So, you really care for
your train wreck of a sister that much, eh, Dante?”

Dante nods. “Yes, it is true. She is
family, and I would love her, unconditionally.”

“Uh huh. Well, good luck
with her,” Buster tells him with a grimace while cutting up some of
the roast served him. “From what I’ve heard and seen, she looks
tougher to crack than a mountain tortoise’s shell.”

Not sure how he himself feels over
Dante trying to protect Irene, Matt puts it aside to bring up
something that bugged him. “Uh, Dante, you say how you and your
sister are of the Goros clan. What does that mean, exactly? What’s
the point of a clan? I mean, back in Minari, we don’t have
clans.”

“Ah, because in Minari,
we’re not governed by a dynasty of monarchs,” Sean answers.
“Instead, we’re ruled by a union of individuals who are the top
honchos of their businesses, elected into their positions on the
council. Neither does Corrasin, the State of Seas, have clans.
Well, officially. I’ve heard something about their more rural
citizens yet having closely-kept families, but it’s the clergy who
have the last word there, not the nobles. The only states that have
clans are the other three, Tirez, Saratu, and Riaquen, where the
clans that were the most prominent during the Age of Chaos have
maintained dynasty rule, unless, depending on the state’s
preferences, another clan rises and replaces them.” The others were
staring at him explaining it so readily, and he notices. “What,
just because I hate history doesn’t mean I don’t pay
attention!”

“Right. Well, what he says
is true,” concurs Buster. After eating a bite of his roast, he goes
on, “Here are some examples. As Dante said, he’s from the ruling
Goros clan in Saratu. James Iroshen, who’s from Tirez, is also from
a ruling clan, although they were put there by democratic means.
And then there’s Rose and I. She’s from the famous Alamence clan of
Riaquen, as I am from the honored Harmada clan. Ain’t that right,
Rose?”

“Ah, yes, that’s right.”
Rose holds her amulet softly as she continues. “My clan rules over
a northern, more remote province, and we are famous in Riaquen, as
well as across the country, for our legacy as especially talented
Elemental Artists.”

“Oh. Okay, I guess I
understand, then.” He looks to Lyn beside him. “What about you,
Lyn? Do you have a clan, in Tirez?”

“Ah, no, I do not,” Lyn
says, going on after a sip of her punch. “I think my family was
once part of a clan, but it broke up a long time ago. My mother
passed away when I was still very young, so the only family I’ve
known is my father, Fenrir Arcterus.” She smiles at the thought of
him, her pale eyes twinkling. “Despite his job as a ranger, hunting
down and capturing criminals, which he is very good at, he’s always
been there for me. He’s my greatest role model in life. I want to
be just like him, putting fear into my enemies by my mere presence
and serving other citizens faithfully, protecting and aiding them
however I can.” She looks around at the others and ventures to ask,
“How much do you all know about my father?”

“As you say, his
reputation as a formidable ranger precedes him across the country,”
Dante says. After eating the rest of his bread, he adds, “They call
him ‘The Black Wolf of the North,’ and mothers tell their children
if they don’t behave, he will come and eat them.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Sean
agrees. “I grew up having nightmares about the guy. I’ve even heard
rumors that, during a full moon, he becomes like a ghost. Nothing
can touch him, and he can vanish and reappear at will to maim his
foes from nowhere!”

“Hah, oh yeah, we’ve heard
stuff like that about him, back in Riaquen,” sneers Buster through
a mouth full of meat. He swallows and says, “Of course, we don’t
believe half those rumors, but we’ve had a few training simulations
to be prepared for such things. Personally, I would love the
opportunity to fight him in a duel. Imagine, me tangling with the
Black Wolf! So, Lyn, do tell, just how much of those rumors about
him are true?”

She laughs, and then replies with a
smirk, “Sorry, you’ll have to find out for yourself. But what I can
tell you is that he’s not all mean and scary like they say. Did you
know, on his tours across the state, he’ll stop at the village or
town checkpoints, helping out the locals with random tasks or
playing with the children? Believe it or not, if you’re not his
quarry, he’s actually very kind and admirable. He’s gained the love
of many of the citizens of Tirez through his deeds, and I’m proud
of him for it. If you don’t believe me, just ask Matt here. His
father is a ranger, too, and the two of them are good friends.” She
turns back to him at her side, placing an affectionate hand over
his. “Isn’t that right, Matt?”

Glancing to Lyn’s hand on his, Matt
blushes before replying, “Heh, uh, yeah, that’s right. Whenever
they’ve happened to be patrolling the border between our states,
they’ve come across each other a few times, and have even worked
together on assignments. I haven’t heard much of those rumors about
Fenrir, but all my father’s told me about him have been good
things. He’s said he’s a man you can trust with your life, and a
hardy ally you can afford to have on your side. He also made sure
to remind me how formidable he truly is in his morph. One time, he
witnessed him wrestling with a rabid horned bear, where he nearly
tore the thing apart without using any of his spells! So overall,
yeah, he’s a pretty impressive guy.”

“Oh yes, he certainly is
that, and more. I think it’s the greatest coincidence that our
fathers happened to be become such boon companions. It would only
make sense that their children should become the same, don’t you
agree?” Lyn leans in closer to Matt, her silver eyes twinkling
before she softly kisses him on the cheek.

Then blushing a beat red, Matt gulps
to recompose himself, quick to change the subject under the stares
of the others. “So, anyway, on to the business at hand. Anyone have
any ideas about how we can finish off Cain’s tyranny?”

They all think over it for a moment,
each one coming up with a different idea, except Sean. He was
trying to come up with something when his gaze falls over the cake.
He interrupts the brainstorming by pointing to it, saying, “You
know, that cake’s starting to look really tasty. Anybody mind if I
have a piece, or two? Or three?”

Lyn, after shooting him a sharp look,
then chuckles. “Oh yeah, I almost forgot about it! Diane, Jasmine,
why don’t you two split it up for us, now?” Two of her maids step
up at her request and go about cutting and serving
slices.

“Hehe, ah, thank you
much,” Sean says as he receives a piece. “So, the words on it,
‘Alkalian College Liberators’, whose idea was that? Is that who
we’re supposed to be? Because I like it!”

“That was me, and yes,
that’s who we are,” Cynthia replies, smirking at him through a
scoop of cake she eats. “I’m glad you like it, Sean.”

Sean flashes back a more wary smirk
before eating his own cake, as the others are, when Dante throws
out a suggestion after some bites of his own. “The Royale Project
is coming up. That could be the best time to make the most impact
upon Cain.”

“Royale Project? What’s
the Royale Project?” asks Rose.

“Why, it’s the best time
of the year for us battle lovers!” Buster, with jolly, answers. He
explains, “Every school year, in the late fall, all students have
to participate in a school project that’s more like a battle
tournament. Everybody gets a red, blue, or green badge, and is then
encouraged to fight anyone of a different color to earn points. The
amount of points determines the percentage score for your project,
which means one hundred points gives you a perfect grade. But, if
you are one of the four highest scorers for your badge color, you
move on to the battle tournament finals and try to become the
Alkalian College Battle Champion, a high honor to achieve that
looks good on any application!”

“Ah. So,” Rose says while
putting the pieces together, “what if we stopped Cain at the
tournament finals, and one of us became the champion?”

The seniors nod in agreement while
Matt, Sean, and Dante’s eyes light up at the idea. “That would be
the final stone upon Cain’s tomb,” Lyn says with confidence. “It
would be proven to the whole school that the days of Cain, and
others like him, are gone and replaced by a new generation of
student society, founded by Matt Calamos and his
allies.”

“It could work, I guess,”
Matt says, agreeing with the facts. “Anyone with a better
idea?”

No one replies. They all believe the
Royale Project would end this war over the college. Seeing this in
their proud stares at him, Matt raises his glass for a toast. “Then
it’s settled. Our first, and final, operation as the Alkalian
College Liberators. To become the Alkalian College
Champions!”

His friends and the seniors copy the
motion and solidify their fellowship with a unified call.
“Champions!!”

 


***

 


“HOW DARE THEY!? How dare
they, those traitorous curs!” Cain punches the wall of a dark-lit
room in a senior cabin, the room with the long table he used for
meetings between him and his colleagues. He snorts like a bull for
a moment, venting his rage, before turning back to the man cowering
by the corner of the table near him. He asks, “Anything else you
want to tell me, Johnny?”

“Gah, uh, no, no sir,
that’s all,” Johnny replies, shaking like a leaf.

“Good. Then get out of
here. Now.” When Johnny hesitates, his temper flares again. “Did
you hear me, dog? Get out of here, before I beat you until you’re
lame and crawling out that door!” The threat gets Johnny moving,
bolting across the room and through the door like a scared
rodent.

Once he was gone, Cain sighs and turns
his attention to the other people in the room. Irene stands across
the room on his left, leaning against the wall, and on the other
end of the table sit Tony and James. He goes back to his seat, sits
down with a palm to his forehead, and begins. “Do we want to keep
our position over these lower-class vermin or not? While that
freshman freak is brainwashing more people to his will, we are
being forced into the little shelter we have left to avoid his cult
worshippers. Lyn’s bitches and Dante’s grunts hound and brutalize
our men, they’ve taken over the flow of money in the pit arena, and
now, even Cynthia and Buster, two of my best tools, seniors like
us, boss students like I, have betrayed us and joined him!” He
whirls upon Tony, demanding, “You, Tony. What are you and your
officers doing around the casino, while Matt and his minions run
wild? Certainly not your jobs!”

In his own defense, Tony tries to
explain to his boss, “You know, they all do gang-up on us and fight
at the same time. They outnumber and outmatch us when they see the
opportunity. And, half the time, Dante or Lyn are with
them…”

“And you think that’s an
excuse for your miserable failures?” Cain sharply interrupts him.
“Don’t you think after they’ve jumped you so many times that you
might actually be somewhat prepared
for the next time they attack you!?”

“Gah, well, that’s hard to
do, sir. They either stay low-profile until we become distracted
reprimanding someone else, then surprise us, or they get us when
we’re out drinking, or…”

Cain hammers the table in
rage, spitting, “You and your pitiful excuses of officers are
still drinking!?
In case you haven’t figured it out yet, we are at WAR here, Tony!!
And I will not have my troops drunk on the battlefield so that any
simple-minded fool, besides our foes, can come over and bonk you on
your brainless skulls! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME!?”

Tony recoils in his chair at Cain’s
roaring, mewling out, “Ye-yes, sir…”

“And as for you, James!”
Cain whips upon his cousin next. “I will hear no more of your
complaining about you disliking to get your hands dirty. You
will assist us in
silencing Matt and his misguided friends, whether you like it or
not!”

James doesn’t reply for a moment
before he says, “And what makes you think I won’t switch over, like
Cynthia or Buster did, the way you’re addressing your own
cousin?”

“BECAUSE YOU KNOW BETTER,
YOU IGNORANT LITTLE PIECE OF…!!” Cain catches himself before going
too far, fights it down, and tries again. “Because, you have as
much reason to as I already do, now. In case it slipped your mind,
if Matt and his allies have their way, we boss students will lose
our dominion over others at this school. If you don’t help out, I
imagine it’s going to become very difficult keeping your place over
other students, especially the women you fancy to indulge in. Is
that clear enough to you, cousin?”

James glares back at him a moment
more, but then sighs and relents. “Alright, fine. I’ll see what I
can do in order to sabotage Matt’s efforts.”

“Good, thank you. That’s
all I wanted to hear from you. So now, if all of you will do your
jobs, perhaps we will put those freshmen and our double-crossing
classmates in their places!”

From the side, Irene huffs
in disapproval, bringing the men’s attention to her, before she
remarks, “All this ranting and yelling you do is nothing but
wasting breath, Cain, when the biggest problem here is the fact
you’re not doing anything yourself.”

“You dare question my own
efforts here!?” Cain snaps at her.

“Certainly. I thought you
were supposed to be the Invincible Warrior. What are you doing
here, pushing all of us around, when you should be out there,
beating down the inferior students?”

“Because that would be the
best way to guarantee my defeat, you simple-minded whore!” A hint
of madness crosses Cain’s eyes as he goes on, “If I went out there,
rampaging across campus as I ought to do, he would come. Yes, he
would come, out from the shadows, from behind the corner, from out
of the trees, he could even spring out of the ground! He would come
and cut me down, shoot me in the head, or obliterate me with magic,
and I could do nothing, nothing
to him! What good are my powers when they cannot
serve me against a Dark Warrior!?”

He stands and madly paces,
continuing, “And to make matters worse, now Cynthia and Buster are
with him. Cynthia is a fiery aggressor when roused, and Buster is
always bloodthirsty for combat. What could I do if
all three of them came
at me, at the same time? It would be the ultimate symbol of
a coup de tat,
the coup de grace to finish me off! No, no, I myself cannot go out there
fighting, no, it must be done another way. We will not defeat Matt
and his horde in open combat, we must bring them down through
deception, corruption, and manipulation!”

The others have wary looks upon them
at Cain’s rant of an explanation before a knock upon the door
echoes through the room. Tony rises to answer it, and returns to
them with a letter in his hand. “It’s for you,” he tells Cain, and
he hands him the envelope.

His schizophrenic rage
preventing curiosity, Cain rips it open and pulls out the letter.
As his eyes skim over the writing, his anger shifts to fear before
he cries out, “No, no, he can’t come back now!!”

“What is it? Who’s coming
back?” asks Irene while the other two exchange glances.

“He, he’s coming back, for
the Royale Project. He was supposed to stay at his military school
for his senior year, but now he’s coming back, just to win the
Alkalian College Championship again. Just when I thought Matt
Calamos was my biggest problem here, he has come back to haunt
me!”

Disgusted that he won’t answer her
question, Irene snatches the paper out of Cain’s trembling fingers
to see what it said. Reading over it once, she chuckles and says,
“Oh wow, he’s even singled you out to be on your best behavior, or
he’ll beat the daylights out of you. Yeah, you are totally screwed
when he shows up.”

James thinks about it and guesses,
“You mean, Nicholas? Nicholas is coming back?”

“Yes, of course that’s who I mean, who
else!?” Sheer delirium is in his eyes as Cain bellows with flailing
gestures, “Nicholas Narqailein, the Wrecking Wave, the Drowning
Dread, the savage brute from the bleak waters of Corrasin! The
four-time Alkalian College Battle Champion, that’s who! Forget
about Matt or someone else taking me down on campus, he’ll be the
first to do it himself if he ever catches me!!”

“Ah, right, him. That
could be a problem,” James muses. For a moment, he and Tony have
looks of worry themselves, given the reputation and character
behind this Nicholas. Then, Cain’s eyes light up with a sudden
idea, he mutters things under his breath to himself, and what
starts out as a few giggles soon becomes hysterical laughter.
Looking at him as if he has truly gone mad this time, Irene asks,
“Now what’s the matter with you?”

Thumping his fists on the
table, Cain says, more to himself than his henchmen, “This
is perfect!! This
is the opportunity I have been hoping for! If anyone will be able
to stop Matthew Calamos and his little friends for me, it will
definitely be HIM!!” He continues laughing at whatever he thought
was ingenius, ignoring the looks from the others as he strolls past
them and out of the room.

Once Cain was gone, Tony lets out a
sigh between relief and exhaustion, groaning, “The sooner we
graduate, and I get as far away as possible from that guy, the
better. No offense, James, but I think you’d understand.” He
stands, throws out, “Have a good night, you two,” and walks away to
the door and leaves the room.

Left alone with a brooding James,
Irene has a quizzical look in her expression as she weighs the
significance of recent events. Nicholas Narqailein, the one
Alkalian student who could make even the boss students look weak,
is coming back to win the championship again. She is sure when he
gets mixed into this contest between Matt and Cain that both sides
were going to drown.

A little voice then reminds her of
what Dante had told her earlier, about always following others and
never making a move for herself. When she looks at James, who does
not appear thrilled about being bossed around by Cain again, she
wonders if this was a great opportunity to follow his advice. With
a sly smirk she comes over, takes a seat next to him, and says, “If
Cain is always like that, you must have a blast at family
reunions.”

“Huh? Oh, him,” James
grunts. “He’s always been the spoiled brat of the family, but he’s
never been this bad before this all began, when he became a senior,
and therefore a boss student. I think all the power went to his
head, and now, he’s losing his head because of it.”

“Hmm, perhaps you are
right.” She puts on an air of being curious, asking, “Is he older
than you?”

“What? Uh, no, I’m a year
or so older than him.”

“Uh huh. And, is his
family higher up than yours?”

“Heh, they could have
been. Our halves of the clan share blood and wealth, but it was my
side of it that came to rule through the majority vote in Tirez,
and so my father is Prime Minister, not his.”

“I see. So, how come he
feels obliged to push you around and insult you, like he’s superior
to you?”

James sighs, looking for an answer,
before telling her, “I guess it’s because he’s been raised to think
he’s better than everyone. My parents did a great job not spoiling
me, despite our wealth and status. They sent me off to work in a
logging company for a year, and I quickly got into shape involving
hierarchy and humility, when to be the boss or the servant, through
that rough experience. Cain’s parents, however, were not so
foresighted. They gave him whatever he wanted, clothes, money,
entertainment, women, and even used their friends in high places to
get the drugs that give him his powers of invulnerability.” He
sighs again, mumbling, “There’s no question he’s gone mad with
power, but I don’t know when it happened, or if anything can be
done to save him.”

“Yes, I guess that is
tragic. As he aims to rise above the flames, they’re going to
consume and burn him when he falls.” Irene flashes him a knowing
look. “And I’m sure you don’t want to be dragged down with him,
yes?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid that’s
so. He’s family, but, if he can’t listen to reason, to learn to
accept losing, then what can I, or anyone, do for him? I actually
wonder if the Cain I once knew is gone, and something vile and
terrible has taken his place.”

“Hah, the superstitious
type, eh? You think the spirits have come and possessed him? As
much as I object to such a silly idea, I can also say one thing we
may both agree on. You should be nowhere near Cain Incarein, once
everything comes tumbling down on him.” She softly runs her left
hand through his long hair, saying in a sultry tone, “Am I
right?”

At first puzzled by her touching his
hair, he then shrugs and replies, “Yes, I suppose. And what would
you suggest I do, otherwise?”

“Why, what you’re best at
around here, James. Lie low, and let them knock themselves out.
With Nicholas coming, I’m sure things will really get exciting around here, and
the two sides will be beating each other into the dust during the
Royale Project. While they focus on each other, then, we could make
our move and cause enough havoc to ruin them both.”

“We? Why do you say
that?”

“Why, because we’ll be
partners, of course. I’ve come to my senses, finally seeing the
madness in Cain’s methods, and I won’t stick around in a tree about
to fall before the storm. With you, however, we could lie low, bide
our time, watch and wait, and at the right moments, we take what we
want. Together, we would rule over the school. And besides…” She
leans in closer next to him, seduction clear in her whisper, her
breath hot against his neck. “I think you’re much friendlier
company than him.”

Finding himself smirking at her last
comment, his skin crawling with aroused pressure under her breath,
James shrugs again before saying, “Well, I do try to be friendly
with everyone. I’ve found that opens more doors than other ways.”
Despite something telling him he shouldn’t fall for it, he brushes
back some of her long hair, asking with a spark of intrigue in his
eye, “Perhaps, the door between you and I may open
again?”

“Hehe, we’ll find out,
soon enough.” Their faces edge closer, each looking longingly into
the other’s eyes, before their lips meet in a deep kiss. After a
brief embrace, their clinging hands disapprove of the clothes still
on them, they part to remove such hindrances, and resume their
passion with their bare chests pressed against each other. A few
moments go by in their love-lock before Irene swings a leg over to
seat herself in James’ lap, her hands guiding his face to her
breasts, and she says between breaths, “Hey, after we graduate, you
and I could stay together, and be a royal couple. When our fathers
step down, we could unite our states, of Saratu and Tirez, and rule
them together.” She lets out a moan from the affection his mouth
gives her, fueling the fire rising between them.

Pausing in his indulging of her sweet,
firm fruit, with his hands caressing and scraping her trunk in his
hold of her, James manages to get out, his rationality blinded by
lust, “Yeah, sure, that sounds, ah, excellent.”

“Good, and I wouldn’t even
mind if you brought some other lady friends around to play with. In
fact, you and I could share them.”

That last phrase puts a crack in his
desire for her, but it isn’t enough to quench the flames when James
suddenly stands, lifting her up in the movement, sets her lying
down on the table with her legs hanging off the side, and stays
between them while his hands unzip and pull down her leather pants
and underwear. Before he pulls down his own pants in haste, he
growls out as he stares at her sleek, hot, bare body, “Fire Spirit
burn you, Irene Goros.”

She chuckles with an amused grin,
bathing in the heat radiating off their bodies, before countering,
“Careful what you wish for, James Iroshen, or you may get burned,
as well.” Her eyes then snap shut as her body tenses and her
breathing quickens when he clamps down on her hips and enters her,
a shaft of iron thrust into the forge, and the two become engulfed
in an inferno of pleasure, their gasps, groans, and cries filling
the dark room like smoke.


Chapter 10

 


Love and War

 


***

 


The Alkalian College Liberators’ party
ends in the night with Matt and his allies clear on their plan. The
Royale Project is their best chance to finish Cain’s reign of
tyranny. About a week later, at the start of what would normally be
a week of class studies, all the college students meet in the
auditorium and are told the essentials of the combined
project-and-tournament. Students cannot fight those who share the
same color of badge during the project portion, they can’t
challenge the same individual more than once, and they have only
four days to get points before the tournament finals. As they leave
the auditorium, the students stop by the same machines they visited
at the beginning of the school year to receive their randomly
decided badges.

Leaving the main college building,
Matt, Rose, and Sean, dressed in their usual attire, compare badges
they got for the project/competition. Matt and Rose both have red
badges, while Sean has a blue badge. Sean tells his roommates as
they walk along, “Because I didn’t know my fighting powers last
year, I hardly got any points out of battles, and wasn’t able to
even reach a passing grade. But this year, things will be
different. I’ll be racking up my tally so fast, it will be like a
never-ending jackpot! That is, of course, if you two don’t
challenge me during this part.”

“Now why would we do
that?” asks Rose with humor. “Last I remember, I thought we were on
the same side, and would be fighting Cain and his thugs whenever we
could.”

“Ah, right, that is true,”
Sean concurs. “Despite the rules saying we can’t fight others of
the same badge colors, nor fight them more than once, here’s the
thing between the lines. You can
still do such things, they just won’t count on
the badge’s record of earned points. So, whether they are legit or
not, I predict there will be quite a few battles between our allies
and Cain’s out in the fields.”

“Oh, really?” Matt asks.
“I’ve gotten used to small scale fights, against one or a few
enemies, but a whole field of people that are either friends or
foes? I don’t know how well I would perform, there.”

“Eh, I get where you’re
coming from,” Sean agrees. “What we’re talking about here is the
good old, classic war zone scenario. In the midst of a seemingly
ordered contest between two sides, all kinds of chaos goes on, and
if anybody in the middle of it all comes out unscathed, then he’s
the luckiest guy in the world!”

“Hah, the luckiest guy.
You wouldn’t be referring to yourself, would you, Sean?” suggests
Rose with a smirk.

“Uh, not until you
mentioned it, hehe.”

“That’s what I figured. I
wouldn’t be surprised at all if, once a big battle gets going,
you’ll be the first one bolting out of there on your air
balance!”

“Oh, come on, I wouldn’t
be like that! I could, you know, use my air balance to take on
everyone around me. Dashing in for a hit, spinning for another,
flipping over someone, slamming into another…”

“Or, you could be dodging,
dipping, ducking, and diving out of harm’s way.”

“Or that. Er, no, I mean,
I wouldn’t be doing that! Or would I? Gah, I mean…” When Rose and
Matt both laugh, he moans, “Dammit, you’ve got me all messed up!
Enough of berating me, who’s trying to tell you how this thing
works from experience, okay? Anyway, what usually happens with most
of the students is…”

“Matthew Calamos,” says a
deep, quiet voice that runs down their backs like cold water. The
three turn to a tall, intimidating man, casting a sharp stare from
his black-glinted eyes at them. He wears clothing more primitive
than they have ever seen before. A vest made of tethered, animal
hide, painted with runes, withered-brown pants held to fit his legs
by ties, and moccasins covered with thick gray wool. He barely has
visible hair upon his face, and his long black hair is styled into
a tall, spiny shape which almost looks like a dorsal fin. His skin
is heavily tanned to a bronze shade, his bare chest and arms are
thick with muscle, and black face paint forms small stripes along
his cheeks.

Matt, blinking in wonder, asks the
imposing man in strange costume, “Yes, and who would you
be?”

“Who I am does not
matter,” the man replies. “I hear you are a Dark Warrior
Alkalian.”

“Uh, that’s
right.”

“Then listen to my words.
Your special powers mean nothing.” He stares down Matt while Rose
and Sean find themselves stepping back, and he goes on, “I have
seen too many examples of specially gifted Alkalians having their
lives wasted due to the hubris they have that relies on their
abnormal enhancements. They may think that such powers make them
invincible, but in the long run it only assures them failure and
disgrace. If you think being a Dark Warrior makes you any better
than other Alkalians around you, then you are sorely
mistaken.”

“Um,” Matt stammers,
“okay, I know what you mean, but…”

“People like you are a
tragedy waiting to happen. No matter what the advantage is, someone
always finds a way to counter it. In this case, I’ll be the one to
prove that to you.”

Matt then notices the badge upon his
vest was green, and has some relief to know this guy is a student.
“Oh, if you’re challenging me to a duel, you could just say it.
I’ll accept your challenge. Would you like to meet me at the
casino, tonight?”

The man stiffly replies, to his
surprise, “No. We will not fight where others watch only for
entertainment. Our battlefield will be a more appropriate setting.
Head to the far, northeast corner of the campus grounds. There we
shall have our contest, and you will learn just how weak you are.”
Without another word, the man turns and leaves at a brisk march,
and other students clear a path before him like calves before a
bull.

Matt turns back to his friends. Rose
is as astonished as him while Sean is deep in thought. “Anyone know
who that guy was?” Matt asks.

“I’ve never seen him
before,” admits Rose, and she passes the question to Sean. “Do you
know who that guy is?”

As if reacting to Rose
asking him, Sean’s face pales with shock and dread. He sets his
terrified eyes on Matt and says in a gasping voice, “What have you
done, man? You’ve just agreed to your own execution!”

Matt is both confused and worried by
Sean’s exclamation. “What do you mean?”

“That man was,” Sean
hisses with fear, “Nicholas Narqailein! He’s the baddest of the bad
among the senior students. He’s so bad, even Cain’s scared of him!
I’m not just talking about reputation, either, almost everyone,
even most of the professors, believe he’s the strongest Alkalian
student of us all! And now you have to fight him!!”

Matt and Rose glance at
each other, both wondering if Sean isn’t exaggerating like usual,
and Rose asks, “Are you sure, Sean? Is this guy, Nicholas,
really that
powerful?”

“Oh yeah, I’m sure!
Dammit, why didn’t I warn you two about him before now? Oh, that’s
right, he was supposed to be continuing his studies at the military
academy in Corrasin!” He sighs to calm down and tells more about
this new foe. “Nicholas is, or was, the most unique and revered
student in our community. He’s a senior this year, but, unlike
Matt, Cain, or other high-leveled students, he’s
not a boss student. It’s
mostly because of his own morality, if no one’s as strong as or
stronger than him, he won’t respect or accommodate them. Ever since
his first year as an intermediate, no other college student has
defeated him in battle, and his few equals have gone and graduated.
Oh, and he’s earned himself a few nicknames. The Wrecking Wave, the
Drowning Dread, the Predator, and, of course, four-time Alkalian
College Champion. Are you sorry for your decision to accept his
challenge, yet?”

A shiver ran down Matt’s back halfway
through Sean’s explanations of Nicholas Narqailein. Rose must have
had the same sensation when she asks him, “What are you going to do
now? Do you still want to fight this guy?”

As much as he doesn’t want to, Matt
knows he has to stay true to meeting Nicholas in combat, or his own
honor, and campaign, could suffer for it. “I’ve got no choice,
really,” he says, “but to fight, and try beating, him.”

 


***

 


Later that evening, Matt and his two
roommates head-off for the designated area Nicholas told them of.
As they get farther from the campus buildings while moving in the
northeast direction, they find themselves approaching a wall of
trees, the beginning of a forest. Upon coming closer to the line of
woods, they notice something at the northern end of it, a large
pillar of stone, the same height as the tallest trees near it. They
head toward it, having the sense that it is where Nicholas
indicated them to meet.

The pillar, a solid tan with different
colors of patterns all over it, is one of four in a court-like
space of around one-hundred-and-fifty yards long, and each pillar
is a corner of the rectangular surface. The ground area between the
pillars is made of stone as well, but the only patterns carved into
it are the irregular scars of ground breaking. In contrast, the
ground outside the perimeter formed by the pillars looks untouched.
At the far end of the ancient-looking field stands Nicholas, a dark
figure blending into the faded background around him.

While Sean and Rose stay on the grass,
Matt steps onto the rocky floor of the court and walks to become
linear with Nicholas in the middle of the field, about fifty yards
between them. The senior calls out to him, “So you came. At least
you have the courage to face your failure.”

Matt gulps before calling back to him,
“Any rules to go over, before we begin?”

“There are a few. We will
fight until one of us surrenders by demorph. Through the duration
of this battle, we will not say anything to the other, so we can
remain concentrated on fighting and not on distracting words. And,
as soon we both morph, the corner pillars will form a barrier of
translucent energies, which prevents Alkalians and their powers,
even those of Dark Warriors, from crossing the court’s perimeter.
That means you won’t escape this battle until you demorph and the
barrier shuts down. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Matt
answers.

Nicholas growls, “Good. I am Nicholas
Narqailein, one of the proud Alkalians from the state of Corrasin.
I have worked hard, through sweat, tears, and blood, to be the most
powerful and non-faltered warrior I can be. But when I hear someone
like you is trying to put yourself on my same level of expertise,
all because of your special power, I won’t let you continue lying
to yourself. Now prepare yourself for your bitter taste of
reality!”

While Matt does so, steeling his nerve
and waiting for his opponent to morph, Sean muses from the
sidelines off the courtyard, “Well, he sounds confident. But hey, I
suppose I would be, too, if I can beat any student around
here!”

“Uh huh, but, I’m
confused,” Rose admits. “What does he mean that, once they both
morph, the pillars will form a barrier?”

“Hmm? Oh, that’s simple.
Look closely at this pillar here. Don’t these fancy, colored
patterns look familiar to you?”

“Um, not really, they look
really complex, and…wait. Are those, runes?”

“That’s correct, doll!
Sure enough, these are runes specifically drawn to create a barrier
between the objects they are present on, in this case four pillars,
to keep Alkalians in morph within their perimeter. It can also work
both ways, for as long as at least two guys are in morph within the
barrier, outside forces can’t reach them.” Rose gives him a puzzled
look before he explains, “Hey, I’ve studied runes for almost two
years now, so you can believe what I say on the
subject!”

Matt watches as Nicholas morphs in a
flash of purple, and is amazed by the type he becomes, it being one
he never would have guessed nor recognized if he hadn’t been
studying biology. In Nicholas’ place hovers an animal with an
elongated body and head, two limb fins near the body’s front, a
tall dorsal fin atop its back, and a fluke-like tail. The colossal
body is colored navy blue with large black spots behind the front
fins, around the dorsal fin, and before the tail fin, the eyes look
like black pearls, and a single hole in the creature’s forehead,
the blowhole nostril, is embedded in the thick skin. Gold yellow
stripes, forming a three-pointed shuriken around each eye, show
bright like war paint to make the face of the Beast look more
majestic and fearsome.

While Matt stares at Nicholas’ morph,
Rose is awestruck, as well. She gets out, “Whoa, wait. His morph
is, a Whale?”

“Yep, that’s right,” Sean
nods. “The Killer Whale, to be exact.”

“Ah, but, I don’t get it.
How could he be such a threat? I mean, sure, he’s using air balance
well enough there, but his morph is an aquatic type. They only
perform well underwater!”

“Hah, as to that, just
wait for it.” Rose, not sure what he means, stands by and
watches.

Nicholas hovers in mid-air from his
air balance a few feet off the ground, and once Matt morphs two
things simultaneously happen. The runes on the pillars activate,
causing an aurora of shimmering lights to connect the pillars on
the court’s borders and become walls as high as the pillars’ tops,
a ceiling also forming between them, and blue fissures of magic web
over him before water rushes out of Nicholas in all directions as a
torrential flood. Reacting to the incoming water, Matt jumps high
into the air, letting the flood crash into the court barriers below
him while he floats on air balance. The court transforms into a
giant pool as the flood is contained, the water very deep with its
surface half way up the court walls’ height.

On the other side of the barrier wall,
Sean and Rose are now looking into blue water, so they have to step
back several yards to get a full view of the battlefield. Turning
to him in stunned confusion, Rose asks, “What did Nicholas just
do?”

“Well, Rose,
that’s precisely why
nobody has defeated him yet,” Sean explains. “Not only is he a big
Beast, but he also has quite the arsenal of water spells, including
the one that summons a huge volume of water instantaneously, which
puts the battlefield underwater. Normally, he would also have to
maintain mind control over the waters, so that it all doesn’t wash
away, but here, the barrier is doing that job for him. Anyway, as
you have learned in gym, most Alkalians don’t perform so well
underwater. All except the aquatic types.”

“Yeah. So, as long as he
has all that water, Nicholas is unstoppable?”

“Pretty much, yeah. The
only chance Matt has is if he stays out of the water. If he gets
pulled under, however, he will be, how do you say,
chum?”

Understanding what he means, Rose
bites her bottom lip in worry while they both look back to watch
the battle unfold.

Looking across the pool, Matt sees
Nicholas emerge and charge toward him at great speed, his dorsal
fin protruding up from the water’s surface, and he forms his left
arm into a rifle and fires bursts at him. Nicholas dives underwater
to avoid the bullets, and Matt follows his descent, figuring he
would try attacking from the cover of the deep and planning how to
counter him. In the corner of his vision, however, something
catches Matt’s attention, and he sees an immense wave, starting
from where Nicholas dove, surging up and forward to engulf him.
With quick air balance Matt leaps over the wave and hovers in the
middle of the field, high above the water, glancing at the wave
smashing into the barrier while looking for a sign of Nicholas in
the water.

Suddenly, he hears the splash and
spray of rushing water, and turns to meet an upward jet stream
flipping him over. Falling downward, Matt stops himself before
smacking into the water, wondering how Nicholas launched the attack
without giving away his position. He doesn’t have time to think
about it when more jet streams spike up at him, which he thrusts
away from, before another, bigger splash happens to his left, and
he looks to find a mouth of sharp teeth flying toward
him.

Nicholas clamping onto him with his
jaws coincides with the mid-air tackle into Matt, and they both
dive beneath the water’s surface. The battle continues underwater
as Nicholas shakes his head, his teeth tearing through armor to
leave more wounds into Matt. After a few seconds of thrashing,
Nicholas tosses Matt out of his mouth and swims past him. Matt,
dazed and glowing with green wounds on his left arm and side, cocks
his head to follow his opponent’s movement through the
water.

The Whale curves himself around
swiftly back at Matt, and when he tries to get out of the way he
finds with horror that his air balance is greatly slowed from the
water submerging him. Realizing he can’t move quickly enough, he
draws his large sword from his right hand and prepares to strike
Nicholas. Before contact, Nicholas glides past him, and Matt’s
blade cuts only through clear water. With great surprise, Matt
tries to counteract the maneuver, but Nicholas, despite his size,
is too fast. He circles around Matt, causing a funnel of water to
form that immobilizes Matt in its spinning.

As the funnel starts fading, a
disoriented Matt discovers Nicholas coming back at him. He goes
below him this time, and Matt then feels the sensation of being
launched upward. He breaks out of the water, nearly impaled by
another geyser spray, and plummets back to the pool’s surface, his
wounds threaded as a yellow aura. In the moment before hitting the
water, Matt sees an arc of water carried by a whale’s fluke coming
at him, to which he can only grimace, before it slams into him and
a huge splash from the impact swallows him from view.

Every time Nicholas outmatched Matt,
Rose and Sean cringed. Matt, if he wasn’t still in morph, looks
unconscious as he sinks in the pool, the dark orange wounds
radiating off him. Meanwhile, Nicholas swims to the far opposite
end of the pool, reverses directions with a sharp turn, and propels
back at his failing foe.

In his mind, detached from time, Matt
concludes this is the hardest battle he has ever had at the
college, and he reflects to other conflicts with fellow students.
Dante, Cain, Rose, and Buster. All four, important in their own
way. And now, in what may be his most needed victory yet, he is
being slaughtered.

As he meditates with the little time
he has left, something enters his subconscious thought without
warning. Matt realizes that, in his matches against Dante and Cain,
he had used his resolve, his will honed by anger and wisdom, to
unleash fury upon them. But, in his matches against Rose and
Buster, he lost due to his doubts and fears clouding his judgment
and hindering his focus. Matt then understands he can’t let those
emotions drag him down, and through his confidence and will could
rise to overcome any foe.

Matt’s eyes snap open, full of rage
and determination, and he begins the Countdown to
Destruction.

As Nicholas races towards him, Matt
summons a legion of his black clones, many with rifles aimed at
him, that fill his entire side of the pool. Nicholas ascends when
the clones shoot at him, and he breaches into the air over the pool
and wall of bullets below. Coming back down, he dive bombs into the
cluster of clones under the water, and while the shockwave of his
splash scatters the most of them he swims in a circle past the
rest, an aura of possessed water around him lashing out and
shattering each clone.

His assault concluded as he floats in
place, Nicholas darts his eyes about, looking for the real Matt.
Suddenly, he flinches when thrusts pierce his underbelly, as a few
clones that escaped his attacks by sinking below him then spring
back up and ram their swords into him. Nicholas does a barrel roll,
and the spinning water repels and scraps the clones. The Whale
stops to scan all about him again, and instead of finding Matt, he
spots something odd.

Outside the pool barrier, Sean and
Rose are still watching, but now they have paling expressions of
awe, eyes or mouth gaping wide open. A few seconds later, he then
realizes they have their attention on something below
him.

As Nicholas guesses what they are
looking at, it’s too late to avoid it. A giant, violet-and-white
laser fires up through the water at him, drilling into his wounds
and out his back, obliterating his dorsal fin, with devastating
force. The laser bursts out of the water, through the air, and into
the ceiling of the pool, sending ripples of impact through it and
the walls, while the wounds from Nicholas being impaled rapidly
flare into the red zone, his body bending in convulsion. In the
numbing agony of that moment he releases a cry of anger and immense
pain.

 


***

 


Split seconds after Matt fired his
ultimate weapon, a red demorph flash blurs the ravaging beam, the
court’s barrier shuts off, and the pool water spills out on all
sides as a flashflood. Rose and Sean brace themselves before the
water runs through them. Rose stays upright, only having her lower
body drenched, while Sean falls over, crying, “Spirits why!?” and
becomes drenched.

Back upon the cleared court floor,
Nicholas lays face-up, soaked by water and sweat with his hair in a
mangled mess, looking like a drowned man. He isn’t unconscious,
though, when he twitches in reacting to someone walking across the
puddles, and looks up. Still in his morph, Matt fixes a cold glare
down upon Nicholas, his black armor streaked with red wounds giving
him a more ominous, superior appearance. When Nicholas only locks
eyes with his to return the glare, Matt then demorphs and, with
hand extended, says, “That was a good duel, Nicholas.”

Confused temper and curiosity flicker
from Nicholas while he gets up without Matt’s help before he asks,
“What are you doing?”

Matt tries to explain, “Well, I won,
but you fought well enough that you almost defeated me. So, I’m
being a good sportsman and giving you due credit for…”

“I deserve no credit from
you,” Nicholas snaps back. “You, a mere freshman with rare powers,
defeated me, a supreme senior with more experience and honed
skills. Such a feat should be impossible, but it happened. That
only means that I have failed in my duties as the better man, and I
deserve no pity. You shouldn’t be honoring someone weaker than
you.”

Matt, at first baffled, replies, “But,
what I’m trying to say is, oh, how would I put it? You are a great
fighter, and I want to respect you for that. You see, I’ve been
taught it’s wrong to make the loser feel bad, or make someone look
weaker than you. If you are cruel and heartless toward everyone you
best, no one’s going to like or care for your
accomplishments.”

Nicholas ignores everything Matt says
until that last sentence. An upset attitude crossing him, he stomps
off, leaving Matt and his two friends at the stone court without a
word, heading back towards the campus.

Matt is left puzzled, wondering what
to make of Nicholas, when Rose and Sean come up to him. Sean,
dripping water from head to toe, tells him, “Oh, don’t fret about
him. Let Nicholas sulk, while you rejoice! It’s official, Matt,
you’re now the strongest student on campus!”

“Whoa, Sean, we can’t go
boasting that,” Rose objects. “Remember, Buster’s already beat Matt
in a fight.”

Matt reminds himself how Rose has also
defeated him. After a reflecting moment, he notices Rose’s wet
pants and Sean completely soaked. “Hey, are you two
alright?”

“Oh, I’m sure our thorny
Rose here is alright, and I’ll be fine, as soon as we get back to
our cabin,” assures Sean, ignoring the scowl Rose gives him. By the
way he replies, he doesn’t seem to care he was soaked in cold water
during mid-autumn. He glances back to her, stating, “Anyway, you
listen to me, Rose, and I’ll tell you just how Matt’s the new best
of the best!”

“Hah, oh really? I can’t
wait to hear your reasons, no matter how ridiculous they
are!”

As the three of them leave the ancient
court, with Sean and Rose getting into an argument about Matt’s
standings, Matt can’t help feeling proud of himself on the inside.
He defeated one of the most powerful and feared students at the
college. What could he accomplish next?

 


***

 


Later into the night that day, as the
moon dares to peek from behind a cloudy sky, students are yet
brawling each other for points in the Royale Project. On one of the
open plains surrounding the campus, the scene is a battle royale.
Numerous Alkalians in their battle morphs are fighting
left-and-right across the field, either focused in one-on-one
confrontations or randomly launching attacks at the opponents
closest to them. Once a student demorphs, he-or-she would
instinctively stay low to the ground in whatever defeated posture
they are left in, knowing it would be very dangerous to try getting
up and running through the chaos of the battles around
them.

Amidst the carnage of the melee, there
are a few characters of importance showing themselves as the
champions of the battlefield. Cain, without a scratch of damage on
him, is wild with pleasure as he strikes down every foe unfortunate
to be within range of his sword and magic. Buster, his four guns
each a different make and blazing, rains his fire power upon
students in every direction, either close or afar, also in a jolly
mood with minimal damage on his large frame. And James, in his twin
Reaper morphs, portrays Death itself as he swoops down upon and
barrages anyone with orange or red wounds to finish them off by
scythe, talons, or magic.

The madness of the battle soon begins
to wane as there are only a few students still in morph, including
Cain, James, and Buster. With the action becoming easier to
predict, those already demorphed take their chances to stand up and
hurry to safer distances, if they are able to move or are yet
conscious. Cain, James, and Buster, each caught up in taking down a
final foe before him, are realizing the combat is about to become
only between them when an unexpected event happens.

Without warning, out of the darkness
of the night, a single morphing flash is followed by a tall wall of
water rushing across the field towards them. The wave is so sudden
and fast that only the black James has time to fly up and out of
its way, and the rest of the fighters, including the white James,
Cain, and Buster, are ran over and crushed by the freak wave, all
of them except for the boss students instantaneously
demorphing.

Being the one closest to it when the
flood appeared, the white James finds himself now flailing in the
water, his vision disoriented and his battle morph fractured from
yellow wounds and his wings snapped. The black James, meanwhile, is
powerless to help his counterpart as he can’t see anything clearly
in the black water below. Something big and fast then crashes into
the white one, sharp teeth sinking into both of his legs, and pulls
him under the waves.

When the black James realizes who must
be behind this surprise flood, and now has his white self in his
jaws, an arrow of water is shot at him, taking out his wings and
knocking him off air balance, letting him fall to the angry waters.
Before he lands in them, a drilling jet stream carrying the white
James sprays up and hits him, sending both of them high into the
air. With orange or red wounds shared between them, they both know
they are about to have a near-drowning experience as one last gush
of water, wide in diameter and spinning like a twister, catches
them, grinds into their wounds and bashes them against each other,
and spits them out in opposite directions, each one demorphing at
the same time before splashing into the sea.

After the James’ disappear beneath the
waves, two cannons stick out of the water before Buster emerges on
his side of the sea. With his torso and legs glowing from green
wounds, he has been struggling to swim up to the water’s surface
due to the high density and weight of his battle morph’s body. As
he is about to work at lifting himself into mid-air with air
balance, steam spouts several yards ahead of him, followed by a
tall dorsal fin breaking the surface and racing towards him.
Cursing his misfortune, all Buster can do is brace himself as the
Whale slams into him, his wounds bursting into yellow beside the
splash of water from the impact.

The next thing Buster knows, the Whale
chomps into his left thigh and dives, dragging him underwater in
his descent. Reacting as quickly as he can, Buster aims both of his
cannons at the great mass of flesh between him and the dorsal fin,
but his cannons are then bent and disabled by some great pressure
squeezing them. His green eyes blinking, he notices the blue aura
of magically charged water containing both him and the Whale, the
cause of the pressure that continues constricting him.

Once his wrists, ankles, elbows,
knees, shoulders, and neck are all mangled into spots of dark
orange wounds, Buster feels the jaws release him and the rest of
the Whale swim pass him, leaving behind the blue aura that carries
him back to the surface. The aura dispenses when he breaks through
the water again, lamely floating in the tossing waves with his
wounds near red, and he thinks bitterly of why Nicholas Narqailein
had to jump into this battle as the Whale appears above him,
leaping out of the water, and body slams into him with a huge
splash.

In the time after the tsunami engulfed
him, Cain has been lost and immobile in the underwater currents
juggling him about, his battle morph still without any damage on
him. He gets a break when he finds himself in calmer water, and he
takes the opportunity to survey the black water around him. He
spots a demorph flash in the distance, and focuses in on it to see
a lone, human figure floundering in the water, dwarfed by the Whale
swimming away from him. His worst fears confirmed, Cain recognizes
the new foe as Nicholas, whose black eye with the three gold
stripes bordering it glistens upon seeing him.

With a single flick of his fluke,
Nicholas turns his body about and charges towards Cain at high
speed. Bubbles escaping his mouth when he gasps, Cain desperately
throws magic spells from his sword at the incoming Beast, who puts
up an aura of blue water that shields him from them. Upon getting a
few yards away from his prey, Nicholas bursts out of his aura and
rolls to rush past him, whose sword was held feebly before him in
hoping to impale him. Turning to look after him, Cain is startled
to find himself spun into a wild somersault through the water from
the gyro effect of Nicholas’ roll.

A moment later, Cain’s somersaults
end, leaving him dizzy and unable to see clearly around him. He
could see enough, though, to pick out Nicholas coming back at him
from above, his jaws wide open and lined with spearhead-like teeth.
As sheer terror leaves its mark on Cain’s face, Nicholas bites down
upon him, containing his head in his mouth and dragging the rest of
his body along in his momentum.

In the next few seconds, he thrashes
his head, Cain’s body being flopped around like a rag doll as his
teeth saw through his throat, and a squirt of wound energy
coincides with him flinging Cain out of his mouth, whose neck
gushes out wound energy to show his battle morph was decapitated.
While Nicholas swims away, Cain is left suspended in mid-flail, the
energy spilling out of his neck rapidly turning red in color before
he finally demorphs.

 


***

 


On a higher level of ground than where
the battlefield was, the rest of the students that have demorphed
watched the possessed pool of water stay in place before them.
While the miniature sea was cruel to those still in morph, it
mercifully carried those demorphed to where the defeated students
are, spitting them out onto the dry land. Having watched in awe the
parts of the battle’s conclusion above water, the students are not
prepared when whatever force keeping the pool in shape shuts off,
causing it to collapse and spread out in all directions. One of the
waves sweeps through all of the students in its path, knocking many
of them over and leaving them drenched, slipping, and choking on
the dispersing cold water.

Among those flattened by the flushing
sea include James, both of his human, twin forms sprawled near each
other and their hair resembling wet mops, Buster, raising himself
to his knees while spitting some mud out of his mouth, and Cain,
lying on his back while coughing up water. After the last of the
water is out of him, he sits up, rubbing his sore neck, and pales
when he sees Nicholas, in his human form with dry clothes and hair
straight, stomping towards him, hate and rage gleaming in his black
eyes.

Trying to put on a calmer impression,
Cain shuffles backwards while Nicholas comes closer, saying, “Oh,
um, good evening, Nicholas! What a beautiful night we’re having,
right? It’s a little chilly, but that might just be because I’m all
wet! By the way, well done with taking over the battle, which is
nothing new for you, right? The only downer, though, is you won’t
get a score from me, because my badge is green, too,
eh?”

The towering bulk of Nicholas looms
over him, his mouth twisted into a ferocious snarl. He bends down,
grabs the collar of Cain’s suit with his left hand, and lifts him
up in one smooth motion. Holding Cain at eye level before him, his
legs dangling in the air while he gargles from the hanging
simulation, Nicholas digs his glare deep into him. “You may wrap
yourself up to look pretty with your ribbons and bows, but that
doesn’t change the fact you are nothing but trash. You were trying
to use me, weren’t you?”

Speaking through his gasps for air,
Cain grabs at Nicholas’ arm to steady himself. “Me, use you?
Whatever do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I
mean, you waste of flesh. When I arrived on campus, you came up to
me and told me all about Matthew Calamos, how he was trying to take
over the school community with his special powers. However, when I
went to punish him in a battle today, I found he was nowhere close
to the cocky, ignorant, foolish brat that you portrayed him to be.
In fact, the only person I know who still fits that description is
you.”

Sensing his temper beginning to flare,
Cain pleads, “Okay, okay, I’m sorry I treated you like a tool. But,
you have to understand, he really is trying to bring disorder to
our student community, and…”

“Don’t start talking to me
about all of your silly, pointless politics! Not only am I a senior
student, but I have also become a military officer back in
Corrasin, so I don’t care how a bunch of inferior strangers are
going to behave around here after I leave this wretched
place!”

“Gah, Nicholas, please,
have pity on a fellow senior!”

“Pity? PITY!? Why should I
show pity on an atrocious excuse of an Alkalian like you, a spoiled
brat who takes his stress out on innocent, spineless children?
You’re nothing but a hypocrite, bringing misfortune upon others and
then begging for mercy when it bites you back.” Pulling his right
arm back, Nicholas exclaims while forming his hand into a fist, “I
should have done this years ago, on that cursed day I first met
you!”

Cain squeals while raising his arms to
protect his face. Before Nicholas sends his fist forward, James,
rejoined into one man instead of two, appears next to them and
cries, “Nicholas, stop! As much as he deserves it, you can’t attack
him like that when he’s out of morph, you would be breaking college
rules!”

His fist locked back from James’
interjection, Nicholas growls out his frustration between his
clenched teeth. Glancing past Cain, he notices the other students
staring back at him, their eyes big, clothes dripping wet, and
bodies shivering from cold and fear. Then, his narrowed eyes widen
with shock. The anger in his face fades away, his right arm lowers
itself down, and he lets go of Cain, dropping him to the muddy
ground with a soft thud.

While both Cain and James are
astonished by his sudden change in behavior, Nicholas mutters in a
quiet voice, “I have to go now. Excuse me.” His gaze low, he walks
away, leaving the crowd of students behind and setting off into the
empty fields.

Watching him leave with startled
expressions on their faces, Cain and James don’t notice Buster come
up behind them until he declares, “Well, once again, Nicholas
Narqailein vanquishes all who are captured in his sea of fury. It’s
so expected of it always, freaking happening, I would love to meet
the guy who finally defeats him.”

Shifting over onto his knees, Cain
admits, “Yes, he is due for someone to take him down. He’s just a
big jerk, anyway, it would probably have been for the better if he
did hit me, just so I could get him suspended for it! Heh, how
refreshing that would have been, right, James?”

Looking up to him, Cain’s attempt to
brighten up is denied when he sees James leering down at him. He
rebukes, “You’re full of conceit to the bitter end, aren’t you? It
was a good thing I stopped Nicholas from slugging you, it would
have been tragic to see someone like him lowered to your
stature.”

Stepping over to James’ right side,
Buster shows his grimace while speaking down to Cain, “You truly
are pathetic. You not only tried to use the Wrecking Wave to do
your dirty work, but you failed even at that. Hey, wait a minute.”
He thinks back to what Nicholas had said and exclaims, “Did, did
Matt beat him? Oh, if he did, I’m gonna sock him for doing it when
I wasn’t around to see it!”

“No, no, that couldn’t
be,” objects Cain with a snarl. “No student here can defeat the
Drowning Dread, everyone knows that. More likely, the freshman
freak begged him for forgiveness after he got crushed, and that
somehow moved him with pity. Now, if it had been me in Nicholas’
place…”

“Which is even
more unlikely, since you
won’t dare go within a hundred yards of Matt, you would have
probably gloated over him and spat in his face. Am I right?” Cain,
about to snap back at him, is reminded of the glare on Buster’s
expression. “Oh, and let me warn you…” He tugs on the blue badge on
his chest, identical to the one on James. “Once you get to the
tournament finals, if you get to the finals, you’ll get what’s coming to
you.”

With his mind spoken, Buster turns and
walks away, shouting to the students still standing around, “Okay
guys, the show’s over! Go back to your cabins and change into some
warmer, dry clothing. If anyone here volunteers to help me get the
unconscious to the infirmary, however, they get a round of drinks
at the casino, all on me!”

While Buster stirs the other students
into action, Cain and James glance back at each other. Holding out
his hand, Cain wryly smiles and asks, “Can I get a helping hand,
cousin?”

His leer like stone upon his face,
James replies, “Help yourself. I tried, and failed, to help you
years ago.” He walks past him without a second glance, wiping
strands of hair off his face while a stunned Cain looks on after
him.

A moment after he leaves,
and after noticing nobody else moving to help him, Cain pounds the
ground near him with his left fist, bitterly thinking to himself
why every plot he thinks of to bring Matt down only makes him look
worse, and how he is left alone. Well, almost alone.

 


***

 


Two days later, Sean wanders the
casino’s halls, looking for something to do. Yesterday, he was so
busy challenging people and winning points off victorious battles
he was exhausted by the end of the day. Upon checking the score on
the back of his badge, he concluded he had gathered two hundred and
forty-seven points. Therefore, he decided to take a break before
the final day of battling tomorrow.

Just like he remembers from last year,
Sean sees the casino isn’t as busy as it usually was, due to most
of the students fighting all over campus. He walks about through
the eerily quiet building, not sure what to do as one of the few
using the casino. Soon, he comes into the swimming pool section.
When he sees it mostly absent of people, he’s about to leave when
something grabs his attention. Someone is swimming in the main pool
all by herself, and the tanned skin, flowing red hair, and sudden
attraction toward her tells him it’s Cynthia. Not conscious of
doing it, Sean comes closer to the water as she is exits the
pool.

Before wrapping herself in a towel,
Cynthia’s current appearance is fixed into Sean’s vision. The only
clothing she has on are brown-colored bikini bras. The rest of her
visible body is tanned a beautiful shade, curiously more bronze
then instead of garnet, and her long red hair gleams like liquid
ruby when she doesn’t dry it off. Almost in a trance from her
appeal, Sean doesn’t realize he’s gotten a few steps away from
her.

When she finishes drying the most of
herself, Cynthia turns to notice Sean. Surprised, she says, “Well,
you’re being the most quiet I’ve ever known you. How are you,
Sean?”

Sean, slowly escaping his day-dreams,
replies, “Oh, fine. I was, looking for something to, take up my
time.”

“Ah, you’re not working on
your project right now?” asks Cynthia with a sweet tone. “Me, too.
I fought all day yesterday, and even had a few matches along the
way here.”

“Ah,” Sean responds.
“Yeah, fighting for hours can be a lot of work. This is my first
time in such a situation, you know, and it’s tougher than I
thought. In fact, I lost a few battles from taking on too many
people in a row and a guy would only need to hit me once to make me
demorph.”

“You mean you don’t know
the recovery trick?” Cynthia asks him. When Sean gives a clueless
gesture, she explains, “After a battle, if you demorph and remain
human for enough time, your morph regains whatever health it lost
at a fast rate. So when you have low health energy, just stay out
of morph for a few minutes, re-morph, and you’ll be fully healed
for another match!”

Sean smacks his forehead and says, “Of
course! That’s what they meant in science class when they talked
about the Combat Cycle. The time you’re out of morph must be the
interphase!”

“Exactly.” She and him
pause for a moment, each of them not sure what else to say. Then
she asks, “Want to go for a walk?”

Caught off-guard by the question, Sean
stammers before answering with, “Uh, sure. I’ll just, wait here
while you change into some warmer clothes.”

Cynthia chuckles before telling him,
“Actually, I didn’t bring any clothes besides the ones I’m
wearing.” After Sean stares at her in disbelief, she passes by him
and gets him to follow with a finger motion, a sly smile on her
delicious red lips.

 


***

 


Shortly after they leave the casino,
Sean and Cynthia walk through the open fields. If anyone had seen
them, it would have been an odd scene. A fully dressed man walking
beside a woman clothed only in towel and barefoot. The autumn day
is particularly cold as the northern wind deepens the
chill.

Cynthia acknowledges the current
temperature when she admits, “Like I said, I came through here in
my battle morph. I didn’t feel the cold while I was in
morph.”

“Uh-huh,” says Sean. “And
you would be in your morph again right now, if I wasn’t
here.”

“Yeah. I would probably go
out of my way just to find a few battles, too.”

“Indeed. Hey, do you have
your badge with you?”

“Hah, of course.” She
reaches down between her towel and herself, pulling out a green
badge. “It’s a shame I didn’t get red, it would have gone better
with my fashion, you know.”

“Right. Did you have it on
you when you were swimming?”

“Oh, no, but I suppose I
could have, if I didn’t care. It was with my towel. After that
first year Nicholas took the community by storm and won the whole
tournament, they’ve made the badges waterproof.”

“Really? I didn’t know
that, but that makes sense. Considering the wake the Wrecking Wave
leaves behind, people would want their badges waterproof. As for
when they weren’t, what happened then?”

“Oh, it was a near
disaster. Over half the student community would have failed the
project portion if the staff hadn’t made an emergency event of
handing out new badges to replace their broken ones. For the
tournament portion, however, the damage was done. Some of those
expected to get high scores and gain a place didn’t make it, and so
the unexpected came to replace them. A few even turned out to be
dark horses in the competition. There was that Magician guy whose
spells cast illusions and mirages, and that’s when James Iroshen
came into the spotlight as a fighter. In the end, however, the
extraordinary, exotic battle morph of the freshman Nicholas was the
victor, alongside the senior Saul, the Black Dragon from
Riaquen.”

“Dang. That must have been
an eventful year for all of you.”

“Hah, sure was! Nobody was
the same after that year. The seniors and I of today, freshmen back
then, had lost our innocence, you could say. Oh, speaking of
Nicholas, I’ve heard rumors going around that Matt had fought with
him, and may have defeated him. Do you know anything about
that?”

Sean snuffs and replies, “Would I? Of
course. Rose and I were there to witness it! Matt literally turned
the tide, I tell you, and he smoked that Whale out of the
water!”

“Wow, that’s, that’s
amazing! When everyone knows of it, that’s sure to make Matt appear
evermore greater than Cain.”

“Oh yes, that it will. I’m
betting the whole community will know the truth of it by the time
the battle royale is over.”

“I would bet differently
there, Sean. I would bet you double that everyone will know by
tonight.”

“Oh? Now why would you say
that?”

“Because I could go tell
my girls to spread the word like wildfire.”

“Hey, that’s cheating! You
would fix it in your favor!”

“But of course I would,
Sean. I am Lady Luck, after all, remember?” When he pouts, she
chuckles. Seeing they are still alone in the field with no one
seeing them together, Cynthia decides to bring up another subject.
“Out of all the boyfriends I’ve had, do you know why I’ve liked you
the most?”

Completely and honestly surprised,
Sean asks, “I’m your boyfriend? When did this happen?”

Cynthia laughs before saying, “Did you
think my flirt with you before was going to end there? Anyway, it’s
just because of what you do naturally.”

“…What am I doing
naturally?”

“You make me
laugh! I’ve always had
to put on tough impressions with anyone else dating me, but you let
me relax and enjoy myself by just being yourself. Plus, you
wouldn’t care who’s in charge of our relationship, you’d be happy
just to be with me. Am I right?”

“Ah, sure, I guess.
Although, you do scare me yet.”

She laughs again, assuring him, “Don’t
worry, we’ll just have to be together more, and then you’ll get
used to me. Would you like that?”

“Hmm, you sure it’s okay?
I mean, considering your reputation and the class divide between
us…”

“Pff, I don’t care about
any of that anymore, the way times have changed. I don’t want to be
plotting or manipulating anymore, I just want to have fun. And I
have fun with you, I’ve found out. You see, Sean, we both satisfy
the other. We’re mutual.”

A deeper meaning of those words sets
into them both for a moment before a cold wind blows by, causing
Cynthia to shiver. Then, upon inspiration, she opens up her towel
and stretches it along her arm. Taking the hint, looking at her for
the nod of approval, Sean comes closer and lets her put her arm
around him, having them both in the towel. After a few steps
together, she says, “Hey, I feel warmer already.”

“Uh, glad to hear it. I am
as well.”

“That’s not surprising,”
she remarks, smirking as he squirmed shyly. She then suggests as
she presses him against her body beneath the towel, “How about
hanging out at my cabin for the evening? I could show you my recent
sculptures, and, a few other things.”

Considering her words, and
the wink she gives him, Sean throws his anxiety to the wind,
saying, “Yeah, you know what? I would love that.”

“As would I.” After their
eyes look deeply into each other, with no more delay, they
romantically kiss.


Chapter 11

 


Sinister Shadows

 


***

 


That same day, in the college’s main
building, Matt runs through the halls, being chased by several
students. They call after him, all wanting to fight him, and Matt
can’t figure out why they wanted to. Desperate to get away from
them, he turns into the library and hides. The pursuers follow him
in, look about earnestly, but are unable to find him and leave
while grumbling. When they are all gone, Matt reappears from where
none of the students expected someone would be, laying down
underneath a shelf.

As he walks away from the bookshelves,
dusting his clothes off, he notices someone studying in the back of
the large library. When he recognizes her as Lyn, Matt heads over
to her curiously. While getting closer, he sees Lyn is reading
through a folder of filed papers.

Lyn already knows who was coming to
her without seeing him, as the other students had made a great fuss
searching around her. She says, “Having fun being target number
one?”

“Not really,” Matt tells
her as he sits down in a chair next to her. “What I can’t
understand is why everyone even wants to fight me now. I thought
most people were afraid to fight me!”

“The Royale Project is
when most students get the nerve to challenge the top students of
battle,” Lyn explains to him. “They think since people like you
will be battling so much to get the most points, they can get a
good score off you when you’re tired out.”

“Oh, so they don’t want to
give me a break, is that it?” Matt nods as he understands, and
asks, “What’s your score, right now?”

“Uh, let’s see.” Lyn takes
off the badge on the belt at her waist, checking the back of it.
“Three hundred twenty-six points. And you?”

Matt pulls his badge off his green
jacket, checking the back. “Five hundred forty-two.”

Lyn blinks. “Wow, that much already?
You’ve been busy! I’m not sure whether it’s a good thing still, or
not, that we have the same badge colors now, haha.”

“We do? Oh yeah, look at
that. What a coincidence!” They both laugh before he looks back to
the files out before her. “What are those papers about?”

“Oh, these are the files
on the cases my father’s been involved in for Tirez. In most of my
spare time, I look at my father’s work and review all the news
about his battles and the criminals he went after. It just helps to
remind me how important and hard his job can be.”

“Ah, that’s cool. So, if
you don’t mind me asking, has there been any criminal your
father didn’t catch?”

“Actually, there was one,
and the only one, who he couldn’t capture.” Lyn grabs one paper
from the folder, and reads it out loud while Matt follows along.
“Fifteen years ago, Fenrir Arcterus led an investigation upon
rumors of Shadow Core terrorist activity in the southern provinces
of Tirez. His squad soon found the cavern in which the terrorists
were located and got into full-out battle with them. At first, it
seemed like Fenrir and his men would defeat all of the criminals
without any difficulty. However, further along into the fight, he
realized someone was taking out his own men, one-by-one, then
retreating into the darker spaces of the cave.

“He followed this
particular character, and discovered this Dark Warrior was a Beast,
Snake style, and was very skilled in combat. It was Fenrir’s
hardest match he had ever encountered, and yet neither combatant
could land a finishing blow. Then, he discovered there were
explosives hidden throughout the cavern, and realized the open
battle with the S.C. was a trap. Fenrir managed to escape right
before the bombs detonated and the cave collapsed, being the only
one of his squad to survive. As for the terrorists, it is believed
that none of them got out alive.”

After Lyn finishes reading, she turns
to Matt and says, “I’m curious to know whom that Beast Dark Warrior
was, since even my father couldn’t overcome him. Ironically, I’m
actually disappointed one like him was lost so easily to a
cave-in.”

Matt is deep in thought,
remembering something, and says, “You know, something like that
sounds familiar. I think my own father had a run in with this same
Dark Warrior. Plus, this Alkalian must have been a
she, not he.”

“Really? What
happened?”

“Let’s see. He said it was
years ago, probably just before your father got involved. He was
doing border patrol and came upon some Tirez officers questioning a
lone woman. Suddenly, the woman morphed into a huge serpent and
started fighting them all at once. Without receiving a scratch, she
forced them all into demorphing! Then, before she could kill them,
my dad finally jumped in and distracted her while the officers got
away. However, even my dad had trouble with this woman. Not only
was she a Dark Warrior, but her attacks were so relentless and
possibly deadly, any one mistake could have been his
last.”

“How did it end?” Lyn
asks.

Matt sighs before answering, “At some
point in the battle, she vanished. My father couldn’t find her
afterwards, nor could he reason why she would have retreated. But
he was glad she did. They both had been wounded, but my father was
worse-off from what he remembered.”

Lyn is astonished. “Wow, what a
character this person must have been. To think she fought both of
our fathers, and neither of them could best her. And in the end,
she lost her life to no Alkalian, but a force of nature. What a way
to leave her mark.” As she puts the papers back into the folder,
she asks Matt, “Anyway, what shall we do now?”

Matt, a bit flustered by her changing
of topic, replies, “Uh, I don’t know. I’d rather not head back
outside for awhile, with guys trying to force me to fight them.
Anything else we could do?”

“Hmm. How about we head to
our study hall? We could chill out there, just you and
me.”

“Oh, uh, okay.” Leaving
the table, Matt and Lyn exit the library together, side-by-side,
and stroll along the main hall. Something bothers Matt as they
walk, and soon he decides to discuss it. “Hey, Lyn.”

“Yes, Matt?”

“Is it just me, or are
Beast-type Alkalians the strongest kind of all
Alkalians?”

Lyn giggles, and then says, “Any kind
of Alkalian can be the best or worst. Throughout history, and even
today, there are examples of different Alkalian types being the
most powerful. Blade wielders who can cut down any number of foes
they face. Those whose guns can annihilate anything before them.
Magicians or Elementals whose attacks are just as fierce as
nature’s fury. And, as you may have noticed, animal morphs who can
unleash supreme primal rage. May I ask what made you consider
Beasts?”

“Ah, three examples I’ve
learned about in the past few days. Your dad, that Snake Dark
Warrior, and Nicholas Narqailein.”

“Nicholas? So, those
rumors about him fighting you are true?”

“Yes, they are. And, I
beat him.”

“You defeated
Nicholas!? Matt, that’s
amazing! Congratulations!”

Blushing at her praise,
Matt says, “Hehe, thanks, but let’s not linger on that matter. I
don’t want word of me defeating him going around, or things might
get really crazy
for me. Anyway, the three I mentioned made me feel like Beasts
could be the toughest fighters, since they seem so
formidable.”

“Well, those three also
use magic, which adds to the overall potential strength of their
battle morphs. Like I said, anyone could be an elite Alkalian in
their own way.”

“Uh huh. Obviously, I now
know that Nicholas uses water magic, but what about your
father?”

“Lightning and ice, with
some clone spells, the same as me. He emphasizes on the lightning
magic more, though.”

“Oh, okay. And, that
Shadow Core terrorist. My dad didn’t say much about what she did
spell-wise, just that she was swift and had poisonous
bites.”

“Uh huh, my father
mentioned that, too. But she also used clones, and a few earth and
fire spells.”

“Really? Most Beast
Alkalians don’t use magic, right?”

“Correct. If they do, it
could either be from family genetics or drug
enhancement.”

“Ah, right. Just wanted to
make sure.” They both chuckle, and walk along in silence for a
moment. Coming to the door of the reserved study hall, Matt says,
“Well, here we are.”

“Yep, so we are. Hey,
Matt, there’s something I’ve, wanted to ask you, for
awhile.”

“Oh? What’s
that?”

“Well, I’ll tell you, once
we’re in the study, alone.” Lyn is the one blushing this time, with
Matt looking puzzled, while she gets out a card key to open the
lock on the door. Before she can, however, the placid quiet in the
hall around them is broken by the sounds of feet pounding the
floor, and a cry of “Lyn! Lyn, there you are!” They whirl around to
see Amelia slowing to a stop before them, panting as she may have
been running for awhile. “Amelia?” Lyn asks. “What’s wrong? What is
it?”

Amelia takes a moment to catch her
breath before replying between inhales, “Irene, it’s, Irene. She’s,
preying upon lower classmen, interrupting their fights and stealing
their wins. I came looking for you, as fast as I could.”

In sudden anger, Lyn cusses, “Fire
Spirit burn that bitch! Where is she?”

“She, she was by the
casino, the last I know of. The others didn’t engage her, not
without you being there, yet.”

“Alright.” She turns back
to a confused Matt, saying, “Sorry, Matt, but duty calls,” and then
tells Amelia, “You stay here with Matt, to keep him company until
he decides to go back to the cabins.” Amelia nods before Lyn takes
off in a sprint down the hallway, leaving the two behind by the
door.

When they are the ones alone, Matt
blinks at Amelia, asking, “Um, what’s going on?”

Having slowed to take easier breaths
at last, Amelia explains, “Irene Goros is causing havoc among the
lower classmen yet fighting for points. She waits around while they
fight, and then at the opportune moment jumps in and defeats them,
granting neither student points for winning while she may get some,
instead. Some of us call such a thing ‘score snatching’, others
simply call it cheating.”

“Oh. I guess that is a bad
thing, yeah. Why would she be doing that?”

“Eh, usually for the
simple reason that it’s easier than fighting someone fairly, and
therefore an easier way to score points. She’s not the only one
who’s done it, over the years. It’s a flaw in the Royale Project’s
dynamics that no one’s been able to fix yet.”

“Uh huh. So, are you okay,
Amelia?”

She leans her shoulder against the
wall in exhaustion, wiping back some hair from her brow while
nodding. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Phew, too bad I couldn’t be morphed
here in the college. I haven’t run this much in a long
time!”

Matt finds himself staring at the
sweat beading upon the cleavage of her chest before clearing his
throat and saying, “Ah, really? You don’t have gym class, with
Professor Serpanz?”

“Nope, not for my senior
year. Didn’t feel like being bossed around by her anymore. As a
consequence, seems I’ve gotten a bit out of shape,
haha.”

Matt laughs, too, and replies, “Oh,
you don’t look that bad to me.” After he says it, he realizes what
it implied, and is embarrassed. “Gah, um, I’m sorry, Amelia, I
meant…”

“No, no, you’re fine,
Matt. Compliment accepted.” She has on that warm, alluring smile of
hers as she straightens before asking, “So, what shall we do, in
the study here?”

“Um, well, if you wouldn’t
mind, we could…” Matt hesitates with a gulp, and dares to ask, “Do
it again, maybe?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all,
Matt. I would love to, actually.” After taking out her card key and
opening the door, Amelia flashes her smile at him, at which he
smiles in return, and he follows her into the study, the door
closing and locking behind them.

 


***

 


Later that evening, long after the sun
has set and there are no more battles going on, Irene strolls along
across the fields, a bit unsteady on her feet as she sways
left-and-right. Chuckling to herself, her face blushing and eyes
twinkling like the stars above, she is clearly drunk.

After her fun with the lower classmen,
as well as her shooting up Lyn’s gang when they tried stopping her,
was interrupted by the Wolf herself, she retreated into the casino,
staying there the rest of the day. While she had her good time
drinking and dancing, plus bullying or flirting with other
students, man or woman, it wasn’t as eventful as the one party she
had been at the previous night, where she had an especially
pleasurable encounter with another woman.

This night, though, the only thing on
Irene’s befuddled mind is getting back to her cabin for a long, hot
shower and a good night’s sleep. Whether she was alone to give
herself pleasure, or if she could convince one of her cabin mates
to join her if they were still awake, would satisfy her appetite
either way. Soon enough, she reaches the plot for the senior
cabins, spinning around in a daze for a moment as she tries finding
her own cabin.

Once she spots the cabin she believes
is hers, Irene smirks while pointing at it, mumbling out, “There
you are,” before shambling over, almost stumbling when she goes up
the few steps to the door. She tries to open the door, but it
doesn’t budge. For the next several seconds, she pulls on or shoves
into the door, muttering curses and obscenities at it under her
breath. Finally stepping back to calm down and slow her huffing
breath, she is glaring at the defiant door when she pauses, then
turns around, scanning the clearing behind her.

Amidst the patches of light provided
by the cabins and the shadows sown between them, Irene sees
nothing. Her blurry vision blending the light and darkness into a
mess, she blinks in puzzlement, sure she had just heard something,
before she then remembers another thing. Guffawing, she turns back
to the door, reaching into her pocket to take out the card key to
unlock it.

With the card in her hand,
Irene smirks at it, about to put it through the slot by the door,
when a sharp object flies into her hand, the card falling out of
her flinching fingers while she recoils with a gasp. Staring at her
hand, where a shuriken pierced it, her face goes from drunk red to
pale white as she watches the blood, her blood, streaming down her arm
from the wounds. Her clouded mind yet trying to make sense of it,
someone grabs her from behind, a hand clamping over her mouth to
mute her shriek while a blade is held by her neck. Trembling like a
quill in the unsteady hand of a poet, Irene’s eyes are wide open in
terror, twitching when the blade’s edge traced a thin cut across
her throat, before a voice whispers into her ear. “Now you know
what fear feels
like.”

Irene is sure she was going to die.
She still thinks it when she feels herself twisted around and flung
off the steps, slammed into the ground face first. In the brief
moment after impact, her injured hand smearing the dewy grass red
with blood, she realizes she can morph and defend herself. She does
so, up on her feet in a morphing flash, her left arm a rifle
jabbing around her frantically as she looks for her
assailant.

In her drunken panic, however, Irene
forgot an important thing. If she was still drunk, her battle
morph’s senses would be screwed up. Blinking in numb confusion,
lights and shadows swimming and swirling in her eyes, her body
moves slowly and erratically, and her attempts to air balance only
make a gust rush through her, almost blowing her over.

Irene still struggles to get control
over her morph when the assailant jumps on her from behind,
dragging her down to her knees as a dagger dives deep between her
shoulder and neck, green wound energy spouting out of her. Left
gasping from the strike, Irene tries flailing to free herself and
get away, her legs kicking at the slick ground, but her
incapacitation allows the foe to dot her with darkening wounds
through another dagger, stabbing or tearing into her back, side,
and chest. Once her wounds are ruby red like the bloody grass, she
feels the first dagger at last exit her torso, but only for the
second one to slice open her neck, more wound energy pouring out of
her before she demorphs.

Both her body and mind traumatized
from the assault, Irene is breathless, her hands reaching blindly
to her neck and chest, before she gets pulled back by her hair,
sprawled out beneath her assailant. At last, she sees the face of
the foe, but all she can see is a steely expression, with hair as
scarlet as blood, and some kind of leafy crown or head band over
where the eyes would be. She can’t see the eyes, but she can feel
their stare, piercing her more deeply than the daggers, and she
inhales a sharp breath, more afraid for her life than
ever.

The assailant raises the dagger in its
right hand, the dark of the leaf-like blade eclipsing the bright
moon above, casting its shadow over Irene’s face gleaming with
tears. For the longest instant, the deathly leaf hangs from its
sinister branch in the moonlight before it swiftly falls in a black
breeze.

 


***

 


Rather than her heart or head, the
blade buries itself in the soft ground next to Irene’s face, but
she still flinches as if it struck her. After staring into the
masked face of the assailant, she, either from the trauma to her
body or the distress to her mind, faints with a final breath
released out of her. As for the assailant, it stays still for a
moment before it picks up Irene’s unconscious form and sets her
back on the stairs before the cabin’s door. Briefly in the light,
the figure turns out to be feminine in frame before she ducks back
into the shadows, leaving her victim where she laid her and others
would find her later.

The only thing left behind that could
have tied her to the scene of the crime, the leaf dagger planted in
the ground, vanishes in the same instant she demorphs behind the
cabin. The leafy shuriken earlier is gone, too, erased when Irene
herself had morphed. Rose Alamence strokes back some hair from her
forehead, her green eyes the only hint of light on her in the
darkness.

Instead of her usual attire, she wears
a suit of black, skin-tight leather, completely covering her from
the neck down, and her red hair blends well with the dark to become
near unnoticeable. She has nothing else on her, except her clan’s
amulet pressed against her beneath her suit, and her badge for
collecting points on the belt around her waist. Plucking it off the
belt and checking the back of it, she sees she had made a high
score in that last encounter. Forty-four points, out of the fifty
possible.

Rose finds that convenient, having
killed two birds with one knife, and puts the badge back before
crouching and stalking off through the cabin plots, incredibly
swift and silent, while staying in the shadows so that nobody who
may be out could have known she was ever there.

 


***

 


The darkness departs as the next day
dawns, and with it the final day of the Royale Project. It is the
last chance for students to get points, and after school hours
about every individual student is out in the fields across campus,
at the pit arena in the casino, or even at the court with the rune
pillars to the northeast, to get in as many battles as they can.
All, except for Dante.

With the faint sounds and stirred dust
of fighting far behind him, he is alone in the fields, approaching
a single tree among the plain. Autumn leaves have covered the
ground around the tree, some blown farther about by the gentle
wind, and it stands as one of few places of peace and tranquility
that day on the campus.

Dante picks up two leaves, one bright
yellow and the other dark orange. Glancing at each, he puts them
into the same hand, letting them lay side-by-side. After a moment
of gazing at them, he crushes them in his grip as he thinks of his
relationship between himself and his sister.

It was between classes in the halls
that he had first gotten wind of the latest buzz, how Irene had
been found unconscious and bloodied outside her cabin that morning.
She was sent to the infirmary, where the nurses assured everyone
that she would be fine with enough rest, but it wasn’t the physical
damage to her that had him worried. He believes somewhere, somehow,
his sister had crossed the line in her scandalous behavior, and
someone had informed her of this through vicious
violence.

As Dante wonders what exactly happened
to his sister, what she may have done to deserve it, and who could
have done such a thing to her, a sneering voice cuts into the
solemn peace around him. “Hello, Dante Goros. How’s it going?” He
turns around to face a man with black sunglasses, a purple-colored
officer suit, and smooth beard-and-side-burn hair trim. He looks
cocky with his arms crossed and a big grin on his face. “Shouldn’t
you be fighting somebody for points?”

Dante, opening his hand to let the
wind blow away the leaf bits he drops, replies, “I don’t think that
is any of your business, Ryan. I’ve been competing hard in the last
few days, and today I wanted a small break.”

“Aw, don’t get grouchy,
Dante, I was just asking. Hey, how about we duke it out ourselves?
I’ve got a blue badge, you’ve got green. It won’t take long, I’m
sure.”

“No thanks. I’ve got
enough of a high score. Four hundred and eighty-five, to be exact.”
Dante walks over to the tree, sits down, and gets out his utensils
to begin smoking.

Ryan, frowning, shrugs and stands
there for a moment. He then tries a different topic, removing his
glasses to reveal his blue eyes and saying, “So, I bet you’ve heard
about Irene, right? The new rumor going around?”

Dante gets aggressive at Ryan’s
statement about his sister, but hides it with a monotone response.
“Of course. She was found on the doorstep of her cabin, beaten and
bloodied by some unknown assailant.”

“Oh, no, no, not that
piece of news. I mean, everyone should know about that! I’m talking
about a different kind of rumor.”

“…Then no, I can’t say I
have. The only rumors I’ve heard have been ones involving Matt or
Cain.”

“Ah, right, of course.
You’re probably really busy in that area. Okay, I’ll tell you it
myself. It seems that a few nights ago, just before last night, in
fact, Irene got a little frisky. Too frisky.”

Dante isn’t too surprised or
concerned, puffing out smoke from his nostrils when he remarks,
“What was it this time, abusive drinking, wild flirting, or rowdy
behavior? I already know she’s doing them.”

“Ah, but this time,” Ryan
explains, “she did all three, to the extreme! Apparently, she was
at a party that night, an all girl’s party, when she got rather
rough in her flirting, suggesting some, heh, naughty things to the
other girls. And then, she convinced one of them to get naughty
with her, if you know what I mean.”

Dante’s heart skips a
beat, his action to inhale a puff of his cigarette stopped
half-way. His eyes wide and voice cracking, he asks, “She
did what?”

“Yes, yes, I know you
can’t conceive your sweet sister doing such a thing, but I got this
news from reliable sources. As much as I would like imagining it, I
couldn’t know for sure what she and her partner did the rest of the
evening. But I’m sure it would have been delightful to
watch!”

Through great struggle, Dante manages
to withdraw most of his emotions, except for the sense of a
backdraft behind a door, waiting for the door to open and be
released. He finishes his smoking in silence, stands up, drops the
cigarette and rubs it out, and then says, “Ryan. May I ask where
you were, last night?”

“Last night? Uh, I was at
the casino for some time, sexually harassing some girls, before…!
Whoa, whoa, hang on, I know what you’re asking here. I assure you,
I had nothing to do with what happened to your sister,
nothing! I mean, I like
having my way with the women, you know, but I would never,
never do anything to
them like someone did to Irene!”

“I somehow doubt you are
incapable of such a thing. I’ve heard, and seen, you get rather
carried away in fighting a female student. Perhaps you may have
gone too far, last night?”

“Well, uh, okay, sometimes
I do, but I didn’t even see
Irene anywhere, last night!” He reconsiders his
statement under the eagle eye of Dante, and tries again. “Okay, I
did see her, of course. But only at the casino, I swear! Just ask
the other officers, they’ll vouch for me.”

“That would be a waste of
my time. Ever since Matt’s revolution began, most student officers
run when they see me coming. I heard that my sister had wounds on
her that suggested she had been cut or stabbed. And, if I recall
correctly, your battle morph uses blades, doesn’t it?”

“You, you’re not
accusing me of
that, are you!? I’m telling you, I was nowhere near the scene, last
night. It wasn’t me!”

“That’s hard to claim,
since it was among the senior cabins and you are senior. I can see
it now. Irene wandering back to her cabin in the middle of the
night, with you stalking her. You stop her outside her apartment,
challenge her to a fight, she accepts. You somehow overwhelm and
defeat her, but you are so crazed over fighting a member of the
opposite sex you forgot to stop your swinging when she demorphed.
And when it was over, you just left her there, went to your cabin,
and called it a night.”

Ryan is speechless, gaping
at him, before he objects, “Are you serious here!? Even
I wouldn’t believe that!
How could I defeat Irene, one of the most feared fighters around
here, in a duel?”

“Simple. She was
intoxicated. That’s the most logical reason of how you would have
pulled it off, and why you were so confident in confronting her.
When she morphed, she couldn’t fight, and you just had your way
with her. That sound right to you?”

“Gah, I, I, no, of course
not! For the last time, man, I did nothing to your damned sister.
It wasn’t me!!”

“I’m afraid, with that
kind of tone and attitude, you are failing to convince me, Ryan.
Besides, who else here on campus would have any reason to treat a
woman so savagely, like that? All the evidence is right there, and
it all points to you. I suppose there’s nothing more to discuss, then. I’ll just
be on my way to the university, and report what I suspect to an
officer or professor. Perhaps Professor Serpanz may be in the gym
yet.”

Panic and desperation
glaze over Ryan’s eyes. Flicking on his sunglasses, he snarls, “Oh
no, you’re not going anywhere to be falsely accusing me, Dante
Goros! No matter how much you care for that wretched sister of
yours, or how much you believe me, I know I am innocent of her
bloodshed!” He steps up in front of Dante to block him off, then
morphing into his tall, blue-armored, four-armed Shiva Swordsman,
rapiers and cutlasses sprouting from his hands, and waves them
defiantly as he roars, “Rather than the authorities, you’ll be
going to the infirmary, instead!”

 


***

 


When Ryan morphed and challenged him,
the door opens, and the backdraft, Dante’s inferno, breaks out in a
blaze when he morphs and attacks Ryan without warning, dashing
forward and leaping up to cut a few times through his left knee
with the fiery orange katana in his right hand before kicking off
him with another thrust of air balance. Ryan, unprepared for such a
swift response, can only fall over grunting with his crippled knee
while Dante back-flips and sticks a landing a few yards away.
Sitting up to glare back at the smaller Swordsman, he then, rather
than trying to stand, remains sitting, his legs crossed before him,
hovers a few feet above the ground on air balance, and propels
himself at Dante, his four sabers prepared to stab and
slash.

When the blades meet him, swinging and
stroking past each other in fluid, mesmerizing coordination, they
try to catch and shred him. However, as swift as they are, Dante is
swifter, parrying the rapiers, jumping over the cutlasses, overall
weaving and dodging the flurry with agile use of his air balance.
Ryan, ever furious, presses on in his assault, confident that if he
keeps the pressure on him he wouldn’t be able to counter him and
eventually trip up to become wounded by his swords.

Instead, to his surprise, Dante
suddenly lashes out with a rising stroke of his sword, and a
powerful gust of wind crashes into him, not dealing any damage but
otherwise flinging him up and away. At the peak of his launch, Ryan
is baffled of how Dante did that when he sees him appear above him,
and he looks stupefied as the katana slices over his chest, leaving
streaks of green wounds, before another thrust of air stomps him,
bashing his body back into the ground.

Ryan, for a moment lying
sprawled on his back, is more confused than angry at what happened.
Since when had Dante gotten so good with air balance? Sitting up,
he spots him again a few yards away, the amber katana held before
him in his ruby armor, his ivory face stone-cold and his golden
eyes on fire. Shaking his baffled thoughts out of his head, he
growls while resetting his hovering air balance, and shouts, “Okay,
wise guy, let’s see you dance past this!” With his sapphire energy
blades, all four then shaped as double-edged glaives, he sends
himself into a wild spin, becoming an azure, razor-sharp twister
closing in upon Dante.

As fearsome and ferocious as his
twister attack is, it is also brief when Ryan has to stop himself
after a few seconds, his eyes blinking and helmed head bobbing as
he fights off dizziness. Once recovered he looks around, enraged
that he had again failed to wound, even scratch, him, but can’t
find Dante anywhere. Puzzled for a moment, trying to figure out
where he could have gone, the answer hits him just as Dante does,
dropping down from above and behind him with great speed and force,
his katana ripping through Ryan’s spine in a gush of yellow
energy.

Brought down to the ground from the
heavy slash, Ryan gawks from the severe damage, feeling the vital
wound thrumming up-and-down him like a harp’s string, and is again
not ready for more of Dante’s attacks when he launches himself
airborne, his blade rising to sever Ryan’s two left arms cleanly,
drifts and turns around above him, and drops again to chop through
the two right arms.

Even more stunned, and
horrified, by the loss of his arms, Ryan knows he is as good as
beaten and should demorph then. But before he can, Dante mutters,
“Seppuku,” before
driving his katana, reverse-gripped in his left hand, into Ryan’s
abdomen, spins to tear him open in a burst of dark orange energy,
enlarges the sword between two hands, thrusts backwards into the
open wound, Ryan bending over from the deep stab while the wound
bled red, and pulls it out in the same motion as the demorph flash
blooming behind him.

 


***

 


Falling over on his side, his numb
arms reaching for his clenched abdomen, Ryan grimaces through
labored breaths, horrified of how he had been ripped apart. After
he gets up to his knees, the hot sweat that streaks his brow turns
cold when the katana of energy stops short of his neck, holding him
in place as he flinches and looks over his askew glasses to Dante
looming before him.

His facial expression as reserved as
ever, Dante’s quiet voice floats over Ryan, but anger is yet
present in the tone of his words. “Whether or not your gossip about
her is true, I won’t believe any of it until my sister tells me
herself. And as for last night, you can forget about it.” When
Ryan’s look of fear becomes quizzical, he reiterates, “Yes, you
heard me right. I’ve thought it over, and perhaps you are telling
the truth. You don’t have to worry about me accusing you of harming
Irene. Now, go, and be on your way. You may want to head for the
infirmary and get a bed before it’s crowded, this evening.” Still
with a puzzled expression, Ryan nonetheless nods, gets back on his
feet, and trots away from Dante still in morph, across the field
towards the university far in the distance.

Only when his beaten opponent becomes
a speck in the distance does Dante demorph, yet staring at the
speck while he broods over what he had, and would later, do. What
could be a better way to give him up as the scapegoat for his
sister’s attack the other night than to convince him he wouldn’t
turn him in? True enough, he wouldn’t turn him in, as he had told
him. But that doesn’t mean someone else won’t.

A few words from his colleagues would
be all it would take to get the whole campus buzzing about the
possibility that Ryan was the culprit, and then it wouldn’t be long
before officials came for him. His arrest should effectively kill
off any more rumors or concerns over his sister, thus allowing the
student community to focus again on the conflict between Matt and
Cain. That’s what he was hoping would happen, at least.

A light gust blows leaves off the tree
nearby, and when the different colors of them drift by Dante grabs
the first yellow leaf that crosses him. He stares at the leaf for a
moment, having his many feelings and thoughts at the moment pressed
down into it. Then, with one last emotion weighing his heart, Dante
uses his lighter rune to set the leaf aflame, the golden yellow
turning to ashen black when it burns like paper down to his
fingers.


Chapter 12

 


A Mixing of Finalists

 


***

 


The next day marks the end of the
Royale Project. After school hours, students flock in the halls of
the university to deliver their final scores to volunteering school
staff at counters. If any got one hundred or more points, they pass
with perfection, and the four highest scorers of each badge color
would enter the tournament finals. Many of the students are excited
and anxious to know who the finalists will be, with rumors,
predictions, and boasts already echoing through the college’s
corridors.

In one corner of the building, the
green badge students are giving their scores to three professors,
Kaystone, Malkia, and Serpanz. They record the students’ scores by
each of them taking a badge and the student’s name, entering the
name on a computer monitor and scanning the badge, and the total
points in the badge are automatically entered with the student’s
data. The work process is going along casually until the crowd of
youths scatter to allow one man through. Nicholas Narqailien
strides up to the professors in a quiet demeanor while all around
him hush and hold their breath in his presence.

He hands his badge to Prof. Kaystone
and confesses his name. Kaystone brings up Nicholas on the computer
and scans the badge. He’s about to thank and congratulate Nicholas
for his efforts when he double takes a glance at the computer’s
screen with confusion. “Uh, Nicholas,” he says. “Either this
computer, the badge, or I might be mistaken, but your score looks
like, um, one hundred and twenty-six points.” The professor has
known Nicholas enough that he gets a huge high score in the Royale
Project. The students all know it, too, as ripples of shock and
disbelief go through the crowd of them.

“Neither of the latter has
an error,” Nicholas replies. “That is my honest score made for this
year.”

The mass of students around him begin
to whisper their awes or doubts about it while the professors still
have trouble comprehending his confession. Prof. Malkia looks
worried, and Kaystone and Serpanz glance at each other unsurely.
Serpanz then asks him, “Are you sure this is correct, Mr.
Narqailein? Could you have accidentally misplaced your badge with
someone else’s?”

“I am sure that is my
badge, professor. If you will excuse me, I have other places to
be.” With no more delay, in prompt military fashion, he turns
around and walks away from the astonished students and
teachers.

Once he is gone beyond the crowd of
students, Kaystone sighs as he taps a few buttons on his computer
and says, “Well, I hope he is aware this score is nowhere near the
high scores of this year. This will be the first, and last, time
Nicholas doesn’t advance to the Royale Project finals.”

As this statement spreads through the
students like a shockwave, one of them, alone in the hall’s shadow,
is greatly unsettled. Cain had always made sure that, every year
since Nicholas’ rise to dominance, he had the same badge color as
him. Now, however, he has lost this source of insurance for the
tournament, and he realizes he’ll have to beat Matt the hard way as
he creeps away from the scene, arguing with his own
whispers.

 


***

 


The next few days pass without any
sort of major event as the student community recovers from its
battle royale, except for the sudden arrest of Ryan Gertruiken. On
the second day after the end of the project, college officers
confronted him at the casino over rumors that he had been the one
responsible for harming Irene out of her morph the few nights ago.
When his behavior in response was anything but calm and honest
denial, they took him into custody for further interrogation and
suspension from further college studies or events, which included
his participation in the tournament coming up. There was no more
time for any gossip around that event, as well as Irene, to spread,
for the next day, the first of the weekend, the tournament portion
of the Royale Project begins.

All the students on campus and the
school faculty gather in the college’s gymnasium, then acting as
host to the major event. An audience eager to watch intense battles
in the arena below fills the coliseum’s rows of seats, their bodies
a sea of miscellaneous colors and their cacophony of voices in
countless conversations filling the air. It has already been
announced which students made it to the finals for their badge
color. The blue had consisted of Sean, Buster, Ryan, and James
initially, but with Ryan’s arrest a runner-up was selected to take
his place, Amelia. Meanwhile, the green sponsors Dante, Cynthia,
Irene, and Cain, and the red features Matt, Rose, Tony, and
Lyn.

While the audience settles into the
gymnasium, an overhead speaker announces the statistics of the
tournament. Unlike in the first part of the Royale Project, the
competitors would be fighting those of the same color, and whoever
wins their divisionary tournament would advance to the Alkalian
College Championship match. The rules for combat are fight until
one forfeits by demorph, and to not get the audience caught in the
crossfire. If a competitor does anything uncivil, or attacks a
demorphed opponent or the spectators, he or she is automatically
disqualified. The speaker finishes by wishing luck to the
competitors and informing that the blue division would play out
first.

In the few minutes left before the
preliminary matches kick-off, the fighters themselves are gathered
in the women’s locker room, then serving as the waiting room before
the arena. Thanks to the wide space of the locker room, with the
lockers themselves bordering the walls, the bathroom, and the
showering area out-of-sight behind a corner, the twelve students
within have plenty of room to divide themselves evenly about,
either in small groups of two or three for small chat or to be
alone.

Being one of the latter in the
scattering of the students, Matt is near a side of the room by
himself, leaning against one of the lockers, trying hard to keep
control over his habitual nervousness. He would be composed if it
weren’t for the wide pupils of his eyes darting about the room, the
rapid tapping of his foot, and the jackhammer that has replaced his
heart in his chest. He tries to look past the other students, some
his allies, some his enemies, but everywhere he looks he focuses on
them for the briefest of agonizing moments.

James and Irene are off in a corner of
the room by themselves, quietly conversing and trading smirks and
shrugs between each other. Lyn and Amelia are almost opposite him
across the room, speaking in hushed tones while glancing with scorn
at Irene or tenderness at him. Rose and Buster are further along
the lockers to his left, Buster clearly so eager he can’t stand
still and shut up while Rose laughs or shakes her head. And Sean
and Cynthia are on his right, the dazzling damsel clinging to and
trying to console the rather anxious freshman.

Beyond the pairs of his fellow
competitors, Matt then notices Cain. He finds himself surprised to
realize it had only been about two months since they actually met,
and yet so much had happened involving them. Oddly enough, his gaze
settles on him, because unlike the others, Cain is alone. Furthest
away, in a darker corner of the locker room, his back is to
everyone as it seems like he keeps rambling off under his breath to
himself.

His curious stare at his sworn enemy
is broken when Matt jumps at a familiar, calm tone addressing him.
“Very convenient, don’t you think?” He turns to his side, seeing
Dante there, who goes on with his arms crossed, “The most of the
big players in this conflict between you and Cain, gathered into
one room, to soon duke it out in the arena. A writer couldn’t have
set it up any better.”

“Ah, yeah, I suppose.”
Matt sighs. “Where did you go?”

Dante raises an eye brow at him before
replying, “The bathroom.” Matt blinks, nods, and looks away before
he adds, “Had an interesting conversation with Tony in
there.”

“Tony?” When he turns
back, Matt spots Tony emerge from the bathroom, a scowl on his face
while he skulks past the couples to find his own spot on a wall
around the room. “What did you guys talk about?”

“Oh, nothing much. Just
that even his own lackeys aren’t fond of Cain anymore.” He aims his
sharp gaze at the senior in the shadows of the room. “But not
because they hate him, too. More because they feel something’s
wrong about him. He seems to be in his own little world half the
time, and whenever he does respond to others, it’s always in a
furious lashing out, like a vicious dog pulling at its chain. If it
weren’t for this conflict finally being resolved after this
tournament, as it should be, Tony tells me he would have dropped
out of Cain’s entourage awhile ago. Even he’s worried that, at
anytime, that chain is going to break.”

“Uh huh. I wonder if he
knows about it, too.”

“About what?”

Matt twitches, realizing what he
almost let slip. “Oh, nothing! Nothing important.” Dante bores into
him a moment more with his intimidating eyes before he shrugs and
looks away, silently staring at his sister with James across the
room. Noticing this, Matt asks, “You still worried about her, after
what happened to her that one night?”

“Always. I always worry
for her, Matt. It’s one of the curses that love puts upon you.” He
continues staring at Irene until she notices it, upon which she
fidgets, grabs an unprepared James, and takes him with her into the
bathroom. Dante then looks back to Matt and says, “Good luck to you
in the tournament, Matt.”

“Oh, uh, and to you, too,
Dante.” Dante nods before stepping away, going to join Sean and
Cynthia at their end of the lockers. He was still wondering over
the relationship between him and Irene, and what that was like,
having a sibling to worry for, when Matt gets more company. Lyn has
put on a happy face as she appears by him with Amelia in
tow.

“Well, Matt, how are you
holding up?” she asks, leaning her shoulder into the locker beside
him, her ample cleavage in clear view.

“Hmm? Oh, fine! I’m fine,
as fine as I could be, when I’m about to fight with an arena full
of spectators watching me.”

Both Lyn and Amelia laugh at him
before she replies, “That’s no surprise, with this being your first
time. It’s not so bad, though, trust me. Just focus on your
opponent, and you’ll forget you have an audience soon
enough.”

“Yeah, if you say so. Um,
so how exactly will this tournament play out? Before we weren’t
supposed to fight our own colors, but now we will?”

“Right,” Amelia responds.
“The four highest scoring students of each color go through
semifinal knockouts, and the winners of each color will face off in
a three-way final battle for the championship.”

“Uh huh. I see. Which
means…” He looks eye-to-eye with Lyn. “I’ll end up fighting
you?”

“Ah, maybe.”

“Maybe? What do you
mean?”

“Well, Matt, there’s a
nice twist to this tournament. Instead of one student representing
each color in the finals, two
do. Which means if we’re lucky in the random
assortment, we won’t fight each other, and instead fight together
in the finals!”

“Really? Hah, that sounds
great! I mean, I guess it does.” Matt remembers something else when
he looks to Amelia. “But then, we could end up fighting you, in the
finals.”

“Yes, unfortunately,”
Amelia nods. “But there are usually temporary truces formed between
like-minded competitors at the start of the match. Which means if
Cain and/or Irene happen to make it to the finals, too, we can team
up and take them down, first.”

“Ah, okay. Hey, speaking
of Irene, what do you two think about what happened to her? I
couldn’t help but notice how you were both giving bad looks at
her.”

The senior women glance at each other,
briefly hesitant, before Lyn shrugs with a frown, saying, “What’s
there to think? She’s a cold, cruel, reckless excuse of a senior
student, a disgrace to her noble family and state of
Saratu.”

“Well, yeah, maybe. But
aren’t you somewhat concerned about how she was attacked,
out-of-morph, the other night? Who would do that to her, with her
being a student here?”

Again the women exchange
glances, and Amelia replies, “I, we don’t know, really, but we have
a theory or two as to why
someone would do that. I mean, I do, at
least.”

“Really? Why’s
that?”

Before Amelia tells him,
to Matt’s surprise, Lyn interjects, “Amelia, you don’t have to tell
him! He doesn’t need to know, nobody needs to know
that.”

“Lyn, it’s too late for
that, the rumors have already been going around, before she was
attacked. I might as well tell him myself, before he hears it from
someone else.” Taking a deep breath, she looks down to an ever
curious Matt, explaining in a lowered voice, “You see, Matt, a few
nights ago, the night before she was attacked, in fact, she and I
happened to be at the same party, and we, we slept
together.”

Matt’s eyes go wide, briefly struck
dumb by images flashing through his head, before he asks, “You,
you’re serious?”

“But it’s not like Amelia
wanted to!” Lyn adds in her defense, also whispering. “You have to
understand, Matt, that Irene’s been known to become
very reckless in her
flirtatious, and even vicious, behavior. At that party, she,
she…”

“I’ll tell him, Lyn,”
Amelia informs her, to which she sadly nods. She goes on to Matt,
spite in her tone rather than sorrow, “It was an all-girls party at
one of the senior cabins, and Irene had rudely invited herself. She
quickly got drunk, started making passes at some of the other
girls, and when no one was naturally responding in kind she
threatened to get violent, in her battle morph. No one, especially
me, wanted anyone, even her, to get in the huge kind of trouble
fighting within a cabin causes, so I, I stepped up to calm her down
and, well, satisfy her. So we went to a bedroom, and we, we did
what she wanted, until she passed out.”

Matt blinks, still dumbstruck by what
Amelia says happened with her and Irene, before he gets out, “So,
that means Irene’s, um, isn’t there a word for it? Loving the same
gender, rather than the opposite?”

“Yes. Homosexual.” Lyn growls, “But she’s
worse than that, Matt, she’s bisexual. Notice how she was with
James, over there? Remember when Amelia told us that she was
preying on weaker students in unfair fights, the other day? We
later found out that’s because she’s allied with James now, not
Cain, and they got their high scores in the royale because they
were snatching from the lower classmen. And knowing James’
reputation with his lady friends, you can be sure they’ve done it a
few times since they joined up.” She points to the corner of the
locker room, to the bathroom, adding, “I bet you they’re doing it
right now, back there, as we speak!”

Matt looks with shock at the mention
of it, then back to them. “Well, one could hope not, with all of us
here and a tournament about to start! But, does Dante know any of
this?”

The women consider that concern,
shrug, and Amelia answers, “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, we
probably shouldn’t tell him. He cares so much for that sister of
his, he could become quite upset if he learned about, ah, her and
me. And trust us, when you’ve seen Dante get upset, you never
forget it.”

“Ah. Okay.” Matt settles
down, somehow, when he shakes his head and says, “Well, good luck
in the tournament, Amelia and Lyn. Let’s hope to see each other at
the end!”

Matt’s clearing head becomes clouded
again when Lyn says, “Yes, let’s hope!” before giving him a quick
kiss on the cheek and walking back to the other lockers, while
Amelia smiles, nods with a wink, and brushes back her lovely brown
hair when she turns and follows.

 


***

 


Matt stares after his two lady
friends, his hand rubbing the cheek Lyn left a kiss on, and wonders
about the kiss and the wink before he gets a sudden slug to his
shoulder. Jolting from the hit, he whirls to Buster glaring down at
him, getting out, “Hey, what was that for?”

“Heh, what do ya think?
For cramming a cork down Nicholas’ blow hole without me being there
to see it!” He laughs while Rose steps into view from behind him,
claps Matt on the same shoulder, making him wince, and says, “Damn,
Matt, that’s amazing, how you beat Nicholas in a duel. Not even I
have pulled that off, yet! Come on, tell me what happened, how did
you do it?”

Stumbling for words to reply, Matt
glances to Rose, who shrugs, and answers, “Well, I, I guess I just
realized at some point I had to take him out with one shot. If I
had never attempted it or missed, then I’m sure I would have
lost.”

“Hmm, a convenient moment
of desperate inspiration? Yeah, I get ya. Happens to the best of
us, sometimes. Hopefully, it will happen to some of us in this
tournament coming up!” Buster growls, his fingers anxiously
flexing. “Gah, I can’t wait anymore! I gotta have some smack talk
with my fellow blues before we start, and consider how each of them
could benefit me as a partner. Ah, there’s James, now! Hey,
James!!” He lunges away from Matt and Rose, yanking a surprised
Sean by the neck of his jacket, and crosses the locker room in big
strides towards James and Irene, who rolls her eyes and sulks out
of the way.

Watching a moment longer as Buster
shoves Sean into James, then whistles and beckons an amused Amelia
over to join them, Matt shakes his head, slightly frowning. “Wow,
he’s really excited about this, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, he could barely
contain himself while talking to me.” Rose has a small smirk on her
as she watches Sean squirming in the company of three seniors
around him, and looks to Matt. “What about you? Are you
excited?”

“Heheh, um, I suppose I
am, a little. And you?”

“Well, to be honest, I’m
incredibly nervous. I’ve told myself to expect getting to this
point at some time in my career, but I wasn’t expecting to be here
in my first year at college!”

“Hah, yeah, me too. Well,
about the whole being here part. Actually, I’m nervous, too. And
not just a little. A lot.”

Rose chuckles. “Of course.” She leans
back into a locker next to Matt, her arms hanging by her sides, and
suggests, “Wouldn’t it be nice if you and I were the two in the
finals, for our red division?”

“Ah, yes. I guess.” He
glances in the direction of Lyn before turning back to Rose. “But I
could also wind up with Lyn, you know?”

“Hmm. Yeah, that is
true.”

“Yeah. Oh, wait. What if
it was me and Tony together in the finals!?”

“Hah, now wouldn’t that
get everyone cawing like crows. The heroic freshman teaming up with
the tyrannical senior’s lackey!” She shakes her head and lets Matt
know, “I’m pretty sure between me, you, or Lyn that Tony won’t be
getting any further in this competition.”

Matt thinks about that, and then nods.
“Yeah, I guess you’re right, there.” He and Rose find themselves at
a loss for words, to either continue or change the subject, until
he says, “We’ve gone through a lot here in college, haven’t
we?”

“Yeah, and we’re not even
half-way through our first year, yet.”

“Mhmm. So, what have you
liked about it, so far?”

“Hmm. Well, I guess making
new friends, advancing my studies, and improving on my fighting
abilities. What have you liked?”

“Um, the same, more or
less. As to what I have not
liked, this whole conflict between me and Cain.
When I came to college this year, it was the last thing I expected
myself to get caught up in.”

“Yeah, same here. It’s all
drama, trauma, and pointless politics for us students when we are
supposed to be more concerned with our studies and building, not
corrupting, our relations with others.”

“Right. But you know what
the one thing I don’t regret about college this year
is?”

“What?”

Matt looks directly to her, smiling.
“Becoming friends with you, Rose.”

Rose deeply blushes, glancing away,
but is soon smiling, as well. “Yeah. You know what? I feel the same
way about you, Matt.” Before he could reply, her hand finds its way
to his and grasps it, causing him to blush in turn before they are
both smiling at each other, their joined hands squeezing another
sign of their bonding.


Chapter 13

 


Glory in the Arena: Brawling
Blues

 


***

 


Soon, the tournament finally begins as
the first two competitors enter the coliseum under a shower of
claps and cheers from all around them. James, wearing his rich suit
that seems woven from opal, his long hair a similar shade, strolls
out across the smooth, stone floor, well composed in the eyes of
many as he waves to them, smirking especially at some women while
sniping them with winks.

Sean, in his casual suit of rustic
brown, tries to follow James’ example, but is quite the opposite as
his grin is forced, his eyes are wide with imminent panic, and
every step he takes augments the trembling in his figure. The two
walk in opposite directions, putting distance between them, until
they are about thirty yards apart within the center of the arena,
and they turn back to face each other, sizing up the other in their
silent stares.

James is the one to break the silence
between them while the audience around them calms down, sharpening
his smirk and saying, “Alas, we meet each other as foes again, Sean
Wyseinburg. It seems fate agrees that I should get another chance
to put you back in your place, as a failed freshman.”

Sean, gulping and scratching his neck,
sputters, “Heheh, you sound awfully confident, James. James
Iroshen! How are we to know what fate wants?”

“Because, as fate would
have it, Dante won’t be here to help you. If I remember correctly,
in fact, you sacrificed your own morph just to weaken me so Dante,
not you, could
defeat me. Therefore, that means you cannot defeat me
alone.”

“Meh, that’s true, I
wasn’t good enough to outmatch you alone. But that was before, and
this is now! Now,
I’m going to prove how much stronger and skilled I’ve become, by
taking your classy, crassy, casanova character and
beating it into the ground!” That’s what Sean hopes he would be
able to do, trying to convince himself with how boldly he declares
it.

James, his long hair swaying as he
shakes his head, isn’t convinced. “And I’m the one who’s awfully
confident, hah. I will admit, you must have improved somewhat
significantly, getting into these semifinals and such, but there’s
one significant detail you seem to have forgotten.”

“Oh? And what’s
that?”

“You see, that first time
we fought, my battle morph was split into two forms, and thus my
power was halved. This time, you will be fighting my
true battle morph, in
one piece and with full power.”

Sean’s face pales as that fact tears
apart some of his optimism. “Ah, I see. Um, I, uh, oh, wait! You
seem to be forgetting something, too!”

“Really? What?”

“Well, if you claim that
you’ve got fate on your side, then I’ve got luck on mine!”

James can’t help but chuckle, a palm
meeting his forehead. “And just how does that make a difference
here?”

“Easily, actually! See,
lately I’ve come to notice that the same kind of luck I have in my
gambling has been showing up in my battles. That, or I’m just so
crazy with my combos that nobody’s prepared for them. Which, in a
way, makes me lucky! That’s how it’s gonna make a difference, I’m
sure.”

“Right. Then we’ll just
put this ‘luck’ of yours to the test.” The overhead speaker above
them begins the loud countdown to the fight, and the crowd hushes
while the fighters prepare themselves, a cold demeanor on James’
face and Sean grimacing under squinting eyes. The countdown’s end
coincides with the blast of an air horn, and the duelists
morph.

 


***

 


Sean looks on at the true form of
James’ morph, and what he sees makes him sure that his luck just
crumpled up and died. It was the archetype of his twin morphs. The
gray wings are massive in span and feathers, unfurling like mighty
sails off his back. His amethyst-colored armor has a gothic design
to it, thick and heavy with curved edges and trim and sinister
shapes flavoring his gauntlets and spaulders. The raptor talons for
his feet are armored, as well, the claws long and razor sharp, and
his weapon, the scythe, consists of an iron rod rather than a
wooden pole, with a monstrous, wickedly-shaped sickle set on its
end.

There’s another big difference in this
single morph that Sean notices. All over his armor, on his scythe’s
blade, and even on his face, James is painted with runes, those on
his face like tattoos and the rest on his armor and weapon being
daunting designs. Compared to his meager, mud brown,
lamellar-and-mail battle suit, Sean is sure he must look small and
inferior compared to the Reaper in the eyes of their
audience.

James makes the first move, hefting
and swinging his weapon up and forward, the tip of his blade
scraping the floor to send a splitting, spitting trail of sparks
towards his foe. Sean doesn’t know what those sparks are, but he
has sense enough to get out of the way when he reverses and flips
on a burst of air balance, avoiding the sparks. In the vicinity of
where he had stood, the magical sparks suddenly condense, then
explode, in a fierce flash of flames.

For the next several seconds, Sean
finds himself on the run with James continuing to fling magical
attacks at him as he spins past thunderbolts, dives under arcane
cannonballs, and leaps over more fiery eruptions. As he does so,
however, he is preparing a counterattack in his acrobatic dodging.
Once he has suppressed enough energy through air balance, he then
takes aim and fires himself at James like a rocket, closing the
great distance in his insane speed.

Despite Sean’s sudden air thrust at
him, James is ready for him, smirking devilishly. He makes another
slash with his scythe before him, and the tear in the air becomes
manifest by a suspended surge of crackling black energy. Having no
time to alter his approach, Sean flies right into this energy, and
in the next instance, with his expression gone stupefied, crashes
into a wall of the arena far away from James. A moment later, he
falls back out of the crater left from the impact, not harmed since
he hit it with his armored shoulder instead of his head, but
nonetheless dazed, not just from the impact but also the wonder of
what just happened.

The audience shares in Sean’s sense of
surprise, but neither would get an answer to what happened when he
hears the distinct sounds of large wings in flight behind him. He
whirls to see James swooping upon him, his huge talons reaching for
his face. With a twist of his body, backwards and down, Sean barely
dodges the claws, closing on nothing but air, and springs himself
away on air balance to avoid the sweep of James’ scythe.

Grinding across the ground to a stop,
he focuses on James as he landed, unsure of how he is going to get
close without being harmed or repelled, and watches him cut the air
again, forming that odd black magic before him. His focus switches
to the magic rip, afraid of what else it might do to him, and so he
does not notice the Reaper’s large figure vanish behind it. By the
time he does, it is too late as the sickle emerges in his abdomen,
bright green energy splashing from the wound.

The crowd in the gym’s stands, as well
as Sean, gasps after James had instantly appeared behind him,
swinging the scythe down into him. But he isn’t done with his
assault. Some of the runes upon his body and blade activate,
glowing an electric blue, and volts of energy spill out of them and
soak Sean, still stuck on the blade. With a mighty swing, he then
launches him away, high through the air, and takes his right hand
off his scythe’s rod to clench it in a fist. In response, the
static magic in Sean discharges, zapping him in mid-air before he
hits the floor limp.

 


***

 


Yet smoldering with yellow wounds
across his body, the largest one a gaping hole in his abdomen, Sean
twitches while rolling over and pushing himself up on his hands and
knees, glaring at James strolling towards him, a crow moving in on
a corpse, the scythe casually held in his hands. After he sighs in
bitter reproach to his situation, he suddenly realizes two things
while looking at James.

The first was how that black magic,
the traced cuts in the air, work. James could use them to warp
himself or something else that touches them through time and space
to another location. The second, as he watches James raise his
weapon in a wide whirl, with other runes on him and his blade
glowing a burning red, was that those runic tattoos and patterns
act like real runes. Taking note of these two facts, Sean grins as
he comes up with a plan to use them against his foe.

Pausing in his stride towards him,
James hammers his scythe down to the floor before him, releasing a
flash flood of fire from the point of impact through his runes
towards Sean. Before the furrow of flames consumes him, he rolls
like a log to his right, clear of the spell’s path, then pushes
himself up and swiftly skates on air towards James. Seeing him
coming, James smirks again before another slash forms the black
magic in front of him like a shield.

This time, however, Sean
is prepared for, had even expected, it. Instead of barreling
into it again, he spirals out of the way with a twist of his air
balance, rushing past it and James, and drifts across the floor in
a wide arc to turn around and dash back at him from behind. James,
having been looking to a spot nearby and expecting him there,
barely has time to realize Sean avoided the trap and whirl around
to him. The Brawler rams his shoulder into him and shoves him
backwards, into the warping portal.

In the next instant, James hits the
ground hard a few yards away, wincing from his wings being crushed
beneath him, and tries to sit up until Sean smashes him from above,
his elbow dive bombing his chest to leave a large crack of green
energy across his indigo armor.

The look on James’ face mirrors those
in the audience around the arena before he scowls, getting ready to
sit up and strike back, when to his puzzlement Sean runs his hands
all over him, in seemingly random paths, petting and poking at his
armor and face. Growling like a mad dog, he bites at Sean, grabbing
for him so he could sink his sickle into him, but Sean pulls back
from his reach and springs away backwards, a great leap putting
distance between them.

Rising onto his talons,
James is about to continue the combat between them with spells when
he notices his runes are already active. To his growing horror, he
realizes all of
his runes had been activated in chain sequences, and he can only
stand there as huge plumes, flashes, and blasts of arcane,
lightning, and fire magic burst out of him without control, the
sight startling and blinding some of the spectators.

When the aftermath of the explosion of
spells fades out, James is still where he stands. He hasn’t been
harmed by his own spells, but the problem is his magic system, the
runes, were overloaded and wasted all of his energy to use his
spells, temporarily preventing him from using any while it
recharged. He yet reflects on his bad situation when a yell yanks
his attention to Sean incoming through the air at high speed. He
raises his scythe in time to block Sean’s lunging punch when he
reaches him, the rod parrying his fist, but James is not prepared
for the rest of Sean’s wild assault.

With a forward flip, he kicks James’
rod down, exposing his face, then spins like a twister with fists
out to rapidly, repeatedly whack James in the face, marking a
darkening yellow bruise across his right cheek and nose. Exiting
the spinning, Sean flips backwards in mid-air, his foot hooking the
rod of James’ scythe and flinging it out of his hands, straight up
into the air, and becomes a twister again, but with his left leg
out to roundhouse kick James in the face a few times, his left
cheek and neck bruising dark orange from the impacts. He then
concludes when he stops spinning after James falls over, catches
the scythe when it falls back to them, and slams it down into
James, burying the blade in the crack across his chest and spraying
red energy out of him.

 


***

 


Leaving James pinned by his own
weapon, Sean hovers back a good distance from him, lands on his
feet, and takes a moment to accept applause from the audience,
grinning while flexing and posing. Not all of the audience responds
in favor of him, but some students whoop and cheer for him,
building up his confidence that he has pulled it off and won the
fight. However, the crowd’s unanimous gaping at something brings
his attention back to James, and he comes to not like what he
sees.

After pulling the scythe
out of him, James pushes himself up while his mangled wings flex
before their feathers peel off of them, gray butterflies scattering
from hedges, and swirl around him before diving into his wounds,
their color turning from red to green as they nearly or completely
close up. With James’ colors becoming brighter, the color in Sean’s
face darkens. James had healed
himself.

If that isn’t bad enough, James’
figure has also dramatically altered. Then lacking feathers, his
naked wings are large, jointed limbs, their ends appearing as
sharp, spear-sized scalpels, flexing like alien mandibles behind
him. Meanwhile, with his scythe in hand, the runes all over his
face and body activate again, this time in coordinated control to
cover him in a static aura of his magic, white lightning, blue
arcane, and red fire crackling across his frame. Staring at his
empowered, more savage appearance, Sean shakes his head with a
cringing grimace, knowing that he is still deep in the
woods.

With his runes burning and surging
over him, there is cold fury in James’ face when he raises his
scythe, bending it back over his shoulder, and flings it with great
force, arcing through the air and across the arena towards Sean,
the runes on its blade glowing blue. As Sean side-thrusts to his
right to dodge it, the sickle sticks itself to the floor, and a
massive blast of arcane energy sprouts from the point of impact,
its shockwave barely reaching him.

Recoiling from the blast in a mid-air
roll, he has only a split second to flip backwards and avoid the
lunge of James’ mandibles in their attempt to seize him in a pincer
grip. For the next several seconds, Sean once again finds himself
on the evasive, desperately staying out of reach of a surprisingly
swift James, his hands, talons, and wing blades lashing after him
with searing and bursting energies from his runes.

After they make a tight, zigzagging
circuit around the arena, Sean finally decides, after a close call
of a fiery slash from James singes his beard, to fight back.
Scowling, he puts both his legs up and kicks at James, and, instead
of his feet, a direct, booming blast of air hits him, stopping his
pursuit and knocking him back. Staggering from the brief,
disorienting blow, his talons dragged across the floor, James is
about to resume the chase when he notices the green glow on him,
and looks to find his chest and neck are wounded.

Blinking, he wonders how
it happened, since Sean had not touched him, before he realizes
something with a jolt. Had Sean used his own air balance to harm
him? In theory, that should be impossible. Air balance is a method
of movement for Alkalians in battle morph, and because the
substance is simply air, it shouldn’t be capable of hurting other
battle morphs. Whatever happened, it happens again when Sean dashes
by him, a quick thrust shooting him past James to the right instead
of colliding into him, and instead an unseen force slams into him,
leaving brighter green across his shoulder and arm. Nearly falling
over from the blow, James has to believe it was true, Sean
is attacking him with
air balance, but he is too slow to counter as Sean’s assault
continues, each dash pass or over him followed by another blast
pounding him.

By the time the accumulating wounds on
James’ whole figure have become a darkening yellow, he comes up
with a response. Reaching out with his left hand, he mentally calls
his scythe back to him, the weapon flinging across the arena and
into his grasp. In the next instant, he turns and swings out in
time to catch Sean in mid-dash, impaling him upon the blade with a
slick, ripping sound. He sneers at the wounded look on his face
until Sean suddenly grabs the rod of the scythe, generates more air
balance, and then with a twist and yank pulls him off the floor and
into a rapid spin in mid-air, Sean its center and James the
propeller wing.

The audience of the arena, having been
cheering in swells at the battle, gasps in awe at the spectacle
below, the two fighters locked in a funnel of fury. Within the
twister, each one refuses to let go, for fear that they would be
thrown and off guard long enough to be finished off. James hangs on
to his weapon fiercely, snarling as fire, lightning, and arcane
flows from him to Sean, damaging him with burns breaking out all
over him as he keeps a grip on the scythe still hooked to him. In
quick time, James’ snarl becomes a smirk as he sees the branching
wounds burning red, knowing Sean will have to demorph at any
moment.

His sense of victory is brief, though,
when he picks up on Sean grinning back at him. He tries to think of
why he could be grinning like that when he collides a few times
with stone, his armored body bashed brutally by each impact and
turning his wound energy to red. By the time he understands, that
in their whirlwind Sean had guided them over to a wall of the arena
to smash him against it, James is already launched away, his grip
loosened from the hits to the wall, and in the midst of tumbling
across the floor demorphs, his human form lying sprawled and still
when he stops.

 


***

 


Landing, and still standing, on the
arena floor, Sean huffs in his battle morph’s fatigue, his armor
tattered by stripes of red across him, while the audience stares in
silence for a moment. Then, the overhead speaker announces to break
the silence, “The winner is Sean Wyseinburg.” Following immediately
is the most of the freshmen students standing up and cheering,
whooping and whistling, and the applause spreads through more of
the crowd with claps and bravos.

Sean is slow to respond, but once he
realizes he really is hearing applause for him his huffing becomes
laughing when he gets into the moment, flexing and posing in
victory. In the midst of his celebration, he notices some officials
appear to put James on a cot to carry him out and to the infirmary.
Oddly, he frowns, feeling sorry for beating James so badly, and he
himself is not looking forward to demorphing after all the damage
he has endured. He puts the dread out of his mind, though, and
returns to waving and grinning at the spectators, his sense of
pride and glee overwhelming him as he soaks up as much praise as he
can.

 


***

 


A few minutes later, after Sean was
dismissed, the next pair of fighters enters the gym. They are
similar in the fact they are wearing kinds of uniforms, but
different in their genders. Amelia strides across the floor in her
black bolero and pants with green stripes while Buster marches in a
thick military suit of gray and black. Each has a badge gleaming
upon their chests to further set them apart, Buster’s being the
coat-of-arms for his clan and Amelia’s her well-exposed cleavage.
Most of the audience cheers for the well-known King of the Pit, and
he acknowledges, waving his arms and grinning at them. As for
Amelia, seemingly oblivious to them, some of the students, male or
female, either stare in wonder or scorn at her.

The two fellow seniors put themselves
a few yards apart in the center of the arena and look to each
other. Buster takes a deep breath, lets it out, and then says,
“Well, here we are, finally. I’ve been waiting all week for this.
No, I’ve been waiting the whole semester for this! I was very sure
that I would get here, but to be honest, I didn’t expect to find
myself facing-off with you, Amelia!”

Amelia chuckles, brushing back some of
her long brown hair, and replies, “Nor did I, Buster. But who could
have known that Ryan would get himself into hot water like he
did?”

“Heh, yeah. The guy’s
pretty lousy, but even that bit he did to Irene is just awful.
Besides it being cruel and unethical, harming somebody not in
morph, there’s also no sport in it!”

Amelia chuckles more dryly at the
mention of Irene. “Yeah, there is that. Ryan’s never treated women
properly. He’s certainly no gentleman, like you.” Her eyes
twinkling, Amelia says, “You are quite the gentleman from what I
remember. Right, Buster?”

Her comment chops through Buster’s
chipper attitude, causing him to blush and fumble for words. “Er,
hehe, uh, yeah, I guess that’s right. That was awhile ago, though,
wasn’t it?”

“Hmm. Yes, it was. About a
year ago, I think it was. That’s when you became so prominent in
battles you crowned yourself the champion of the pit arena, and so
I became, well, interested in you.”

“Ah, right. Yeah, that
sounds right. Hah, I made quite an impression on you, didn’t
I?”

“Oh, I suppose. But I
think I made a greater one on you. I was the first one you went all
the way with, right?”

“…Yeah. That’s right. I
try not to think back on it, though.”

“Oh, but why? Did you not
like it? Enjoy it?”

“Ah, well, yeah, sure I
did. Really, I did! But, now to think back on it, it’s almost, you
know, embarrassing.”

Amelia laughs at the rare sight of a
timid Buster, and says, “That’s too bad. I had hoped you would have
felt more, oh, enlightened from it, than embarrassed. Like Matt
has.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s
another word for it, but…” Buster pauses when the last thing she
says sticks to him, coyness replaced by curiosity. “Wait, did you
just mention Matt? You mean, you, and Matt…?” When Amelia nods, he
bursts out laughing, saying when he can talk again, “Why does that
not surprise me? Of course you would be interested in the freshman freedom
fighter!”

Amelia shrugs before replying, “Yes, I
did show my interest in him, soon enough, but he was the one who
approached me, first. He has been shy and hesitant, but once he’s
warmed up to it he makes for a great partner. I think he’s getting
better at it, even, since the last time. At this rate, he could
soon be as much a ‘gentleman’ as you were, Buster.”

“Heh, oh really? Well,
good for him, I suppose. If he had to get smitten by someone around
here, he’s lucky it was someone as beautiful, and charitable, as
you.”

“Aw, Buster, that’s such a
nice compliment from you. Thank you, but, aren’t you somewhat
jealous that Matt could soon surpass you in it?”

“Eh, I don’t know.
Fighting’s my only real passion, and it has been awhile, so what
could I do about it?”

“Hmm. Well, if you were up
to it, later tonight we could give you a chance to match Matt. That
is, if we don’t beat ourselves up too much, here!”

“Haha, yeah! Um…” Buster
looks around at the arena audience, quieting as the match is about
to begin, and then smirks back at Amelia. “Tell you what. If I win
this, then sure, I’d be down for it. I could look at it as a kind
of ‘prize’ for my victory. But, if I lose, I would have to decline.
If I can’t beat you in battle, then how could I please you in
bed?”

Blinking at his proposition, Amelia
then chuckles, smirking back at him. “That sounds fair enough. I’ll
almost feel bad, though, for defeating you here and not making it
up to you later.”

“Heh, you need not worry
about that, I’m a tough guy. And besides, I’m sure somebody we know
would love to indulge you later, if I lose.” Amelia shakes her head
before the two become rigid in pose, ready to morph as the
countdown above ends and the siren goes off.

 


***

 


Out of two morphing flashes, one green
and the other grey, the seniors reappear in their battle morphs,
Buster being the larger one as a MechWarrior, two heavy guns
mounted off his back and his left arm twisting into a shotgun aimed
at his smaller foe. He fires once, but all he penetrates is a
sudden screen of deep mist, steaming up and past him in a haze.
Puzzled, he looks around, his mechanical vision and sensors blinded
by the hot mist, and gets struck by a bolt of energy from behind,
the spell jabbing the weak spot of his neck and leaving a green
glowing wound. He whirls around, getting a glimpse of Amelia in the
thickening mists around them, before a gust of a different gas,
like smoke, swirls into him, disorienting him while particles sting
at his armor, leaving sparkling spots of wounds all over
him.

Blind and slightly desperate, both his
gun mounts gatling barrels sweeping rapid fire in all directions,
Buster knows if he can’t get a clear shot at her hiding in the
mists surrounding him, Amelia’s spells will grind down and
eventually defeat him. In a few more moments, when his gun mounts’
cores are near overheating, and more plumes of smoke, like poison,
enter the gaps of his armor to spread internal damage throughout
him, his wounds darkening to yellow, he finally figures out what to
do.

With a large propulsion of air
balance, he launches himself up into the air, escaping the
formidable fog, and hovers high above the arena to aim his arms as
special guns down and rain grenades into the mist. The enchanting
emerald haze erupts with the fiery flashes of the grenades
exploding, the gases blending and scattering, before Buster’s
scoped vision at last locates his target by a far wall of the
arena, where she had fled to avoid the blasts.

The only thing serving as armor, or at
least clothing, for Amelia’s humanoid battle morph is a light aura
of her magic mist, the most of her bare body visible except for the
parts the mist thickens to cover her sexual features. She could
have been a beautiful sight if her body also isn’t wounded, her
shoulders, arms, legs, and the left side of her face afflicted with
yellow glowing burns from the grenade blasts. She looks herself
over, frowning at the wounds, and back across the arena to where
Buster lands, his gun mounts now rocket launchers. Her frown gets
deeper as she takes the moment to heal some of her wounds with
wisps cast over her, the burns changing to green in color and
disappearing from her face.

Not going to give her more time for
healing, Buster fires a few rockets from each gun mount, and they
arc through the air to converge downward at Amelia. With the energy
missiles coming from her right and left, and a wall behind her, she
has only one escape route. She takes it, surging forward on a
twister of mists containing her lower body, while the rockets
barrage where she was once standing.

Amelia knows she was playing right
into Buster’s hands, or guns to be precise, when he volleys
grenades at her. What he doesn’t know, however, is how she’s ready
for that, spinning to cast out the twister before her. It
intercepts the energy grenades, whirling them around in itself as
it races towards Buster, sending his attack back at him. He looks
surprised, but recovers quickly enough to side thrust clear of the
twister and its explosive package, delivered when they go off in
the vortex and consume it in their blasts.

Grinding to a stop on the arena floor,
Buster raises a grenade launcher and sends a few grenades at Amelia
again, intending for them to catch her while she is in the open.
She turns to face them, the spheres about to reach her, and flicks
out a flash of a spell at them. Instead of exploding near her, they
suddenly freeze in place in the air, solidified into orbs, before
they descend and rotate around her under her mental
control.

Buster’s mechanical eyes blink, again
surprised, and he watches Amelia smirk back at him, twirl on air
balance, and then cast the orbs back at him like cannonballs. He
should have expected that, but was still trying to figure out what
kind of spell she used to capture his grenades, and so could only
grunt when they smash into him, bending and cracking his chest
armor with dark orange energy bursting from his wounds.

Staggering from the consecutive
impacts of the orbs, Buster admits to himself she was good as she
follows up the orbs with a direct bolt of energy, penetrating his
torso through his wounds and turning them red, but he goes to show
that he was better with a sudden, wild, perhaps desperate move.
With another air balance thrust, he charges straight at Amelia,
taking her by surprise, and his left fist crashes into her as an
uppercut, throwing her into the air with her misty aura trailing
behind her, her wounds bleeding dark yellow. She flips in mid-air a
few times, but instead of reaching the floor gets grabbed by
Buster’s right hand, his mechanical gauntlet crushing her around
her waist and hips.

Cringing with her hands curling at his
fingers, Amelia looks up to Buster’s helm, no mercy in his machine
eyes, and down to his left arm, a shotgun, before it spits bullets
into her, the mist on half of her chest shattered and replaced by a
red wound. Going limp from the blast, she’s as good as done when
Buster drops her to the floor, steps and turns to loom over her, a
statue of fire and steel, and his right gun mount aims down at her
as a cannon for the final shot.

 


***

 


The instant the cannon fires a mortar
into the ground, a red demorph flash coincides with the blast, and
Amelia is left in a crater, sprawled in her human form and barely
conscious as she coughs and clings to her aching chest. The smoking
gun mount bends back, and Buster remains standing tall in his
battle morph as the speaker announces, “The winner is Wilson
Harmada,” and the audience roars with applause, at which he waves
and fist pumps back to them. Once he demorphs, though, he bends
over, coughing and clutching his chest as well, before turning back
to Amelia, shaking his head and wiping some blood from his mouth.
“Well, that was fun, eh?”

Managing to roll onto her side and
look back at him, also with blood spittle by her mouth, she
replies, “Yeah, sure it was. I almost had you, there.”

“Heh, yeah, you did. Lucky
for me, then, that I’m quick on my feet! But hey, sorry if I got a
little rough at the end, like that.”

Sitting up and wiping away her blood,
Amelia says, “Oh, you were fine. It’s not like I haven’t been
handled roughly before.”

“…Was that an
innuendo?”

“Huh?”

“Ah, never mind.” He
reaches down to her, adding, “Seems you learned a few more tricks
since we last had a match. It was much to my dismay we haven’t
fought in awhile, then I could have known about them!”

Smiling, she accepts his hand to pull
her out of the crater and onto her feet, saying, “Yes, that is a
shame, I guess.” While Buster continues holding her hand to raise
her arm up with his, inciting more cheers from the crowd, she
speaks into his ear, “I’ve also learned a few more tricks for the
other thing I’m good at.”

Buster’s beaming grin cracks when he
hears that before he says, “I see. I suppose that means you’re
gonna surprise me with them later tonight, then?”

“Of course, if you think
you can handle them. But hopefully, we won’t get as rough as we did
today!”

“Hah, yeah, agreed!” He
glances to her, seeing her smirk and the twinkle in her eye, and
tries to shake it off as they continue absorbing the audience’s
applause.


Chapter 14

 


Glory in the Arena: Rumbling
Reds

 


***

 


A few minutes after the blue division
is finished, with the presentation and announcement of the finalist
pair, Sean and Buster, the red division’s semifinals begin. Into
the arena appears another freshman-and-senior pair, contrasting the
other in ways besides their classes. In his officer’s suit of
long-sleeved vest and pants, the same shade of black as the
sunglasses on his face, is Tony, a scowl present beneath the
glasses as he hears the ruckus of the audience, some of which are
booing at him. Meanwhile, in her green outfit, with her family
crest hanging from her neck, Rose isn’t sure what is making her
pale with anxiety more, being before such a large audience of her
peers or the fact they are cheering for her.

The two come to stand about thirty
feet apart in the center of the gym with the crowd in the stands
yet whooping or sneering around them. As Rose looks all around,
meekly smiling and waving, Tony’s voice reaches her through the
noise. “Hard to believe you’re such a natural at fighting. Right
now, you’re not much of a rose, and more like a lily, by how white
you are.”

Grimacing, Rose looks back to Tony, at
the black visors he has for eyes glaring at her, and remarks, “You
can’t blame me for being somewhat nervous. I’ve never had to fight
with so many people watching me, until now.”

“So many people, huh? You
mean them?” He gestures to the audience. “This is nothing compared
to the number that will be watching the finalists. They televise
the event, so that nearly everyone across the country, from every
state, can watch the Alkalian College Championship
Match.”

Rose’s complexion becomes so white a
lily would be jealous, but she swallows the lump in her throat
before replying, “Well, I’ve anticipated getting to that point,
sooner or later. Seems it will have to be sooner, if I win
here.”

“Heh, yeah,
if you win. If you think
I’ll just be some pushover for you, I’m afraid to tell you that’s a
terrible assumption to make.”

“I would never make that
assumption, especially of you, Tony. I’ve seen you fight, I know
what you’re capable of, and you can be quite the formidable foe if
I’m not careful.”

“Hmm, complimenting me,
eh? I have to say, I wasn’t expecting that from you. After all, I
wasn’t going to compliment you, since I plan to rip you up and
stomp you down before all of our fellow students, like the ugly
weed you are.”

Puzzled, Rose shakes her head, asking,
“I’ve come to understand that you’re not a very, uh, friendly guy,
Tony, but why are you showing so much hate towards me, here and
now?”

“Towards you? Hah, it’s
not just you, ‘Lily’. It’s all of you. You, Matt, Sean, Dante, and
others. You’re all nothing but insolent trouble makers, threatening
the order and leadership that has sustained the student community
for so long. However, I am not ignorant of this. I am well aware
that you’ve all pretty much won the revolution. All you have to do
is best Cain here in the finals, and Matt’s victory is complete.
And unlike Cain, I know how to accept losses. But if I, if
we, are going down, then
I’m going to try and take as many of you with us as I
can.”

He points at Rose, going on more
ominously, “Starting with you. If I can beat you here, no matter
who I pair up with from the other semifinal, then I can completely
mess things up in the finals for you lovers of Matt. The best case
scenario, Cain and I coordinate the defeat of everyone else, and I
give him the victory. Worst case scenario, I’m stuck with Matt, but
I can let the others overwhelm and crush him, just so he doesn’t
become immortal among us. The only thing keeping me from such a
chance to humiliate you all, to give us some kind of accomplishment
in all this, is you, ‘Lily’ Alamence.”

Rose is no longer a pale white, and
instead blooming red. Her sense of stage fright gone, the audience
around them forgotten, she grimly says while glaring at him,
putting her palms together in a meditative stance, “Then your
hatred blinds you, making you no better than Cain. And I am not
Lily. I am Rose Alamence, and you’re about to learn just how sharp
my thorns are.”

Tony’s response is to
snicker, reaching up to pluck and put away his sunglasses, his
green eyes gleaming at hers. “Big talk, for a little flower like
you. And I am
going to show you that everything, even pretty little flowers,
wither and die.”

 


***

 


Once the siren goes off, the two
morph, Rose in her green battle suit and Tony decayed into a
Zombie, and the fight is on. His undead face leers at her as he
makes the first move, casting a gale of grave air at her. She
dodges the spell with a quick dive to her right, rolling onto her
knees, and retaliates by throwing leaf shurikens. Before the leaves
hit him, Tony blocks them with a tombstone sprouting from the
ground, and then he becomes lost among a small legion of Zombie
clones, slowly making their way towards Rose.

Not intimidated by their numbers, Rose
prepares a large, four-bladed leaf shuriken, and flings it into
them, the spinning razors mowing down a wide sweep of them before
returning to her. After catching it, she spins once and throws it
again, this time rotating vertically, and it buzz saws through a
line of the clones, preceding her charging into their broken
formation. She makes quick work of the rest of them, her leaf
daggers slicing and stabbing them, without any managing to get a
swipe at her, and then she finds the real Zombie, near the back of
the once swarm.

Rose thrusts with her left dagger in a
reverse grip, intending to pierce and rip through Tony’s rotten
chest, but is startled to find it deflected by some kind of
malevolent aura containing him, her dagger literally withering and
deteriorating after the contact. Seeing the sneer on his
expression, then the flash of magic from his hand, she
instinctively springs backwards, avoiding the stone spike bursting
from the floor that would have impaled her.

Skidding to a stop a safe distance
from him, Rose looks on at Tony, observing the necrotic aura
shielding him as a new technique he must have recently obtained.
Her planning on how to approach it is cut short when she feels
something unnatural happening to her, and looking back to her left
hand she gasps. It, just like her weapon, was afflicted by the
aura, paling to a dead gray and cracking open with green wounds.
Watching as the affliction spreads up her arm, the situation
becomes worse when a thread of magic reels out of the wounds, and
she follows it to Tony’s grasp, knowing he is draining her health
energy out of her.

Appearing unable to respond for a
moment, Rose then groans, kneeling down while the affliction
crosses her chest, from there spreading to the rest of her body,
and Tony delights in her suffering while drawing another thread out
of her chest to his other hand, doubling the draining rate. He
ignores the gasps and outcries of the crowd, planning to enjoy the
slow, horrid way of breaking down Rose, and can taste victory when
her figure is a blend of gray and orange. Intent to drag her health
down to red, he almost doesn’t notice a plant sprout and rapidly
grow around him, its many shoots and branches attempting to ensnare
him, but his necrotic aura stops its growth as rapidly as it
restarts until it outlines his aura like a cage.

Sneering at the pitiful attempt, Tony
looks back to Rose, and the sneer twists with shock and disbelief.
While her body is still a dead gray, her wounds had healed to be
green in color, reflecting the energy pulsing from her right hand
yet free of the decay. Before he can accelerate draining her
health, the dead plant around him twitches, and then truly becomes
a cage when it seizes him, the spindly wood bending and binding him
into an awkward shape. When he looks again at Rose, picking out the
smug look on her face, it’s his turn to be horrified as he realizes
she had planned this. Her wrist twists, and the thicket ensnaring
him responds by snapping free of its roots and hurtling his gawking
form away, ending his draining spells upon her.

The gasping in the crowd turns to
laughing as they watch Tony tumble all over the arena, trapped in
something like a tumble weed, the bouncing off the floor and wall,
and tugging against him in any random direction, accumulating small
wounds on him, while Rose guides it along, smiling with cruel
satisfaction. After tossing him high into the air, she takes a
moment to focus on herself, more fully healing her wounds and
affliction as they close up and her figure regains its healthy
gleam, before retaking control of the tumble weed after Tony slams
back into the floor from the fall, his decayed body bursting with
yellow wound energy from the impact.

Getting back to business, Rose has
Tony and his cage float through the air to her while she summons a
long, wooden spear in her left hand. Once he is a few feet from
her, hovering helplessly in the weed, she coordinates rotating him
and thrusting the spear through gaps in the weed’s branches and
into him, keeping herself from contacting the cursed aura yet on
him with the spear’s length and leaving deep wounds in him glowing
dark orange. After thrusting a few times, poking through his chest,
back, and head once each, she pushes him further away, his cage
dropping on the floor, twirls her spear above her, and throws it at
him like a harpoon, the long shaft going through him and pinning
him to the ground.

Rose is confident that she’s won the
fight, looking at Tony yet immobilized in deadwood with red wounds
blurring his body, until she watches his necrotic aura expand and
thicken, consuming him, the cage, and the spear before sinking out
of sight into the floor. She suddenly knows what Tony is up to, but
instead of being afraid remains calm, besides rushed, as she
sprints over to the darkened ground and prepares a large mass of
energy between her hands. She knows what Tony is going to do, and
she has just the thing to match him. Not panicking as one, then
two, giant skeletal hands with barbed fingers sprout out of the
ground on either side of her, pushing up the rest of Tony’s hyper
morph, a skeletal golem with huge fangs protruding from his lower
jaw and rage burning in his empty eye sockets, she finishes the
charging of her technique just as he stands tall over
her.

Rose shoves the sphere of energy into
the floor, and an instant later a huge tree with red bark and no
leaves violently emerges, one of its large branches during the
rapid growth impaling Tony through his ribs, staggering him and
leaving him stuck to it. The other branches, their edges and points
sharp like sabers, lash out at him, carving and chopping through
his stony bones, until the crown of the tree, bending back with
Tony’s skull gaping at it, snaps forward into him, shattering his
lower jaw and decapitating his head from his crumbling
body.

 


***

 


After the quick and thorough job from
the tree, a demorph flash swallows up the skeletal golem’s remains
and spits out Tony in his human form, thumping against the floor on
his back, barely conscious with a blank look on his face. Before
him still looms the angry red tree, its branches searching hungrily
for a new victim, with Rose kneeling on the crutch of one branch
and the trunk. Some of the crowd was stilled with awe at the sight
of the tree, and there is still silence after she leaps off from
the tree, sticks her landing, and makes it disappear when she
demorphs, her skin streaked with sweat as she pants from
exhaustion. Only when the overhead voice announces, “And the winner
is Rose Alamence,” does the silence break with the cheering and
roaring of the audience, bringing Rose’s attention to them. She
forgets her fatigue from the fight as she feels something else,
pride and joy. Taking it as this is what it feels like to win
before so many, she waves back to the crowd, knowing this could be
the first step in her young career towards honor and
fame.

 


***

 


A few minutes later, the next pair for
the red division is in the arena for their match. The crowd of
mostly students cheers wildly for the most anticipated contestant
of the tournament, in his black pants and green vest, who feels
quite small as he gazes all around at them. Rather than following
Lyn, appearing calm as she strides in her uniform of white bolero
and pants with blue stripes, towards the center of the arena, Matt
wanders off course for a moment, trying to get used to all of the
spectators, before realizing he fell behind and hurries after her.
When he’s caught up by her side, he says, “Wow, I’ve forgotten
there are so many of us students, here.”

Lyn laughs, patting his shoulder, and
tells him, “I sometimes forget, too. Don’t worry about them all
watching you too much. Once we begin our fight, you’ll forget
they’re all there, I’m sure.”

Matt nods, still uneasy, as they near
the center of the arena, Lyn taking more steps to put distance
between her and him. He calls to her, “You know, I don’t feel so
good about having to fight you, Lyn.”

“Oh?” She turns back to
him, her eerie pale eyes fluttering at him, and asks, “Why’s that,
Matt?”

“Well, I just don’t want
either of us to hurt the other. I mean, we’ve become friends and
such, but if we get too much into this fight, we might end up
harming each other beyond our battle morphs. After seeing how James
and Tony ended up, I’m worried you or I could end up like
that.”

“Oh, Matt. That’s sweet of
you to worry about, but unnecessary. You and I are both good
fighters, and we know our limits.” She looks to the audience,
stretching with her arms above her head, and adds, “But I’ll admit,
it wouldn’t be pleasant for me to be carried out of here, for my
first and only time here.”

Matt blinks, almost not hearing her as
he glanced at her cleavage moving with her stretch, and asks,
“Wait, you mean you’ve never gotten into this tournament,
before?”

“Nope, sadly. With people
like Cain, Buster, and Nicholas around, I never made much of an
effort to try scoring as many points as them to move up. But this
year, with our whole conflict against Cain, I figured I should go
for it, to help out further in case he winds up in the final
match.”

“Ah. Well, uh, then how
about I just let you win this match?”

Lyn, startled to hear Matt say that,
asks, “What? Why would you forfeit our fight?”

“Well, since I’m a
freshman, I can have another chance in this tournament next year,
or even the next few. But with you being a senior, this is your
last chance to compete in it, so I don’t want to feel bad taking it
away from you.”

Lyn blinks, and then shakes her head
with a smile. “You’re really being too kind here, Matt. I have no
problem with how well I do in this tournament, as long as Cain
doesn’t win it, and I won’t mind if it’s you or I who moves on to
potentially fight him. In fact, you really can’t afford to drop
out, or it will hurt our campaign against Cain and his kind, so
close to the end of it, when they can use it as a way to belittle
your resolve.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess that’s
true.” He looks to the crowd, then back to her, and shrugs. “I
still don’t think I’m going to like this.”

“Just relax, Matt! It’s
all supposed to be friendly competition and sport, after all.
Imagine it’s just us, you and I, having a full-out sparring. And,
don’t even think about going easy on me…” Lyn grins, her diamond
eyes twinkling. “Because I won’t be going easy on you.”

That seems to be enough for Matt as he
smiles in return and then hardens his expression, preparing himself
for the fight as the speaker counts down above the
arena.

 


***

 


As the siren goes off, each of them
morph, Matt into the black-armored Paladin and Lyn into the
white-furred Wolf, and open with the same technique, summoning
clones of themselves that charge forward and clash. An eclipse of
energies, black-and-white shifting and dissipating, the most of
them are destroyed from massive swords, fangs, and claws before the
true Paladin and Wolf meet in the middle of the massacre. Matt
thrusts with his blade, but Lyn, with lupine grace on air balance,
leaps past him, spins, and then pounces at his exposed back.
Luckily for her, she was not aiming to directly lunge at him as he
whips back around with a lash of his sword, and instead of getting
cut open flies over it and pass Matt again, her claws scraping his
scalp to leave a green scar.

Wincing at the first blood being his,
Matt turns back to her while backing off on a thrust of air
balance, his sword vanishing and his left arm molding into a rifle,
and takes a shot at her. Lyn side-leaps to dodge the bullet,
disperses among another pack of her clones, and they rush at Matt
in a wide arc. He summons more clones to meet them, this time even
more than before, and as their blades chop through the Wolves he
keeps his gun ready, waiting to shoot at Lyn once she is
exposed.

Rather than seeing her through the
congregation of clones, he hears her when a loud, enchanting howl
rings over the battle. A moment later, when his clones have
vanquished hers, he is startled to see lightning bolts strike them
from above. Looking up, he finds a miniature thundercloud hovering
above the arena, crackling with energy before it rains bolts at
him.

Matt retreats on air balance, his
attention on the thundercloud to avoid its thunderbolts, but pays
for it when two things from either side collide into him, their
powerful jaws clamping to and twisting his arms about. Dragged down
and bent back by Lyn and another of her clones, Matt is stunned
before he looks with dread at the cloud as a final thunderbolt hits
him, piercing his armor to leave a jagged yellow wound in his
chest.

With the thundercloud dissipating and
two Wolves tugging at him, ripping and snapping through his arms
with snarls, Matt grimaces before countering them. With a
combination of air balance and a spell, all three spiral into the
air within a gale of black magic, and the twister yanks them off
him, erasing the clone and flinging Lyn away with bright green
stripes contrasting the blue streaks of her fur. Like a cat, she
twists her body in mid-fall to land on her feet, but when she looks
back sees a Blastion spell cast from Matt coming at her. In another
leap through air balance, she escapes a direct, devastating hit,
but the blast brushes by her to bruise her right flank, getting a
growl of pain out of her.

After she rolls across the floor and
onto her feet, the battle pauses with Lyn and Matt looking at each
other, assessing each other’s damage done to them. Matt’s forehead,
chest, and arms glow amber from his wounds, his arms so torn that
the core of his left rifle was disabled and he can’t form one for
his right. With him no longer able to use his guns, and the vital
wound pulsing in his chest, Lyn has a great advantage against
him.

At the same time, however, with her
right leg and ribs glowing yellow, Lyn knows her agility would be
hindered from being near crippled. Glancing between her wounds and
Matt as he resumes the fight by summoning more clones with swords,
she shows a wolf’s grin while her pack returns and clashes once
again with Matt’s clones.

With both sides each having the most
clones yet, Matt takes a breath as he waits, his big black
broadsword ready in his right hand, watching for a gap in the
clones’ skirmish to rush through and reach Lyn. When he hears her
howl again, though, he knows he’ll need a different plan before a
sudden crash of thunder demolishes the clones, both his and hers,
and there Lyn stands, her body lit up by an electric blue
aura.

Fangs gleaming while
lightning dances across her, Lyn lopes and lunges at him, knowing
her aura will zap and stun him when she’ll take him down and go for
the throat to finish him. As she reaches him, her static sparks
making contact first, she is stunned to find herself stopped in
mid-air with Matt’s arm raised between them. Seeing the volts
bending around him without harming him, she realizes the mistake
she’s made before he cries, “Voltzon
Reversal!” and the lightning backlashes as
he uses it against her, slamming her down and rolling her across
the floor with dark orange wounds on her.

With her in similar shape to him,
despite his vital wound pumping with more lost energy, Matt begins
to approach her, his sword between both hands to be larger and
ready for execution, before she howls a third time, this one longer
and more haunting, and a whirlwind of ice and snow suddenly forms
around her. Watching tensely, he worries when she vanishes within
the blizzard before it expands and blows over him, consuming and
blinding him as the shards of snow and ice, sharp like shrapnel,
sting and slice at him, red wounds stitching him all
over.

Rather than panicking within the
blizzard, Matt remains calm, his sword fading out to leave his arms
at his side, and closes his eyes. He understands this is the same
tactic Rose had once used on him, with her blizzard of leaves, and
he has trained himself on how to counteract such a tactic. With his
eyes closed, his sense of vision gone, he focuses upon the sense of
touch, extended through air balance, and feels the cold winds
swirling around him, waiting for either him or her to make the next
move. When he feels a sudden shift in the winds, off to his right,
he knows Lyn is making it, and he responds with his right arm
moving up and brandishing his black sword once more, pointing it in
the same direction he felt the disturbance.

 


***

 


From within the blizzard, having
concealed both fighters from the audience’s view, the sickening
sound of torn flesh cuts through the howling winds, and they die
down with the blizzard ending, revealing an incredible sight. Lyn
herself is just as amazed as the audience, finding herself impaled
upon Matt’s sword in mid-leap, the blade having entered through her
neck and chest and stuck its point out by her hind leg. Time seems
to have stopped as she blinks at Matt, his black armor fractured
with red wounds and eyes closed, and can’t help but be impressed
before time flows again when red energy bursts out of her, followed
by her demorph flash and her falling upon the ground, sprawled and
motionless with her face down.

It was a big gamble, his response to
her final lunge within the blizzard, when he could have more
logically dodged with an air thrust, then lashed out with a blast
of magic. On the spur of the moment, though, Matt went with his
sword, and it had paid off when he hears the announcer above say,
“The winner is Matthew Calamos.” Then, he opens his eyes, and
further spurred by the moment raises his mighty black sword to the
thunderous applause from the audience, coming to have a smile break
his stern expression as the feeling of victory washes over
him.

After the long moment of absorbing the
praise for him, the warning pound of pain from the vital wound in
his chest reminds him to demorph, and he almost wishes he doesn’t
when he buckles from the trauma through his human body. Noticing
Lyn stir by him, he looks down to her, shaking his head, and says,
“So much for us knowing our limits.”

“Heh, yeah. That went
right out the window at some point, didn’t it?” After a wracking
cough, Lyn struggles to try getting up, but fails, and lays where
she is while looking back to Matt, her pale eyes sparkling. “But
that was an excellent match, and a well-deserved win for you,
Matt.”

“Thanks, Lyn. You did
well, also, but I’m sorry only one of us could win.”

“Yeah, that’s too bad.
But, oh well. It’s all in good sport.” As medics arrive to gently
move her onto a cot, she adds with a wearied smile, “Now, it’s you
and Rose in the finals. If Cain, Irene, or both get there, too,
give them hell for me. For all of us.”

“You got it, Lyn. I’ll do
that.” After a quick check from one of the medics, he watches them
leave with Lyn before looking back to the audience of his peers yet
cheering at him. The smile from his face fades as odd thoughts come
over him. Sure, he had won the fight, but by doing so put a friend
in critical condition and taken away her last chance to prevail in
the competition. No longer feeling glad in his victory, Matt
instead feels numb, his face blank as he looks beyond the colors
and sounds of the crowd.


Chapter 15

 


Glory in the Arena: Grudging
Greens

 


***

 


With the red division of the
tournament finished, the green division takes off next. Compared to
the two previous divisions, this one turns out to be the most
anticipated for the audience as the students are the most restless
and loud they’ve been yet. The first pair to face-off that appears
in the arena brings a blending wave of cheering and booing from the
stands.

In his brilliant suit of green and
white, a smug look on his face despite the students making clear
their hatred of him, Cain strides in as the villain of the student
community. In contrast, with her dazzling red dress and hair,
flowing freely in her movement, and bronze-tanned skin, Cynthia is
the heroine of the students, a goddess of beauty and desire as many
men in the stands go wild at the sight of her.

The two come to stand about thirty
feet apart at the center of the gym, where Cynthia looks anywhere
but directly at Cain, waving and blowing kisses to her adoring
fans. It isn’t long before Cain’s snide tone reaches her with her
back to him. “How cruel of you, to give them all false hopes like
that, Cynthia. If my sources are correct, aren’t you now hitched to
that freshman scum, Sean?”

Cynthia’s only response is turning
back to face him, rage and hatred burning like furnaces in her
eyes, the same eyes that had held passionate, mesmerizing candles
for the crowd a moment before.

Cain smirks before going on, “Oh, come
now, you don’t need to look so mad. I’m not trying to criticize
you. In fact, I should be congratulating you! By falling hopelessly
in love with the roommate of that devil Matt, you’ve put yourself
on his side and avoided being stuck where I am. Really, I commend
you, Cynthia, for being as cruel as ever and stabbing me in the
back.”

Cynthia, in a vicious
tone, replies, “In case you’ve forgotten, you are the one who stabbed
me in the back. I risk
my reputation, my health, for your damned plans and
schemes, and you snatch Irene and use her for one of the most
despicable things I’ve ever thought one of us could do. I know
you’ve been capable of terrible things, Cain, but not even I would
have guessed you capable of murder.”

Bewildered by her accusation, Cain
asks, “Whatever are you talking about? I’m not foolish enough to
actually kill another person!”

“Yeah, you’re not foolish
enough. But you’re insane
enough. You had told Irene to frame Matt Calamos
for murder by shooting Rose Alamence after Matt beat
her.”

“Wha-what? Shoot one
freshman, to frame the other? Now that’s just
ridiculous…”

“Don’t you try to deny it!
Irene herself had the gull to tell me it all. She was on a rooftop,
watching them fight, waiting to put a bullet in Rose when she
demorphed, as you had requested her to!”

His eyes darting about as if he hears
other things around him, Cain does a little laugh before saying,
“Matt’s prescription must have really messed with your head,
Cynthia dear. It makes sense, you flirting with the failed freshman
and this absurd story you concocted about me. Who would have
thought someone could remain out of her mind from a few sleeping
pills?”

“I am completely sober and
sensible!” Cynthia shrieks back at him. “Irene confessed your plan
to me as soon as I left the infirmary, and when I told Matt, the
way he paled made it clear he knew what I was talking about. How,
Cain? How could you think other people’s lives are disposable, just
to maintain some stupid sense of superiority over the others? How
could you try to get away with murder?”

“Enough!” Cain snaps at
her, his eyes twitching. “I will have no more of you accusing me of
wanting to murder the stupid bitch! All we, no, all I wanted was to
make it look like Matt had tried
to kill her, and combining that with the rumors
that he could be a Shadow Core terrorist would have sealed his
demise! But, if, and I do mean if, the case became she did die, it
would have been all the better for securing the just punishment of
Matt and my just victory.”

Cynthia looks aghast at him for a
moment, shocked to have heard his view toward Rose dying, and then
lowers her gaze, hands clenched while she speaks in a deceptively
calm tone. “You know, Rose and I are in the same music performing
class.”

“Oh, really? How
unfortunate for you. Has she been competition for you in there? In
ways besides playing with your silly instruments?”

She ignores his taunts and
says, “Not too long ago, I pulled her aside and told her what I
knew of her fight with Matt, and Irene watching and waiting to
shoot her. She understood, as she was already aware of it. But
then, I asked her about the scars on Matt’s neck. Where did they
come from, and why had they not healed yet? She hesitated, and then
she explained that in the fight, she and Matt had been so misled
about the other, so full of doubt and fear, that they were
intending to fight to the death. Only when Matt demorphed did the
fight stop, with her daggers just reaching his neck.
That is where the scars
came from. That is why they are still there, wounds unable to heal
because of the mental trauma tied to them.”

Cynthia raises her gaze to
him, glaring as she concludes, “Matt, and likely Rose, are mentally
traumatized from fighting each other for their lives. They fought
for their lives because James had deceived them both, filling them
with doubt about the other. And James had deceived them
because you had
him do so.”

Cain blinks before saying,
“They were trying to kill each other? Wow, I didn’t know that. But,
they were trying to kill each other?” He mumbles something to
himself, his head nodding, until an eager expression crosses him.
“Ah hah! Then that means they
have committed the crime here, not I! All I have
to do is go to the officers, tell them what they did, and the two
will be seized and locked away, and my victory will be swift and
complete!”

“Don’t even think about
it, Cain,” rebukes Cynthia, “because the only reason they did so is
because you, through James, manipulated them to do so.
You are the criminal
here, they are the victims! And Irene and James are also at fault
for being involved by doing the dirty work for you!”

Cain snickers, laughs, and remarks,
“You can’t prove that! You have no evidence, no witnesses, to prove
I am at any fault here.”

“Have you been listening
to anything I’ve said? I told you that Irene herself told me what
she did, that she was working for you, and Rose told me how James
was involved. Plus, Buster was aware of the plan, and even Sean and
Dante know, from what James and Matt have told them. So I
have plenty of
witnesses against you!”

Cain flinches, a weird panic in his
eyes, and after some more mumbling sneers back at her, “And how do
you know, that those two know, hmm?”

“Because Sean told me,
obviously. One of the things about Sean is he likes to talk, a lot,
and at one point he mentioned to me Dante and his run in with
James, and how Matt told them what James did to him and Rose. And
how it all comes back to you.”

Grinding his teeth with
frustration and anxiety as the countdown to their match begins,
Cain exclaims, “Enough of this nonsense. I have done nothing
wrong, they are
the guilty ones, all of them, I am the innocent one! They are all conspiring against me,
traitors and rebels alike, but I will not take it anymore, I shall
expose them for their lies and conceit! I will turn them all in to
the officials, after my glorious victory over you, and neither you,
nor them, nor nothing shall stop me!!”

 


***

 


Cain and Cynthia both morph at the
sound of the siren. Cain is in his green-and-white colored armor
with sword and shield, his helm slightly obscuring the scowl on his
face. Cynthia’s morph stands opposite him, covered from the neck
down in a skin-tight, bright red suit with no armor, her long hair
changed into living flames. She is a special kind of Magician, her
element obviously fire.

Cynthia’s hair, and temper, flares as
she leers back at her foe, magic already burning in her clenched
fists, before she attacks first, casting a large fireball from her
left hand at Cain. Cain, his scowl turning to a smirk, doesn’t
bother trying to dodge it. When the fireball hits him, its blast
shrinks and vanishes within him, the only trace of it left being a
heated glow across his armor.

Cain can’t help snickering. The armor
of his morph is adapted to absorb magic intent on harming him, and
then he can use the stored energies in his own spells. With this
special power, he knows Cynthia should have no chance of hurting
him, and believes he is going to easily win this fight.

Cain begins his offensive by raising
his sword above him, the energy blade charged with arcane power,
and with a chop forward throws a spray of spears at Cynthia. In
retaliation, Cynthia casts another spell from her right hand, and
two masses of fire, similar in shape to dice, roll out and collide
with the arcane spears, exploding and negating each other on
impact.

She didn’t take her concentration off
of Cain as she side-thrusts on air balance away from his charge,
straight through the blast of their spells, and his thrusting
blade. When Cain slides to a stop on the floor, growling at having
missed, a flamethrower from Cynthia drills into him from behind.
But, just like the first fire spell, the stream of flames is
devoured by his armor, and a brighter glow of stored energy shines
off him.

Even more confident of his advantage,
Cain turns and continues his offensive, raising his blade and
charging back at Cynthia. She side-thrusts again to avoid his
slash, and is about to counter with another spell when he lashes
out with an aurora cast from his sword. Its cutting edge scrapes
past her, and she falls backward with a well-shown green wound
along her body. At the sight of her being damaged, many men from
the audience moan in lamentation for her or boo down at
Cain.

Standing up, Cynthia ignores the
damage upon her as she looks back at Cain, casually walking toward
her. She summons a blaze to engulf him, but the blaze is engulfed
by him, instead. Cain, very sure of himself, decides to give
Cynthia a taste of her own attacks. With a sweep from his sword, a
manifested arc of fire races towards her. However, instead of being
slashed and burned, Cynthia waves with her arms to catch the fire,
swirl it around her, and throw it back at him, double its original
size and power.

Cain isn’t impressed as his armor
absorbs the magic once again without a problem. He completely glows
a bright shade of heat’s orange, as if his armor came fresh from
the blacksmith’s furnace. Both glad and annoyed, he says to
Cynthia, “Your persistence is futile. Any one of your fire attacks
will only make me stronger! There’s no way you’re going to even
scratch me!”

Suddenly, something he wouldn’t have
noticed if he hadn’t heard a soft sound similar to a musical note
happens. A tongue of rogue flame jumps out of his left shoulder,
leaving a scratch of wound energy. As Cain blinks at the wound, he
hears another note, simultaneous to feeling a bigger flame crack
along his right leg, and he glances at it to see another green
wound. When he looks back at Cynthia in confusion, he notices her
arms are positioned like she is holding up a violin and bow, ready
to play.

Confusion turns to horror when Cain
realizes what she’s going to do, before, with no more delay and to
his dismay, Cynthia plays music from her imaginary violin, a
malicious melody, sparks spitting from her fingertips and out of
Cain’s armor in harmony. As the fiery energy bursts out of him at
her control, his own armor is turned against him, bending and
cracking to expose jagged wounds all over him, and the spikes of
flame sear and incinerate the wounds for rapidly accumulating
damage.

 


***

 


Cynthia could have continued her
“performance”, charming the inferno binding and branding Cain with
her violin music, to the point he would have to demorph if he
didn’t expel all the fire magic burning out of him as one,
explosive blast. With her music, and the audience’s cheering, cut
off, Cain remains standing despite the overheating of his armor
leaving it asunder, orange wounds glowing hot between the cracks in
it. His expression goes from sour anger to sheer insanity as he
raises his fractured and bent shield, casts a spell to pulse a wave
of energy to heal the most of his wounds, and tosses it
aside.

While Cynthia and the
students watch, Cain maintains the deranged look on his face as his
morph’s body starts to transform. His armor, rather than having
been repaired with the healing of his wounds, breaks even further
as sickly green and orange energy seems to crawl out of him, spreading across
his frame like an infection, and crystal growths of the energy
sprout from his shoulders and back like spines.

Cain exclaims, either
oblivious or thrilled of the changes happening to him, “Do you mean
to make me look like a fool? Do you honestly believe, in that puny
and inferior brain of yours, that you are going to defeat
me? No, I can assure you
that they have
assured me that is not going to happen. I will be the victor here,
I am the superior one, and I shall please them by crushing
you, all of you,
and your pitiful spirits!” The malevolent energy crackles off him
and across the floor around him, which rumbles and fractures before
two large, crystalline stones levitate into the air on either side
of him.

Cynthia, as well as many
of her peers in the audience, gape at Cain. Not only have they
never seen him use a power like this before, but he is also
speaking nonsense. She addresses the red flag concerning his
sanity, shouting, “Cain, what are you talking about? Who is
they?”

Cain doesn’t seem to have heard her
question, cackling maniacally to himself as the crystals crackle
with static shocks before he says, starting out at a low tone and
ending in a scream, “Do you want to know what they’re telling me
now? Do you want to know what they want me to do? Well, I’ll tell
you. They want me to tear you to pieces. They want me to scalp the
pretty flames off your head, to split your chest in two and rip the
vital energies out. They want me, to, DESTROY YOU!!”

Cynthia doesn’t know who she is more
worried for, her own safety or Cain’s sanity, before he raises his
blade, bolts of the sick energy from his crystals strike it, and he
cries out with fury as he launches a spear of lightning at her.
Spinning on air balance to avoid that first attack, she finds
herself on the evasive as Cain madly maintains a bombardment of
spells upon her, his sword and crystals sending more jagged bolts
and arcing blasts at her.

While she neatly dodges Cain’s spells
with air balance thrusts or her own spells colliding with and
cancelling them, Cynthia soon notices that, somehow, she is still
being wounded with the long stripe on her and new patches breaking
out on her becoming orange like amber. When she is at the farthest
distance from Cain yet, about fifty yards from him in the center of
the arena, she then sees the problem. Wherever his spells had
touched the ground, their sickly green and orange energy remained,
radiating upward like an ethereal haze. When she sees the radiation
reforming into volts surging back to their source as a web, Cynthia
gets a bad feeling about what is going to happen next.

With a rabid look on his face as his
radioactive power surges through him, Cain points his sword forward
in a stab, the massive energy stretches out from him, far and wide
like a funnel, and he yells, “Gotcha!!” before the funnel condenses
inward and explodes in a blinding blast, its shockwave and
illumination dazing the spectators closest to the action. When the
wave of radiation fades out, a seared floor between him and the
wall left behind, his grin grows bigger as he sees what remains of
Cynthia, blown into the wall with her whole figure, once brilliant
red and orange, a pale grey like ash, her fiery hair then a
flickering flame like a candle. As the candle goes out, she goes
limp and falls forward, becoming ashes floating through the air
before she reached the floor.

While the audience unanimously gasps
in horror at the sight, many of the students and faculty standing
from their seats, Cain doesn’t seem to realize, nor care, what he’s
done as he breaks out into crazed laughter. All eyes but his are on
the ashes, swept along by a breeze not there, towards and pass him,
where they settle into a swirling pile behind him. As he looks
around at the audience, perhaps wondering why they are so quiet and
rigid, the pile of ashes ignites in a flash fire, and when he
whirls around his freaky grin fractures, his left eye twitching.
There, reborn from the ashes, stands Cynthia, her figure and hair
blazing in glory, and a wave of relieved sighs and whooping cheers
goes through the crowd.

Cain’s moment of stunned disbelief is
brief before, like a wild animal, he snarls and lunges at Cynthia
with his sword. The mad stab misses when she leaps backwards,
casting out a single fireball that splits into many in mid air at
him, swirling and side-winding like a mass of serpents. In
response, Cain casts a burst of his radioactive energy from his
left hand, wiping out the flames converging upon him, and glares at
Cynthia as she plays upon an invisible violin again, her swift and
sharp music ringing around them. He scowls, then yells, “Quit
playing that infernal music, or I’ll take that burning bush for
your head off your shoulders!”

Cain raises his sword, his crystals
feed it power, and he flings a jolt of it at her. However, it
doesn’t get anywhere near her, fizzing out just a few feet before
him. He blinks, not comprehending what happened, and tries throwing
lightning at her again. He fails again, a stream of curses escaping
his mouth as Cynthia continues playing her music. Only when he
feels the air getting hotter around him does he look, and he gawks
dumbly at the two crystals hovering near him, glowing brightly from
the heat of searing sparks dancing upon them.

Some part of him figuring
out what is going on, how a few of Cynthia’s fireballs went for his
crystals instead of him and she was composing the magic to contain
and cut off his own, Cain spitefully looks at Cynthia, calm in her
composure as her fingers fiddled the air, and spits out, “How dare
you defile them,
you burning bitch!” before readying his sword to charge at her.
When he thrusts forward, he gets smacked by something from the
side, something hot that streaks a burning yellow wound across his
face and spirals him in place before falling. Once he gets back up,
he appears confused, then panicked, when he sees the object and its
twin rapidly revolving around him, his own crystals turned against
him as blazing blurs.

Changing the tempo of her music to a
crescendo, joined by the pounding rhythm of many in the gym’s
stands clapping or stomping, Cynthia feeds the fire, the crystals
she hijacked whipping up a twister of flames in their speed that
blazes like her hair, beautiful and fierce. The fire rises,
ignorant of a trapped Cain flailing and screaming within it, until
a pillar of it stands tall in the arena for a moment before she
ends her music. The flames die down, revealing Cain staggering with
bright orange wounds upon his cracked armor and crystal growths,
and the orbiting crystals brake to a stop, transformed from heat
and pressure into smooth, red stones with their rounded points
aimed at him, one in front of him and one behind him. She waves her
arms forward with sparks still flying from her fingertips,
condenses them into gathered energy between her hands, and releases
them to activate the metamorphic rocks, firing incinerating lasers
into Cain that rupture his wounds further and paint them burning
red.

 


***

 


Only a few seconds after the lasers
drill into him, a red demorph flash consumes Cain, the flames, and
the stones at once and spits him out in his human form, his face
blank from shock and pain before he collapses backwards. There is a
still silence over the arena before the overhead speaker announces,
“The winner is Cynthia Volvaron,” and the audience erupts with
applause. For their sake, Cynthia puts on her glamorous appeal,
standing there and waving in her battle morph, her red suit and
fiery hair adding to her brilliance. Despite her appearance and her
wounds gone from her trick with the ashes, she does not feel well.
In a glance at Cain’s blacked out form being attended by medics, a
subtle frown crosses her.

She knows something is truly wrong
with him after hearing his raving and ranting and his threats
toward her, as well as his reaction to seemingly killing her. Most
Alkalians, including the students and faculty of the college, know
how they die in their battle morphs. Once the health of a morph
becomes red in color, they are vulnerable to true damage beyond the
morph, and if anymore damage that is fatal happens to it before
demorphing, the morph literally falls apart as dust or ashes,
signaling the Alkalian’s death.

There is something terrible in Cain’s
mentality, to have been laughing at the supposed sight of her
dying, and Cynthia wonders if the different form and powers of his
morph were a manifestation of his madness. Despite her bright
response to the cheering crowd, her feelings are dark when she
glances to the medics carrying him out of the arena. She decides,
not just because it’s about time the word gets out but also in
light of his most recent behavior, to inform the college’s
authorities about Cain’s malicious plots, especially what he
planned for Matt and Rose, so that they could deal with him before
anyone else could be harmed by him.

 


***

 


The next, and last, match of the
tournament semifinals is about to begin shortly after Cynthia’s
victory. Dante and Irene Goros, brother and sister, soon face each
other from opposite sides of the arena’s middle. They wear similar
suits of bright pants and vests, but Irene’s clothing is more
yellow while Dante’s focused on orange. The audience, instead of
resting from making noise for the first battle, is just as loud for
this one by its whistles and whoops. They are not excited for a
single one of the two about to duel, but rather the mere prospect
of a brother-against-sister contest.

While the spectators continue making
noise, Irene speaks to Dante, mocking concern clear in her voice.
“Well, this is rather tragic, isn’t it? You and I, the heirs to the
Goros nobility, about to fiercely battle each other and leave the
winner to humiliate the other. It’s not too late, if you want to
forfeit and avoid it all.”

Dante does nothing but stare back at
her in response. Before, he had always taken care not to fight
Irene, ever since they stopped sparring back at home when they were
younger. This time, however, he feels compelled to participate in
this battle. There is something he has to confront her over, and he
has the bad feeling it would encourage them both into fighting the
other. He says to her, “Sister, I have a question I need to ask
you. Something has been troubling me for a while, and I was hoping
you could resolve it for me.”

Irene replies, “Oh? You’re asking me
for insights? What could my dear younger brother need
clarified?”

Dante pauses before explaining his
question. “Irene, I’ve heard strange stories about you, but none so
strange as the one most recent. I need to know the truth from you
alone, for no one else can convince me. Did you attend a late-night
party where you harassed the other women, and then slept with one
of them?”

Surprise flutters in Irene’s eyes. She
looks around at the arena’s packed audience, knowing they can’t
hear their conversation. Then she confesses to Dante, smirking as
she says, “Yes, I did.”

Dante’s disciplined behavior cracks
with the pale expression on his face. Irene shakes her head with a
chuckle which only enlarges the fractures. “Why do you look so
surprised, brother? If you had any care for me, you would know
fully about my recent hobbies. And I’m not afraid to admit that
I’ve taking a liking to sleeping around with others, male or
female, I’ve had both several times this semester. I’ve just had an
appetite for sexual pleasure that I’ve come to find hard to
satisfy. I’m sure you couldn’t understand, having never even kissed
someone intimately, you know.”

Grief and denial swirl in Dante’s mind
around the one emotion he is desperate to suppress. Chokingly, he
asks Irene, “Why, why, sister? Why would you do such things, after
all of the morals and disciplines we’ve been taught?”

Irene shakes her head before answering
him. “Those silly ‘morals’ and ‘disciplines’ were for when we were
young and didn’t know any better. But now, I am older, more mature,
and have more privilege. Plus, I’m my own independent person. I
can, and will, do whatever I want that pleases me. I’m in control
of my own life, and you can’t tell me how to live it.”

The suppressed feeling in Dante
expands and swallows all others as he pictures the truth. Irene is
losing control of her life. She has forgotten the examples of her
family and her noble roles, led astray by the corrupted behaviors
of disgraceful individuals. Soon, if it continues, she would fall
from nobility and respect, possibly without any chance of ever
redeeming herself. Dante’s sorrow and hesitation are strangled by
anger and logic. However, he keeps down words of rage and
condemnation, lowering his gaze as his body trembles.

Watching and recognizing her brother’s
body behavior, Irene laughs before saying, “Aw, what’s wrong,
little brother? Are you gonna cry, in front of all our peers? I
won’t judge you if you do, as I’ve always known you to be a softy,
a suck-up to superiors and whatnot.” When he doesn’t reply, and the
countdown begins above them, she berates him, “You are such a fool,
Dante. You’ve always kept yourself low, sulking around with your
smokes, thinking you’d get around without causing trouble. But
you’ve got to get reckless, brother! You’ve got to cut loose, go
out and enjoy yourself, take advantage of others dumb enough to let
you. And you see, that’s what I’m going to do here, by beating you
to a pulp and showing everyone why I am the first heir in our
family.”

Dante still says not a word, keeping
it all locked down in him, not looking back at his ignorant sister.
He channels his emotions, his anger, his sorrow, his guilt at what
his sister has become, pressing and folding them into one essence,
one feeling, sharpening and tempering it for one
purpose.

 


***

 


When the siren goes off, they morph,
and Dante charges forward, drawing his suppressed emotion in a
flash of amber that splits the bullet shot at him. The smug look on
Irene turns to shock at her brother’s explosive start, and she
launches herself backwards on air balance to avoid a deep slash of
his katana.

Irene remains hovering in the air, the
appearance of her battle morph on display. Suited in gold and black
leather, with her left arm in the form of a high power sniper
rifle, she focuses on Dante with sniper vision, picking out the
fury burning in his eyes. She has seen those eyes before, but only
rarely, as they have grown up together, and she knows what they
mean. Dante Goros is slow to anger, but once he gets mad enough to
break loose, so does hell.

Scowling, Irene takes aim with her
rifle, but as she shoots her target vanishes from her sights, and
the bullet bites the floor where he once he was. Blinking, she
looks off to her right and spots Dante, having side-thrust on air
balance to dodge her shot. She takes aim and shoots again, but he
dodges again, sliding back to where he was before. Becoming
furious, she zooms out on her vision, aiming at more of an area
around him, and fires a rapid burst of bullets, spreading to hit
multiple points in a small area.

The rain of bullets miss Dante as he
avoids them by dashing forward, then up, on air balance, rolling a
few times to gather momentum as his trajectory carries him to
Irene. Startled and without time to take another shot at him, she
responds instead by drawing an energy dagger from her right hand to
meet Dante’s descending sword.

The two blades clash and lock, the
heavy blow from Dante dragging them down in the air instead of
breaking through his sister’s defense. They struggle in the
dead-lock for a moment, brother and sister boring through each
other with their similar eyes, before Dante pulls a fast one by
kicking at her side with his right foot. With the jab flinching
her, it leaves her open for a spiraling slice of the sword, a green
wound streaking across her chest, and a rising sweep cutting
through her lower leg, nearly severing it while flipping her over,
off air balance, and to the ground.

After hitting the floor on her back,
Irene cringes, irritated at the damage done to her, and when she
looks up to see Dante falling upon her rolls sideways to the left,
just in time to avoid him planting the point of his katana deep
into her. With him having stuck it in the floor instead, he is left
open to Irene spraying another burst of bullets at him, and they
pound into his leg, chest, and shoulder, the wounds blooming bright
green, then yellow. Before she punctuates the opening, Dante thinks
quickly enough to abandon his sword, its energy vanishing from his
hands, and bends back to avoid a single, direct, more powerful shot
from her rifle, sliding and spinning to lay himself low on the
ground.

In a brief moment of respite, the two
siblings, their wound colors and expressions similar, stare from
where they are, about twenty yards between them with Dante lying
flat on the floor and Irene kneeling, her rifle’s aim fixed on him.
Seeing her expression is focused and disciplined, he knows her
mentality is in the fight now, and with that also knows he’s
pinned. If he tries to make a move, in any direction, her rifle
would follow and shoot him.

As Dante tries to think of a way to
get out of his situation and back at her, he finds he has little
time when Irene forms a small object of condensed energy in her
right hand and, smirking, tosses it across the floor to him. In
dread, he recognizes what the object is, and is forced to launch
himself straight up into the air, leaving the grenade to blast the
space he had once been in. In the split second he floats in the
air, Irene’s rifle fires, and only by twisting himself in another
air thrust to the side does he let the bullet hit his knee, busting
it in a gush of yellow that makes him cringe.

Wounded from Irene flushing him out,
Dante pushes himself to propel his air balance in a wide descent
back to the ground, grinding across it on his feet while revolving
around her position. Estimating his movement, Irene stands and
whirls in the opposite direction, her gun spraying bullets to cross
his path and cut through him, but he flips over them, continues his
drift, and closes the distance, making contact with a spinning
slash of his reformed sword through her side before she could turn
to him.

Flinching from the bite of the blade,
Irene finds herself only able to receive more bites as Dante’s
agility surpasses hers. Every time she turns to point and shoot her
gun at him, he does short dashes away, then back to her from the
side or behind, the katana in his right hand swiftly slicing more
wounds upon her. When she realizes he’s toying with her, flogging
her before the audience breathlessly watching, her frustration
gives her the way out, leaping high on air balance as he sweeps
away from her. When Dante blindly returns and cuts where she once
was, she fires down into him, and the bullet’s dive pierces through
his torso, entering below the neck and exiting above his pelvis
with a burst of dark orange energy.

 


***

 


Knowing his mistake before it hit him,
Dante staggers from the heavy damage, his wounds blending with his
armor in a malevolent aura, before collapsing to his knees.
Meanwhile, smirking in satisfaction, Irene lands a few yards away,
keeping her gun locked onto her brother in his crippled
state.

Looking to her, Dante can see she is
as heavily wounded as him with tattered and torn wounds all over
her glowing a burnt orange. What makes her better off than him,
though, is none of her wounds are vital. Even when he tries to
straighten himself, the vital wound through his spine reacts,
spitting out red sparks of energy.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk, brother,”
Irene croons, letting her marksman stance relax a little. “All of
that rage and effort, gone to waste. I was worried you may have had
me for a moment. But, naturally, you didn’t seize the opportunity,
and now you will pay for it when I ‘execute’ you before everyone
around us.” When all he does is glare back at her, she chuckles.
“Still steaming, eh? I wouldn’t blame you. It’s alright, though,
because now I will put you out of your misery. But I won’t do it by
simply shooting you. Instead, I’m going to end this with a bang.”
Holding up another grenade formed in her hand, she concludes,
“A big bang,”
before throwing it at Dante, and it splits into several more
grenades after one bounce that spread out towards him.

Before the net of grenades reaches
him, a silent Dante reveals that he is not ready to be put down
with a quick flick of his sword. While he couldn’t fully move
without upsetting his wound, he could gather air balance, unnoticed
by Irene, and with the flick casts out a vicious gale, catching the
grenades and blowing them back at her. Unprepared for such a
counter, all she can do is pale in her expression before the
grenades explode. Not all of the blasts reach her, but the ones
that do are enough to ravage her, ripping her wounds open in bloody
red plumes. Reeling from the damage, she manages to bring her gun
up again, and her shot is instantaneous to Dante’s air thrust
stabbing his sword through her.

In what seems like an embrace, Dante
and Irene, brother and sister, are face-to-face, his blade sticking
out of her back. Her expression frozen in a gasp, and his a grimace
set in stone, their golden eyes meet, gleaming in silence, before
both of their bodies erupt with red energy from the final wounds
each endured and they demorph. In their human forms, they are both
seized by pain, caught short of breath, and falter before falling
to the floor together with Dante lying upon Irene.

 


***

 


A very surprised and quiet crowd
stares at the pair in the arena, unsure of what would happen next,
until the announcer above declares, “Both combatants demorphed at
the same time, and are both unconscious. The first one to recover
consciousness shall be declared the winner.” The audience holds its
breath, staring with more intent, as a long minute passes with
neither sibling stirring. Then, someone gasps and points, and soon
all can see movement from the brother. As his body struggles to
push himself up, the announcer confirms, “And the winner is Dante
Goros,” and almost the whole gymnasium explodes with applause, many
of the students rising from their seats with praise.

His eyes, and whole body, still heavy,
Dante blinks at his sister yet unconscious beneath him. The fires
of his rage burnt out, he looks at her for a few seconds and
reaches to softly stroke her hair and cheek. Deaf to the huge
amount of noise being made, he whispers in a sigh, “I’m sorry,
sister. I am so sorry.” A single tear shines from his right eye,
streaking down his own cheek, as the reality of how truly damaged
Irene is weighs upon him more than his own trauma. He knows what
must be done for her, what he must do to save whatever is left of
her, as his body yet trembles with fatigue and grief while medics
arrive to attend them both.


Chapter 16

 


Passion and Corruption

 


***

 


After the announcement of Cynthia and
an absent Dante being the finalists for the green division, the
semifinals of the Alkalian College Championship are concluded. The
students and staff depart, and after a few days of no classes, to
give the finalists time to rest and all others to anticipate, the
final round would begin.

Later into the evening, rather than
resting, many of the students throughout the community are
partying. The casino is the busiest it has been the whole semester,
and numerous cabins are full of noise from their residents,
celebrating the big break from their studies. In some cabins, there
are complete parties going on, with music and drinking and dancing.
In other cabins, there are more secluded and private festivities
occurring.

One such cabin is among the seniors’
lot, in the apartment of the second of three floors. The most of
it, the wide living room, a kitchen off to the side, and a bathroom
down the hall on the left, is still and quiet. From the bedroom at
the end of the hall, however, comes some kind of crying gasp of
exhilaration. For a long moment after it, the sound of heavy
breathing reverberates throughout the room before the pile of
blankets and sheets on the bed, a rich brown in color, stirs and
unwraps, revealing Buster rolling off Amelia. Their bare bodies
glisten with sweat, and Buster's eyes remain fixed wide open while
Amelia arches and stretches next to him.

His eyes still wide, his chest rising
and falling with each breath, Buster says, “Wow, that was
amazing.”

Smiling, Amelia strokes back some hair
and looks at the ceiling, saying, “I’m sure it was, Buster, but you
don’t have to act so surprised.”

“No, really, I mean it!
Damn, it’s been awhile. It’s just, I thought it’s not as
‘thrilling’ as fighting, but now I see how wrong I was!”

She chuckles at him. “Yep, how wrong,
you were.”

“Yeah.” His expression
relaxing with one last sigh, Buster asks Amelia, “So, how’d I do,
compared to Matt?”

“Hmm. Well, you were much
more rapid than him, and a little too forceful. Almost as good as
Matt, but still great.”

“Just great, huh? Then
what was with the gasp near the end, there?”

“Simple, you were actually
hurting me. Hence how it was a little too forceful.”

“Oh! Jeez, I’m sorry,
then. I must have gotten carried away.”

“Yes, you did. But don’t
worry about it, I can handle rough love, too. In the end, it was
all good.”

“Ah, okay.” The two lay on
the bed for a moment, staring at the ceiling and resting their
bodies, when Buster then asks, “Why do you do it?”

“Hmm?”

“You know, why do you do,
uh, this?”

Amelia is slow to respond, turning
onto her side to face him, before saying, “I’m just good at it, I
suppose.”

“Oh, come on, Amelia,
there must be more to it than that! It must be more than just for
the pleasure, because you are pretty picky about who you sleep
with. Am I right?”

“…I guess.” She looks to
him, as if considering something, and then begins solemnly, “Do you
remember the Reaver Famine, about twenty years ago in
Saratu?”

“The Reaver Famine? …Oh,
yeah! Those crazy wind storms that went and destroyed all your
crops, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.
Without the crops, we lost our resources for food and trade, and
the king at the time poorly responded to the crisis. It was a dark
time for us in Saratu, especially those of us in rural towns. Many
of us thought we had somehow invoked the Wind Spirit’s wrath upon
us.” She looks to the sheets, softly sliding her hand over her hip,
as she continues. “One day, a band of ruffians came into our town.
They were ruthless, but desperate for food and drink, sacking many
of our homes and gathering us all in the center of town. There were
too many of them, we couldn’t have fought them off, and with the
state wide recession there was no law to uphold in places like
ours.

“When the thugs knew we
had no more to give them in food, they could have moved on, but
their leader got a different idea. He was tired of them roaming
from one place to another, and decided our town looked comfy and
secure enough for the lot of them to make their base of operations.
They could go out and raid more towns, then come back and rest for
the evening. And as they were settling in, the most of them wanted
to have their way with the women. I was only about six years old,
so I wasn’t old enough to be targeted. Fortunately, their boss
quickly stopped their sexual assaults, to keep them in order and
reserved for more important business. Unfortunately, he wanted the
women for himself, and announced that he should have one in his bed
every night or we would all suffer.”

Turning to face Amelia, Buster
cringes. “Sounds like it was a rough time for ya. So, what
happened?”

“Well, we were all still
terrified of the raiders, and this final demand from their leader
put all of the women into sheer grief and fear. But then, to
everyone’s surprise, one of them stepped forward, knelt to the boss
thug, and gave herself up to be his concubine every evening, to
take the place of all the others. She was Esther Rotin, my
mother.”

“Whoa, what? Your
mom gave herself up,
like that?”

“Yes, she did. And the
boss, either impressed by her bravery or bemused by her simple
beauty, accepted her. And that’s how it was for awhile. The raiders
would come back every evening, and my mother would serve them and
the boss, all by herself, and then satisfy his cruel tastes until
the morning. The rest of the villagers both tabooed her, unsettled
she had the nerve to give herself to the thug’s whims, and admired
her, for her sacrifice spared all the other women from the same
fate.”

“Damn. And what did you
think of her?”

“To be honest, I was very
confused. I understood enough that something bad was happening to
her every night, but every morning after she would come back, tired
and bruised, and assure me that everything was okay. Plus, while
the rest of the village barely survived off the scraps of whatever
the raiders brought back, she got more than her fair share of food
from the leader thug, and so she and I were in better conditions.
But we all still lived in fear and dread, I knew that, and many
prayed feverishly for a miracle, for something to free us from this
misery. And then, one day, our prayers were answered.”

“Oh? How so?”

Now smiling a little, Amelia tells
him, still staring into the past, “A lone stranger came wandering
into our town. He didn’t look like much, in his ragged clothes and
black cape, but we soon found out that he was a ranger of Saratu.
While most of the villagers wanted him to hurry away, fearing the
thugs would catch and kill him when they came back, it was my
mother, again, who stepped up and offered him our small house to
stay in, assuring him fresh food and drink despite our harsh times.
He gladly accepted, and that afternoon, as I watched in wonder from
the other room, my mother happily served him, they talked for
awhile, and then they were kissing and making love.

“When evening came, my
mother left to serve the returning raiders, but the ranger stayed
in our place, being awfully calm and quiet. He tried a few times to
talk to me, but I was terribly shy of this stranger, especially
since my mother had so quickly taken him in and pleasured him. A
few more days went by of this arrangement, my mother being with him
in the day and with the thugs at night, until he suddenly got up
and left. I, and many of the villagers, thought to never see him
again. But then, that very night, after the raiders had come back
and were sleeping, he returned. And this time, he wasn’t
alone.

“Leading other rangers and
mercenaries, he and his company rushed through the town and routed
the thugs, capturing those who surrendered and killing those who
resisted before they knew what was going on. And as for the leader
thug, when all the dust had settled, we learned he had been killed,
too. By my mother, in his sleep. It finally, literally dawned on us
that morning what had happened. My mother had informed the ranger
of our plight, and with information she got from the boss
coordinated with the ranger to bring about the liberation of our
town.”

Buster is awed by the end of Amelia’s
story when he says, “Wow. That was well done, by your mother. She
must have been a strong and clever woman.”

“Yes, she was. She had
saved our town through her selfless actions, and we heralded her
thereafter as our heroine during the Reaver Famine.” Amelia looks
back to Buster, her smile broader and her eyes gleaming. “And
that’s why, I guess, I took up sleeping with men I come to find
favor in. It’s my way of doing what my mother did. It’s my way of
honoring what she had done for our whole village. And, this year,
I’m especially proud of it, because I helped a young, handsome,
good-hearted man overcome his shyness and sexually
mature.”

“Heh, yeah. Matt’s one
lucky guy to catch your eye.” Also smiling, Buster reaches over and
strokes Amelia’s side fondly. “Well, now it all makes sense to
me.”

“Good. And, thank you,
Buster.” She shifts herself closer to him, looking into his eyes.
“You’re one of the few I’ve ever told that story to and understood
it.”

“Not a problem, Amelia.”
His arm slipping around her to hold her close against him, Buster
pauses before shaking his head. “Damn, you must be so much like
your mother. Brave, smart, and beautiful.”

Amelia chuckles, pressing herself
against him as her arm crosses his waist. “Not much different from
you, then, am I?” They both laugh before she asks, “So, what shall
we do now? Go to sleep, or enjoy ourselves, one more
time?”

“Hmm. Well, we seem to
have embraced each other again. And I would like a second chance to
best Matt!”

“Hah, well then, you can
have as many chances as you need.” They both grin before their lips
meet in a passionate kiss and Buster pulls the blankets back over
them, submerging them in sweet sensations once more.

 


***

 


At another senior cabin that evening,
Cynthia is on the outskirts of her own party. The living room of
the apartment before her is crammed full with a crowd of women, her
own entourage, and their special guest Sean in the center of it
all, while she hangs back by the kitchen, leaning by the counter
and drinking from a small glass of vodka. Unlike her, the rest of
the party’s inhabitants are in high spirits from drinking so much
alcohol, and the high point of their unreserved celebration is Sean
playing, and winning, strip poker against a few of the
women.

“Ah hah!” exclaims Sean as
the time to reveal had come to him last. “Now, do not mistake me
for commenting on the amount of lovely ladies here, when I
say full house!”
He reveals the so-called combination of cards and completes his
victory over the three women he is playing against. While only his
chest is bare, one of the girls is already completely nude, and the
other two join her when they slip off their underwear to the
cheering of the others around them.

“Avast, me darlins!” Sean
then shouts, springing up to his feet in drunk bravado. “The
victory, and your clothes, are now mine!” He snatches up the pile
of dresses and undergarments from the floor between him and their
owners.

“Hey!” complains one of
the girls as they stand and all the others laugh, her short brown
hair a tangled mess. “The game’s over, you, you give us back our
clothes, I’m freezing!” With her nude body streaked in sweat like
the other two, the drunken statement doesn’t appear to be
true.

“Nuh uh uh! To the victor
goes the spoils, am I right?” He happens to take a sniff of some of
the garments, blinking at the scent. “Ah, the smell of lavender.
Such a lovely fragrance! And who’s the source of this sweet
pollen?”

“That would be me,”
replies another of the naked women, her blonde hair grown to her
shoulders sticking to her sweaty skin. Grinning, she says, “It’s my
perfume. Do you like it?”

“Oh yes, it is quite
delightful! Most appropriate for a sweet flower as you.”

“I’m glad you think so,
Seanie. So, how about we trade?”

“Trade? Trade
what?”

“Oh, you know.” She steps
closer to him, giving him a close and clear view of her features,
her tone succulent. “If you give me back my clothes, you can have a
taste of this sweet flower’s nectar.”

Silently observing from her spot by
the kitchen, Cynthia hasn’t minded the drunken debauchery, but at
the blonde’s direct suggestion to a considering Sean she steps up.
“Alright, that’s enough. The party’s over, everyone out. Drop the
clothes, Sean.” Most of her subordinates moan and complain, but do
as they are commanded, thanking and congratulating her on their way
out of the apartment.

After dropping the bundle of clothes,
which the brunette pounces on and grabs up her portion from, Sean
makes his way over to Cynthia, unsteady on his feet. “Aw, we’re
calling it, so soon? I thought we was just getting warmed up,
doll!” Despite himself, a hiccup jolts him, leaving him in a
stunned posture for a moment.

Unable to not smirk at him, Cynthia
reminds herself this could be one of the few times Sean’s ever
truly been drunk, and so far he’s been more comical through it.
“I’m afraid so, Sean. It’s all fun and games until someone tries to
make a move on you when I’m right here watching.”

“Ah, yes, a very, hic,
strong point you make there.” He glances back at the blonde, who
has made no move to retrieve her clothes and instead stares at him
hungrily, and reprimands her. “You, you silly girl, hitting on me
in the presence of our hot hostess!” He looks back to Cynthia, at
last noticing something that puzzles him. “Hey, are you,
okay?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m
fine.”

“Okay, now, that I don’t
believe.” Coming up beside her, Sean goes on, “You don’t look fine,
you don’t sound fine…” He puts a hand on the bare portion of her
shoulder, but then recoils at the touch. “You don’t even
feel fine! What’s wrong,
Cynthia?”

She sighs, turning away from him and
trying to hide her distress. “Sean, I’m sorry, but it’s hard to
explain. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Uh huh.” Sean looks away,
musing. “Yeah, I suppose I wouldn’t. There are plenty of things I
don’t understand, already. Like, biology. History. Politics. And
women.” He looks back to Cynthia, putting on a grin. “But that
doesn’t mean I can’t try to understand it! So, what is
it?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing,
Sean.” Cynthia takes the last sip of her vodka, a frown fixed on
her expression.

Seeing her finish off the glass, an
idea occurs to Sean. “Hey, that’s it! That’s what the problem is.
You need more to drink!” He snatches a bottle off the counter and
offers it to her. “Here, have some rum.”

Again unable to not smirk, Cynthia
turns back to him, stating, “I’m pretty sure that’s the last thing
I need, right now.”

“Aw, come on, doll. You
know what they say. Feeling the blues, drink some booze!” After
Cynthia hesitates, sighs, and takes a gulp from the rum, he says,
“There, now isn’t that better? …So?”

“So, what?”

“Why you so
sad?”

Cynthia snaps at him, “Sean, I’m
sorry, but I just can’t talk about it, okay!? Just leave me
alone!”

Startled, Sean steps back, his hazy
mind confused by her attitude. As he stares at her when Cynthia
turns away, the blonde, who has never left the apartment nor put
her clothes on, slides up next to him, lays an arm over his
shoulder, and says, “Yes, Sean, we should leave her alone. Why
don’t we go back to the bedroom, where we can learn more about each
other?” Unsure at first, he glances between the blonde, her
features, and Cynthia, who seems oblivious to them, and shrugs
before following her into the back of the apartment.

Not entirely oblivious, Cynthia chose
not to intervene and let her subordinate take Sean away, further
wracking herself with whatever troubles her. If she couldn’t enjoy
herself that evening, at least Sean could in a drunken fling. She
looks to the bottle of rum, takes another deep drink of it, and in
turning realizes she’s not alone in the main apartment yet. The
third woman Sean had beat in strip poker, her long blue hair
draping past her shoulders and to her breasts, slightly stumbles
about in a daze looking around the living room. “Oh, where is it?
I, I got spun around, when everyone left, and now I can’t find it.”
She turns around to the dress left on the floor. “Hey, there it
is!” She fumbles over and picks it up. “No, wait, I think this is
Ashley’s. It’s too small for me.” She tosses it aside, and then
groans, “Where, where did my dress go?”

Not sure she is amused by, or pitying,
her ally’s situation, Cynthia calls to her, “Amanda! Amanda, come
here.”

Amanda turns to her, remembering she
was still there, and crosses the room to her. “Yes,
Cynthia?”

“Uh, Amanda…”

When she notices Cynthia cringing at
her fully exposed body so close to her, Amanda gasps, “Oh, I’m
sorry!” After covering her feminine features with her arms and
hands, she asks again, “Yes, Cynthia?”

Cynthia pauses, not sure how to begin,
and then looks her in the eye and says, “Amanda, have I been a good
boss student?”

“Oh, sure! Of course you
have, Cynthia! You are my boss, so naturally I would tell you
that.”

“No, no, please be honest
to me, Amanda. Have I been a good boss student?”

“Uh, well, I guess so.
I’ve never had a problem serving you, I think, nor any of the
others. Um, I mean, except for Ashley. I think she might be jealous
of you. She was hoping that rumor about you and Sean before you two
hooked up was true.”

“…I see.”

When Cynthia looks away, putting a
palm to her forehead, Amanda at last notices her distress.
“Cynthia, um, is something wrong?”

“Amanda, I, I’m not sure
I’ve been a good boss student, here at school. On top of that, I
don’t even know if I’ve been a good person, at all.”

“What do you
mean?”

“It’s just, I’ve been
thinking lately, and I’ve done many things I’m actually not proud
of it. I’ve put other people beneath me, just because I’m wealthier
than them, more beautiful than them. I’ve made fools of friends and
foes alike, I’ve done things to hurt others, and I’ve been a part
of terrible plots to harm others. Most recently, with Cain. I had
helped that mad man in trying to find anything to use against Matt,
and in return I got sent to the infirmary with a fever and my
reputation was nearly destroyed by gossip.”

Amanda looks puzzled at first, trying
to make sense of what Cynthia said, before she replies, “Okay, I
guess you may have done some of that stuff, but you’ve never done
anything like Cain has. Everyone’s known he’s been a bad guy, but
no one dared to challenge him on that until Matt came along. And
now, we all know how he’s gone insane when he was trying to kill
you, in the tournament.” When Cynthia shudders as she suppresses a
whimper at her statement, Amanda quickly apologizes, “Oh, I’m
sorry! Is that bothering you, too? I didn’t mean to bring it up, if
it is.”

“No, no, you’re fine. But,
yes, that’s been bothering me, too. I’ve known about him going mad
before then, after what he had in mind for Matt, but I never went
to the authorities with it until today after the fight. And I, I
just feel guilty, you know? If I had done something about it
sooner, if I had confronted him or reported him earlier, before
today, I may have prevented him from becoming so bad. I may have
avoided the risk of him trying to kill me, or, of trying to kill
someone else. If I had acted sooner, this whole stupid conflict
with him could have been done with, but I didn’t, I stayed back and
let Matt and his friends deal with it.” She looks back to Amanda,
tears dampening her eyes. “Does that make me as bad as Cain,
Amanda?”

Aghast, Amanda forgets about covering
herself and reaches to affectionately touch Cynthia, wiping away a
tear before it drops. “Oh no, no, Cynthia! You’ve never been as bad
as him.”

“But, how can be you sure,
of that? What have I done around here, that’s not been
bad?”

Amanda is at first lost for an answer,
but after glancing around the room gets it from the sculptures set
about it. “Well, you’ve made some great sculptures! See, like the
ones in here, they’re masterpieces, your prized work! And, uh, you
also make good music. You play the violin so well, it moves
everyone around you. Right?”

Sniffling and wiping at the other
tear, Cynthia gets out, “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“Yeah, so, that’s some
good you’ve done! And, um, what else? Oh, you’re Sean’s
girlfriend!”

“Hah, and how’s that a
good thing?”

“Well, ever since you’ve
been together, I think I’ve noticed you become much sweeter, and
stuff. You laugh more kindly at things, instead of laughing because
you’re being mean.”

“…Yeah, you may be right,
about that.”

“Yeah, so, you see? You
haven’t been so bad a boss student, or so bad a person. You’ve done
some good things here, and ever since you hooked up with Sean,
you’ve become better, and happier.”

Cynthia quivers a moment, taking a
breath to calm herself, and looks back to Amanda. “Do you really
mean that?”

“Yes, I do, Cynthia. I
mean, you’re talented, smart, beautiful, passionate…”

Amanda is startled when Cynthia
interrupts her by embracing her, holding her tightly without care
of her being nude. “Thank you, Amanda. Thank you. I really needed
that.”

Briefly feeling awkward, Amanda then
hugs Cynthia back, soothing her further with her hands stroking her
back. “I’m glad I could help, Cynthia.” After a moment of the two
remaining embraced, she asks, “Do you feel better, now?”

“Yes, I do.” Cynthia steps
back, smiling to Amanda. “Again, thank you.”

“No problem.” Returning
the smile, Amanda looks around before remembering something. “Hey,
speaking of Sean, where did he go?”

“Oh, uh, I think he’s in
the back, with Ashley.”

“Huh? With Ashley?
Shouldn’t you be with him, instead?”

“Well, I didn’t want to
bother Sean with my problems, so I figured he should enjoy himself
tonight and not worry about me.”

“Oh, okay. Knowing Ashley,
he probably is.” An awkward moment passes with Cynthia taking
another drink from the rum before Amanda asks, “What’s he
like?”

“Huh?”

“You know, Sean. What’s he
like in, um, you know…”

“Oh, yeah. He’s alright.
In fact, he’s probably the best I’ve done it with.”

“Really? How
so?”

Leaning back against the counter,
Cynthia swirls the rum around in its bottle before explaining,
“Well, I will admit, he was a bit rough, the first time. But by the
third time, he had it down to a system. Imagine this. He addresses
every spot on your body with affection, stimulating your senses and
rousing your desire. Then, he goes in, and he starts out nice and
slow. The longer it goes on, though, the faster and harder he goes,
and before you know it, it’s done, and you’re
breathless.”

Blinking as she imagined it, Amanda
nods, leaning against the counter beside Cynthia. “Wow. That sounds
nice. So, you like how he does that?”

“Yep, that I
do.”

“Cool. I wonder how I
would like that. Too bad I may never find out, though.”

Cynthia looks at her in confusion
after another sip of rum, her face becoming flushed with heat.
“What do you mean, by that?”

“Oh, you know, since he’s
your boyfriend. You wouldn’t want any other girl sleeping with him.
Well, except for Ashley, this one time.”

Cynthia’s gaze scans over
Amanda a moment in consideration, and with eyes gleaming then says,
“And who says I wouldn’t let you
sleep with him?”

Her turn to be confused, Amanda turns
to her. “Huh? You mean, you would…”

“Sure, why not? It’s the
least I could do, after your kind words encouraged me.” Taking one
last gulp from her drink, Cynthia sets the empty bottle aside, a
swagger then in her expression and movement as she circles around
Amanda. “And besides, we couldn’t let Ashley have him all to
herself tonight, could we?”

Still not sure what was happening,
Amanda maintains eye contact with Cynthia as her body instinctively
braces itself. “We? You mean…”

“I do. We’re going to make
sure we, and Sean, really
enjoy tonight.” Her hands slip off straps to let
her dress fall down, revealing herself as nude as Amanda,
face-to-face, and then slide down Amanda’s chest, sides, and hips
as she closes in. “But first, you and I should warm up for the
occasion.”

Now understanding, almost not
believing it, Amanda gets out, “Yes, that sounds…” before Cynthia
cuts her off with her lips. The kiss deepens as they embrace again,
their bodies pressing together, and they prepare themselves for a
long and passionate night.

 


***

 


While across campus many are relaxing
or partying, one student is not getting that pleasure. Shoved out
of the doors leading into the college building, Cain, dressed only
in a ward patient’s white sheet, has a funny look on his face
despite the dark expressions of the four officers escorting him
into the night. About a hundred yards away from the building, one
of the officers turns to address him, the moonlight beaming over
the scar upon her face revealing her to be Professor Serpanz. “Cain
Incarein, do you know why we’ve brought you out here?”

“Heh, I’m afraid I do not.
For what fathomable reason could you have so rudely roused me from
my rest, hmm?”

“You’re acting awfully
smug for someone who looked delighted to have killed his fellow
student in the arena, earlier today. It’s no question you’re guilty
of that charge, the intent to kill another, but there’s another
matter we may have to charge you with, one that was recently
brought up to us after the tournament.”

“Hah, is that it? I was
wondering who would have the audacity to do that. Who was it, then?
The block-headed Buster, who was whiny because we weren’t going to
do it a brute’s way? The craven Cynthia, so needlessly upset that I
just borrowed Irene’s services from her, and then goes and betrays
us all by falling for the freshman freak? Or was it the rogue
himself?”

“It doesn’t matter
who brought it up to us,
Cain, but what it
is. Did you arrange to have Rose and Matt…”

Cain shrieks in
convulsion, stumbling back into one of the officers. “Don’t say his
name! It gives him power, it does, it makes him stronger, it
corrupts, it poisons the air. It angers them, it does, they do not like
it!”

Serpanz continues,
deliberately repeating the name to Cain’s misfortune, “And
Matt fight each other,
and have Irene watching from afar, ready to shoot Rose in her human
form if she was defeated by him?”

Chuckling as quickly as he had been
cringing, Cain replies, “Oh yes, I was behind all of that. And what
of it? I meant no harm, I was just playing a game with
them.”

“Oh, really? Then, tell me
this, Cain. What do you think of this game?” She punches him in the
gut, blowing the wind out of him, follows with an uppercut to his
jaw to knock him off his feet, and kicks him in the ribs where he
lies on the ground. The other officers, cold as stone, show no
objection to her treatment of him.

Coughing in pain at first, his body
yet bruised from the battle earlier reliving the trauma, Cain then
laughs defiantly. “I’d say it’s a bit rough, professor, but nothing
I couldn’t handle. Is that all you got? I think you’ve gone soft,
having to teach sniveling freshmen how to…” Serpanz cuts him off
with a few stomps to his chest, making him gasp and curl
up.

Her dark eyes gleaming with fury,
Serpanz kneels down beside Cain, who began chuckling again, and
asks, “How would you feel, if it was you?”

“Huh? If I was
what?”

“How would you feel, if it
was someone else playing with your emotions, gambling with your
life? What would you think of being manipulated like some dumb
animal, blindly led to its slaughter?”

“…Well, I suppose I would
be quite upset. But that would never happen to me.”

“You’re wrong, Cain. It’s
happened to you, before. Don’t you remember?”

Turning to look at her, confusion in
his expression, Cain asks, “What are you talking about?”

“Did you forget you were a
freshman once, as well? I remember you back as a freshman. So sure
of yourself, cocky and spoiled. I had hoped my instructions and
training would break you of that, but it was Saul Morothin, the
Black Dragon, who did, instead. He and his allies convinced you
that they wanted you in their club, and you met them out at the
rune pillars on the far side of campus. They then told you that if
you wanted to join them, you had to prove yourself in combat, and
you, eager to impress them, agreed. But you didn’t know that you
would be fighting all of them at once, and before you knew it, you were trapped in
the court, having to demorph when they obliterated you and remorph
to be beaten again, and again, and again, and they laughed at you
every time. Am I ringing any bells, Cain?”

His expression paling with dread, he
looks back at Serpanz, quietly asking, “How, how do you know, about
that?”

“Because one of Saul’s
thugs, feeling remorse, brought it to my attention. That was why he
was suspended for some of the semester, but came back just in time
for the Royale Project. I would have had him gone the whole
semester, but his folks back in Riaquen wouldn’t accept that, they
wanted him to maintain his battle morph’s supremacy at the college.
But it didn’t help you out any, the damage had already been done.
You became a sad shamble of your former self. You were so
traumatized that you couldn’t fight anyone else, and after classes
you would hide in your apartment all day. You don’t remember any of
that?”

“…I, I’ve tried to forget
it, actually. But, things got better the next year, with my new
abilities provided by drug enhancement and with Saul being
gone.”

“Wrong, Cain. Things got
worse. I hoped that you had recovered, and been humbled, from the
ordeal, but those powers of yours made you as cocky and arrogant as
before. It wasn’t long until you were terrorizing your fellow
students just as Saul had, except you were taking greater joy in
it, and soon I came to regret ever feeling sorry for
you.”

“You felt sorry for me?
Heh, that was kind of you.” A strange, somber gleam comes to Cain’s
eyes. “You probably don’t know what it’s like to be afraid, do you,
professor? Being the big, bad gym instructor, and chief of security
here on campus. You don’t know what it’s like to feel so weak, so
powerless, so craven that you’re terrified of everything around
you, the only thing concerning you being getting to the next day in
one piece, every day. Do you, Orcra?”

“…Actually, I do, Cain.
Although, it wasn’t for me that I felt powerless.”

Lost in his misery, Cain
doesn’t notice Serpanz’ confession and continues his own. “It was
horrible, you know? I almost sympathize with the freshmen I
torment, because I was once one of them, I was once the despised
weakling. But, I couldn’t live like that, you know? I had to get
stronger. I had to become stronger, to rise above others, so that I
wouldn’t fear them any longer, and instead they would fear me. I tried training my morph back
home, but, it wasn’t working, I would freeze up with panic in an
actual fight. Not until my parents got me the special prescriptions
did I regain my confidence, and then, the next year at college was
great.”

He chuckles, his eyes
glistening with tears. “I won the college tournament, and everybody
was afraid of me! I monopolized the flow of money at the casino and
became rich, I bedded a few women, and soon I had my devote
followers working for me. I was a boss student, and I was king of
the campus. And I have been! But, then, he came along, this
year.”

Cain looks imploringly to
Serpanz. “What makes him so different from me, huh? How is he so
strong, as a freshman, when I wasn’t? How does he have so many,
even other boss students, supporting him? Everyone feared him,
sure, but now, they don’t, they like him! How can that be? How can
he be greater than them, than me, without them fearing
him!?”

“…Faith. It’s faith,
Cain.” Serpanz explains, “Matt has shown he is honest, humble, and
strong willed, and that, along with his powers outmatching yours,
inspired others to see him as the one to counter you, the liberator
to take down the tyrant. His actions and character have also made
them his friends, and friends are more willing to serve than
slaves. When it comes to leading others, to uniting them in
following your will, or even to ruling over them, faith in you is a
greater bond than fear of you.”

Cain absorbs the information, blinking
in dull understanding. “Faith, huh? Faith, instead of fear. Heh, I
suppose that makes sense. Then I guess that makes me the fool,
after all. Maybe, if I get the chance, I should go find Matt, and…”
Cain’s expression suddenly pales and twists, his eyes going wide,
as his body bends and curls with him crying out in
agony.

Startled, Serpanz reaches for him,
asking, “Cain, what is it? What’s wrong?”

She and the other officers
are confused, and worried, when they hear Cain making a sound like
something between laughter and crying. “You’re lying,
professor. They say you’re lying, you’re in league with him, with all of them, against me.
Can’t you hear them? Can you hear their whispers exposing you for
the freshmen sympathizer that you are, the injustice you are doing
to me, and suggesting how I should deal with it? Oh, they are very
nice suggestions, yes, very
nice, hehehe.”

“Cain, calm down, and
listen to me. Who is they? What are they telling you to
do?” With a subtle gesture, she tells the officers to step back as
she does, putting distance between them and their
subject.

Struggling up onto his knees, Cain
continues with madness gleaming in his eyes, “They, they say, I
failed them. They are unhappy, but they, they are willing to, to
forgive me. They will give me another chance, another chance to
redeem and avenge myself, to take back what is rightfully mine. But
you, you are in the way, and they want you out of the way. I, I
will not fail them, again. I must, hehe, I must obey them. I must
please them, must honor, must give them gratitude for their
guidance. They, they want, a SACRIFICE!”

 


***

 


In a flash of green, Cain enters a
demented form of his battle morph. His armor is darkened and
twisted, a festering green and black, with cracks and folds and
spots of irradiated crystals spiking out. His helm is also
malformed, the fin bent down over half of his face to be a
grotesque mask, half obscuring his wicked grin. His sword flickers
and phases as sickly energy, and his shield and forearm have fused
and warped into a monstrous pincer, snapping like hungry mandibles.
With the radiation energy crackling along his crystal growths, he
cackles maniacally as it fluctuates outward, threatening to reach
the others while they morph and leaving an aura of radiation upon
him.

One of the officers, a Gunman, doesn’t
wait for Cain to attack first when he fires his right arm, an
assault rifle, into his back, puncturing holes of green in him.
Whirling around, Cain winds up a lightning whip from his blade and
whacks the Gunman, tearing a jagged wound across his face and chest
and stunning him before he closes the distance and seizes him in
his pincer. Crushing the arm and ribs he had clamped onto, Cain
lets his radiation surge through him and over the Gunman, zapping
and burning him all over in rapidly accumulating wounds.

Once the wounds turn bloody red, Cain
readies his blade, eager for a fatal thrust through him, before
something else thrusts into his back, deepening and widening one of
his wounds there. He spins around in rage, throwing the Gunman into
the Spearman behind him, and gathers crackling volts of radiation
at the tip of his sword. Before he could cast it upon them, a
different spell blasts him from the side, knocking him down with a
yellow crater of a wound below his shoulder, but he leaps back onto
his feet to face the Magician. When he casts another bolt at him,
Cain puts his open pincer before him to catch it, literally
devouring the magic and spitting it back out, twice as large, as a
sphere of radiation that explodes upon the Magician, dealing heavy
damage as orange wounds split open all over him as he
falls.

Glee showing on his monstrous face,
Cain turns back to the other two officers, and the rising slice of
his sword throws a volt of radiation that cuts through the
Spearman, having him stumble back and both of them in dire
condition. Cain becomes so focused upon them, shambling towards
them with his blade ready, his pincer clacking hungrily, that he
doesn’t notice the swarm of serpents until they are upon him. From
all sides, in varying sizes, the Snake clones sprout up, hissing
furiously, and sting with their fangs all over him, opening up new
wounds or deepening the trauma of the recent ones. He staggers in
surprise, swatting at the clones like they were insects, until one
of them slips around his legs and coils, lassoing them and tripping
him over onto his back as the rest continue biting him.

Only on the ground for a moment, Cain
snarls in rage as his crystal growths activate, and bolts of
radiation spear out of him to slice and shred the serpents
surrounding him. He stands up, his crystals yet crackling with
unstable magic and orange wounds appearing as spots and stripes on
him, with the largest being a fissure almost crossing his spine.
Oblivious to his condition, Cain instead seems aware of whom the
Snake clones came from, and he watches the shadows of the night all
around him, ignoring the falling back officers, waiting for her to
make a move. When he feels a slight tremor through the ground near
him, he tenses, holding off a reaction, until the real Snake bursts
out of the soil behind him, arcing her neck above him and bearing
her razor sharp fangs, and he whirls around with a shout to cut
cleanly through her with his sword.

In the instant after cleaving through
Serpanz sticking out of the ground, Cain appears pleased as he
looks intently at where he cut, expecting wound energy to come
splashing out. Instead, Serpanz’ long length twitches, bends, and
crumples into dirt and rocks before him. He can only stare at the
pile of dirt, not understanding how this Snake, which looked
physically complete unlike the clones made of magic, could have
also been a clone, until a hiss blows over him like an ominous
breeze. Before he can respond, fangs dive into the large wound on
his back, shear and tear through it, and rip back out when Serpanz
recoils from the strike, flicking her forked tongue in and
out.

His wounds then crimson red, a stunned
Cain turns back to Serpanz, meeting the onyx gaze of her snake
eyes, and his expression curls with a growl as he prepares his
magic for a spell to strike back. Instead, to his greater shock,
the radiation energy fails to charge through his wounded body, the
crystals spark with volts spitting at each other, and he is twisted
and bent by a discharge of the radiation, nearly split in half
along where his back wound was. His broken body spouting green
radiation and red wound matter, Cain gasps, his one eye wide with
horror, before he demorphs in a blurry flash of red and collapses
upon the ground unconscious.

 


***

 


Shortly after Cain demorphed, Serpanz
returns to her human form and joins the other officers, also
demorphed, in standing around him, looking down at his pale body
clad in the white sheet. “Well, that’s that,” she says
nonchalantly. “Now we can add more counts of attempted murder to
his list of crimes.”

The officers grimly nod before one of
them says, “That was close, on his end. When his body ruptured from
his magic bursting out of his control, I thought he was going to
die.”

“Yeah, he was lucky, to be
quick enough to demorph before his health completely ran
out.”

Another officer asks, “But, how did
that happen? Why did Cain’s own magic tear him apart?”

Serpanz replies, still looking down at
Cain, “There are two factors behind that. First, when my clones
were attacking him, they weren’t striking at him without aim. They
were picking out points along his body near the crystals to cut the
links of his spell charging system, and my own bite through his
back damaged the system’s core. And second, the magic itself. You
may have noticed how unstable it was, its irradiating power not
natural like other magic. Cain was so mad, he didn’t comprehend the
risk of such power, and when he failed to properly charge it the
power back lashed against him and broke out violently.”

The officers nod again, and the third
looks to Serpanz and asks, “Professor, um, we saw Cain’s battle
morph, and we’ve seen his mentality. Do you think he has, uh, that
one disease?”

“Yeah. I had my suspicions
before tonight, based on the rumors about his behavior and his new
powers in the tournament today, but now I’m sure of it.” She looks
up to the officers, her tone and expression cold. “Rasputin’s
disease. A mental illness that gradually makes the subject insane,
as well as twist and corrupt his battle morph with unstable powers.
He must have got it from those drugs he takes for his ‘invincible’
abilities. This means he’s an even greater threat to others and
himself than we thought, and we’ll have to respond accordingly.”
She gestures to Cain, and the other officers lift him up as she
commands, “Take him back to the infirmary, and keep him under heavy
guard. We’ll see him off in the morning back to his home state of
Tirez, for treatment of his disease and justice for his
crimes.”


Chapter 17

 


Indignation of Love

 


***

 


The morning after the tournament
portion of the Royale Project, James awakens in the infirmary.
Blinking his blue eyes open, he takes in his surroundings. The
small room is bleached white, like the blankets of his bed and the
sheet he wears, and a small machine beside him is connected to him
by wires, monitoring his pulse and other vital systems. He wonders
what could have woke him when he hears it again, a gentle knocking
on the door across the room from him. Then he notices the nurse
poking her head in from beyond the slightly opened door, asking,
“James Iroshen? I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“I’d hate to crush your
hopes, so I’ll say you’re not,” he sorely replies. “What is
it?”

“Um, there’s someone out
here who’d like to see you, if you were awake.”

“Well, I’m awake now.
Might as well.” James finds himself regretting his given
permission, though, when Irene is let into the room. She is also
yet in a ward patient’s sheet, the curves of her figure showing
when she moves, and he doesn’t like the look of the sneer on her
face. Once the door closed behind her, she coyly asks, “Feeling any
better, my dear?”

“Yeah, I suppose.
Everything’s healed, except for my pride.” James tries to ignore an
arousal within him from seeing her in a shawl. “What do you want
now?”

“Oh, I just wanted to
check on my closest ally and friend, that’s all. And tell you the
big news.” Flashing a wicked grin, she comes over and sits on the
bed, rattling James’ nerves further. “It seems Cain’s number has
finally come up. They’ve got him for setting up Matt and Rose
fighting each other, the intent to kill Cynthia back in the gym,
and attacking Professor Serpanz and other officers last night when
they were questioning him. Some more officers came in, just as the
nurses were discharging me, and they carted his sedated form out of
here for the train stations. They’ll be taking him back to Tirez,
where he’ll be made to answer for his crimes.”

His discomfort at Irene’s presence
changes to concerned interest at the news about Cain, and James
lays back to look at the ceiling, sighing. “I was afraid something
like this would happen. If he could have just kept his head down
until we graduated and got out of here. But no, he had to lose his
mind in the arena, and to make matters worse follow it up with
attacking a professor and college officials! I don’t know if even
our families’ money and influence will get him out of this
mess.”

“Yeah, and what a mess it
is. But at least neither you nor I got caught in it, as well. Are
you glad I convinced you to stay away from him, now?”

“…Somewhat. I guess I owe
you for that, now that what I feared has happened.”

“Oh, I was hoping you’d
say something like that, James.” Her tone becoming sultry, Irene
sneaks a hand under the blankets, tracing over James’ leg as she
pulls up his sheet. “I know just the thing you owe me,
then.”

Flustered, and for an instant aroused
again by her touch, James grabs Irene’s arm and yanks it away,
trying to sound firm. “No. Not here. They may have freed you to go,
but I’m still being monitored, if you happened to notice. They see
something like my pulse increase, or for that matter hear us
through the door, we’ll both be in our own kind of
mess.”

“Aw, no need to fret,
James dear.” Smirking sweetly, she leans down and whispers, “You
know the one nurse out there, with the short green hair? She’s a
fellow student, and has an internship by working directly with the
other nurses here at school.” The smirk grows into a grin with a
twinkle in her golden eyes. “We’ve slept together a few times, and
I could get her in here to join us.”

James groans as logic and lust
struggle against each other in him. “I don’t need to hear about
your past passions, I’ve heard enough of that. Can you tell me
anything more about my cousin?”

Frowning, Irene sits up and says, “Oh,
I don’t know. I think one of the nurses and guards were discussing
how he’s got some kind of disease.”

“Disease? You mean, like a
mental illness?”

“Yeah, I guess. One of
them said something like, uh, Rasputin? Whatever that
means.”

“Rasputin’s disease!?”
Paling, James lies back down from his jolt sitting up, the machine
nearby beeping as his pulse quickens. “Fire Spirit burn it all. It
all makes sense now. Those damned drugs of his. That’s where it all
started!”

“What do you
mean?”

“You know, Cain’s special
powers, that make him nearly invincible? They come from special
drugs his parents got for him, but they aren’t on the market. They
were experimental prototypes, developed by our military branch, and
should not have been provided to common citizens, but his parents
used their money and connections to get him some. And now, we’re
finding out why they were experimental.” His pulse continues rising on the
machine as he rambles on, “Side effects include headache, nausea,
insomnia, chronic pain, disorientation, and Rasputin’s
disease!”

Taking note of the machine reacting to
James’ temper, Irene suggests, “You may want to calm down, before
the nurses come in here.”

Taking a deep breath,
James tries to, but he says, “I just, I just wish, we had known
sooner. If we could have gotten those drugs away from him,
if I had done
more to correct him, then it wouldn’t have come to
this.”

“Yes, yes. It’s all so
sad, such a tragedy. But, what could you do? You tried enough,
didn’t you? You can’t blame yourself for it.” She strokes a hand
through James’ long hair, her tone soft and seducing. “Why don’t
you just not worry about it, and ease your mind with something
else. Something more enjoyable.”

James doesn’t reply a moment, staring
at the ceiling again, before looking at her and asking, “What about
you?”

“Me? What about
me?”

“How come they haven’t
taken you into custody, yet?”

Confused, Irene asks, “Why would they
do that?”

“Well, you were part of
it, remember? You were part of Cain’s scheme with Matt and Rose.
You were going to shoot Rose out of morph, right after Matt would
have defeated her, except she defeated him instead.”

“…Heh, they don’t know
that. They can’t know that.”

“You sure about that? You
think whoever finally told them what Cain was up to would have
forgotten to mention you?”

Irene bites her lip and shakes her
head. “They wouldn’t. They wouldn’t take me. I’m the first born
heir of Saratu, they can’t touch me.”

“Just like they can’t
touch Cain? He’s of noble blood, too, you know. His uncle’s the
prime minister of Tirez.”

Becoming more anxious, Irene looks to
the door, then back to James. “And you? You got Matt and Rose to
fight each other, in the first place. You knew what was supposed to
happen.”

“After it was supposed to happen. Cain, as paranoid as he was, told
me to deceive the two, but not why. I was but a tool, oblivious to
my purpose. But you were the only other one who knew, because you were directly
involved.”

Irene glowers, staring down at the
white blankets, the white floor, the white walls. “Alright, then. I
should get going, and let you continue your rest.” She leans in,
quickly kisses James with a smile, and then stands, turns, and
hurries out of the room, the door slowly sliding closed after
her.

Once Irene was gone, James lays back
in his bed, his pulse returning to normal as he closes his eyes. He
wishes he was fit to be let out by then, to go see what was
happening with Cain himself, but he could still feel bruises on his
ribs when he had moved in discomfort from Irene’s presence. Sean
certainly had hit him hard.

With his eyes closed, his mind sinks
down into the depths of self-reflection, where James sees what had
become of the boss students’ regime over the school. The majority
of them had allied with the rebellion sparked by a gifted freshman,
and the meager few left, him and his cousin, had been beaten into
the ground for all the school to see, and now one of them was being
taken away for his insanity. He could no longer deny it was the
end. It had been a nice tradition, lasting ever since Cain’s and
his first year as intermediates, but some traditions can’t stand
the test of time.

Now, with his own kind facing
penalties for criminal activities or turned against him, James has
to make a choice. He could resist to the bitter end, attempting to
use his charm and deception to sabotage Matt’s alliance. But
Cynthia seems to have grown greatly attached to Sean, and there was
no way he was going to romance Lyn again anytime soon. All that is
left, then, is the closest woman to Matt, his own roommate. She
conveniently had the same class as him, but so did Matt. How could
James make a move on Rose without alerting her or Matt to his true
intention, especially after how he had manipulated them both
before?

There was that choice, that challenge,
or James could simply give it up. Let Matt and his friends have
their way with the community, revolutionize the roles of the
student leaders, and perhaps he could humble himself to receive
their pardon and maintain his status as one. Times were changing,
and he would have to change as well to survive, at least until he
graduated. Plus, making peace with them could open the way for him
to get at Rose. She was young, yes, but her strong character, her
toned body, the fire in her eyes, fascinated him much more than the
subjects in their alchemy class. James considers that, maybe, he
was no longer interested in resisting the revolution anymore, or
stirring up his own since he had a hunch he may not see much of his
partner again. His new interest, the thing that had been kept aside
because they were enemies at that time, could be taking the boldly
blooming Rose as his next trophy.

As he lingers on the thoughts, James’
consciousness resurfaces at the sound of knocking on the door
again. He peeks an eye open to see the nurse peeking on him again.
She has short green hair, and it was then that he recognized her.
He had slept with her a few times, as well. “Now what?”

“Um, there is someone else
who would like to see you, James. Is that alright?”

“As long as it’s not my
cousin, I don’t care.” He chokes on the words when it turns out to
be the man who put him in the ward in the first place. Scratching
his black haired scalp, a hesitant grin on his face, Sean asks him,
“So, how are you feeling, after a good night’s rest?”

“Well, I may have been on
my way to a full recovery, until you walked in here. I can feel my
bones breaking anew as we speak.”

“Oh, well, sorry to hear
that, bro. I just wanted to be the good sport and come check on ya,
and let you know there are no hard feelings between us. It was just
a competition, after all!”

“Heh, yeah. It was all
just a competition, and I’m the loser.” He looks long at Sean,
seeing him fidgeting. “There’s another reason you came here, isn’t
there?”

“Ah, yeah, well, you heard
yet about Cain, what’s gonna happen to him?”

“Two words. Rasputin’s
disease.”

“Ah. So you have. I just
found out myself, the word’s tumbling across campus like a
rockslide, Earth Spirit willing. But it’s probably best for him,
and all of us, that they’re taking him away. Everybody will be safe
now from more of his madness, eh?”

“Yes. One can hope that.
And I guess I’m also glad I won’t have to see how the rest of the
family takes this, back home.”

“Heh, yeah. I hear ya
there. Discord in the family blows.” Sean taps the floor while
peering around the room. “Now, with that bit of news out of the
way, there’s something else I wanted to tell ya. Something that may
impress you.”

“Oh? And what’s that,
Sean?”

“Well, um, let’s see.” He
comes closer to the bed, leaning against the wall, and prepares
what he has to say, getting it out slowly. “I was at a party last
night, in Cynthia’s apartment. She had all her girlfriends over to
join us. We all had drinks, played some poker, had a good time. All
except for Cynthia.”

“Uh huh.”

“So, I was like, ‘What’s
wrong, doll?’ And she was like, ‘Nothing, it’s nothing, you
wouldn’t understand.’ I kept pushing her to say what it was, but
she pushed me away. And her one lackey, Ashley, she came up and
suggested we leave her alone, go in the back and, well, get to know
each other better. So we did.”

“Really? Cynthia let her
snatch you out from under her?”

“Yep. It’s odd she did,
when you think about it, she must have been really troubled over
something. But whatever it was, it was quickly forgotten when she
burst into the room, just as I was going all the way with
Ashley.”

James’ eyes widen in suspense. “And
then? Did she stop you two?”

“Nope. Better. She
joined us. She was
standing there, already completely nude, along with the other
girlfriend beside her. What was her name, Amanda? Yeah, that’s
right, Amanda. So the two stroll in, hot, sweaty, and with swagger,
and they assure me to keep going with Ashley, and then they would
have their turn.”

“No. You’re kidding
me.”

“I’m not kidding ya, bro.
I scored with not one, not two, but three ladies in the same bed, in the
same night. I still can’t believe it, myself.” He slightly smirks
at James. “Whatcha think?”

James takes it in, picturing Sean with
two other women besides Cynthia, before the pulse on the machine
spikes as he breaks into laughter. “Spirits be burned, wow, I am
impressed, Sean. You were one lucky son of a bitch, last
night.”

“I know, right!? I mean,
I’ve always had a thing with Lady Luck, I just never dared to think
I could wind up with three
of her at the same time!” They both laugh for a
moment, and Sean says with a shrug, “But yeah, that really was
lucky, even for me. I doubt I may get a chance like that again,
seeing as we were all so drunk to get into it.”

“Indeed. Cynthia’s never
struck me as having the same, ah, tastes as Irene. But, when you’re
intoxicated, you get some pretty wild tastes.”

“Yep, you sure do. But I’m
still surprised that I managed to satisfy all three of them, in
order. I’ve never done it so much in one setting, before. And I was
still a virgin, just a few months ago!”

James laughs again. “No kidding.
That’s an impressive feat, truly.” He looks to the ceiling as
something crosses his mind on the subject. “Want to hear how I lost
mine?”

“Lost what?”

“My virginity, and with
whom.”

“Oh! Uh, yeah, sure, why
not? Who was it with?”

“Lyn Arcterus.”

“…No way. She hates your
guts, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, but not in the
beginning, when we first met.” The memories flash by on the blank
ceiling James stares at as he tells them. “We were young and
innocent, just like the rest of the freshmen, that first year. I
was just trying to be popular among the other students, use my
looks and nobility to fit in, but I couldn’t help but keep noticing
Lyn off to the side, and the effect she had on others. She was so
quiet, so shy, and I don’t have to tell you about the eyes, I’m
sure.”

Sean nods, and he goes on. “Well, I
tried to not mind how she kept following me around, until the one
evening, outside the casino, I came upon her cornered by some
intermediates, calling her a freak because of her eyes. They were
saying how dead she must be, so cold and dumb with those eyes, and
yet the tears that flowed looked warm enough to me. That’s when I
found myself, without thinking about it, step in for her, and after
a big fight I managed to chase them off.

“From that point on, Lyn
and I became inseparable, and I can’t say whether I regret it or
not. It was through me that she began to improve in all aspects.
She could speak openly with me, and I sparred with her in morph to
make her stronger. I learned she was drawn to me because we’re both
from Tirez, and I became fond of the contrast between her pale eyes
and pretty smile. We weren’t roommates, but otherwise we seemed to
be everywhere together, during lunch, after class, at the casino.
In fact, when the Royale Project rolled around, even though we
didn’t have the same badge colors, we paired up and won many fights
together. We had a blast, neither of us expecting to get into the
tournament part, but in the wake of Nicholas’ floods wiping out the
competition I wound up there. I made it to the finals then, which I
didn’t win, and yet Lyn, my biggest fan, was all the more happy for
me, and that made me happy, in turn.

“I knew by then we had
become close friends, but things began to heat up between us when
winter came. Being from Tirez, we were both well acquainted with
the cold and snow, and many days we found ourselves playing around
in it, building forts and having snowball fights with our other
friends or just between ourselves. It was one night after such
activity that she invited me over to her cabin, and that wasn’t
unusual, we’ve visited each other’s cabins before. After all the
romping in the snow, though, this time we were soaked and cold, and
we were the only ones there that night, Lyn’s roommates were off at
an all-nighter in a study hall. With just the two of us, alone and
wet, it came to both our minds of a little trick we knew of for
getting and keeping warm. After an awkward moment of mentioning it,
we then went ahead and did it.”

Sean tilts his head before speaking
up. “You already knew the trick was having sex?”

“Oh, no, we didn’t think
of that. Well, completely. The trick is to strip down to the nude
and bundle up under a blanket, and there you would both share body
heat and stay warm against the cold. Anyway, so that’s what we did,
and I thought it would be just that. Lyn may have thought that,
too, but, something clicked with us under the blanket of her bed,
our bodies pressed together, the only sounds our breathing and
hearts beating. We tried to ignore it for awhile, but as we got
comfier and sleepier, more relaxed and such, she soon brought up
how she had been attracted to me ever since she had first seen me,
and that was why she had been following me about. I looked at her,
deep into her eyes and over her body, touched her, without her
resisting or flinching, and the next thing I knew we were kissing
and I was inside her. That was the night when we both lost our
innocence.”

Sean slowly nods, a quizzical look on
his face. “Well. Sounds to me like it was meant to be. So, how did
it go wrong? How did you two break up, how did she come to hate you
so much?”

“There were a few factors
that did it, and I’m afraid one of them was definitely my fault. We
remained very tight, sleeping together a few more times, getting
bolder in it with each one, the rest of the year. When we came back
as intermediates the next year, though, things began to change. We
each found ourselves gaining followers and ascending to being boss
students, me because of my charm, nobility, and fighting prowess,
and Lyn because of her compassion for others and the way she could
rally them around her, especially the other girls. Well, our
relationship began to flaw there, as we each had opposing views of
how to be a boss student, and soon we would argue every other time
we were together.

“But then, instead of
trying to resolve our differences, I made things worse. All of our
bitter arguing had turned me off to courting with Lyn, and at the
same time I was becoming more, ah, curious of other women,
including the ones flocking around Lyn. I wondered to myself, is it
any different, with others? And so, one night, I gave into the
temptation and, sure enough, it was different. It had been
surprisingly easy to charm her and lure her into the same bed, and
it was such sweet relief to be so close, to be inside, someone
other than Lyn. But I wasn’t satisfied. I wanted to see how far I
could go, how many women I could sleep with, and there were plenty
who were willing to serve me. And then, as I had foolishly not
considered, Lyn herself stumbles upon me in the middle of it with
another girl. To make matters worse, it was with one of her
lackeys.

“That was the night I saw
a side of Lyn no one may have ever seen before. She was
furious. Beyond furious, her eyes burned with something I had never seen
before, something that scared me. Shrieking and cussing up a storm,
she chased the poor girl out of the room, then turned on me, and I
couldn’t get a word in on my defense against her verbal onslaught.
And it was when I reached for her, only to have her fingers lash
out like claws and leave my face bleeding, that I knew it was over
between us. I don’t know what I felt in me, rage, horror, guilt,
despair, but whatever it was I kept it down, composed myself as the
calm noble I was, and left her with a polite, but cold, farewell.
We haven’t seen the other eye-to-eye since, and now here we are, as
seniors. Our final year together, and we still have left ourselves
unresolved.”

Sean, fixated to James’ recollection,
gulps as he nods again. “Yeah. That would do it. I’ve dealt with
that enraged side of her before, and I can sympathize with anyone
else who has. It would be cool if you two could make up, but, you
don’t seem to have made an effort to do so yourself.”

“Yeah. I’m guilty of that,
as well. It’s just too easy, too rewarding, to please myself with
other women than to try and earn Lyn’s trust again. And we were
still openly opposed in our practices as boss students, but, after
all that’s happened this year, that may no longer be the
case.”

“Hmm? Whatcha
saying?”

“I’m saying, Sean, that
things are changing again. I used to be one of those on top, the
ones with all the power, and now I am one of the fallen. If I ever
want to look good in others’ eyes again, if I want to keep up my
relations with the women, I have to change as well. I shall have to
at last concede that my way, the old way, of being a boss student
is gone, and that the new way, Matt’s way, Lyn’s way, is here to
stay.”

“Ah. Okay. Well, that’s a
good thing for everyone, right? You could start to repair the bonds
you’ve broken!”

“Yes, I could. Or I could
make new ones.”

“Huh?”

“Uh, never mind that. I
find myself weary now, after all this story telling I’ve bored you
with. Why don’t you run along now, find someone else to bother, or
perhaps try your luck again with Cynthia?”

“Oh, um, okay. I guess I
could do that.” Sean straightens up, squares his shoulders, and
heads for the door. “Oh, and James? Maybe you’re not such a bad
guy, after all.”

“Heh, yeah. Maybe I’m
not.” After Sean had closed the door behind him, though, James
isn’t sure of it. If he could still have feelings for Lyn, after
all this time, then why was he still plotting to have Rose next?
Before he could dissect the matter further, the door is knocked
upon again, and for the third time the green-haired nurse checks on
him. “Are you alright in here, James?”

“Well, I don’t know
anymore, ah, Jesse. Do I look alright to you?”

“Oh, I think you do,
actually.” She closes the door after entering the room, comes over
beside the bed, and checks the monitoring machine. “In fact, I
think you’re fit to be let go.” Jesse turns to him, a sly
expression crossing her as she takes the wire off him. “But you
could stay here a little while yet, with no one else to disturb
you. I would make sure of that, for you.”

James physically, mentally, and
spiritually sighs as his logic once again falls before his lust.
“If that is your professional opinion, Jesse, then I think I would
be wise to consider it.” He pulls his bed sheets aside, smirking
back up to Jesse as she pulls off her uniform and underclothes
before she slips in next to him, their lips meeting in hot desire
while the sheets cover them both.

 


***

 


The day passes into another evening,
abuzz with the news about Cain, his crimes, and his disease.
Throughout the student community the atmosphere is full of
excitement and relief as it was official, beyond a doubt, that
Cain’s reign of terror is over. To commemorate the victory, Matt
finds himself in Lyn’s senior cabin apartment, at her invitation,
and they are alone.

Matt sits on the couch in the living
room of the apartment while in the kitchen Lyn gets them drinks.
His green vest absent to expose his black shirt, he speaks up, “I
get that this victory over Cain is big and everything, Lyn, but to
have drinks at your apartment, just the two of us? Isn’t that kind
of selfish? What about the others?”

“Oh, we can have a more
complete celebration with them later, Matt. After all, the most of
them are your opponents in the finals two days from now, it would
be bad luck for you all to drink together before it!” Strolling out
of the kitchen with two glasses, Lyn smiles at him. “Plus, I was
thinking you and I could begin discussing how to set up the new
role of the boss students in our community.”

“Heh, again, just the two
of us? I’m not a boss student myself, remember, and then the
others, Cynthia, Buster…”

“True, but none of this
would have happened without you, Matt. Therefore, you have a
special say in how it will work, from now on.” She sits down next
to Matt, close enough he moves a little to the side, and offers him
one of the glasses. “Here you go, my treat.”

“Ah, thanks, Lyn.” He
accepts the glass, sniffing at the icy blue liquid. “Um, what kind
of drink is this?”

“Flajiduer,” Lyn replies
with a smirk before taking a sip. “A special from Tirez. It
relieves stress while producing a chilling sensation.”

Matt nods, looks at the drink again,
and takes a sip, immediately shuddering as it goes down his throat.
“Whoa, chilling, indeed! Aren’t you guys cold enough, up there?”
They both chuckle before each takes another sip, where Matt notices
the strange way Lyn looks at him. “Um, shouldn’t we have toasted,
first?”

“Oh, right, of course!
Let’s try that again.” She raises her glass. “To the end of Cain’s
regime!”

“And to a better community
for us all,” Matt adds, tapping her glass with his before they each
have long gulps. He shudders again, feeling flushed a moment, and
sees Lyn blushing as well. He chuckles more nervously before
asking, “So, where do we start?”

“Well, let’s see,” Lyn
begins, setting her glass down on the coffee table and moving again
close to Matt. “Seeing as you’re a freshman yourself, we’ll start
there. There should be some kind of welcome program to help the
freshmen fit in smoothly with the rest of the community, more
thorough and effective than that silly speech Professor Kaystone
gives each year.”

“Alright, that makes
sense.” Matt shuffles away again, having caught a sweet smell
coming from Lyn in their close contact. He figures she’s wearing
some kind of perfume. “How would we, er, you do that?”

“I, I think, we should
have special evenings for them, at the casino. Easier winnings,
bigger payouts, in the gambling hall. Freshmen-only tournaments in
the pit arena. And, maybe, some freshmen exclusive parties in the
dance hall.”

“Uh huh. I guess that
could work. And, how about with the actual studying?”

Lyn brushes some strands of hair from
her sweaty forehead, smirking and again shuffling close to Matt,
nearly leaning on his shoulder. “We’d just do what I’ve been doing.
Offer to help them personally with their homework, their studying,
in the study halls and such.” She looks to Matt’s pale expression,
her pale eyes twinkling. “How are you feeling, Matt?”

Matt hesitates on a response, clearing
his throat. “Fine, I guess. You weren’t kidding with the drink,
though, I really feel cold.”

“Oh yes, that’s normal.
Would you like to warm up?”

A different kind of chill comes over
Matt as he looks Lyn in the eye, the scent of her, not some
perfume, deep in his nostrils. “And how would we do
that?”

“Like this.” With no other
warning but softly petting his cheek, Lyn closes in with her lips,
and Matt dissolves into returning the kiss. Thoughts about the
student community, the boss students’ new priorities, the freshmen,
everything except them in the moment is forgotten as the kiss
deepens in intensity, their hands searching and clinging at each
other. Their bodies, their passion, the very air around them seems
to warm up, and the next thing Matt is aware of they are embraced,
each of them topless, their senses tingling from their chests
pressed together and their nails clawing at their bare
backs.

When they at last take a break from
their kissing, their eyes opening to let Lyn stare deeply into his
dazed ones, she asks, “Liking this, so far?”

“I, I, I think so, but,
I…”

“Don’t worry about it,
Matt.” She kisses him again before softly, but sternly, pushing him
back to lay on the couch face-up. Straddling him, her chest bare
above him, she caresses herself while saying, “Don’t worry about
anything, now.” Her hands leaving her chest, visibly rising and
falling with her breathing, she leans forward, lowering her breasts
to Matt.

Under another circumstance, if this
had been his first time, Matt would have been powerless to resist,
to deny what was coming. But because it isn’t, because he had
enough experience already, one part of him observes how Lyn’s
breasts are slightly bigger than Rose’s, yet smaller than Amelia’s,
and another part is waving the red flag. He isn’t supposed to give
into this if he doesn’t really want it.

Just before contact between his face
and Lyn’s breasts, Matt snaps out of it and pushes her back, his
hands pressing spots Amelia had shown him to “turn off” a female
partner. “No, wait, Lyn. I’m sorry, but, we can’t do this. We
shouldn’t do this.”

Shock and confusion on her
face, Lyn is briefly speechless as Matt slips out from under her
and sits up. “But, why? You don’t want this, Matt? You don’t
want me?”

“Not like this, no. This
is, uh, too soon.” Palming his forehead, his eyes clear and sober,
he looks back to Lyn, focused on her veiled eyes instead of her
bare breasts. “I’m sorry, Lyn, but I don’t have strong enough
feelings for you, to do this. It would be wrong of us to do so,
without an honest commitment from us both.”

“…You, you mean, you don’t
like me?”

“No!” Matt assures her,
gripping her shoulder firmly. “I like you, Lyn, without a doubt,
but just as a friend. And I want us to still be friends. But, if we
did this, without clear intentions, it could be bad for us, for our
relationship. Do you understand?”

Lyn pauses, her own head clearing at
his words, before she nods. “Yeah. Yeah, I get it. We’re just not
ready for this yet.” Before Matt can try to explain otherwise, she
shyly smiles back at him. “I’m sorry, Matt. I didn’t mean to force
you into it, if you weren’t ready for it.”

“Ah, it’s alright, Lyn. We
all make mistakes.” Clearing his throat, an awkward moment passes
between the two before Matt says while putting his shirt back on,
“I should get back to my cabin for the night.”

“Oh, okay.” Lyn reaches
for and puts on her vest, buttoning it closed over her breasts. “I
guess we’ll have to discuss the new boss student priorities
later.”

“Uh, hehe, yeah.” Matt
stands and goes to the door, grabbing and putting on his green
vest. “Well, have a good night, Lyn!” He flashes her a smile before
turning and opening the door.

“You too,” Lyn replies
after him before the door closed. She then sits back, sighing and
palming her forehead as she wonders what just happened. If she and
Matt have something between them, as she believes they do, how
could he have rejected her advances? He could have at least enjoyed
her breasts, they wouldn’t have had to go all the way, but that
would have been nice, too. She shakes her head and decides to worry
about it later before standing to put away the glasses. Perhaps
they weren’t ready for it yet, but later they could try
again.

 


***

 


The next day, besides being the eve of
the Royale Project finale, goes by normally for most of the student
community, including Matt. In the middle of something that has
become routine to him, steam rises around him as he eases himself
into a hot bath, sighing with relief as the water comes up to his
shoulders. Joining him in the bath across from him is Amelia,
submerging herself until the top of her breasts are just above the
water. Looking at her with a dreamy smile as she shrugs, briefly
pressing her chest up for a more revealing view, he asks, “How did
I do this time? I think this is the first time I actually made you
scream.”

“Ah, Matt, you sure did.
This was the best time between us, and I haven’t been moved like
that in a long time.” She opens her eyes, smiling back at him.
“You’re a pretty quick learner, at this.”

“Heh, thanks. I’m glad to
hear it.” Pleased as he feels Amelia’s legs reaching through the
bath to stroke his, he leans back and closes his eyes with another
sigh. “How many times have we done it, now?”

“Oh, I think this was the
fifth. There was the first time, after Cynthia showed up to join
our cause, then there was the second time, after Lyn ran off to
deal with Irene. So we’ve done it three more times since, in the
bath here after our second time, last night when you came to my
cabin, and now today. It was a good thing you didn’t happen to hit
my sweet spot last night, or we may have woken up my cabin
mates.”

“Hah, yeah. That would
have been embarrassing.” Opening his eyes, Matt ponders what he
feels like doing next. The first time they had this bath together,
they had simply relaxed before washing themselves, and the second
time, as Amelia recalled, the hot water and steam had hypnotized
them into having intercourse again. This third time, though, Matt
feels he has to talk to Amelia about something. “Do you know where
I was, before I stopped by your cabin last night?”

“No, you never said why
you came over. Was it more than just having a need for me,
again?”

“Ah, yeah, I’m afraid so.
I, I had to clear my head, cleanse my body, of what happened
earlier. Lyn made a move on me, at her cabin.”

Sitting up with more concerned
attention, Amelia asks, “She did, huh? What did you do?”

“Well, fortunately, I knew
enough of what to expect to know I shouldn’t do it with her, and I
pushed her off. But, she, she didn’t see why I had refused her. I
tried to explain otherwise, but, I now believe she has a huge
infatuation for me.”

“Ah. That could be a
problem. When Lyn gets set on something, it’s difficult to turn her
elsewhere.” Reaching across and out of the bath, Amelia retrieves a
sponge and soaps it up before turning her back to Matt. “Could you
scrub me down?”

“Of course.” Floating
through the water to close the few feet between them, he takes the
sponge and begins washing down Amelia’s back, parting her long hair
as he spreads soap across her smooth skin. Trying to think of
something else to say, he looks around the luxurious bathroom,
their bath in the center of it by the wall opposite the door, a
wide sink behind him, and a spacious shower stall beyond Amelia.
“So, why is there a bathroom like this right next to the study
hall?”

Amelia chuckles, her body tingling
with pleasure as Matt brought the sponge underwater and past her
waist. “Because college studies can be tough work, Matt. Some
students who use this study hall may pull all-nighters, and then
take baths or showers in here before beginning another day of
classes.”

“Wow, really? Have you had
to do an all-nighter, like that?”

“Hmm, a few times, I
think. I wasn’t alone, though, some more of Lyn’s associates were
with me, before we shared bathing in here.”

“Uh huh. What was that
like, bathing with them?”

Turning to him sharply enough to
startle him, Amelia dares Matt, “What was that?”

“Gah, uh, nothing! I’m
sorry.” Nodding at his correction, Amelia relaxes while he
continues to wash her, the sponge sliding over her shoulders and
chest. Spending a little more time on her chest, Matt frowns before
looking up to her face. “What should I do, if Lyn makes a move on
me, again?”

“Just tell her the truth,
as kindly as possible.” She looks down to him. “Are you sure you
don’t have any desire for her?”

“Um, yeah, I’m
sure.”

Amelia smirks. “You can be honest with
me, Matt, I won’t mind who you love more. Do you really have any
affectionate desires for Lyn?”

“…No. No, I do not desire
her.”

“Oh? And why is that? She
is kind and compassionate, and her figure is decent. And if she
wants you so much, who’s to stop you?”

Matt doesn’t respond at first, a
strange look coming over him, before the sponge bobs to the bath’s
surface out of his grasp. “Who I’m looking at, now.”

Blushing when he embraces her,
pressing himself against her with rising desire, Amelia gasps as
she looks into Matt’s eyes, seeing something beyond lust in them.
“Ah, Matt…” She strokes his cheek, admiring his feelings for her,
before her lips meet his in a deep kiss. The kiss and the embrace
become more passionate as they move back to the edge of the bath,
sinking deeper into it as Matt sinks himself deep into her and
moans from them both are muffled by their locked lips.

As they are well into their sixth time
of intercourse, the heat of the bath and their passion binding
their bodies together, the steamy atmosphere is pierced when the
door to the bathroom flies open, and Matt and Amelia whirl to see
Lyn standing in the doorway. Their flushed expressions pale with
shock, but not as greatly as Lyn’s with her right eye twitching and
the rest of her body trembling as something threatens to explode
out of her. Judging by the fire rising in Lyn’s teary eyes, Matt
has a good idea what it is, and as she lowers her darkening
expression he tries to say, “Please, Lyn, this isn’t, let me
explain…”

“Get out,
Matt.”

“Wha-what?”

“Get. Out.
Now.”

The tone in Lyn’s voice, so quiet but
full of rage about to boil over, causes Matt to hesitate, but
Amelia assures him, “It’s okay, Matt, go on.” She adds with a
whisper as they separate under the water with urgency, “Get to your
cabin as fast as you can, and don’t look back. You’ll be safe
there, whatever happens.” Not sure whether that scared him more
than Lyn at the moment or not, he nods, climbs out of the bath, and
grabs a towel on his way out of the room, pass a still trembling
Lyn with her back to him and her breath fuming.

Matt had finished hastily
drying off and gotten half his clothes on when the door to the
bathroom slams closed and Lyn’s anger at last erupts, focused on
Amelia trapped within. “You filthy bitch, how dare you do this to me, behind my
back!? You knew, you damned well knew how I felt for Matt, and
you stole him,
seduced him for yourself! You, I left you with him, I
trusted you with him,
and you betrayed me. You were my closest acquaintance, my friend,
and you BETRAYED me!!”

Amelia tries to speak up
in her defense, but Lyn cuts her off, near screeching, “I should
have known, spirits burn it all, I should have known, with your
disgusting adulterous ways, I should have known you’d make a move
on Matt, luring him into your web and having your damned way with
him! And I suppose he doesn’t care about you sleeping with others,
does he, as long as he’s getting a taste of your ass, too! I’ve
overlooked your horrid habit, I’ve let it slide because of your
kindness and loyalty, but now, I regret ever being
near you, you
black-hearted bitch, and I hope the Fire Spirit burns you in
hell!!”

Not sticking around to hear more of
Lyn’s rage, Matt rushes out of the study and down the hall, running
for it. If that was how she was treating Amelia, he did not want to
find out what she’d do to him. He soon gets out of the college
building, but doesn’t slow down as he shifts into his battle morph
to rocket across the fields on air balance, reminded by Amelia’s
warning to not look back. As the cabins come into view, he
discovers why when a wolf’s howl, full of fury, claws at him from
behind, and he makes a final burst through the cabin
plots.

 


***

 


“Ugh, I don’t wanna
study,” moans Sean stretched out on the couch. Nearby is Rose,
sitting at a desk working on her own homework in their cabin’s
living room, and she seems to ignore him as he complains, “I don’t
get it, we’re the finalists of the Royale Project, why do we still
have to do our schoolwork? Shouldn’t we, you know, be resting up
for the big day, tomorrow?”

“I don’t know, Sean, but
we did get the past few days to rest.” Not looking up from her
deciphering some notes, Rose says, “And besides, our course grades
are more important than some fight.”

“Some fight? This ain’t
just any old fight, Rose, this is the championship! This is the
chance at eternal glory in the college’s, no, in our whole
country’s history, and instead of getting prepped for it we’re
supposed to worry about papers and exams! I’m telling ya, this is
an extreme injustice, and I really think the school should…” A
sudden, heavy thud into the side of the cabin jolts him and Rose,
and he exclaims, “What the hell was that? Who’d be throwing people
against cabins out there!?”

He gets his answer when the door
clicks unlocked and Matt shoves it open, panting as he swings it
closed. Immediately on their feet in worry, Sean and Rose flank him
with his head against the door, and Rose asks, “Matt, what’s wrong?
What’s going on?”

“I, I may be in trouble,
guys, I’m sorry.”

“Trouble?” Sean asks
skeptically. “What kind of trouble would send you ducking in here,
like…” Something else, with a vicious snarl, smashes against the
door outside, making all three freshmen jump back. “Earth Spirit
crush us, what was that?” When a blood-curdling howl penetrates the
door, his and Rose’s expressions pale when they slowly turn to him.
“Matt. What, did you, do!?”

Matt sighs, pacing in distress and
shame, and replies, “I, I don’t know, it just, it just all happened
so fast! We weren’t ready for her, she, she didn’t understand, and
now…”

“Whoa, Matt, slow down,”
Rose says, trying to be calm despite the Wolf growling outside
their door. “Does this involve Lyn, and Amelia?”

“Amelia?” Sean asks. “What
would Amelia have to, to…” He looks back to Matt, even more aghast
than before. “You didn’t. You cheated on Lyn,
with Amelia!?”

“No, no, see, you don’t
understand, either!” Matt groans and tries to explain. “I was just
taking lessons with Amelia, she, she was educating me in it, but,
but we got out of hand, and, I think Lyn believes we have something
going, but I don’t, with her. With Lyn, I mean! But with Amelia, I,
I don’t know, it’s progressed so far, and, and Lyn, she just burst
in on us.”

“…Aw dude, you’re screwed.
Lyn is gonna bite your head off, if she ever catches you outside.
But, as long as you stay in here, you should be…” A clawed forepaw,
crackling with electric power, stabs through the door, making the
three jump back again. “Although, spirits know I’ve been wrong
about these things, before!”

Rose, briefly speechless, looks back
to the men, a searing look lingering on Matt. “So, you didn’t stop,
with Amelia, this whole time. How many times, Matt?”

Matt looks back to her, barely meeting
her eyes, as Sean glances between them and the door. “Rose, please,
it wasn’t…”

“Matt. How, many,
times?”

“…Six. But, it was just
for the sex, it wasn’t because I didn’t…”

“Stop, Matt. Just stop.”
As Sean gapes again, Rose surprises them both when she goes to the
door, not in morph. Sean exclaims, “Rose, what are you doing? You,
you’re not thinking of…” When Rose opens the door, he nearly
faints, falling back onto the couch. “Spirits, why?”

Stepping out through the threshold,
Rose stands between the cabin and Lyn in her Wolf morph, her fangs
bared in a snarl and cold fire in her eyes. A crowd of students,
mostly freshmen but including those of higher classes, have
gathered around the scene. When Lyn growls at her, Rose doesn’t
flinch, crossing her arms while glaring back at her. “Go ahead,
Lyn, tear through me when I’m not in morph, and you’ll be no better
than Cain.”

Her bold statement seems to reach Lyn,
who snarls before demorphing. The fire in her eyes fiercer when
they are paler, she remarks, “So, not only does that bastard cheat
on me with my own ally, but he sends his roommate bitch out to
defend him. Is he going to come out for what’s coming to him, or do
I have to deal with you, first?”

Rose says nothing, again immune to
Lyn’s intimidation, before she steps forward and sends gasps
through the crowd when she swiftly slaps Lyn hard across the face,
almost knocking her over. As Lyn staggers, feeling her bruising
cheek, Rose says, “How dare you react to Matt, like
this.”

Still stunned from the
slap, Lyn starts, “How dare I? How dare he! He and I were together,
and…”

“No, you were not.”
Stepping forward again, causing Lyn to step back, the crowd watches
in awe as Rose proclaims, “There was nothing between you, and you
were the one too oblivious from your own expectations to see it.
You were the one making the moves on him, but you never noticed the
way Matt would shrug you off, did you? I did, back at that little
dinner you had for us. And if I could see that one time, what does
that make you, when you’ve probably done it more times
since?”

Flabbergasted, Lyn tries, “But, but,
last night, he and I, we were going to, to do it, but
he…”

“He rejected you, didn’t
he?” The look on Lyn’s face proof enough, Rose goes on, circling
her like a cruel interrogator. “If that wasn’t a clear enough sign
to you then, you really are blind or just plain arrogant, Lyn. Do
you know why he rejected you? Because he’s been doing it with
Amelia. Am I right?” Lyn meekly nods, and the crowd murmurs with
intrigue. “That’s why he rejected you, Lyn. He was having affairs
with another, and he wasn’t going to cheat on her, with you. He was
the one being honest, and you were the one tempting him to do
wrong. You know what that makes you?” As Lyn is close to tears,
Rose gets in close, harshly spitting, “You are the faithless one here, not
Amelia, not Matt.”

“I, I, I thought…I just
wanted…”

“Wanted?
Wanted?” Rose shakes her
head in disgust. “You conceited bitch. You, and Cain, and Irene,
and so many other seniors. You all make me sick. You all think you
should have whatever you want, just because you’re seniors. You
think, just because you’re the highest class on this campus, you
can do whatever you want, you can take from everyone else, force
them to bend to your every whim. Well, the truth is, Lyn, you
can’t. You can’t always have what you want, and just like Cain,
you’ve gone and tried to make an innocent man’s life hell because
he unintentionally crossed you. Just like Cain, you are a
two-faced, selfish, and corrupt boss student.” As Lyn falls to her
knees, breaking down into sobbing, Rose turns away, ignoring her
and the impressed crowd, and stomps back into the cabin, the door
slapping shut behind her.

Having watched from
peeking past the door, Matt and Sean step back from Rose, both
amazed at what she did. Sean puts it into words when he says, “Wow.
Now that was
history being made. Never have I seen a freshman not only speak
down a senior, but also make her cry. Wow. How, Rose, did you do
that?”

“Simple, Sean.” Giving a
look to Matt, she says, “I spoke the truth.”

The look, and the word, pumping shame
into him, Matt cringes while trying to find a reply. “Rose, I, I
don’t, I don’t know what…”

“I do. You have to make a
choice, Matt. You have to choose between Amelia, or me. You can’t
have us both.” Without another word, Rose turns and marches up the
stairs to her bedroom.

A moment after her bedroom door
closed, Sean steps up behind Matt, glancing between him and
upstairs, before asking, “So, how long have you been doing it with
Rose?”

Palming his forehead with a sigh, Matt
has to explain, “Sean, I have not had intercourse with Rose. We’ve
only been showering together, that’s all.”

“Oh? Hmm. Well, that’s
pretty close to the whole deal, isn’t it?” Only shaking his head,
Matt doesn’t reply as he trudges up the stairs to his room. Sean
asks after him, “Isn’t it!?” before he hears Matt’s door close.
Scratching his head, he looks back to the cabin door and the hole
left in it. “I guess I have to be the one to go get someone to fix
that.” Sighing, he goes to the door and out of the
cabin.

 


***

 


Night comes, and Matt is still in his
bedroom, brooding over his guilt. He is changed into his
nightclothes, but his thoughts are still whirling like a maelstrom
over what he has done, why he did them, and his feelings towards
Lyn, Amelia, and Rose. He doesn’t understand how the women,
excluding Amelia, are so quick to be mad about his sexual
encounters with her. He also wonders how sex, which is a relieving
and enjoyable exercise, is such a bad thing to consider or mention
in the first place. The wonder doesn’t matter, though, as Rose’s
ultimatum comes back to him, and he knows she’s right. Letting out
a tired breath, he reaches for his prescription to put himself to
sleep when a soft knocking on the door pauses him. “Matt? Are you
still awake?”

“Yeah. You can come
in.”

The door opens, and Rose steps into
his bedroom, garbed in her green nightgown. She closes the door,
crosses the room to Matt’s bed, and sits down beside him. A moment
of silence passes with her staring ahead to the floor and Matt
looking to the ceiling before she says, “I’m sorry, Matt, for my
anger at you earlier.”

Matt nods, shaking the pills in their
bottle before setting them down. “It’s fine, Rose. You had every
right to be mad at me. I, uh, thank you, Rose. Thank you for
confronting Lyn, for me.”

Rose nods. “Yeah. I shouldn’t have,
but, I knew you were the victim, you had gotten yourself into the
mess unintentionally. And besides, I didn’t want Lyn to tear down
our cabin, just to get at you.” Matt smiles a little at the
afterthought, but he frowns again before she continues, turning to
him. “Listen, Matt. Normally, I wouldn’t be speaking to you so soon
about this, but tomorrow is the Royale Project final, which we’re
partners in. If we’re going to have a chance in winning that fight,
we have to be able to work together, with nothing between us. Do
you understand?”

“Yeah. I understand.” He
manages to look back to her, hesitant from the sincerity in her
bright green eyes. “Rose, the reason I was, uh, with Amelia, was so
that I wouldn’t wind up doing it with you. I didn’t want that to
come between us, to disrupt what we had going.” He sighs, looking
away. “And yet, it still did come between us, just
indirectly.”

Rose wonders at his
reasoning before asking him, “So, you were having sex with Amelia,
to not have sex
with me?”

“Well, that was the
intention, yeah. I mean, we’re just supposed to be friends, you
know, and, I didn’t want my physical desires to tempt me to go
beyond that, with you. I fulfilled those desires, then, with
Amelia, but the one time became a second time, and then a third,
and, yeah. I got carried away with her.”

“Uh huh. But, Matt, what
if I had physical desires for you? What if I made a move on
you?”

Matt considers the circumstance,
trying to put himself mentally through it, before he shrugs and
says, “Well, I guess we would have done it, if that was what you
wanted, too. Right?”

“No, Matt. That’s not
right.” She puts a hand on his shoulder, gripping firmly, and
explains, “If we are not fully committed to each other, no matter
who makes the move, the other should be the one responsible to
remain abstinent. Therefore, if I made the move, you should stop
me. And if you made the move, I should stop you.”

“Ah. Um, Rose? Do you mean
should, or would?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, hypothetically,
if you did make the move, would
I stop you? Or if I made the move,
would you stop me? Sean
mentioned earlier, what we were doing, is awfully close to crossing
into intercourse itself. It wouldn’t take much for one of us to
cross over, thus dragging us both into it.”

Rose considers that, rethinking the
circumstance for herself, and her grip on Matt’s shoulder tightens.
“Well, I guess. I can’t really say, then, if we would stop
ourselves. But, out of our circumstance, I have no intention of
losing my chastity here, in school, with someone I haven’t known
long enough.” She looks back to Matt. “We should stop bathing
together.”

Matt had been afraid to accept that
before, but after their discussion he accepts it. “Yeah, I agree.
If you yet don’t want it, then we shouldn’t risk it. But, oh well.
It was good while it lasted.”

“Yeah. It was. And
besides, we could always share a hot tub at the casino. It wouldn’t
be a problem, there.”

“Heh, really? You mean no
one would mind us feeling and holding each other in the
pool?”

“Well, uh, no, I mean…”
Rose comes up short, realizing what the problem is. She reminds
Matt, “It wouldn’t, if I was the only one you’re holding. That’s
it, Matt, that’s the only problem left between us. You have to make
a choice, here and now. Do you want Amelia, or do you want
me?”

Matt pauses, not ready to decide it so
soon, but he shakes his head and forces himself to. The matter has
to be resolved if they are going to be comfortable fighting
together the next day. He closes his eyes, and he weighs his
options, his values, and his commitments.

On the one hand, Amelia was gorgeous,
she was kind, and she had enlightened him in sexual affairs, thus
giving him confidence around women. On the other hand, though,
there was Rose. She was the woman he had seen completely nude,
first. She was the one he had bathed with, first. And she was the
one who had fought him, almost killed him, and recovered from the
ordeal with him. He had been through more with Rose, he had felt
more emotionally with her, and he owed more to her, especially
after her standing up for him against Lyn. His choice is clear.
Matt opens his eyes and looks into Rose’s. “You, Rose. I choose
you.”

Rose shows no reaction at first,
gazing back into his eyes, before nodding. “Alright. That’s all I
needed to know, Matt.” She glances down, hesitates, and then
embraces Matt, surprising him before he hugs her back. They hold
the other for a moment before she pulls back and they exchange
small smiles. She hesitates again, though, and brings up,
“Actually, there’s one more thing, Matt.”

“What?”

“Well, I just, need proof
that you’re choosing me.” Before Matt can ask what kind of proof,
she gives him a look, and he understands before she leans in and
they kiss. The kiss is long, deep, and binding, but no more than
that when they end it and their eyes open. “Thank you, Matt.” After
he nods, she stands up, recomposing herself. “Okay, then. I’ll see
you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. See you in the
morning.” Rose nods with a smile before turning away and leaving
the room. After she was gone, Matt sighs, then in relief, and
proceeds to take his medicine and sleep, his conscience finally
clear for a good night’s rest.


Chapter 18

 


Champion’s Fall

 


***

 


The next morning arrives, and with it
the moment the entire college has been waiting for. School is out
for the day, and in the evening the students flock to the far,
sunset side of the primary college building. A towering section of
stadium stands, aligned with the college, is filled with not only
students and staff but also reporters, cameramen, and eager
vacationers who have come from all corners of the country. Flags
bearing names of the competitors and banners of the five
confederate states are posed among numerous fans, waiting for the
chance to sway in the wind. The college residents, and most of the
nation itself, brace themselves as the Alkalian College
Championship Match, the conclusion to the earlier battle royale and
preliminary tournament, is about to begin.

Stretching out before the stands is a
long and wide field of open terrain that spans toward the horizon,
where clouds occasionally hide the falling sun. Some hundred yards
away from the ever-increasing audience are the three pairs of
finalists, positioned to start from colored circles representing
the three teams and the points of an equilateral triangle. Dante
and Cynthia are in the green circle, Sean and Buster stand in the
blue, and the red circle is occupied by Matt and Rose. The circles
are spaced to be an even twenty yards apart from each other, and
there are no objects of scenery anywhere close by to hide
behind.

The rules of engagement have been
explained, both privately to the competitors and broadcasted over
the far stands. It will be a free-for-all battle between teams, and
the last team standing with one or both members are the winners and
official Alkalian College Champions. The competitors will fight
until forced to demorph, and they could not endanger the audience.
Once they’ve demorphed, they are out of the battle and can no
longer be attacked, and they can’t remorph for the rest of the
match. Otherwise, in terms of tactics, anything goes.

The excitement of the crowd is
radioactive toward most of the six finalists. Sean and Buster are
itching to morph and start fighting, Cynthia taps her foot
anxiously, and both Matt and Rose are as nervous as first-time
riders of a massive roller coaster. Only Dante appears the most
contained, his face lowered as he smokes. As they wait, they can
hear the introductions and formalities to the match from a loud
speaker in the background, which is for the sake of the audience’s
amusement and knowledge of the competitors and their backgrounds.
For a long moment, no one has spoken.

Sean is the one to at last speak out,
exclaiming, “Well, isn’t this all convenient? The six of us, all
buddies, duking it out in a near free-for-all. If there wasn’t a
college championship on the line, one would think we were just
having a friendly sparring!”

“Heh, friendly, indeed,”
Buster says, slugging Sean’s shoulder. “By the way, I should
probably give you fair warning about this fight.”

“Eh? Fair warning? Of
what?”

“Well, Sean, you may be
somewhat aware of how I fight. You know, with my big guns shooting
everything up, my target and all around it. What that means is I’m
not good in separating my target from my ally if they happen to be
near each other.”

“…So, what are you
saying?”

“What I’m saying is, if
you happen to be doing your brawling against Cynthia, Dante, Rose,
or Matt, and I happen to aim my guns at them, I’m not waiting for
you to get out of the way.”

Sean gapes at his partner. “You mean,
you’re gonna shoot me, too, if I’m near one of our
foes!?”

“Well, I’m not going to
purposely aim at you, but yeah, there is that chance. Hence why I’m
just warning you to stay sharp and be aware of where my guns are
aiming. And besides, since you’re apparently so fast, you should be
fine darting out of my gunfire if needed, right?”

“Oh, yeah, sure, no
problem. I’ll be able to air balance just fine, after you blow my
head off!”

While Sean continues berating Buster,
Cynthia chuckles on her side of the field at their exchange. “It
would be funny, and convenient, if Buster accidentally knocked out
his own ally instead of us. Perhaps we could increase the odds of
that happening, Dante.” When he doesn’t reply, she turns to him,
noticing his gloomy demeanor. “Dante? Are you okay?”

“I am okay, I suppose.
It’s not this battle that worries me, but my sister.” Dante removes
his cigarette to puff a cloud of smoke as dark as his gaze. “It
seems no one has seen Irene, in school, on the grounds, or at the
casino, since she was let out of the infirmary. And I know she
hasn’t been taken in by the officials yet, as it was from them I
became aware she’s missing when they asked if I had seen or heard
anything of her.”

“Irene’s gone missing?”
Cynthia ponders the news with a grimace. “That is a shame. The only
logical reason would be that she’s fled the campus, whether it
occurred to her she could be held accountable for her part in
Cain’s plot, or she found out I mentioned her part in it when I
reported Cain to the officials.”

Dante raises his hawk eyes to Cynthia.
“So, it was you. I was unsure if whoever did it would count her in
when exposing Cain or not.”

“Dante, I’m sorry, but I
had to. Irene’s just as bad, if not worse, than Cain, and surely
you noticed how she was getting close with James. She could have
stirred up more trouble for the community with him if I didn’t take
this opportunity to remove her, as well.”

Dante maintains his piercing stare at
her for a moment, causing her to shy away a little, before he looks
down again. “I don’t blame you. She was out of control, forsaking
all she had been taught, all that was expected of her as a noble
heir, to pursue her own, vile interests. And yet, I can’t help but
fear that I am somehow responsible. I should have done more, I
should have intervened sooner, I…”

Cynthia cuts him off with
a firm grip on his shoulder to shake him. “Stop it, Dante. Don’t do
this to yourself. Irene was your older sister, she wouldn’t have
cared for your counsel. All you can do now, at the moment, is focus
on winning this battle, and then presenting yourself to others as a
proper noble heir. She was a senior, she had all the time in the
world to heed others and change, but she didn’t. All that’s become
of her is her own fault. Alright?”

Dante blinks up at Cynthia, his gaze
flickering between her bronze-tanned skin, her great cleavage so
close to him, and her gleaming pink eyes. “Alright. Thank you,
Cynthia.” He nods before shuffling out from her grip, clearing his
throat uneasily, and speaking up for the others to hear him. “Sean,
and Buster. Matt, and Rose.” When he has their attention, he drops
his cigarette and steps forward to rub it out. “If it hasn’t
occurred to you yet, I shall make it clear now.”

The others exchange confused glances
before Sean asks, “Make what clear, bro?”

“We have accomplished what
we set out to do, when we united at Lyn’s dinner. We have defeated
Cain and his allies, undermining their regime, and have secured the
six spots in the finals of the Royale Project. Therefore, our
fellowship has served its purpose and may no longer need to
persist. Our fellowship is broken.”

Buster snorts, not moved like the
freshmen trio. “Well, yeah, duh. This is a battle royale between
all of us, after all!”

“Not exactly, Buster. If
you are as wise in tactics as I’m sure you are, you are thinking
the same thing that I am.”

Buster catches the glinting glance
Dante points at the red pair among them, nodding. “Aye, seems we
are thinking the same thing. I was wondering if you, the most
subtle and crafty one here, was thinking of it, but I wasn’t going
to risk forewarning them by openly suggesting it to ya.”

Looking between the blue and green
pairs, Rose says to Matt at her side, “Matt, I think what they’re
getting at is…”

“Yeah,” Matt agrees. “I
know.”

Even Cynthia catches on, fixing a sly
smirk at them as she strokes back her hair, but Sean, of course,
has not. “Whoa, wait, what? Whatcha two talking about?”

“We’re talking about a
temporary alliance, Sean,” Dante explains, “against the greatest
threat here. We may all be skilled fighters here, but only one of
us is a Dark Warrior.”

“…Oh. Oh.” Sean looks back to Matt and
Rose, shrugging. “Sorry guys, but he’s got a point. It’s only
logical that we team up against you.”

“That’s fine, Sean,” Rose
replies, smirking. “Matt and I will be sure to make you pay for it,
later.”

“He-hey, that’s not fair!”
Sean objects while Cynthia and Buster burst out laughing. “I have
to fight you guys, anyway!”

Matt, smirking as well, gets an idea
and brings it up. “But Sean, don’t you have to make Dante pay for
something, already?”

“…Oh, yeah.
Yeah.” He whirls at
Dante, pointing in accusation. “I still have to avenge myself for
being failed by you, last year!”

“Ah, that may be true,
Sean,” counters Dante, “but who do you think is the greater threat
to your chance at glory here? Me, with just my sword and air
balance? Or Matt, with his sword, rifle, and magic, all empowered
by the Dark Warrior’s ability?”

Sean hesitates, glancing between both
men, before groaning while clutching at his head. “Gah, I don’t
know!”

Buster grins at Sean’s agony before
turning his ear to the loud speaker back by the audience’s stands
beginning a countdown. “Better figure it out fast, because things
are about to get real out here.”

“And consider this, Sean,”
muses Cynthia. “Not only is Dante the prince of Goros,
my prince, but I’m also
your girlfriend. Would you really attack your dear girlfriend for
protecting her prince?”

“…Dammit, I don’t know!
It’s a gamble, either way!” Something suddenly clicks in Sean’s
head, his eyes wide with revelation. “Wait a tick. It’s a gamble.
A gamble. And I’m
good at gambling!” No longer unsure of himself, Sean cackles
mischievously, glancing between the green and red pairs while
rubbing his palms together.

Shaking their heads at Sean’s
behavior, Matt and Rose look to each other, sobering up for the
serious event about to happen, and without a word hold hands
tightly. Whatever the other four did, they would fight
together.

 


***

 


After the siren sounds at the end of
the countdown, all six of the combatants morph, each flash separate
except for Matt and Rose’s, their black-and-green blending
together. Buster makes the first move, aiming his large cannon
mounts, and fires both at Matt and Rose, who leap away in opposite
directions to avoid the blasts. Sean and Dante sprint after Matt,
and upon seeing them Rose prepares leaf blades to throw at
them.

She flings them, but a sudden
flamethrower from her left burns the leaves in mid-air, and she
whirls to confront Cynthia, who advises her, “I’d be more worried
about becoming firewood out here, if I were you.” Biting her lip,
Rose knows she’s right, as the fire magic would do heavy damage if
it caught her. All she could do for Matt was hope he would be okay
on his own.

Matt has no time to check on Rose as
he meets Dante and Sean’s combined assault. Drawing his sword and
vanishing among clones, he tries to hold off the swift duo, who
dodge the huge swings and thrusts and counter with quick slices,
stabs, jabs, or kicks that delete the clones. After clearing
through the black copies before him, Dante fails to find the real
one and instinctively turns around in time to block a chop from the
actual Matt. They struggle in a deadlock until Sean, to both of
their surprises, dives in beneath them and does an upside-down
split, kicking them through the air in opposite
directions.

After recovering in mid air to flip
backwards and land on his feet, Matt, a green bruise on his
breastplate, glances to Buster, whose gatling mounts commence
firing upon him. Using clone dispersion to escape the bullets, he
becomes hidden within a V-formation of his shadows running towards
the MechWarrior. Buster, cursing to himself because he has no time
to lock onto the real Matt, brings out his shotgun and grenade
launcher and shoots at the incoming V. The lead clones are
obliterated, but the ones to the rear switch sides of the
V.

In their crossing, a sniper bullet
flies out and hits Buster beneath his sternum. When he looks back
up from the impact, the clones use swords to cut through his legs
when they pass by him, and the real Matt comes straight at him as
he staggers, leaps up before him, and thrusts his blade’s edge into
the bullet wound, splashing dark yellow from it.

Meanwhile, Rose and Cynthia are having
their own duel. They circle past the other, waiting for an opening
to attack. Then, following a malicious glimmer from her eyes,
Cynthia launches a wide blaze forward, which Rose back flips high
into the air to avoid. While still in the air, she summons a
sharpened wooden spear and throws it downward. Cynthia side steps
to let the spear land beside her, and then obtains a brilliant idea
as she eyes it.

She pulls the wooden shaft out of the
ground, twirls it above her head where her fiery hair lights it
aflame, and hurls it into the sky. The burning spear sails high
through the air, and splits into multiple flares that rain down
towards Rose. She uses her quick agility to prevent them from
hitting her, and they leave small blotches of fire around her.
Then, while noting their positions, she realizes what Cynthia is
really going to do.

Rose figures it out too late as the
Fire Magician prepares her imaginary violin and strums out notes
that cause the flames to spread into a grassfire. Cornering her in
the converging fire, Cynthia grins as she expects Rose to soon
ignite when a gunshot precedes a black bullet sniping her,
streaking across her chest, and she recoils, ending her music and
conducting of the flames.

Rolling out of a small gap between the
fires, Rose winces at her few burns, smoldering to yellow in color,
and looks across the field to the sight of Matt on a bent Buster,
his right hand anchoring the sword in Buster’s chest and his left
arm the gun that had shot Cynthia. She smiles in appreciation, but
drops it when she sees something else. “Matt, watch
out!”

Alerted by her warning, Matt turns,
raising his rifle in time to catch the chop from Dante’s katana.
Nearly severing his arm with the blow, Dante follows it up with a
quick rising stroke, combined with a gust of wind, to throw Matt
off of Buster, who twists around and fires his shotgun at him,
grazing his side before he falls. Matt stops his fall with air
balance, floating a few feet above the ground, only to get slammed
by Sean crashing into him from his left, the impact finishing the
severing of his arm and bursting dark yellow energy out of his
wounds.

Grinning, Sean clings to him with one
arm around his throat while the other drills punches into his
abdomen, intending to give him further trauma, when he twitches as
something pierces through his own. A dark tendril of wood, bending
like a vine, sprouts from where Matt lost his arm to replace it,
binds Sean in its crushing grasp, and he without realizing it uses
it to hammer him into the ground a few times before flinging him
back towards Buster and Dante.

 


***

 


For a moment, the whole battle pauses,
everyone’s attention on the black vine grown out of Matt’s wounded
flank. He himself is slower to notice it, staring in awe at it,
moving and flexing it like it was his own arm, before he glances
across the field to Rose. As confused as he was, she shrugs, and
then Sean, springing back on his feet with yellow cracks along his
scale armor, yells, “Okay, what the hell!? Since when can Matt use
Rose’s techniques?”

Buster, barely standing on his
crippled legs, meets the glance from Dante, a green spot of damage
on his chest, and they both nod. “A morph transfusion.”

“Huh? Say what,
now?”

“It’s the rare occurrence
where two individuals, by morphing simultaneously and in close
contact, share some of their morphs’ abilities for as long as they
are in morph,” Dante explains, his fiercely glowing katana formed
from his left hand. “They must have pulled it off without intending
to, by the looks on their faces.”

“Ah. So, if Matt can now
control the plant element, does that mean…” Sean looks to Rose.
“She’s got the Dark Warrior’s power in her attacks?”

“Let’s hope not,” growls
Buster while darkening energy pulses from his chest wound, “but it
changes nothing. We take down Matt first.” He prepares his gun
mounts, changed into rocket launchers, and locks on to Matt’s
figure.

Seeing the three about to resume
combat, Rose starts to run at them when a sweeping trail of flames
cuts her off, and she turns back to Cynthia. “Where are you running
off to, Rosie? We still have a piece to conduct together.”
Frowning, she focuses on Cynthia and dashes at her.

To meet her, Cynthia casts a large
burst of fire at her. She doesn’t expect it to hit her, as Rose
would dodge it, and is already focused on possessing the other
flames behind her to come after her when Rose catches her by
surprise. Instead of dodging the fire burst, she plows through it
with a summoned log shielding her, and then smashes it into a
startled Cynthia. As she staggers back, Rose maneuvers past her,
grabbing the log, and swings it around to whack her in the back
like a giant baseball bat, wound energy bursting as she falls
forward.

Face-down on the ground, her dark
yellow wounds contrasting her bright red suit, Cynthia tries to
push herself up when something pins her down, and she screams in
numbing pain as Rose’s dagger carves down through her spine, the
jagged, vital wound darkening to orange, before she flares out her
fiery hair to repel Rose, who leaps off and away from
her.

Meanwhile, after Buster launched his
missiles at him, Matt spends his vine arm to deflect them, whipping
it up to be snapped to pieces by their blasts, with his focus
moving on to Sean and Dante rushing him again. Dispersing among
clones, he falls back while they charge forward, a wall of swords,
and divide Sean and Dante as they avoid them. Drifting across the
grass to take another thrust at Matt, Sean hesitates when he hears
Cynthia’s scream, turning to her and Rose further off. With his
guard down, he gets impaled by Matt’s blade from behind, cringing
as Matt raises him up. But before he could do more to Sean, gatling
fire reminds him of Buster, and he dissipates his sword, dropping
Sean, to avoid the cutting stream of bullets on a rising air
thrust.

As Matt escapes Buster’s barrage,
Dante is not so lucky. Distracted in cutting his way through Matt’s
clones, the ones he had yet to slash are instead shattered by the
bullets, which in turn bite into him, peppering him with yellow
holes from his left leg to his right shoulder. When the bullets
stop, he glares back at Buster, who laughs out, “Sorry!” and hovers
on air balance to surge after Matt, and Dante can only shake it off
and follow.

Looking right to left to see them both
coming, Matt takes note of Buster’s two gun mounts as cannons and
his arms as shotguns, as well as Dante making his katana larger
between two hands, and he quickly figures out what would happen.
Buster would fire his cannons at him, forcing him to move, and he
would either get struck down by Dante’s sword or blasted by
Buster’s shotguns, depending on where he moved.

So instead, Matt casts a black tempest
in Buster’s direction, intercepting the fired mortars and swinging
them way off target to explode elsewhere, and then twists his arm
into a rifle and fires bullet bursts at Dante, making him deflect a
few of them and spin out past the others and him. Dante brakes and
drifts around, intent on getting him, but as he dashes at Matt from
behind another object runs into him, one dagger ripping through his
waist and the other diving between his shoulder and neck, before in
a whirl they tear out of him with orange energy gushing and he
tumbles to the ground.

After Cynthia’s flaring hair forced
her back, Rose watched the flames swirl and grow into an inferno to
cover her. Knowing she couldn’t get through the flames, and that
they meant Cynthia was desperately defending herself, she seized
the moment to cross the field and finally assist Matt, ambushing
Dante and taking him down with her leaf knives. She meets Matt’s
gaze when he turns back, and they both smile before she comes over
to him, reunited side-by-side in the battle. “Hey,” she asks, “how
are you holding up?”

“Oh, fine,” Matt replies,
“besides my left arm missing and my wounds glowing orange.
You?”

“Well, I’ve got some
yellow wounds myself, but fortunately no severed limbs.” They both
chuckle before turning back to their foes, with her shielding
Matt’s wounded flank.

 


***

 


Shaking his head as he stands, Dante,
his armor tattered by orange wounds, stares at Matt and Rose in
their defensive stance. “They’re proving as difficult as I feared,”
he says to Buster appearing at his side, looming over him as he
hovers on air balance. “And they were just alone. Now they’re back
together.”

“Aye, it’s not looking
good.” Buster shrugs in his mechanical armor, the hole in his chest
pulsing orange, before surveying the rest of the field. “Sean’s
just getting back up, but he’s got a worse vital wound than me, so
he’ll be no good, and all I see of Cynthia is that growing inferno
over there.”

Dante looks to the large fire across
the field, calculating what she could do with it. “She’s probably
already healed herself, and soon she’s going to unleash that
inferno at whomever she pleases. All of you at once, most
likely.”

“Yeah. We better make this
quick, then, before she does.” He adjusts one of his gun mounts,
its barrel molding into a different kind of cannon. “If you can
distract them, I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Hmm. Make it count.”
Dante redraws his sword from his right hand and charges at Matt and
Rose while Buster charges energy in his new cannon, his aim locked
onto Matt. Dante meets with Rose, her knives parrying his sword,
and she spins away from him to expose him to Matt’s rifle, but he
thrusts back to avoid the shot. Dragging to a stop with his heels,
he has to deflect leaf shurikens thrown at him and another black
bullet with his blade and swirling air. While repelling the
shurikens, the bullet leaves a mark by hitting his sword, raised to
defend the largest wound on his chest, and knocking him down from
the impact.

“Get Dante, and I’ll
handle Buster!” Rose directs, spinning to throw a larger leaf
shuriken at Buster, whose shotgun breaks it as he continues
charging his cannon. She takes a moment to stare at the cannon,
predicting what he could do with that energy being built up, while
Matt hovers into the air to cast dark lightning bolts at Dante, who
has to roll to dodge them. She was going to try stopping whatever
Buster is up to when something grabs her from behind, clamping arms
and legs around her figure. Struggling against the squeeze put on
her, Rose hears Sean say, “I may be limited by my vital wound, but
I can still do this!” before using his air balance to drag her
away, giving Buster a clear shot at Matt.

As Matt descends upon Dante yet lying
on the ground, causing another dead lock between their blades, and
follows it up by spawning a ring of clones around Dante, their own
swords prepared to finish him, Buster takes the shot, firing a
silver, searing laser from his cannon. The laser smashes Matt from
behind and annihilates him and his clones in its passing, and
Matt’s wounds blaze red within the beam before a demorph flash cuts
it off and he drops to the ground, a fleeting gasp on his face
before he closes his eyes and passes out.

 


***

 


The battle again pauses with Matt’s
defeat. Rose, aghast with shock, has stopped struggling in Sean’s
bind around her, who solemnly looks on over her shoulder. Dante
stands up to look down at the fallen freshman beside him, and
Buster, cranking his laser cannon as its core cools down, has
satisfaction gleaming in his machine eyes. Only breaths are let out
from the others until Sean remarks, “Well, at least he went out
with a bang.” This warrants Rose into doing something startling,
and he yelps, “Ah, she bit me! She bit my arm!”

Intending to do more than
that as leaves under her mental command form from her hands, Rose
pauses when she notices something happening by Dante. He notices
it, too, as ashes float by him on a breeze not there and into his
wounds, healing them to be green-colored marks upon his armor. He
turns, the others’ gazes following his, and they see on the far
side of the field the massive inferno, where Cynthia, glorious in
her unscathed, burning figure, strides out before it. With a grin,
she raises her arms, and the inferno is unleashed when it splits
and rushes pass her, across the field, like three trains on fire.
As the others are wide eyed in awe, Sean gawks before saying,
“El fuego es grande, y
muerte!” and releasing Rose to flee high
into the air.

While Buster also takes evasive
action, his wide thrust on air balance pulling his share of the
flames after him, Rose is too surprised to react as fast, and when
the other two trains, the one meant for Sean then converging upon
her, close in she throws herself to the side. The most of the
rushing flames flow past her, but a few tongues lap at her legs,
and she groans in her rolling as the new wounds spread up to her
torso and burn red. Clear of the trail of fire, she manages to
kneel, refocus herself, and put her palms together and close her
eyes, channeling energy to heal her wounds.

From his side of the field, Dante
peers through the flames that passed by him, spotting Rose beyond
them. When he sees what she’s doing, he moves to stop her, rising
on air balance and surfing over the flames towards her. He clears
the firewall and swoops upon her, his sword between both his hands
for a swift strike, but before he reaches her Rose snaps open her
eyes, her wounds then a shade of green similar to her battle suit,
and from her palms she sprays a swarm of leaves at him. Disoriented
by the leaves, Dante clumsily swings, flips past his target, and
comes to a stop on the ground, more of the leaves already
surrounding him in a blinding blizzard.

Caught within the blizzard, Dante
remains calm and enters a stance with his blade before him and his
eyes closed. Focusing on feeling through air balance, he extends it
around him, ignoring the countless leaves tickling it as they fly
through it and waiting for something bigger to disrupt it. Once it
does, sneaking up on him from behind, Dante’s eyes open and he
lashes out in a spin, barely missing Rose’s neck when she ducks
back and retreats. Sighing, he closes his eyes and resumes his
defenses, and after a few of the leaves flying by scratch or sting
him he reacts by using his own air balance to blow away the leaves,
keeping them from reaching him.

Meanwhile, on the farther side of the
battlefield, Cynthia had been watching her fires at work, the
flames burning across the grass shining in her eyes, and was
wondering whether to direct them at Rose’s leaf blizzard when
Buster drops in near her, both his arms grenade launchers aimed at
her. She whips around to him, a streak of flames she casts
intercepting the blasts of the grenades shot at her, and she adds
their explosions to her own fire to create a burning dome over her,
shielding her further against Buster. He backs off on his air
balance, glowering at the flames as his gun mounts change into a
peculiar pair of barrels, and when Cynthia flips the dome over as a
tall wave of fire at him he uses one of them like a vacuum, sucking
up the flames and storing them in both barrels through a pipe
connecting them.

Surprised by the new function of his
gun mounts, Cynthia isn’t worried by it. With her mental or sonar
command over fire magic, she can make the energy overheat and
explode out of his gun mounts and all over him. When she goes to do
so, preparing her violin, she is again surprised when Buster
gestures with his hands to wait. Curious, she sees him point across
the field, back to Rose’s leaf storm, and when she looks back to
him in wonder, he winks before aiming his other gun mount in that
direction and expelling the fire as a massive
flamethrower.

In the blizzard of leaves, Rose, who
was preparing another way to attack Dante, is able to see the
flamethrower coming, gawking at its approach. Glancing back to
Dante through the leaves, she then figures she won’t have to attack
him and instead runs out of the blizzard, turning to fling a large
leaf shuriken back into it at him. His air balance tripped by the
shuriken, Dante whirls to slice through it, but instead only
parries it when something stops his legs from moving. Looking down,
he sees constricting plants growing up beneath him, rooting him to
the ground, and he frantically cuts at them to free himself until a
burning leaf passing by him turns him to a greater flame, his face
paling in the heat’s light.

The flamethrower crashes into the leaf
storm and ignites it into a swirling inferno, incinerating whatever
is caught within it. “Hah, now isn’t that a pretty sight!” exclaims
Buster to a nodding Cynthia. When his zoomed-in vision locates Rose
beyond the inferno, and someone else tumbling out of it, he adds,
“Huh. It seems I missed Rose, but got Dante.” He looks back to
Cynthia, his eyes gleaming. “What was that about you protecting
your prince, earlier?”

Cynthia turns on him with a glare,
fire magic burning in her hands, and as he propels away backwards
she casts a flurry of fire bolts after him, his shotguns stopping
some of them and his rapid hovering dodging the others. He returns
fire with his gun mounts as gatling barrels, but Cynthia puts up a
special defense to such an attack. Superheating the air around her
with her fire magic, the aura splits the energy bullets into sparks
that sting her, rather than piercing through her, and she counters
by mentally stopping more of the broken bullets, combining the
sparks into a focused point, and launching it into the air where it
explodes, its own sparks raining down like arrows at a further
retreating Buster.

 


***

 


At that moment in the fight, with Rose
and Dante escaping the inferno and Cynthia and Buster engaged, Sean
has a bird’s eye view of it all. High above the field through his
air balance, his armor bleeding red with the vital wound in his
chest, he sighs and complains to himself. “Look at them, still
going at it like pros. And where am I? Hiding in the sky, like a
critter under a rock! There must be something I can do!” He
observes the others, considering their conditions. “Rose’s wounds
are healed, a fresh green, and Dante got flame-broiled, so his
armor’s scathed a hot orange. Cynthia’s got green scratches, but
Buster’s leaking health, his wounds a deep orange. And me? I’ve
lost so much health I’m in the red zone, and I can only last maybe
a minute more before I should demorph!” He shakes his head,
disgruntled. “And here I was hoping to win this thing, or at least
go down in, er, flames. Now, it looks like I’ll have to sit myself
out. Heh, so much for my gamble on who to…”

While the fight had been going on over
the past minute or so, Matt, his human form unconscious on the
ground, has been forgotten by the others. At that moment, in the
middle of the battlefield, while Sean speaks to himself, his eyes
open, and instead of deep purple in color are now a dark red. He
suddenly morphs, and the black flash is immense in size and power,
its shockwave rocking the others on the field around it and
reaching the audience in their stands far away. As startled as
everyone else, Sean gapes below at Matt, his battle morph fully
healed, and exclaims, “Whoa, whoa, what the hell? Why is Matt back
in morph!?”

The others can only gape as well,
staring at Matt from their four corners of the field around him,
and the audience, having had their share of surprises so far in the
fight, are most surprised by this. A voice rings out across the
field from the loud speaker, “Matthew Calamos, you have already
demorphed and been defeated in this contest. Demorph now, or you
and your partner will be disqualified.” Matt, meanwhile, is
oblivious to the warning as he stares back at his fellow students,
his red eyes like a predator’s containing deadly calm.

Buster then calls out, “Hey, Matt,
what’s wrong with ya? You heard the announcer, you lost, fair and
square. Now demorph and let us finish this fight!” This seems to
reach him when he turns towards Buster, glancing between him and
Cynthia, before he raises his hand to charge up a spell. The others
only watch, bracing themselves, unable to believe he’s serious, and
Matt casts the Blastion spell across the field.

At first, to Buster and Cynthia’s
confusion, it isn’t aimed at either of them, instead gliding
towards a spot on the field between them. But when Matt clenches
his hand into a fist, the black sphere crackles with volts and
splits, thunder booming as lightning bolts simultaneously strike
Buster and Cynthia. Buster hits the ground hard, knocked off his
hovering air balance with his wounds a searing red, while Cynthia
staggers back with a jagged yellow wound upon her chest.

After the opening attack, Rose, Dante,
and Sean are shocked by Matt’s decision while he follows it with a
large troop of his shadow clones, dividing up to go after his two
targets. Quicker to recover, Cynthia faces down the clones
approaching her while casting intricate spells. From the charred
grass and ground her fires left behind, which the clones trace in
their advance, she raises glowing embers, letting them drift
through the air or stick to the clones like dew. Before they reach
her, brandishing their large black swords, Cynthia sets off her
trap with a spark from her fingertips, and the embers instantly
ignite into a conflagration, wiping out all of the clones against
her.

On his half of the assault, Buster
struggles to stand up while his gatling guns mow down the clones
coming for him. As he manages to stand on his crippled legs, his
guns stop firing, their cores needing to cool down, and only a few
more clones are left before him, armed with their dark blades.
Growling, he readies his arms into shotguns, and as they leap the
last few yards at him he shoots them down in order. Just as he
takes out his share of them, he notices the flash fire obliterating
Cynthia’s, and glances to her before they both focus on the real
Matt, still standing where he remorphed.

Before either of them can return fire
against Matt, Buster and Cynthia notice something happening before
each of them. The particles of black magic that made up Matt’s
clones, rather than vanishing after they had been destroyed, linger
in the air as they gather and condense into two separate energy
masses. To Buster and Cynthia’s dread, the masses unfold into new
forms, and they find themselves looking at dark reflections of
their own morphs. Cynthia’s clone is black except for her fiery
hair, colored a dark blue and violet instead of red, orange, and
yellow, and Buster’s clone has red mechanical eyes that glare back
at him.

While their models are transfixed by
seeing dark versions of themselves, the clones attack. Cynthia’s
clone casts a huge boulder of shadowy flames, blasting and
disorienting her, and then readies an invisible guitar between her
hands and plays wicked music, causing the flames lingering on
Cynthia to rapidly flare and consume her, making her wounds quickly
descend to red in color, until she demorphs and extinguishes them
in the flash.

Buster’s clone fires both his gun
mounts as cannons, hitting Buster’s own gun mounts and bursting
their barrels, sending him staggering. With his gun mounts’ cores
also broken, and his health already low, Buster knows he’s as good
as done while his clone aims grenade launchers and fires a volley
upon him. As the grenades go off, he demorphs, negating the most of
the blasts, but while dazed by them he spots with horror one last
grenade sphere drop near him before it explodes.

 


***

 


After defeating their models, the
clones of Cynthia and Buster fade away while Matt still remains
where he stands, his stare over and beyond them. From behind him, a
fair distance away, Sean drops in behind Dante, the two of them
covered in red or orange wounds, and yells, “Hey, Matt, have you
gone mad? You already demorphed, you’ve already lost, so why are
you cheating? You should demorph, right now, before you get into
big…”

Sean comes up short when Matt whirls
around, his left arm a rifle aiming at him through Dante. Both men
blink before a single black bullet hits them, piercing through
Dante in a burst of red and smacking Sean in the shoulder, and they
both demorph before Matt shoots again, collapsing unconscious on
the ground.

Unlike the others, Rose, the last one
left in morph, is calmer about the situation in her worry over
Matt’s actions. Approaching him slowly, she calls to him, “Matt,
can you hear me? You did it, Matt, you defeated them, they
demorphed. You can demorph now, it’s over, and we can…” The rifle
arm turns on her, and she stops, bracing herself.

Rose is oddly not
surprised. Ever since he had remorphed, she could feel something
was wrong, something was ominously different about him, and when
she sees his eyes, red rather than purple, she understands. The
Dark Warrior Paladin before her is not Matthew Calamos, not the one
that she and others knew.

Matt fires the gun, and Rose barely
dodges the bullet, bending back to have it scrape past her shoulder
and leaping away in retreat. Matt improves his assault by sending
shadow clones with their swords after her, keeping his rifle fixed
on her to try and snipe her while they distract her. Desperately
defending herself, Rose has to fend off the clones by throwing leaf
shurikens or striking back with leaf daggers while constantly
moving, avoiding their blades and Matt’s shots.

She gets a close call when some of the
clones circle around to flank her from behind as one of the shots
pierces her left side, her wound energy bursting orange, and its
impact twists her around to them as they lunge at her. Reacting
quickly, Rose dodges the chop of one clone, spins to slice through
the few others, and grabs it from behind to use it as a shield
against the next bullet, its form shattered by it and the impact
knocking her over.

As Rose lies on the ground, more of
Matt’s clones move in while he exchanges his left arm rifle, its
core overheating, for his right arm, aiming the gun in Rose’s
direction to pick her off when she reacts to his clones. Dazed on
the ground, Rose gets the feeling she’s in trouble and needs to do
something fast. As she wonders over what ability in her arsenal to
use, she then remembers how Matt had used one of her abilities
earlier in the battle. Does that mean she could use one of his, in
turn?

She focuses upon her right hand, to
form an energized blade from it, but no blade appears. Rose
switches to her left hand, willing it to twist and turn into a gun,
but all it does is flex her fingers and knuckles. About to give up
and resort to one of her techniques against the incoming clones,
she then feels it, faintly but surely flowing in her body through
veins. Knowing she has the internal system that allows one to
charge and cast magic spells, she would have panicked over what
spell she should use if she doesn’t suddenly recall a conversation
she once had with Matt, during one of their showers
together.

Matt, I’m curious about
something, she had said to him.
I’m already aware of how you use your spells,
that you need the vein-like system to charge and expel the energy.
So, how do you do that for making your clones?

Chuckling, Matt
asked, What do you mean?

Well, for most spell casters, it takes
at least a few seconds to prepare and cast a spell. But with your
clones, you can make one instantly appear, within a second. And not
just one, but many at once! How is that possible?

Oh, heh, it’s simple. It’s kind of
like, uh, breathing.

Breathing?

Yeah, like, you take a quick inhale,
and then exhale. In my case, that means I surge the magic through
me, outlining my whole figure to copy, and then, well, breath out,
letting the clone come out of me. For as long as I could exhale,
then, that’s how many clones I can make in order.

Half way through the
memory, Rose is already following the instructions, feeling the
magic energy flush through her, and as Matt’s clones converge over
her, their swords raised to fall upon her, she breathes out, deep
and long. In brilliant flashes of green,
clones of Rose spring up and clash with Matt’s, blades from both
sides cutting through ethereal flesh while Matt, his red eyes
searching, aims and shoots randomly at the clones, unable to tell
them apart from the real Rose.

The green clones, outnumbered by the
black but faster than them, carve through them before their brutal
bouquet is broken by Blastion spells, the explosions blooming to
consume all the clones and clear a path to the real Matt. The
source of the spells, the real Rose, sprints down the path, and
before he can get a shot at her she collides into him, the leaf
dagger in her right hand thrust deeply into his chest.

Time seems to stand still after the
impact, and Rose, panting, looks up to Matt’s face in their near
embrace. To her dread, it’s not Matt’s face she sees, but yet
another clone’s, its glowing red eyes glaring down at her. Whirling
around, she spots the real Matt a few yards away, preparing a spell
as energy crackles in his hand, but before she can retreat the
clone grabs her arm, locking her in place. Wincing from the grip,
Rose glances back, knowing her moment to flee was gone, as Matt
casts black lightning upon her, the bolt striking her and his
clone. The clone is shattered, and Rose, her body torn with red
wounds, collapses upon the ground.

Lying on her back again, Rose has a
harder time moving as she tries to sit up. With her heavy trauma
and spell system crippled by the wounds, she doesn’t have time to
recuperate before Matt is looming over her, the barrel of his right
arm gun pointing between her eyes. Unable to blink, unable to
breath, she can do the only thing that suddenly comes to mind, and
demorphs in a flash of red.

In her human form, her eyes are
clamped shut as Rose braces for the kill shot, but when it doesn’t
come she slowly opens them. The gun is still on her, but Matt
briefly shows surprise in his stony expression, his red eyes
glinting as they stare down at her. Staring back into them, Rose
gasps with a shudder as something about them unnerves her. They are
not like any Alkalian’s eyes she’s ever seen before. Their blood
red irises, jet black pupils, and crackling veins reveal an
ominous, alien presence behind them. In those eyes, she sees only
blood and darkness. Cunning and cruelty. Fire and ashes.

Looking into Matt’s red eyes, Rose
sees only death.

 


***

 


Matt’s rifle arm contracts, then
sprouts the large, black sword, its razor-sharp tip touching Rose’s
face to cut open a small, bleeding wound. He lifts it up high above
his head, the sunset’s rays shimmering along its surface, and Rose
is stricken with terror, realizing this would be the end of her. As
the sword swings back down at her, she closes her eyes, praying it
will be swift and painless. A breeze swoops past her, and her body
spasms, expecting the blade to enter it.

Following the breeze is a clashing
sound from nearby, and a few seconds pass before Rose opens her
eyes again. Matt still stands over her, but he has turned around,
his sword resting on his right shoulder. Too amazed to feel
grateful at the moment, she looks out in the same direction Matt
was to find a gathered group of men far away across the field. The
group consists of the school officers, led by Professor Malkia, the
maiden biology teacher, Professor Kaloss, the grim runes
instructor, and Professor Kaystone, the college’s principal, who is
in battle morph. His armor suit is dyed magenta, and a half-circle
arm blade gleams from both of his fists. Rose then understands that
he must have launched an attack at Matt, who had retaliated by
deflecting it with his dark sword.

Kaystone yells, “Matthew Calamos!
Surrender at once, or you will be severely punished for your
transactions by force! However, if you give up now, you may receive
a lighter sentence!”

Matt shows no sign of hearing what he
said as he brings his sword arm back down to his side and the black
blade disappears. He walks forward a few yards, apparently
forgetting Rose, and stares across the field at the officials.
Noting his body language, Kaystone nods to his squadron, who join
him in battle morph. Most of the officials are basic Swordsmen,
Gunners, or Panther Beasts, except for Malkia and Kaloss. Malkia
wears thin green armor with a yellow robe, while Kaloss has opal,
shell-like armor encasing his body from the neck down. Kaystone
turns back at Matt and warns him, “If you want things settled the
hard way, very well! We will not show you mercy. Whether you
demorph or not is now your concern alone.”

Stretching his arms forward, the
crescent arm blades spin around his hands at increasing speed like
propellers, their edges almost touching each other in the space
between them. They then fly forward off the arms and begin orbiting
at high speed around the center space, becoming a massive,
helicopter’s propeller blades that rush toward Matt, grazing the
ground beneath them in their velocity.

Matt continues his menacing stare of
intimidation, seemingly oblivious to the formation of blades racing
toward him. But he isn’t when he brings his right arm across his
chest, gathering energy for a dark spell in it. When the propeller
is about to reach him, he waves his arm forward, whipping out a
gale of black wind. The two cyclones collide in opposite rotations,
grinding the other to allow wind shear to spill out between them,
before the black cyclone widens over the white one and swallows it.
The enigmatic winds disrupt the propeller of blades, and split it
by scattering the original two sickles within the
funnel.

The officers and professors,
especially Kaystone, look startled by what happened, none having
predicted his powerful technique could be countered. While they are
moonstruck, Matt adds an extra command to his whirlwind by another
spell, and it rushes forward, spreading out into storm winds and
dragging the wildly twirling blades along. Someone among the
officials screams look out, and they all duck down and cover their
heads. The gusts blow through and over them, some being slashed by
the black breeze and others severed by the reckless arm
blades.

After glancing at their injured once
the winds die down, the professors look back at Matt, who raises
his left hand up to the sky. A quick spell glows from it like a
beacon, and then he points its open palm at the group of officers.
Summoned from out of his hand, another legion of his black clones
emerges and sprints toward the group.

“Hold your ground,
people!” orders Kaystone. “Stay together and fight them as they
come!” The officials establish their closed formations, allowing
the clones to wash over them, and a vicious battle ensues as the
opposing forces mingle. The officers, whether with swords, bullets,
or fangs and claws, try to eradicate the clones, but the price for
their efforts is receiving heavy damage from striking blades,
piercing shots, and exploding spells.

Professor Malkia, meeting several
clones converging upon her, lets thin, golden threads unwind from
her fingertips. The threads wiggle through the air to lodge their
ends into the shadow Matts, which lose function and are pulled
about by Malkia like puppets on strings. Guiding the threads, she
tosses her ensnared victims about through the air as they are
changed into large, shining spheres of gold energy. In conclusion,
she whips the strings all around, and the spheres wreck surrounding
clones, including some more from blasting flashes.

Turning, Malkia encounters another
bunch of shadow clones, marching toward her in close file despite
the mayhem all around them. Thinking they would be simple, she
releases more threads to connect with the clones and lift them
upward. However, more clones then rush in and slice through the
strings with swords, releasing the first troop from Malkia’s
control to move in mid-air to snipe her with rifles. The bullets
shower her, and in her temporary flail she has no chance of
escaping the second clones, their blades stabbing through her and
bathing her in bloody red energy.

 


***

 


Professor Kaloss, surrounded by
enclosing Matts, feels ready for any number of them. Dealing out
spells from his hands in a fast manner, he devastates the clones
through ordered, chained attacks. Runes glow a pale blue across his
armor, and in response a blizzard blows around him, slicing through
the closest clones, while peculiar lines of frost branch out from
where he stands. Springing up on air balance to avoid gunfire from
further clones, his runes flash to violently disperse the blizzard,
its icy winds filled with shards seeking and smashing them. When
Kaloss descends back to the ground with more clones coming at him,
he then takes his hand and crouches to touch the frost, which turns
out to be a giant rune around him, and it activates to instantly
germinate a field of icebergs, catching and impaling the clones in
its vicinity.

In the middle of the glacial circle,
Kaloss strokes the ice, setting up more runes inscribed into it for
another technique, before seeing though it the distorted image of
one of the clones facing him. Looking beyond, he sees part of the
officials’ posse being hassled by more clones, and decides to
assist them with his next move. He activates the runes, and the
glacier groans, cracks, and crumbles, rapidly moving like a fluid
to become an avalanche rushing across the field.

Kaloss directs the avalanche to go
through the one clone on its way to rescue his allies, but to his
shock it doesn’t get there. The single clone, casting its own
spell, catches and reverses the flow of the avalanche, its icy
debris painted black like onyx, and he is too startled to respond
before it flows over him, bashing and burying him before the
compressed cold rapidly darkens his wound energy showing through
cracks in the pileup.

 


***

 


Professor Kaystone, with his
crescent-moon arm blades, doesn’t wait for Matt’s copies to find
him, and instead comes to them, slashing and thrusting through many
of them by one arm, both arms, or spinning blades. When some clones
are about to shoot him, he counters by flinging his arm blades,
gliding like discuses through them. He forms another pair of blades
and continues shredding through the foes around him, and at one
point connects his weapons into a large ring to parry and cut
through a group of sword-wielding clones and then roll through
another bunch lined up near him.

After rearming himself, Kaystone looks
around to find a peculiar scenario of two clones opposing him, one
far off to his left and the other on his right. Figuring it is a
trap in which if he goes for one clone, the other would attack him
from behind, he throws both of his arm blades away in a quick
rotation, each one hitting their marks in the clones’ chests. Proud
of his feat, Kaystone almost doesn’t notice something important as
he forms his arm blades once more.

Instead of vanishing, the clones
revert into energized spheres around the crescents that chopped
them. The sense of being in deep trouble hits him, and as he
realizes what may happen the spheres jolt forward as thunderbolts
to collide through him in a thundering boom.

The shocking volts rebounding through
both sides of him splatters darkened yellow wounds all over
Kaystone, and he almost falls over backwards. When he looks forward
through narrowed eyes, however, he wishes he had. One more shadow
clone is in front of him, and it points its left-armed rifle at his
face. After cursing his misfortune under his breath, the rifle
fires a single bullet that enters between his eyes and exits with
spraying red out the back of his skull.

 


***

 


After hitting the ground, Professor
Kaystone demorphs, and he groans with a splitting headache as he
forces himself to stand up. Staring around him, he sees he wasn’t
the only one who had a rough time. Malkia and Kaloss are both
demorphed while the rest of the officers are exhausted with orange
or red wounds streaked over them. The good news is that only a few
of them had demorphed, there are no casualties, and all the clones
are gone. The bad news is, if this was what it took to defeat only
the clones, how are they going to stop the original
Matt?

Malkia, slowly getting to a slumping
posture, says through gasps of pain, “This is, unbelievable. So
much fury, and carnage, from one person, a mere
student.”

Kaloss, his knees trembling in his
effort to stand, also groans, “How, could that one boy, be so
formidable, all of a sudden?”

Kaystone, after an
irritated hiss, answers, “I know nothing about him, except he’s
ticking me off.” Truly, he was scaring him, but he couldn’t show
weakness in the dire situation. Turning his head around, he spots
the real Matt, still standing where his squadron had first
challenged him. In their current state now, they have no chance of
dealing with whatever form of wrath he could throw out next. In
fact, he asks himself, could anything stop Matthew
Calamos?

Matt keeps his heartless stare in the
direction of the officials unaltered, a Terminator with dark red
eyes and a stone frown. Then, his right arm becomes a thick cannon,
which he levels to point forward. Inside it a bright, ominous glow
of charging energy appears and grows. At first, the professors and
officers don’t notice the cannon, but the shining light soon gives
it away. Innocents before the gallows, most of them step back in
fear and denial as they all sense Matt is going to use a very
powerful attack, possibly his Ultimate.

“Everyone,” Kaystone
commands, “separate and scatter, as quickly as you can! Let’s hope
he won’t be able to aim at all of us!” They all spread out in
random directions, desperation letting them move fast despite their
vital wounds. Kaystone turns back to see what Matt would do, but
gets a strange surprise. He seems to have ignored their flight
response, his energy cannon not moving its aim an inch. Confused,
along with his companions, Kaystone can’t guess what Matt was
doing. Following the direction of the cannon’s targeting, he has a
grim revelation.

Matt has his cannon aimed towards the
stands of spectators further away, many of them awe-stricken by the
turn of events to that point. As they notice this, the officials
are stunned, Malkia gasps, Kaloss scowls, and Kaystone finally
shows fear on his face, falling to his knees. From still behind
him, only a few yards away, Rose has watched it all with growing
despair, tears in her eyes as she slowly stands and whimpers, “No,
Matt. Please, don’t do it. No…”

As the violet energy of enormous power
swells and bulges out from the cannon, Matt doesn’t have any trace
of superego in him. He shows no sign of reluctance, hate, rage,
excitement, discipline, or pride. There is only one impulse, one
instinct flowing in his mind, controlling his body and enhanced
abilities ever since he remorphed.

Destroy everything before
him.

 


* * * * *
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