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    Blurb (Part One); 
 
    James' day has finally come: to slay the Reapers' beasts, climb up the ranks and conquer women and glory. 
 
    
After three years in the Hunters' Academy, he's finally ready to join his brothers in arms and prove that his father's suspicions about corruption within the organization were wrong, once and for all.
On his very first day, he ends up being tasked to kill a beast alongside two stunning women. The beautiful, yellow-clad Fire-Controller, Maggie, and the dark, metal-whip-cracking Goth, Kendra.
But when they confront the Reapers' creature, they make a shocking discovery; one that can jeopardize the whole world and undermine their loyalty to the Hunters. There are beasts out of the ordinary and their organization - The Hunters - might be involved.
It's a race against the clock to beat the bloodthirsty beasts, and all the while the relationship between the three of them is getting more and more complicated. A clash of personalities is imminent as new members join the group and colleagues become lovers, but James can't lose focus on the fate of the world. With everything hanging in the balance, can James and his companions slay the beasts and stay one step ahead of both the Reapers and the Hunters? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Preview (part one) 
 
    He closed his teeth, gnashing, and turned his face, grabbing Kendra's whip and using it to pull us toward him and to throw us across the air. Our bodies rolled down the road, our knees peeling and our hands scraping on the asphalt. Kendra's body fell on mine, my hands on her hips and her hair in my face. The sun overshadowed her face and her green eyes took on amber contours, her warm breath brushing against my neck and one of her knees between my legs.  
 
    "I... Ah... Get off me!" Kendra said, tripping over her own words. 
 
    "You have to get up first!" I answered, looking to the side, seeing Maggie's fireballs losing color and shrinking in size, almost like mere clicks bursting in her hands.  
 
    Kendra got up, straightened her clothes and grabbed her whip which was on the floor, the end covered in a brownish liquid with a smell that almost made her vomit. The policemen murmured among themselves, with their hands in the holsters, already doubting that we would be able to achieve victory. A mere level 2 monster, and we couldn't even defeat that. 
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 Chapter I 
 
    We were already on the road, on our way back to the secret base, when Maggie said, "Let's go to the main building." 
 
    "What? To do what?" I asked her, checking her through the mirror. 
 
    "Don't we have to take on new missions? Let's do it." 
 
    "Maggie, what's on your mind? Your hand's a mess, you won't be able to wear the glove and Elisa much less. We wouldn't even stand a chance against a level 5 beast at this rate," I replied, "let's go to the base and then we'll see. We've got time. I don't think the impact we had yesterday will have such rapid repercussions." 
 
    "But only one beast a day? I thought you wanted to be the best," she replied, appealing to my desire to be recognised, "Don't you think that having so many problems with a rank C beast when we're all at the same level is a sign that we have to train more?" 
 
    "You're right about that. But does it look like we're in the best condition?" 
 
    "I can do it on my own. They're normal monsters. They're stupid. You know that." She said, blowing all over her hand. 
 
    "And will you fight with what gun? You can't even put the glove on."  
 
    "I can. It hurts a little, but I'll survive. I'm not like Kendra or Ashen, you know? We must avenge them." 
 
    "And we will. But right now, we have to take a break. And that's it, Maggie. Enough of this." I told her, raising my voice for the first time. 
 
    "Okay, then." She answered, bit her lower lip and leaned her pink cheek against the fogged window. 
 
    The weather outside had gotten worse. If hours ago, the sun rays slipped through the clouds, now they were hiding behind them, the wind shrieking like a furious lion about to strike loudly. Although the fight lasted more than we expected, only 20 minutes had passed. The weather was always different when our heads were focused on the fight, when even the breeze was just whistling, and the vivid colors were nothing more than flashes in the background.  
 
    "What a headache" Elisa muttered, "My hand is freezing, and I can't move it."  
 
    "You should get some rest." Vic told her, "Someone must know how to heal that on the secret base. Maybe Tom?" 
 
    "I hope so. Shit, at least it worked," she said. 
 
    "James has good ideas once in a while," Vic told me, looking at me and winking, "I'm about to rise in rank." 
 
    "We climbed up fast, didn't we?" I answered her, while I was driving, the tiny rain now tapping on the front glass, "I heard that some of our colleagues haven't even left rank D." 
 
    "No wonder. Some of them have always been idiots. I heard your brother had been following your legacy." 
 
    "Victoria, you barely like anyone." I told her and she laughed, 'Yes, he is, but you know how much he hates being compared to me. We haven't spoken since I became a Hunter. I left him a message, but he never answered." 
 
    "James, he didn't even talk to you in the academy hallways." Vic said to me, "I think you need to give him some space. Maturity is not gained out of thin air." 
 
    "I know, but we didn't stop being brothers because of that." I told her, reminding myself of a time when we could both be at the table, together, with my mother, the two front teeth popping out forward, without almost ending up in a fight, "I was a little bit prideful, too." 
 
    "Don't you guys get tired of being stuck in the past?" Elisa asked us, "I still can't feel my hand. Looks like she was under anesthesia. Oh, shit. No. This is all your fault," she said, addressing Maggie. 
 
    "Maybe this isn't the best time for this..." Vic started but was quickly interrupted. 
 
    "It's the truth. You just don't have the guts to tell her. She gambled our whole lives because she lost control." 
 
    "You know why she did it." I answered her, trying to calm down the heated tempers.  
 
    We were already back on the normal highway. Time was shaping to our emotions. The rain dropped heavily, rattling against the jeep, obscuring the cloudy view in front of us. The warmth was pleasant, but the awkward silence left us all tearing the skin off our lips and biting them. Elisa hadn't answered me. She punched herself in the leg with her free hand, and before she spoke, she sneezed. 
 
    "That's all I needed. Now I'm sick." 
 
    "She's right." Maggie said, scratching the bubbles in her hand until she got bruised, "I've lost control. I put us in danger just to show that I could handle everything on my own. I'm sorry." She said and leaned against the soft textile seats. She had her eyes on the ceiling. She seemed to be avoiding looking us in the eye, as if facing us made everything too real, as if seeing us worried or disappointed would leave her desolated. 
 
    "It's all right." I said, "You're right about one thing. We need to train more. It doesn't matter how long it will take, other human beasts will appear, and I don't know if we'll be as lucky as we were last time. We will get back on our feet first and then we will do a few normal quests." I told them and the conversation died there. 
 
    The rest of the journey was made in silence, to the sound of the rising storm, the grey clouds and the yellow sparks that pierced them. 
 
    As soon as we got to the secret base, we went straight to the room where Tom was that morning. We left the jeep in the garage, exactly in the same place, behind the blue car that was no longer there, and I saved the keys in my pocket. The room was empty except for the doughnut box he had placed in the other room hours ago. There was also a white sheet of paper on the floor, marked with his shoe sole and a couple of sentences with a black line on them. I picked up the paper and put it on the metal table covered in deep-rooted scribbles. The page referred to an incident in which some group had been involved and that was related to Maggie's father. I told them that it was a piece of paper that didn't contain anything important and that I had saved it in my pocket to throw away later on. It was a conversation I wanted to have alone with Tom in order to avoid Maggie's complete collapse. After all, it was my duty as head of the group to protect them.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" An adult voice said. One of those voices that we know will have a lot of wisdom, that the years have passed upon him and with them the teachings.  
 
    It was Aldrin and he looked at us as if we were ants near his huge legs, slightly deformed due to his age and still stable as much as they could. 
 
    "We were looking for Tom." I said, "We've had some trouble with the beast." And I pointed to Maggie's hand and Elisa's glove, which still had some crystals preventing her from taking it off. 
 
    "I see. Don't worry. Don't worry. I don't think it's anything serious." 
 
    "No?" Elisa asked him, "You must not be senile anymore." 
 
    "Elisa!" I warned her before we got kicked out of there. 
 
    "Don't worry. I know how she is. Come with me," the man said in response to Elisa's murmurs. 
 
    "I think that's the line I've heard most throughout the year." I said, low, to Victoria. 
 
    The man took us into a room that was in a narrow, dark corridor, given the spider's webs in the corners and the wall plate already scraped off in several parts. We were greeted by a white-coated lady in her 50s, her green eyes almost colorless, her wrinkled hands and her backboned cheeks, that asked Maggie and Elisa to sit down while she ran some tests.  
 
    "You two can go. Come back in a few hours." She told me and Vic, wrapping up with a contagious smile, "I'll take care of them." 
 
    "Yes, Dr. Lena is one of the best we have." The old Aldrin said. 
 
    "I don't know if it's the best thing to do. To leave them alone." I told him. 
 
    "They're not kids anymore, are they? I'm sure they'll be fine." Aldris said as he dragged me and Vic out, "Get some rest." He put his finger on the DNA ID and opened the door for us. 
 
    We ended up going upstairs, just the two of us, to my room, and we sat back on my bed. It was as if she and I had never left and it was still morning except for the rain that was bumping on the rotten tiles of the disguised floors above. 
 
    She leaned her head against my chest, one leg rubbing against one of mine, the red hair blending with mine. Despite the tiredness, it was difficult to resist her hot, panting breath sweeping across my neck. Her lips pressed against my neck, gluing and detaching themselves, while her tongue glided from one side to the other. I raised my head and leaned it against the wall. Vic took the opportunity to put herself on top of me, her hips almost bursting the skirt lining, and the top not hiding the tits that were wagging now that she was bending toward me. I lowered her top. She didn't have a bra underneath, and her nipples were erect in the middle of the medium-sized areolas. I bit them until she released a long-lasting moan and threw her head back, biting her lower lip.  
 
    "I missed this already" she unleashed, not without moaning louder than before. 
 
    She'd always been a touch-sensitive girl. Her body squirmed at the slightest pinch and pressure. We threw the clothes to the floor and she lay on top of me. We kissed dozens of times, until the sound of the kisses eclipsed the storm that had begun outside.  
 
    "It wasn't just you." I answered her as I turned her over so she could stay underneath. 
 
    The moisture between her legs stuck them together and as soon as I strayed them, she dripped on the bed. The pink color shone, standing out from the skin color of her legs and crotch, as she stroked my hair and begged me to descend. 
 
    I kissed her from her neck to her navel, and then I grasped her hips and ventured into her sweet sea. I didn't even stop when she pulled my hair or when she told me to slow down because she was close to coming. 
 
    Her hands tangled up in the sheets as her back curled and the moans flooded the room. It was almost like a symphonic orchestra reaching its climax.  
 
    "You haven't lost your touch," she said, as soon as her body fell to the ground in a state of trance. 
 
    "We're not done yet," I told her and turned her over. 
 
    She had her breasts pressed against the mattress, her hands stretched above her head, and her ass slightly raised. My dick slipped easily into her. I had absolutely no mercy on her. The warmth of our bodies and the splash that echoed across the four walls whenever our bodies slammed into each other were the only thing that mattered there. 
 
    There was no clock in the room and the cell phones were still in the clothes pockets that color-filled the white floor. We changed positions once more, when she climbed on top of me and rode me until she nearly rolled her eyes. Her tits swung, her hair swirled around, and I could feel the end approaching. That sensation in the stomach core, when it looks like it's being drained, and a few seconds later, we pop. And that's how it was. I finished within her, with my hands on her ass, whilst she moaned in my ear, her breath still warm. We didn't move. The bodies asked for a rest; sweat ran down my forehead, my legs still trembled and when I tilted my head up, I noticed that she had my fingerprints on her ass. 
 
    "After all, you are even better." She said and stood up, letting my liquid run down her leg, "I'm going to take a quick shower and go to sleep. I don't think we can do much more today." 
 
    She dressed her clothes, winked at me before she left the room and vanished into the hallway. I was alone in the room again. I closed my eyes and I don't remember anything that happened after that. 
 
    By the time I woke up again, the rain had stopped. Or at least, calmed down enough not to be heard. A buzzing sound grew in the room and it took me a few seconds to realize it was my cell phone vibrating. 
 
    I had a message from Tom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter II 
 
    "I was in the hospital. I know you've been looking for me. Kendra's getting out of here in two or three days. Ashen's going to need a little more time, but at least he can already talk."  
 
    The message had been sent two hours ago. Damn it. How long had I slept for? 
 
    I got dressed and went downstairs. A dozen people were sitting at the computer, while two were eating chocolate cakes in the living room. No sign of Tom, Aldrin or the girls. As I walked around the room, eyes rose up on me.  
 
    "It's weird when all your moves are being followed, isn't it?" someone said behind me. 
 
    "Is it always like this?" I asked him. 
 
    "For a famous person, yes." He answered me. 
 
    Only after his answer did I turn around. He was the youngest looking boy who had been at the meeting the first time I had arrived there. He was wearing a suit, the gray folds facing in, and a pair of black pants that were probably new as you could see from the lack of creases and how they hadn't gotten used to his body yet. The fringe wasn't quite the same size and a few strands of hair covered his black eyes as well as among his thin eyebrows.  
 
    "Famous? I? I arrived a few days ago', I replied, looking around again and seeing the eyes that were still on me. As soon as they noticed I was looking, they lowered them back onto the screens. 
 
    "Everyone here knows you've destroyed a human beast. They saw the video. You've discovered something we've been trying for years. Regardless of how lucky your members were to know the right people for it, you're still rookies who survived." He said and smiled, his lips disappearing to make way for the whiter, almost glossy teeth that I had ever seen, "They'll stop staring. Don't worry about it. By the way, I'm Jose, are you looking for Tom?" 
 
    "From anyone on my team, actually. But, actually, I could use talking to Tom, too. I have something I need to discuss with him." 
 
    "I think he arrived an hour ago and went to rest for a while in one of the empty rooms upstairs." Jose answered me. He called one of the boys who was working on the computer and asked him if he'd seen Tom. The boy repeated what he had said. Well, I'd have to wait for him to wake up. There was a moment when I stopped to think. All the recognition I'd always wanted was there. I had it, albeit on a small scale, but I didn't need much more. I was the boy who survived, from the group who had delved into the conspiracy theory and who had survived the attack of a beast who had no level. 
 
    The conversation was over there. He told me he had some business to attend to, said goodbye with a strong handshake and wished me good luck. 
 
    I didn't see Tom that day. Not even on the next day. I stayed with the girls, but we didn't leave the secret base. The doctor had been very clear. They needed a day to rest, to spread a sour cream that smelled almost like oil all over their hands, every three hours, until the pain, blisters, and swelling disappeared. Elisa no longer had her glove attached to her hand, but she still couldn't move it and had part of her bones fragmented. We spent the day in bed, talking, laughing, kissing to the sound of the thunderstorm outside. 
 
    The next day we woke up early. We almost slept together but there wasn't enough space in the bed. We got dressed, ate the doughnuts that Tom had left again in the living room, entered the black jeep and hit the road. I still tried to look for him before we left, but no sign of him.  
 
    I don't know what ointment they had put on, but the effect was perfect. It reduced her swelling and she could move her hand as if nothing had happened. Maggie no longer had any bubbles and there were only a few marks and scars left that would fade with time. We had maintained the same seats as last time. Elisa next to me and Victoria and Maggie in the back. We had taken advantage of the previous day to talk and she seemed calmer. At least she had gone back to apologizing and saying that she had to find other ways to release her anger. We all forgave her, even Elisa, who went even further and said she could give her some boxing lessons. 
 
    "That's what I did after Ashen took me out of the group. It helped me to calm down and improved the way I fought." She told her. 
 
    The invitation was made, and Maggie said she'd think about it. It was still 10 am and the sky was already clear. The thunderstorms of the previous day were now replaced by the pale clouds and the yellow of the sun's rays that dried the streets, lawns and even the damp windows of the city buildings where the headquarters was located. We were already arriving and the differences between the day I went there to register and now were remarkable. There was only one Hunters ad about new shields for sale, and the rest were anti-Hunters ads. One had the face of the radio woman and the following sentence underneath, 
 
    "If they fight each other, how long will it take them to fight us?" 
 
    I parked the jeep in front of the main building. Someone had graffitied one of the walls with a hatred symbol. A cross with an X on it, the sign of someone who rejects Hunters. There was also a sentence saying that we should all burn and another one, quieter and of a different color, saying that we should clean up the shit we were doing. The differences didn't stop there. The door, which before never stopped turning, with people coming and going, was now standing still, almost as if time had been frozen only in that area.  
 
    As we entered, we were greeted by the same girl I had innocently flirted with on my first day as Hunter. She had a sad look, her cheeks orange in contrast to her white and snowy face, and she wore brown pants and a transparent white sweater that let people see the black bra she had underneath. 
 
    "Oh, I remember you." She said to me, "Things have changed a little bit around here. With so many protests around the building, a lot of Hunters stopped showing up. The administration gave us orders to look more professional while they plotted a plan to return to the public's good graces." She answered, as she walked us to the stairs. 
 
    Apart from two groups in opposite corners of the room, there was no one else there. The walls had lost their vivacity and even the lights seemed weak and filled with insects that liked the heat around them. A sweet perfume lingered in the air. I inhaled in order to try to perceive what smell was, but it was different, new, even for me whose mother worked in a perfumery.  
 
    "The smell? It's the woman who works downstairs, the saleswoman, who sprays it every day. I think she did it. I've already asked her, but she says it's a family secret," the girl answered me as she listened to me take successive breaths, "But, well, be my guest. You can take the elevator to the fourth floor. It will take you to your rank floor. Don't be surprised if there aren't too many people over there." 
 
    We thank her and headed for the elevator. It was spacious enough for the four of us, had all the buttons and a transparent door. We could all watch as he went up, passing through the two floors below, each one with its own color, and different groups of Hunters talking, some walking towards the rooms. 
 
    "I haven't been here in years." Elisa said, ''Before it didn't have all these colors, you know? It was unusual for groups to hang around talking. We just stopped by to accept quests."  
 
    The elevator stopped. At the exit of the elevator was a group of three boys, all with red fur coats, two swordsmen and an archer. Their eyes fell on us and, not a minute later, they walked away. 
 
    "Is it me, or did they leave because of us and now they're talking about us?" Vic asked us. 
 
    "I'm going to go ask them why. Who do they think they are?" Elisa said and started walking towards them before I could grab her leather jacket. 
 
    We followed her down the hallway, and within meters of the living room, she caught up with them. She asked them why they were talking about us in that aggressive way that characterized her. They didn't dare answer her. They probably weren't expecting to be challenged, let alone by a girl with deathly drawn eyes, a frightening look and a black skull T-shirt. She stood out from all the other Hunters. There was no professionalism, respect or decency in her and yet no one could say that she did not belong there.  
 
    "But will you take long to answer? Do I need to freeze your body and leave only your mouth uncovered?" She continued, and they looked at each other, opening and closing their mouths as if they were looking for the right words. 
 
    "We...ah, it wasn't out of spite. We recognized you from the video... fighting other Hunters. You've ruined everything for us. Now we're hated wherever we go. The police avoid helping us. Even the people we save complain about us." One of them, the slender one, with a bowl-like hair, beaked eyes and denim pants, told us. 
 
    "We weren't fighting against..." 
 
    "Maggie. Doesn't matter. They're right. We made a mistake and we apologize." I interrupted her before she talked too much. 
 
    "Don't expect our sympathy. You should have thought of that before you fucked up." Another of the boys said, lifting his chest and drawing closer to Elisa. 
 
    I walked in between her and him and shoved him before he touched her, "Don't go near her. We already apologized. Settle for that." I said to him, "the best thing to do is for each of us to go our own way." 
 
    They grumbled, snorted even, but went the other way, returning to the elevator. Elisa calmed down and we headed for the living room. Missions were popping up on the interactive board on the opposite wall to the entrance. The translucent blue light swirled around the room, coloring the yellow walls, the black ceiling and the brown floor with thin stripes. The trash can in the right corner was packed and balls of paper surrounded it. No one had cleaned the room for days, maybe a week now, and neither the lavender sweet smell that originated from a girl with a purple encharpe or the metal smell of the boy who was wearing a trench coat, from her group, dazzled a dead aroma that flowed through the room. The girls covered their noses and complained about the smell.  
 
    "It's coming from there," the girl from the other group said and pointed to the ventilation, "some rat must have died there. Since the cleaning ladies haven't shown up in days, no one's taken him out yet." She added. She had a sweet voice, and her teeth scraped off her thick lips when she spoke. 
 
    "You are..." One of the boys started it, but Vic interrupted it. 
 
    "Yes, we are. What is it?" 
 
    "No reason. I didn't think you'd show up here after all. I'm just surprised." 
 
    Nobody answered him. We just went ahead and sat on one of the couches in a corner. A couple of missions were disappearing, being accepted at other Hunters' homes elsewhere, and being replaced by new ones. Most of them were level 3 and 4 monster missions and some level 8 missions. After a few minutes, there came a level 7 and we accepted it immediately. The other group watched everything but didn't even move. They didn't seem interested in the missions. They were still talking about Shimmer being on television the day before, complaining that the rest of the Hunters' administration was lost. Apparently, he'd gotten ahead of us. If he were arrested now everyone would think it would be retaliation and without tangible evidence, they could not accuse him of anything. Things weren't going well for us and they were only getting worse.  
 
    We went back to the elevator. The boys' group was no longer there. We descended to the first floor, where the same girl bowed when she saw us, and we left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter III 
 
    As soon as we stepped on the first ladder we were greeted by whistles and a dozen people with posters slandering Hunters. They kept sending us away as we walked down the stairs, some of them throwing banana peelings at us and others trying to calm them down, saying it was just a peaceful protest. 
 
    "If you don't stop, I'll freeze you all," Elisa screamed and raised her hand. 
 
    "Elisa, damn it, let's just get in the jeep and get out of here as soon as possible," I said before the situation got worse. 
 
    People backed off and lowered their posters, as well as their fists, and none of them dared to talk. They shivered from fear of her, and even though I knew it was not the best time, I did not have the patience to put up with them or even to try to disarm the situation. 
 
    We got into the jeep and I got out of there, arriving at 80 per hour in a few seconds, and putting ourselves on the road, on our way to the city of Itaka.  
 
    "See? People don't even value our effort. The whole being a good person thing is exhausting." Elisa said, "Acting in the shadows is much more fun. If it weren't for you, James, I wouldn't be here anymore." She added, leaning against the bench and yawning. 
 
    "I know, but nobody said being a good person was easy either. If it were, everyone could be." I said, "Any idea how to stop this monster? From the images, it doesn't look like it's going to give us a lot of trouble, but you never know." 
 
    "Didn't it seem very... small?" Maggie talked. She was calmer than last time and already looked us in the eye, and yet the light behind the green appeared extinguished. She was missing a part of herself. Something had come off when her father called her as we ran away from the party. In other words, the flame she had, burned with the fire that consumed our house, and they both dissipated into the air. 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing. I don't know if it was the distant images but compared to what we faced last time it looked minuscule." Vic said and paused before continuing, " Nevertheless, we better not underestimate him. He's still a level 7 beast." 
 
    "You're right. Keep your eyes open and work as a team. We have a long day ahead of us." I told them. Maggie's words still lingered in my mind. We couldn't stick to one beast a day. We had to want more, do more, fight to save people, climb the ranking, all this while we were waiting for new developments. Almost a week had passed, and no one had told us anything; not even about Shimmer, not about Maggie's father or the albino, not even if there had been new sightings of human beasts. I still had the paper I had picked up in Tom's living room in my trouser pocket, but we weren't seeing each other. 
 
    Itaka was almost an hour away. It was a fishing town in the province. I immediately recognized the name; a few years ago, they were on the news after a beast had burned all their boats. The state financed the reconstruction of all that had been left in ashes and provided better weapons to the local police whose station was 20 minutes away. The further we moved away from society, the more the buildings and small slopes were replaced by faraway mountains, arid terrain along the narrow road, and the brightness of the day was grayed out. We were still at least 20 minutes away. On the radio, a hoarse voice sang a song from the old 90's in celebration of the seventy-five years since a classic album had been released. We enjoyed the melancholic view from outside; a light green rose on the horizon and some cows and oxen strolled through the meadow. 
 
    "It's the first time I've seen anything so beautiful," Maggie said, breaking the silence. 
 
    "You were rich, and you never traveled to exotic places?" Elisa asked her. 
 
    "Haven't I told you before? My father was always paranoid. I've always been able to explore our garden, but that's all. Apart from a dog I had when I was younger or the fish, I never saw other animals except in pictures and videos." 
 
    "That doesn't sound very healthy to me," Vic answered. 
 
    "Probably not. Don't you think the people here are happier? They probably have fewer worries and problems," she added, looking out the window, her forehead brushing against the glass. 
 
    "Maybe, but do they live like we do? To what extent do they not get so used to the tanning life that their life is just this infinite boredom?" Vic answered her. 
 
    "We are going to fight. What the hell are you talking about?" Elisa told them, running over their philosophical conversation. 
 
    "Let them be. I like to hear these thoughts. Life can't just be about fighting." I said, and in a way, it was strange to hear it coming out of my mouth. All my life I had wanted that, the fight and the high ranking, to meet new Hunters and other cities, but, now, I just wanted to take a few days to rest. I no longer saw hunting beasts as a diversion but as a necessity. 
 
    "Is it there?" Maggie asked, leaning forward and pointing to a piecemeal road that flowed near some straw buildings.  
 
    There was only the sea on the horizon and the waves were bursting against the already reddish sand. The blood blended with the light brown color before being swallowed by the water. As we approached, we noticed that some buildings were already undone, the wood that supported the dry straw broken to pieces and some of the trunks were naked. 
 
    "There!" Victoria stormed out of her seat, "the beast!" and pointed to a nook, meters away from us, a star-shaped shadow coming out of the wreckage of what was once a house. 
 
    I stopped the car at the top of the hill, and we walked downhill. It was a path of boulders and solid sand blocks only. 
 
    "Is it me, or does the beast look like a starfish?" Elisa asked. 
 
    "Now that you mention it... His body's all orange, five tips, the only difference is it's made of metal." Vic answered her, carrying the sachet with the arrows on one shoulder and the bow in the same hand, "What's the plan?" 
 
    "Isn't that what we have you for? For plans and choosing missions?" 
 
    "Knock it off. Come on, hurry up. He's heading towards those people." I told them, as I watched the beast move, using the two feet with four toes each, that supported the metal star that was his whole body. 
 
    He advanced forward, the black sphere in the middle of the body acting as a revolving eye, focused on the two women and three children who had hidden behind a rock. 
 
    We got between him and the people. I ordered Maggie to lead them to our jeep, away from the battle, where they could be safe while we fought.  
 
    The beast jumped and began to spin amid the air, hovering on it until it gouged off, the five horns becoming a single sharp that pierced the sky and whose pressure was so great that the grains of sand arose as it passed. 
 
    "Walk away!" I screamed, seconds before the beast rushed past us at high speed, cracking the ground and crashing into the boulder.  
 
    It spun continuously until it lost its strength and one extremity got stuck on the rock. Still, it didn't stop. The metal grazed the rock and it tried to fracture it. 
 
    "Actually, these beasts are not at all intelligent." Elisa said, "And as if that wasn't enough for her, she doesn't even have a decent body. Doomed to fail" she said and raised her hand. 
 
    Particles of ice filled the air, cooling the atmosphere until they reached the beast and froze not only the sharp point that was already hanging as well as part of the rock. 
 
    "Are you done?" Maggie asked as she went back down the ravine, "they told me that the rest of the population either fled or hid in the lighthouse" she added and pointed to a white and red lighthouse a meter away from us. 
 
    "At least that. Let's finish this and get out of here." I said it, but suddenly I heard a strange noise, almost as harsh as a chalk scraping on a blackboard. The noise increased, and the bifurcation grew until we could hear the rock cracking. 
 
    "He got out!" Maggie screamed. 
 
    We all stared at the rock. The beast had detached and hovered over the air one more time. The second round was about to begin. Before she even moved a gust of flames swept over her. Maggie, meters away from her, had her hand raised and, once again, the flames were out of control, flying in several directions, nearly like a whip that battered the ground, the wall, the beast and almost hit Victoria. 
 
    "MAGGIE!" I yelled, "Not again." 
 
    "This time I can control it. I know I can." She said, and as she closed her fist, the fire acquired delineated contours. 
 
    "She's doing it!" Victoria said, "Just a little more."  
 
    A vein popped up on her forehead, her thin skin wrinkled, and her nose frowned as her hand trembled and the flames finally focused only on the target. The fire sparks scattered across the air, burning it and behaving like fireworks.  
 
    "It's about time," Elisa said, and for a fraction of a second, she smiled. 
 
    We were happy. Everything seemed fine at that moment. Not even the strong wind blasts removed the fire from its course. Maggie's hand had stopped shaking. Water was splashing all over our faces. The truth is, we had gotten ahead of ourselves. We were so distracted, we didn't even see the beast spinning again. The speed at which it was moving led it to create an air barrier between her body and the fire. It fired off towards Maggie, digging a tunnel in between the fire, leaving her only a few seconds to throw herself to the floor and dodge. She fell to the ground, skinning her arms and knees, dirtying her hair with muddy, damp soil, and struggling to reach us. 
 
    "Damn it. We underestimate him," Elisa said. She tried to freeze his feet, but he leapt, gave a mortal and pierced the ice until it broke. 
 
    Victoria still fired 3 arrows, but the monster simply deviated, only one of them scraping him at the upward extremity. Maggie finally caught up with us. Blood flowed from her shoulders and knees. 
 
    "After all, this isn't gonna be as easy as we thought." She said and curved the corner of her mouth. She had that sassy, excited smile that Elisa had, too. They were getting more and more alike and that scared me.  
 
    "We need to paralyze him. As long as he can move that fast and spin, we don't stand a chance." Vic said, looking around, looking for anything to help us, "I should have thought of this before. We must get him to the beach. The sand should be enough to bury him," she added. 
 
    "And how the hell are we going to do that?" Elisa asked her. 
 
    "Well, on the count of three, we'll start running towards there." Vic replied, "Unless someone has a better idea," she added sarcastically. 
 
    "Not really. We've done crazier things than running with a beast behind us," I told them and laid my hand on the holster. I had two acix bullets left. 
 
    "One... " Victoria said and we all took a deep breath.  
 
    "Two." We rotated half of our bodies and placed our arms next to the trunk. The beast spun in the air, horizontally, like a motor about to be turned on, ready to go off at high speed, slicing whatever was in front of it. 
 
    "Three! Now!" Victoria screamed. 
 
    Nobody looked back. We started running as fast as we could. I noticed Maggie was getting left behind, slacking off because of her shaved knees. I went back, put my hand around her hip and helped her until we reached the ledge before the beach.  
 
    "She's coming," Victoria said. She didn't even need to look back. We could all hear the rattling of a fissure being opened as it drew closer. The waves crashed on the shore and that salty sea scent grew ever stronger. 
 
    "Get down!" I screamed and we threw ourselves into the sand, covering our mouths and our eyes. Maggie landed on top of me, her knees over my kneecaps, trying to avoid contagion and infection.  
 
    The beast brushed over us, stopping meters ahead of us, with both feet on the sand. It took a step forward.  
 
    "We have to flip her over. It has to stick one of the tips in the sand. Let's give it everything we got." Victoria said and took out three more arrows, "Here it comes again." 
 
    The beast spun horizontally once again. The tips shaped into one, luring the sand and creating a grain hurricane with it in the middle. Maggie threw a fireball but as soon as it hit the sandy wall it fizzled into the air. At the speed at which he was going, he was as strong in attack as in defense. An impenetrable wall that could also counterattack. Zigzagging along the beach, sometimes surrounding us, sometimes trying to hit us head-on. We lost almost 10 minutes drifting, back to back, spinning, anticipating the monster's movements. Our feet were also being buried in that sand and it took some effort, almost as if we were bearing a brick with our feet, to dodge it.  
 
    "This way we won't get far," Elisa said, "it's time to strike hard." 
 
    "Fireballs don't even scratch it, how do we do this?" Maggie asked her. 
 
    "Hm, I think I know a way," I told them. Watching him spinning and drilling Elisa's ice had given me a rough sketch of an idea, "Elisa, freeze the whole ground around him. You two attack him until he's distracted." 
 
    "But he'll break the ice again," Maggie said  
 
    "I'm waiting for that." I said, "If it breaks, there's only sand left. He doesn't have the brains for more. He won't expect it."  
 
    "Well, let's do it." Victoria said, putting three arrows on her bow, and deflecting her legs, "I'm going to shoot over the hurricane." 
 
    "I burn the edges. Let's make it burn from the inside too," Maggie added, the thirst for revenge gradually manifesting itself. 
 
    Maggie burned the tip of Victoria's metal arrows until they were so brightly red that they could be used to cicatrize the skin. For a moment it smelled like burnt metal until the sweet aroma of the seawater dissipated it. We followed the arrows up the clear sky until they entered the tornado from above. They also twirled, the fire spreading across the sky and the sand, engulfed by the beast's pressure. Elisa knelt down and after putting her hand on the sand, the ground froze in every direction.  
 
    The fire vanished, and with it also the sandy tornado. The beast landed on the ice and wasted no time. He jumped, turning upside down, and perforating the ice with two of its extremities, while his feet were turned upside down. 
 
    "This is it. All or nothing." I said as I watched it, the ice about to shatter. 
 
    It cracked, the opening stretching all the way to our feet, and it snapped. The beast did not have enough time to equilibrate itself and without arms it became impossible to get up. He ended up falling into the sand, two of the extremities getting buried. He tried to spin, twirl, but he could only move a few inches to the side. 
 
    "I'm going to end this," I told them. I pulled my gun out of the holster and walked to the beast. 
 
    The ice melted and the sand wetted. I aimed the gun from above to below and before pressing the trigger I thought about how I would only have one acyx bullet left. And yet, I wanted to end it all as soon as possible. Other missions were waiting for us and one a day was not enough. Maggie was right about that. I fired. The bullet went through the beast's body, destroying all the filaments, chips and everything else it found in the way. The beast's eye closed and it stopped moving. 
 
    "It's done," I added. I knelt down, took the Hunter APP out of my pocket and collected the experience points for the whole team. 
 
    "Congratulations! You have defeated a level 7 monster. 175 experience points have been given to each, as well as 350 hunter points. Do you want to continue as a team?" 
 
    "The acix bullets are in the end, aren't they?" Maggie asked, "I've been meaning to ask you that, but I didn't know how to bring it up after Gordon..." 
 
    "Yeah, I got one more bullet. There's a way to get more, but I don't know if they'll let us." 
 
    "You're thinking about talking to Lipa, aren't you?" 
 
    "Yes, it's the only way. Tom gave me 3 bullets that Ashen had given him, but he was very clear when he said they wouldn't get me anymore. They're spending everything searching for evidence of Shimmer and looking for the rest." 
 
    "Will you include me in the talk? Lipa's not that criminal who ran away a while ago, right?" Victoria said while we were still on the beach, chatting and gazing at the horizon, the light blue of the sky mixing with the blue of the sea that the farther it got, the darker it became. 
 
    "Yeah, you're right. A quick summary will do. Acix is a special metal. Much stronger than the normal ones like the one in your arrows. But it's expensive and rare, only a few on the black market sell it." I replied and took a break. I thought it would be better if she digested it all slowly, "Yeah, she is. And she's also Kendra's sister, the other girl in our group. She helped us in the past, Elisa has also worked with her, I don't think she will deny us help this time. If anyone knows where there's acix, it's her."  
 
    Victoria looked thoughtful for a brief moment before answering, "I see. But do you think she can be trusted? Are you sure she won't betray us?" 
 
    "She may be many things, mostly wicked, but she's not a traitor." Elisa said, "We better wait for Kendra to return. They're both their weaknesses. I know Kendra hid her from the police." 
 
    "Ashen really told you everything, then." I said, "How about you? You don't know anyone who sells acix? After all, you stayed in the underground for a long time." 
 
    "Maybe, but none of them will be available for a meeting with me as soon as they will for Lipa. Either I'm very wrong or as soon as the news spread of what happened on the council all the big vendors went into hiding. Lipa must now be the most sought after." 
 
    "Why the most sought-after?" Maggie asked her. 
 
    "The whole council is dead. All that's left is her and Albino, and no doubt he won't want her alive for long. She is the only one who has enough weapons, security, and reputation to prevent him from taking control of the entire underground network." Elisa explained to us. 
 
    "Things aren't really working out." I said, "You're right. We better wait for Kendra to return. Let's just warn the population that they can leave and return to the headquarters. With a little luck, the protest is already over." 
 
    "I miss Kendra. She could be rude sometimes, but she would never let us down." Maggie said and clenched her fist. 
 
    "Maggie... It's not your fault. We've been over this." I told her, "Come on, no more wasting time." 
 
    "I know, I know. Sometimes it's hard not to think about things, you know?" She answered me.  
 
    I felt like she was about to say something else before Elisa straightened out her brown leather jacket, "enough with the sentimentalism. Let's go." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter IV 
 
    The lighthouse was in a small corner of the town. A man-made road, with both sides sheltered by different colored stones, salt water splashing over them. We opened the door and dozens of men took up a fighting position, protecting the women who covered their children and pulled them close to their chests. 
 
    "The beast is coming!" One of the men at the front spoke and the rest extended the wooden spears with the tip being a sharp triangle-shaped rock. 
 
    "Calm down, calm down. We're Hunters. We've already destroyed the beast. Somebody's going to come and get her." Victoria told them before we were accidentally gutted. 
 
    "Hunters? The beast killers?" The same man said, "This time they showed up before we were left with nothing. We have nothing to give you in return." 
 
    "We don't want anything from you. We don't do it for the money." Elisa answered him, feeling offended by the way he spoke, almost as if he was accusing us of being something that we were not. At least I wasn't that kind of person anymore. 
 
    "Lower your weapons." An older man with a long white beard and a red tunic said, stepping out among the men, "We apologize. We appreciate your help. We're not exactly used to being helped. Even the local cops aren't willing to come here more than once a month. They have richer cities to protect." The man said.  
 
    The men left first. Then the kids and finally the women. Most adults had wrinkled fingers, dry skin, and bruised toes. I didn't talk to the girls, but it was impossible not to notice that apart from the children and the older man, the others didn't wear shoes. The children jumped, smiled, hugged, and celebrated being alive. The parents ordered their children to be quiet and to avoid going to the beach. The beast's body was still there. The orange stood out in the arenal's light brown. 
 
    "Do you need help with anything?" The man asked us. 
 
    "No, thank you. We're good. We should get back to the city now." 
 
    "Before you go, what do you think about lunching here? The city has no fish like us, and it is lunchtime," he said. The words were received with frowning glances from the men who strove to disguise that they were circling the man. 
 
    "I don't think everyone is happy with that idea." I said, "We don't want to cause any trouble." 
 
    "I can't judge every Hunter by the actions of some. All that matters are the now. And right now, you've saved us. It's the least we can do."  He said and signaled to the man who had spoken with us earlier to get closer, "Tell Justina to make lunch for 4 more people. She must use the freshest fish she has and not hold on to the entrees. We're having a feast today. Tomorrow we start rebuilding the houses that were destroyed. Make room for the families in my house too." He added.  
 
    We were taken to the biggest house in town. It was three times the size of any of the others and the wooden poles that held the roof were thicker than theirs.  
 
    "Are we really going to have lunch here?" Maggie asked. 
 
    "Well, we'd have to have lunch somewhere, wouldn't we?" I said, "And I bet you've never eaten fish as good as this." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "This is not the fish your father's cooks bought at the supermarkets. It's fresh fish. You'll understand when we eat." 
 
    We were taken to the man's dining room. We walked in through the sliding fine woven curtain windows after climbing a few steps onto a smooth wooden parapet. 
 
    A wooden table for 10 people, five on each side, was in the center. The background was the serene sea, the waves that now only drifted into the hot sand and the sun that awakened amidst the clouds on the shore. The walls were of fine silk, adorned with green and blue mandalas, and tapestries rich in cold colors. Five bowls of salad, tomato, and chopped onions were all over the table. There were also small dishes with coarse salt and other empty ones. 
 
    "It's for the spines." The man explained it to us when Maggie asked him. 
 
    We sat at the table. I sat where I could observe the sea while eating. I've always felt calm around it. I saw the waves contours as they rose just before crashing into the lighthouse's protective rocks and the shore. The white foam lingered on the seashore before the next wave dragged it along and so on. 
 
    "It shouldn't be long now." The guy said, "It's your first time here, I assume." 
 
    "Yes, I had already been to a village similar to this one when I was younger, but never this one." I replied, "How can you survive here?" 
 
    "We have had rough months, but we always find a way. We sell some of the fish we catch, and we have fruit farming and the like, a few meters away. The worst months are the winter ones. It's cold, you know? But we start a bunch of bonfires and the government provides us with those technological bonfires, where the fire is inside a little box but heats us anyway," he explained. 
 
    "Don't you get bored of living here the whole time?" Maggie asked him. She had sat next to me and her eyes brightened as she watched the sea. 
 
    "Sometimes. It's an exhausting life. But it pays off, you know? Helping our family, our people, seeing children grow up and replacing their parents, caring for them and for the rest of the elderly. I'm not saying there weren't times when I wanted to move, but I'm glad I stayed," he replied, "Oh, lunch is coming." he added and rubbed his hands before putting the napkin, which was next to the silverware, on his lap. 
 
    Five pieces of codfish, still fumigating, with the skin gleaming and white rice to go with it. The man thanked us one last time for the help before he allowed us to eat. Three of his security guards were still scattered around the room, their arms crossed, dressed in white suits as if they were going to a jiu-jitsu competition, aware of our every move, from the stabbing we gave to the fish to the way we carried the fork to our mouth. No one spoke at lunch. We devoured the fish as if we had not eaten for days and, truth be told, what we had had as meals in the last few days was nothing. We always ate in the secret base canteen. Every day it was a different kind of mixture, which I'm pretty sure if I flipped the plate, it would be glued to it. Only Victoria and the man ate the fish skin while me and the others left it in the corner of the plate. Maggie wiped the edges of her mouth with one of her napkins. Elisa laid the cutlery on her plate and cracked her fingers. Our plates were empty except for the sauce trail that had persisted all around the rounded plates and a few grains of rice that had slipped away. 
 
    We spent a few minutes watching the sea. Even Victoria and Elisa, who once had their backs to him, looked at him now, with their eyes half closed due to the strong sun rays that collided on the roof and reflected before us, still captivated by the natural beauty of the landscape. 
 
    "We better get going," I said, getting up. 
 
    "There are others in need of help, aren't there?" the man asked me, signaling to one of his security guards to help him get up, by grasping one of his arms, "I understand. I'm glad you stayed for lunch. I missed the company already. It's good to talk to different people, you know? Before you go, just tell me, how are things in the city? You haven't defeated the Reapers yet, have you?" 
 
    "If we had defeated, we wouldn't be here, would we?" Elisa said, "Well, this was good while it lasted. Time to get back to the hustle and bustle of the city." 
 
    "The girl is right," he replied, "He hasn't opened his eyes yet." The man whispered. 
 
    "Excuse me? What do you mean?" Victoria asked him. 
 
    "Did you hear that? I'm sorry. I'm sorry. You weren't supposed to. You may not know, but have you ever heard of a boy named Damien?" 
 
    "Damien? The Reapers' inventor? We had a colleague who worked with him. But... he was... kidnapped." I answered him. 
 
    It was still hard for me to talk about it, and I still wondered if I should tell him that, but something in me told me that we were safe there. 
 
    "Gordon, is it? I heard. Don't make those faces. Just because I'm an old man at the end of the world doesn't mean that I've never left this place for a short time, or that I've never made friends." 
 
    "What do you know about Damien?" Elisa asked him and approached him. The security guards quickly came between them, ready to fight, arms up to their chest and fists in the air, "Damn. I'm not going to do anything. I just want to know," she added. 
 
    "Have you ever wondered why most beasts look like animals?" 
 
    "We talked about this before, didn't we, Maggie?" I asked, remembering an exchange of words we had had almost a month ago 
 
    "Yeah, against that beast that looked like a spider, wasn't it?"  
 
    "Exactly, we never asked Gordon why," I answered her, and the man laughed. 
 
    "Forgive me. I shouldn't laugh. I was remembering how Damien used to get into trouble when he was younger. You know, he's always been a very smart boy. He had his particularities, of course, but we all have our own when we are children, don't we?" The man started and walked to the small parapet from where the breeze was flowing, "His parents were born here but they followed different paths than their grandparents. They ventured into the city and they had him but kept bringing him here every summer. I don't think he was happy there, you know? Even here he was lonely, always by himself. He liked to walk around and gave names to the animals. Seems to me they were the only ones who didn't treat him badly. I tried several times to talk to him, but he never gave me much talk. He ended up in a lot of fights to protect those animals. I even patched him a few times." 
 
    "Very nice talk, but how did you know it was him?" Elisa asked. 
 
    "After everything that happened, Gordon visited me. He wanted to know what could have led someone like Damien to not care about the deaths of thousands of people. I wish I had a good answer for him." The man said and stretched his arms. The skin was dry and flaky, but he still had some genius left over. 
 
    "You're saying we can't stop him by talking him out of it, right?" Victoria asked. She licked her lips after speaking and began to remove the strands of hair that had fallen on her forehead. 
 
    "I don't think so. Not all situations can be peacefully handled. It's the downside of a colored world. There are many options and not all of them are good." He said, "Well, you got to get going, don't you? At least take a bottle or two of fresh water. Looks to me like you're going to need it." He said, looking up for a few seconds. The sun glowed like a white star in an all-blue brushstroke landscape. 
 
    One of the security guards handed us the two bottles, the labels stating that it was water from a fountain of a nearby mountain.  
 
    We said goodbye to him and one of the security guards accompanied us until we got back to the jeep. He didn't thank us, and he also didn't wave when Maggie did it as we drove away. The sea became nothing but a blue thread fading away. 
 
    "Coincidences..." Victoria started, "Who knew we'd find out about that?" 
 
    "I don't believe in coincidences, only in fate. It was meant to be, it had to be." Maggie said, "Can I ask you something?" 
 
    "Just ask us,” Elisa told her. 
 
    "If you had the chance to go back in time and kill him before he grew up, would you do it?" Maggie asked, and through the rearview mirror, I noticed that she was looking around, waiting for one of us to answer. 
 
    "Good question." Victoria said, "I don't think so. Beasts are one thing, but killing someone is another, you know? I didn't sign up with the Hunters to become a killer." 
 
    "Being able to end it all with just one bullet? I wouldn't even hesitate." Elisa replied, "Isn't there a phrase about the need for many to be more important than the needs of a few?" 
 
    "Yes, but he'd be a child, at most a teenager. Could you still kill him? Look him in the eyes?" 
 
    "I didn't say it would be easy, but it was what was necessary," Elisa answered. She leaned against the bench and let her body slide until the sun rays didn't strike her head and slam on her eyes, "Damn. I can't see anything. Having bright eyes has its drawbacks." She added. 
 
    "True." Maggie said and paused, "You're running away from the talk."  
 
    "Me? Running away? Who do you think I am? You're the one who hasn't answered yet." Elisa answered her, climbing back on the seat and looking back at Maggie. 
 
    We had already made it past the prairie and the animals. The air was getting heavier as we moved closer to the city. The sun shone even brighter, the clear sky seemed endless and the mountains were left behind. 
 
    "Honestly, I don't know. I guess I wouldn't know until the moment. It's hard to think about it without being there." 
 
    "Then why did you ask us?" Elisa counterattacked. 
 
    "I wanted to know what you thought, can't I?" Maggie said, "What about you, James?" 
 
    "Good question. I understand both sides, but I think I'm going to take Victoria's side on this one. My training was to save people and destroy beasts. Not to kill people. Then we'd be just like them. That's not the kind of person I want to be." I replied. 
 
    She smiled, unlike Elisa who huffed, bit her lower lip and tilted her face to the window. The hills gave way to the small hillsides of the empty highway. It was 2:23 pm. The radio was off, and we could hear only the car wheels, the light breeze that entered through my semi-open window and a band of seagulls that traversed the sky in the opposite direction. No one spoke again. The rest of the way was done in silence. They observed the landscape as I drove. My body softened with the sun and the placid lunch - my feet seemed to be taped to the pedal and my arms were stretched and static. The skin on my forehead was dry and when I frowned on it some grains of sand landed on my clothes. The same thing happened when I glided my hand through the hair that now looked like unwashed straw. Truth be told, at that moment, I just wanted to lie on a bed and spend the afternoon there. And yet, it was impossible for me. I couldn't do it. There was more at stake than just my desire to rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter V 
 
    From afar, the tallest buildings rose as we drew closer. First, three buildings in the center of the city, then a dozen of them scattered throughout the city and, finally, practically all of them except for the smaller houses that lurked among the taller ones. There were already people on the street wearing only T-shirts and others with their coats tied around their hips. The sun's rays evaded amidst the open spaces between the largest buildings, sometimes reflecting on the windows as well, sometimes cruising through the streets and bumping into the green leaves turning them green-yellow colored. 
 
    "Shouldn't we do the digestion?" Maggie asked. 
 
    "I think the time it took us to get back was enough. Plus, the time we stayed there enjoying the view. Are you in a bad mood?" I asked her. 
 
    "Not really, but I don't want to be either." She said while I was looking for a spot in the driveway of the main building... 
 
    The protest had departed but they had left the posters and the rotten fruit on the staircase. The two Hunters who were coming down simply swerved away instead of picking it up and throwing it away. They didn't seem to care. As if that was someone else's job and they couldn't waste 5 minutes of their time doing it. It was that superior attitude that had always pissed me off in them. Our goal has always been to help the world survive the Reapers, it was one of the purposes we were created, but that doesn't mean that we have to ignore everything else. 
 
    "We better clean these stairs." I told them, "It won't take long." 
 
    "Us? Why would we clean up other people' shit?" Elisa answered me.  
 
    I parked, waited for the engine to stop roaring, and turned back, "Why wouldn't we? There are four of us. We'll take care of everything in two minutes at the most." I answered her.  
 
    I was the first one to get out of the car. They followed me to the stairwell. I picked up one of the banana peelings and a sign and threw them in one of the three rubbish bins a few meters from the building. Maggie and Victoria did the same. Elisa, on the other hand, grabbed only one sign, with only two fingers, and distanced herself from it as if they couldn't touch each other. I was about to say something to her, but knowing her as I already knew her, I didn't think I could get more out of her than that. I decided to settle for how fast we were, and for the fact that the three of them helped me. I kissed each one's cheek and opened the building door for them to get in first. 
 
    "A gentleman, as always," Victoria said it and smiled. 
 
    The first floor was still the same. One group or another scattered around the room, the girl from before was now on her desk leafing through some papers and, next to her, the lady who had registered me. The elevator was going up with three girls in it. Someone, on his back and wearing a black cloak, similar to mine but with a finer fabric, almost textureless, was waiting for the coffee machine to fill the small plastic cup. We were leaving a trail of sand everywhere we walked. The other groups were looking at us. It seemed to me that everyone knew who we were. I wouldn't be surprised if most of them had seen the highway video several times or if they had passed it on a giant screen for everyone to memorize our faces. 
 
    "They're back!" The girl received us.  As opposed to the melancholic morning, she was now smiling, her cheeks pink and her fingers polished, "I feel much better now. You don't even know what happened. Shortly after you left, we got an announcement that we could relax. According to a poll taken yesterday, half the population still trusts the Hunters. Apparently, those who hate only make themselves heard the most." She told us. 
 
    "What about the video?" I asked her. 
 
    "Apparently people don't care as much as we thought? Look, I don't know. I know I won't have to wear this professional outfit anymore. I've had enough." She said and unbuttoned the top two buttons. 
 
    "Look who it is... Already in C rank? In a little over a month? You were right after all. Most of them take a year or two. Either because they get hurt and need to stop or because they accept a mission from time to time and spend the rest of their time among other jobs. Some are consultants, some are security guards. Some only sleep, but I like to see that you're not one of them." The woman who helped me pick out a gun said. She was wearing a yellow dress and knee-length socks of the same color. She had hips that stretched from one end of the table to the other and black bra straps underneath the dress. 
 
    "I warned you. The A rank is waiting for me. I'll get there." I answered her. 
 
    Elisa cleared her throat before she spoke, "Shouldn't we get going?" 
 
    "She's right. We can still beat two more beasts today." Victoria supported her. 
 
    "Let's get going then. Thank you for your support!" I told both the girl and the lady. They smiled at us and wished us good luck. The lady even asked if we were not interested in buying a new batch of all kinds of weapons that had arrived days ago, but I told her only that we would later stop by.  
 
    We used the elevator again and went back to our living room. It was empty and someone had already removed the mouse from the vent. 
 
    "Fortunately. I think if I came in here now and smelled that rotten smell, I'd throw up." Victoria said as she headed for the interactive board...  
 
    "Check if there's anything level 8 in there," Elisa said. 
 
    "Level 8? Isn't that a little too much for us?" Maggie asked her, "Now I'm not the one being impulsive." 
 
    "Don't you want to climb up the rank? We have to fight the bigger fish. There are four of us, each with its own advantages and disadvantages. We just need to know how to use them. And what better way than in combat?" 
 
    "Maybe because we're not just risking our lives, are we? A city is not a training camp." Victoria said, "There's a level seven here, what do you think?" 
 
    "Push that one. Show us." I told her. 
 
    She touched the screen with her finger and the images began to load. First the buildings, then the people gaining shape, and finally the beast in a corner. I had never seen such a monster so big before. It was even greater than the one that was a wasp and spider mix. The body was a metal shell covered by light green grass, two lasers, one on each shoulder, that cut everything they touched in half, and, as if that were not enough, the beast still had a malleable metal tail with a steel triangle-shaped tip.  
 
    "I recognize those buildings. Wait, isn't this in Laterna?" I asked her, an itch rising up my leg. 
 
    "Yeah, it says here. Help was requested three minutes ago." Victoria answered me. 
 
    "Accept it. Now. We have to go fast." I told them, "Come on, hurry up." 
 
    "What about it?" Elisa asked. 
 
    "It's my town. My mother still lives there, and I know most of the people there. If I can't protect the people I care about, what's the point of being a Hunter?" 
 
    "You should have started with that." Elisa said, "What are we waiting for? Let's go." 
 
    "This isn't going to be easy." Maggie said, "We better plan something on the way there." 
 
    "You're right," I said to her, "We'll think of something." 
 
    We ran to the elevator. They were calm but I wasn't. I was impatient; I was tapping my shoe sole on the floor and scratching my legs with my hands inside my pockets so they wouldn't see. Except for a call or a message, I hadn't seen my mom in nearly two months. She'd told me to go visit her, but with everything going on, it became impossible for me. I couldn't let anything happen to her. 
 
    We went down to the first floor and I said goodbye to the girl as I ran to the door. She was sitting at her desk, chatting with a group of five rank A Hunters, all of whom had shields and weapons that I could only dream of buying in a few months. 
 
    "I know you!" One of them screamed when he saw Elisa. 
 
    "Shit. Quick, quick. Before he catches up with us." 
 
    "Where do you think you're going? Hey, come here. You're..." 
 
    I couldn't hear the end of the sentence. We walked right past the door, down the stairs and into the car. Elisa kept telling me to get her out of there. I had never seen her like that before. She wasn't nervous, nor had she seen an old friend who couldn't catch sight of her. She was scared. Her eyes were wide open, a slight blue vein on her neck, about to burst and, for the first time since I had known her, her teeth were gnashing, and her breathing had been panting. I was cranking the engine when the man appeared in the hallway. The sun shone on him and covered his face. His shadow covered all the stairs: the bright red robe turned orange, the metal straps on his shoulders reflected themselves in the green handrails of the staircase. Even the black suit he had underneath now seemed crystal clear as did the black pants and the metals attached to his belt.  
 
    "Don't think you're going to run away!" He screamed and started coming down the stairs. 
 
    I managed to get us out of there seconds before he stretched out his hand to bang on Maggie's window glass. I drove away as fast as I could. The road seemed to get even narrower. I think I ended up knocking over a mailbox or maybe it was a road sign, I didn't even see it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter VI 
 
    "Who was that guy?" I asked her. 
 
    "Shit. I never thought he'd be a Hunter again." She said, still gasping. She leaned against the bench and looked back once, as if she needed to confirm that he was not following us, "there is a lot that you do not know about me. What I did... Those years between me not being Hunter and now... I've done things that have changed me, things I'm not proud of. One of them was a mission to murder someone. That boy was one of the Hunters who was protecting that same man. Either I'm wrong or he's the only one who survived. I didn't think my past would haunt me. I thought he'd walked away from all of this."  
 
    It took me a few seconds to process what she was telling me. I knew that she had had a difficult life, that she had done things that I did not agree with, but killing someone? It was not that I was surprised but having to deal with it wasn't on my agenda. 
 
    "Was the person you killed... evil?" Maggie asked. 
 
    "They all were. Whoever sent me to kill him only wanted him dead to get his share of the illegal arms market. You get to a point where no one's good. Some are worse than others, that's the only difference." 
 
    "How did you kill them all but can't defeat a beast alone?" Victoria asked her, "Just one ice hand can't be enough for several Hunters, can it?" 
 
    "Don't push it. But you're actually right. If it were a normal fight, I wouldn't be enough. I planted explosives on the way and used a normal weapon. Their ears were still ringing, and their vision was blurred when I stepped in. They didn't stand a chance. Not everything has to be a one-on-one fight or a fair fight. We do what we can." She answered. 
 
    "Now what?" Maggie asked her. 
 
    "I don't know. If he's there, we can't go back. What if he tells everyone? What if they're waiting for me? I'm still wanted." She said, "Damn it. I hate this. I can't believe I'm going to say this, but I'm sorry I screwed up." 
 
    "Easy, Elisa. We're going to figure this out." Victoria told her, "He's a rank A. We just need to keep an eye on the lobby. And he only saw you sideways, I doubt he'd tell anyone without being sure." She added. 
 
    "Victoria's right. I know this isn't the best time to say it, but we better focus on the beast. We are minutes away from my town." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sorry. I'm ready." Elisa said and closed her hand with the glove, "Let's do this." 
 
    "Any plans?" Maggie asked, "I can burn all the grass all the way to the metal." 
 
    "That's a good idea, but we need more. It's a level 7 beast, we can't even relax around it." I answered him. 
 
    "What if we use the same technique as last time? That jump you made... The one that impressed the kid. Do you think it could work?" Maggie asked me. 
 
    "I only have one bullet. It's acix, but if it fails, we won't have another chance." I answered her. 
 
    "Well, you better not fail then," Victoria said and winked at me. 
 
    Elisa was listening to us but didn't say a word. She was too quiet for someone who liked to always have the last word. 
 
    My cell phone had started ringing. I asked Elisa, who was next to me, to take it out of my pocket. At first, she didn't hear me, and I had to repeat it. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sorry. Your cell phones?" She said and stretched her hand into my pocket, "It's your mother." 
 
    "Put it on speaker," I told her, hitting the pedal. I was already going 80 miles an hour and kept increasing. 
 
    My mother's voice burst through my cell phone. She was sobbing, her voice weak and low, and she was pulling her snot up. It took a few seconds before she could articulate a phrase that we could understand. 
 
    "We need help, son. The beast has already knocked down Mr. Kintas' grocery store. It's close to our house and the preschool. The police bullets are... They're all bouncing off his body." 
 
    "We're about five minutes away. Hide until we get there." I told her, "Tell me you didn't call Keno." 
 
    "He's coming too..." She answered me and I could hear the hesitation in her shaky voice, "I didn't know what to do." 
 
    "It's okay. Stay on the phone until we get there." I told her, "We have to overthrow the beast before my brother gets here. He'll want to help. Even if I ask him to be quiet, he'll ignore me. Damn it." 
 
    "I don't think it's going to be that easy." Victoria said, "Let's do our best." She answered me after I crossed the sign that indicated the entrance to the city. 
 
    Remnants of the debris were flying and falling on the jeep, the ground, and even other buildings. The beast tore down everything he could without stopping. My mother begged me to hurry. My heart rate was running high. 
 
    "We're already in town. Are you home?" I asked her. 
 
    "Yes, I can see the beast from afar. Why did you and your brother have to follow your father's work? Why was that? I don't want anything to happen to you." 
 
    "Stay right there, Mom. Don't worry, it's going to be okay. I have a good team with me. I'm hanging up now. I'm on my way." I told her. 
 
    She said she loved me, asked me to be careful and waited for me to hang up. The loud breathing and the grinding teeth vanished like a long whisper that distanced itself until it was no longer heard. 
 
    I turned to the right. I immediately saw the rusty green gate of the daycare center. There were pebbles on top of the metal fence bars which protected the place from unwanted people. However, to the beast that defense would be like plastic that he could knead easily.  
 
    "Maggie, go into the daycare and check if the kids are still there. If so, help them out. Saving them is our priority right now. I and them are going to buy you time." I told them. 
 
    I stopped the car outside the building. Someone was peeking through the fogged glass. The beast's lasers split and sliced the buildings in half and the metal tail wrecked them. He had two black eyes on his hexagonal face with a curved bottom end. He had a toad face but a tortoise-body. There were still people exiting the buildings that persisted nearby; some with only a backpack on their backs, others with nothing and there were those who looked like they were going on a trip. And yet they all had something in common. Fear was stamped on their faces. Some were tripping, scraping their hands on the sidewalk or on the road, others were rubbing their eyes and dripping nose, but all of them were trying to get out of there as soon as possible. They ran over each other without regard for anyone, the instinct of survival prioritizing them over all the others. 
 
    It wasn't windy and the dust spread throughout the city. The air became heavy, putrid and almost impossible to breathe. It was impossible to inhale without coughing or sneezing. 
 
    "Elisa, freeze Victoria's arrows. Vic shot them into the sky. We need to open it. We won't be able to fight like this." I told them. 
 
    Victoria removed three arrows from her left shoulder bag, put them in her bow and waited for Elisa to snap her fingers. An ice stream wrapped around the tip of the arrows until they looked like stalagmites. Their trunk was now a thin translucent stick with a frozen, sharp tip. Vic shot them up and they went on their way, piercing the sky, cooling it down until the dust began to disperse. Blue stains sprang up amidst gaps that were getting wider. Maggie had burned part of the door lock so she could get in. She was now knocking on the front door and calling for someone. The beast hadn't stopped. He was just a few meters away from us and opened his huge mouth, swallowing an air pocket with ease. Then he blew it out of his mouth like a dragon's breath, throwing us into the ground. I landed on the front-end of the jeep and Victoria and Elisa were tossed into the bins that were meters away from us, on the intersection between the daycare and the next street. 
 
    "This was... Unexpected." Victoria said as she stood up, covered in dirty napkins, "what a horrible smell." 
 
    "I think I dislocated something. Damn it." Elisa said, grabbing her arm, "It's sore but it's not broken or anything like it. This beast has pissed me off."  
 
    The green that covered the beast looked even brighter when the sun rays reflected on the metal. The families had already put themselves in their cars or fled to their friends' house. Anywhere was better than that place. The nursery school was the same as when I went there. They had painted the walls in the same color, and the rest remained the same except for the brick roof that had disappeared to make way for a modern sunlit roof. It was one of the most peaceful parts of the city. It was five minutes away from downtown and 10 minutes away from my house. If my mother were on the second floor, as I knew was likely, she could see my body silhouette. Mothers can always recognize their kids even in crowds.  
 
    "James, James." Maggie shouted, "There are over 20 children and two adults here. What do we do?"  
 
    "Tell them to run all the way to the end of the street. One by one. Adults stay for last. We'll take care of the rest." I answered and signaled Elisa and Vic to get ready. 
 
    We had to get those kids out of there. It was our duty as Hunters. The beast stepped forward and crushed a lamp. The glass broke against her leg until it was smashed and just over the size of a marble. The buildings tumbled around us, the smell of ashes and molten metal fortified, the smoke was beginning to merge once again, and the clarity was fading. Everything was happening at the same time. The moment was fleeting and there was no chance of holding him so that I could think before we proceeded.  
 
    Maggie was crouched, patting a girl with pansies on the back, probably convincing her that she didn't need to be afraid. The girl started running across the open field between the building entrance and the semi-open gate.  
 
    "I have an idea. It's not going to be pretty." I told them. 
 
    "Your ideas never are," Victoria answered me. 
 
    "Elisa, make an ice path from here to the beast's back." I told her, "I'm lucky I learned to skate when I was younger." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Elisa asked, "Are you really going to put yourself under the beast?" 
 
    "Well, I don't think we have any choice. We need to buy some time."  
 
    She nodded. She kneeled on one knee and laid her hand with the glove on the floor. She closed her eyes, and a few seconds later, the ice began to sweep across the road, feet away from us, until it created a path large enough for me to slide to the other side. The beast kept walking, unaware of the existence of a thick pathway under him, the frightful feet smashing the ground until there was only a crater left with the shape of his footstep.  
 
    "Vic, fire at the lasers. I can't get under him if he cuts me off with them," I ordered her. 
 
    "At your command," she said and picked up three more arrows, "Be ready."  
 
    I flexed my legs, lowered my arms and positioned myself at the right place so that by running in a straight line I could slide across the center of the structure. Vic's finger slipped through the thin bow thread and the arrows rolled out towards the beast's face. The first one hit the right laser. It began to spin sideways, tearing down the buildings that were still standing and slashing the clouds in separate white air cushions. The second arrow struck the beast's forehead. The third hit the other laser and had the same effect as the previous one. The lasers were out of control. They lacked direction or course. The red tore the ground, the buildings, everything it touched, leaving behind only a perfect cut.  
 
    "Wish me good luck," I told them seconds before I started running down the road. A light breeze grazed my face, the smoke and the ashes moistened my eyes and, just moments before gliding over the ice, one of the lasers shifted towards me. The red light moved up to me, shaking, and yet not leaving the same area. I only had a few seconds to dodge and to dive onto the ice, but not in the way I intended. Instead of riding on my feet or on my back, I slid with my belly down, my shirt going up to my navel and the ice burning my skin. I lifted my feet and stretched out my hands, but it was too late. I'd lost control. I tried to use my elbows to brake, but my skin burnt into blood. The belly was already in bright blood and I was leaving a bright red trail along the way. I heard them screaming my name in the distance. The rest of the words dissipated into the air and never reached me. The beast walked and the splinters and pebbles that leaped off the ground fell on me. I was already under it and I was trying to turn around. I was like a drifting boat, with no paddles and a brief moment away from drowning. I had to twitch all over myself to get the gun and pull the second barrel out.  
 
    Finally, I was able to turn around and I kept shooting until there were no more bullets inside the gun. The metal in that region was weaker and thinner. It was just a basic layer of protection. My bullets pierced the beast's shell. A sound of wires and sparks colliding with each other, fuses blowing and spawning small explosions within the beast, propagated across her body. I reached the end of the ice road and rolled out through the tarmac. My belly, shoulders, and elbows were all flayed. My skin was burning, my ears were ringing and even my head sounded like there was a two-plate drum set inside. The beast was standing a few steps away from the daycare and the jeep. I could see a child running to the open gate. Elisa and Vic were next to him. They took the child in and sent her running down the street. I ran to one of the sidewalk's corners, the buildings next to them already shattered, so I could reach the group again. 
 
    "Are you okay? You're bleeding all over yourself." Victoria told me and touched my bloody sweater.  
 
    "It'll pass. Have you rescued everyone?" I asked them, "I don't think the beast is going to be parked much longer."  
 
    I jinxed it. As soon as I finished speaking, the beast started lifting his first leg. It was slower, but it wouldn't take long to regain momentum. 
 
    "Three children left," Victoria answered me. 
 
    "We don't have that much time. Tell Maggie to get everybody out of there now." I said as I reloaded my gun, "We need a few more seconds."  
 
    Victoria walked into the daycare and talked to Maggie. Together, with the remaining children and the two adults, they began to run to the gate. I'd shoot the whole magazine, but the bullets didn't even pierce the beast's armor. Elisa's ice balls had no effect either. They hooked his legs and froze them, the ice spreading amid the holes and even the nails until the beast took its following step and shattered the ice into dozens of shards. It lifted one of its dinosaur feet and stepped on the lateral side of the fence that was ahead of it. It shouldn't even be possible to bend steel like that. The beast was two steps away and there was still Maggie and a child left behind. She cried and screamed that she was afraid, that she didn't want to get out of there. Maggie told her everything was going to be okay and that she could carry her. The dust had already dispersed and taken the putrid smell with it, nearly as bad as vomit. It now smelled like the greasy oil that was falling out of the holes I had made in his body. 
 
    "What do we do?" Elisa asked while the beast took another step. 
 
    Maggie and the child escaped by millimeters. They stood between the claws of the beast's toes, one false step away from being crushed or butchered. 
 
    I looked around. I didn't know what to do. We had never been this close to someone dying. I wasn't ready for that. For a moment, I froze. Everything around me slowed down. Maggie's hand moved smoothly to the back of the child's head, Victoria's mouth would rise and fall as she screamed at them to hurry. Even the beast's thick right leg lifted up so slowly that it was possible to see the liquid flowing from behind it as if it was a fountain and the ice was the water bag into which it flowed. 
 
    "James, James!" Elisa screamed near my ear, "Who's that?" said and pointed up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter VII 
 
    A shadow ran through the left-over buildings' rooftops and, as soon as it could, it jumped onto the beast's back, removing the blades knuckles from the scabbard, mid-air, and plunging them into the metallic armor. The beast stopped and began to shake, trying to shove the boy off his back, agonizing as if he could feel all the pain. I knew that it was only interlaced fuses changing the beast's behavior and yet I had never seen one that seemed to be in so much suffering. The eyes seemed to have narrowed from the moment the sharp tips had pierced the armor. The boy's hair, dark as the beast's eyes, told me everything I needed to know. It was Keno. Only he would be crazy enough to roam across the buildings like that, and risk killing himself in order to be the hero. He was almost thrown overboard but his fingers tightened even more around the weapons he had on both hands. The body flew up, the legs were fluttering in the air, the hair was being pushed back and some papers that were in pockets floated until they blended with the dusty debris of the wrecked buildings. 
 
    "That's my brother." I said to Elisa, "I knew it wouldn't be a good idea to call him. He should be at the academy." 
 
    "At least now we can all focus on the beast." Maggie told me, "The children are all saved." 
 
    "Yeah, but how do we get him out of there?" Victoria asked and pointed to my brother who was trying to regain his composure. 
 
    "The only way is to knock the beast down or at least bring him to his knees," I told them. 
 
    "The beast doesn't even have knees, how are we going to do this?" Elisa asked, and just as she did, one of the beast's lasers hit the daycare center and chopped it in half, also ripping near the jeep, "we have to be quick." 
 
    I pulled the main barrel of the gun forward, "I'm going to use the last acix bullet I have. It's the only way." 
 
    "And then what? Weren't you going to use it to destroy him?" Maggie asked me. 
 
    "We'll find another way." I told her and I moved forward, "Elisa's right. We're here to ascend rankings. We're four people, each with their own abilities. We can't just depend on these bullets." 
 
    My brother was still in the same position. The beast flipped his face in all directions, even from the bottom to the top and vice versa, and almost tossed him several times into the sharp, metal cables that dwelt in the ruins. A wind breeze rushed past the beast and struck my hair whirlpools and the black edges of my coat. I raised my arm and fired straight away. That was my brother, I didn't need to think twice. 
 
    The bullet whirled through the air, opening up space within the heavy atmosphere until it found the metal in the beast's legs and dismantled it to the core. The bullet went in and out, following the pathway, repeating the same in the back leg. The casing disappeared in the mist. The legs on the right side of the beast dropped to the ground and made a pinhole, different parts of the tar staggered, one on top of the other. 
 
    "Come down now, Keno!" I yelled, "Quick." 
 
    But he didn't. He got up and began to walk along the beast's back, ripping the beast's armor until he reached the out-of-control tail, knocking down what it could, "Keno! What do you think you're doing? Fight with a team. Haven't you learned anything at the academy?" I screamed, pissed off, with the gun next to my body, making a snap sound every time I pulled the trigger. I didn't have any more of those bullets, but I pressed it even harder till my fingers were bruised.  
 
    "Your brother's a bit of a fool, isn't he?" Elisa asked me. 
 
    "Yeah, but most of all, he's stubborn," I answered her. 
 
    The four of us were standing by the jeep, watching the lasers shift upwards while the two other beast's legs collapsed on the ground. We were just spectators in a scene where my brother was attempting to steal all the limelight. The tail slammed the ground like a seal out of the water. The beast had lost control and was now just involuntary reactions, buzz, and sparks within her.  
 
    My brother finally stopped. He was on the other side when he jumped on the floor. He had a cocky smile and walked fearlessly as if nothing could hit him, nearly a cool guy doesn’t look at explosion’s scene. He didn't seem worried about anything. He didn't even notice how the tail swung behind him. We tried to warn him, but with the buildings collapsing, the sound never reached him. In seconds, the metal tail hit my brother in the back and sent him flying meters in our direction. He landed right on the jeep, cracking the windscreen and getting inside, the body scraping on the sharp fragments. 
 
    "Keno!" I shouted, turning back and opening the jeep door, "Don't move." 
 
    "Leave me alone! I'm okay. I'm fine. It's just a few wounds." He kept telling me as he writhed and put his hand in the bottom corner of his belly, struggling to get out of the jeep.  
 
    "You're still the same old fool. What do you think you were doing? You've put everyone at risk and on top of that, you've put yourself at risk." 
 
    "Of course, you had to come with the same old crap. Don't worry about me. I'll take care of this. I didn't need anyone's help to drill the beast, did I?" 
 
    "And what did you get out of it? The beast is out of control. We can't predict how it will act and we can't stay here. I doubt we have done enough to stop it, not even setting aside the lasers that can slice us at any time. We were lucky earlier, we may not be next time." 
 
    "Don't think we're going to work together." Keno told me, "I'll handle this all by myself." 
 
    For the first time, I freaked out. I gave him a slap that made his face turn and led him to put his hand on the right side of his face looking at me as if he wanted to retribute. 
 
    "Stop being a child. We don't have time for that. We have to work together. It's our city and our mother on the line. Do you really want to risk that on the tiniest possibility of being the hero?" 
 
    "Okay, then. Just this time." He said to me, "Just because the teachers are always saying that I have to learn to be a team player. I don't know why. They're all worse than me, and only slow me down." 
 
    "You really don't resemble Mom or Dad at all." I said, "Vic, do you have a plan?" 
 
    "Maybe. The most important thing now is to stop the lasers. I doubt that freezing them will work. Maybe chop them off?" 
 
    "Yeah, cutting them off sounds like a good idea. Keno, why didn't you just cut them off?" 
 
    "I didn't remember, okay? I was too distracted trying not to get thrown overboard." 
 
    "Okay, well... How do we get him up there?" I asked and looked at the three girls, as beautiful as ever, even covered by a thin gray layer and some bloody scrapes.  
 
    There was something strange about Elisa. She was looking at the blood on the jeep seats, but she was doing it as if she had never seen that dark red goo. She had one hand on the open door and the other on the jeep's hood. I didn't think she had heard my heated argument with my brother. I didn't think she was aware of anything but the blood flowing into the back seats. By the time I got close to her, the rest of them had already noticed her spirit absence. 
 
    "Elisa, are you okay?" I asked her but I didn't get an answer. 
 
    The beast was recovering. It had two perforated legs, an unfolded back, and yet it was working. Maybe he had a survival mechanism, a backup generator, something that kept him afloat. Standing there, looking at it, I wondered if we had done the right thing by accepting the mission that a rank A group might have chosen. 
 
    I laid my hand on her shoulder and as soon as I did, she snuck out through the open space between the door and my body and twisted my arm. 
 
    "What are you doing, Elisa? It's me!" I yelled at her until she woke up. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I don't know what the fuck got into me. It was like I was back to the day I hurt that Hunter we saw." She said, "I heard everything. You want to put your brother near the lasers, right? I can do it." 
 
    "How?" Vic asked her, looking at me. Her eyes screamed, "What's going on?" 
 
    "Fewer questions, more action. Keno, that's your name, right?" She asked my brother, who replied with a brief nod, "Get ready. The rest of you, back off." 
 
    I wanted to ask her if everything was okay except, she didn't look like her. I didn't know how to explain it, but I had a strange and itchy feeling in my body that urged me to be careful. We all walked away except for Keno, who was only two steps behind her. 
 
    "Elisa's acting weird." Maggie said, "She's like I was that time I lost control." 
 
    "You think so? She seems to be just a little shaken up after seeing the other Hunter." Vic said, "What do you think, James?" 
 
    "I have no idea, but I don't think everything's okay either." 
 
    "Now what?" Maggie asked. 
 
    "Let's see what she does." I replied, "Elisa, you better hurry" I added as I watched the beast crawl across the floor using the force of two left feet. 
 
    "After this, I won't have any energy left." She answered me and stretched her arm keeping her palm up.  
 
    Unlike the previous times what came out of her hand were not ice particles but thick, malleable blocks that molded themselves until they shaped and merged with one another. First, a head arose with sharp and protruding jaws that were beyond the usual, and only then did the body assumed a shape, expanding for a few meters until part of the ice lost thickness and developed into two crystal wings. He had two square squeezed eyes, no tail, and definitely didn't blow fire. The air around us froze as soon as the ice stopped writhing. The dragon fluttered its wings and cold windy blasts blew down the street. 
 
    "What's this?" Maggie asked, pulling away. 
 
    "This is the glove's potential. Did you really believe it wouldn't do any more than just that?" Elisa answered her and released an evil laugh, "in time you'll learn to control and create whatever you want. Unfortunately, it wastes all the energy you have in your body. It depends on what you create." She added and snapped her fingers. 
 
    “Why didn’t you do that against the you-know-who?” Maggie asked her. 
 
    “I couldn’t even stop him or freeze him. It wouldn’t really make a difference. But now, it might just work.” She replied. 
 
    The ice dragon hovered over the ground and waited for Keno to climb onto his back.  
 
    "You don't have to be afraid. He's not going to break." Elisa told him and sat on the floor, "Damn, I can't even feel my hand." She said, pulling the glove out and putting it on the floor. 
 
    "I wasn't afraid. That's weak. I just don't know who you are and if I can trust you." He answered her before he mounted the dragon. 
 
    The dragon took off. The dust rose and generated tiny waves of dirt ahead of us. He dodged the lasers easily. He was agile and stealthy even though he looked like he could shatter if someone pressed two fingers on each side firmly. He landed on the beast's back, nailing his three sharp ice fingers paws into the metal, and waited for Keno to jump out before taking off once more.  
 
    We didn't move. We watched the whole situation; the beast dragging on like a slug, my brother bending his legs, taking one step at a time, moving closer to the lasers. 
 
    My cell phone started to buzz. It was my mother again and I decided not to pick up. 
 
    "Do you think he'll make it?" Vic asked me. 
 
    "Yes. As stubborn as he is, he's as good as I am." I answered her. 
 
    My brother reached the beast's head, pulled out his sharp knuckles and started with the right-side laser. He used his handguns like an ax, scraping the steel, slicing them off slowly.  
 
    As he did so, the ice dragon burst across the air, cooling the temperature, sometimes landing and pulling out parts of the beast. 
 
    "How come you've never shown us this before?" Maggie asked her. 
 
    "It was never necessary. As I said, it takes all my energy. A dragon is hard to create." Elisa said, "There's something else. Something I didn't tell you about that day." 
 
    "What else are you hiding from us?!" Maggie asked her, "No more secrets." She screamed. 
 
    "Damn, okay. I didn't spread explosives around the place. I used ice birds to do it. I never felt comfortable doing them again. But... now... It was different. I felt it was a way of making up for what I did before." She added. 
 
    I sighed before I answered her, "You should have told us about this! At least about the glove's potential. We could've started training all that potential by now! Saving more people, killing more beasts. Fuck, Elisa, we're a team. When are you going to act like you want to be here?" 
 
    "And I do! I'm here, for all of you! I, uh... I like you!" She finally got it off her chest, "this is... pretend I didn't say anything. Look, your brother ripped out the first laser." 
 
    "We'll talk about this again," I told her before I looked at the beast again. One of the lasers was mid-air and my brother was running to the other side. The metallic structure landed on the ground and cratered there in front of one of the beast's legs. Not even seconds later the beast stepped on it and smashed it to pieces until there was nothing left.  
 
    My heart was pounding loudly fearing that my brother would fall. Not that I'd ever tell him how much I cared about him but didn't need to either. We both knew that. Instead, we showed it by competing against each other in our own way, by being each other's biggest rival. It had always been that way. The sweat dripped down and glued the clothes to my body and to the blood spilling from my elbows and knees. My brother must have been suffering the same agony as me, but he also avoided showing it. It was severe pain as if lots of needles stung us at the same time. The sound of the metal scraping on the lasers sounded muffled throughout the broken street; the piled-up debris of the destroyed buildings and the heavy and cloudy air that buzzed in our ears. It took a few minutes for the structure to collapse and have the same fate as the other. It, too, was stepped on until there was only dust left.  
 
    "Now what?" Maggie asked, "We don't have to worry about lasers anymore, but the beast is still huge."  
 
    "You're going to burn it from the inside." Elisa said, "We could have done this straight away, but this is better. Use your glove. Raise firebirds and send them to the gap in the beast's back." 
 
    "Why didn't you send me instead of him?" Maggie asked, eyes half open and the jaw clamped. 
 
    "Didn't you hear me?" Elisa asked, "So you have to try. You don't have to worry about getting hit by lasers." 
 
    "Did you just say that you like us, that you're here, and now you're operating without even consulting us?" Maggie counter-attacked, orange sparks jumping out of the glove. 
 
    "Control your anger, Maggie. Focus. Think of the shape you want your fire to have. Let the energy flow through your body." Elisa insisted, "Your glove is even more powerful than mine. The possibilities are endless." 
 
    Maggie's hand trembled as a fireball grew, the flames whipping the air and the sparks adorning the floor with bright red. She closed her eyes and the flames began to develop in different ways; first a square, then two arrows and finally it became a fireball again. 
 
    "Focus." Elisa repeated, "You can do it."  
 
    "I'm trying!" Maggie yelled at her and the ball swelled up. 
 
    "She's going to lose control again!" Vic said, "We have to stop her." 
 
    "No! She can do it. She just needs to focus." Elisa answered and looked at me like she was asking for permission. 
 
    "She... Maggie can do it. I believe her." I said, "Take a deep breath. Focus on what you want. Think about what's at stake, the people you can save." 
 
    She closed her eyes hard enough for the corners of her eyebrows to bend. The fireball floated over the ground until it hovered meters away from us. Gradually, a beak was formed, and red threads began to expand backward. But within a few seconds, the shape was gone. Maggie started coughing and apologized.  
 
    "I can't. I'm sorry" she said, bending her head, as my brother wandered along the beast's back until he found a place to jump overboard. 
 
    This time he walked slowly, pausing to look back, with his head curved and covered by the hood.  
 
    "Maggie, look at me." Elisa said to him, "Think about how much you can get back at your father if you get this. Let that feeling flow through your body. Don't hold it back." 
 
    Maggie closed her hand, clenched her fist and as soon as she opened it, a flame chain spun around her. It worked like a lash, elasticizing in front of Maggie, squirming until it had the shape of a flaming bird. But it didn't stop there. A second bird emerged from the flames that jut out of the original. Both hovered in the air, starlit red wings and with the rest of the body light red except for the orange beak. 
 
    "You're doing it. Focus. Imagine the birds flying to the back of the beast." Elisa told her, her eyes glowing as she saw the birds blazing the air as they flew up. 
 
    Keno was only a few steps away from returning to us. The symbol of the academy was covered by a faint dust layer. Of the golden-tailed eagle, only the yellow lines and part of the black eye remained. The trousers had ripped wherein the blood flowed, both on the outside and on the inside, until red threads ran down the trousers and colored them with a wine shade.  
 
    "It seemed to me that you had risen from ranks very quickly. Now I know why" Keno told me, "they do all the work for you, don't they?" 
 
    "Make sure you mind your own business. Don't forget you're still at the academy. How the hell did you get out of there without being caught?"  
 
    "They haven't figured out the secret exit yet. I'll be back in a few hours and tell them I was in a bad mood. No problem." He said, as the birds went over the beast's head and began to descend diagonally, "I've never seen anything like it. I didn't even know it was possible. If I had known, I would have chosen to wear a glove." 
 
    "You're too unstable for that. You don't know what can happen if you're not careful." I told him, remembering what happened to Maggie. 
 
    "I can control myself. I've been taking anger management lessons, okay?" Keno told me. He slid his fingers across his face until he wiped the whole area around his eyes, "So is this going to work or not?"  
 
    "I'm trying," Maggie said, her hand and knees trembling, her eyes still closed, puffing between her half-open lips. 
 
    I got near her and held her other hand. She opened her eyes and kept her gaze on mine and, for a moment, I could swear that there was a flame behind her green eyes.  
 
    A row of explosions traveled along the beast's back. It all imploded from the inside outward, the flames consuming it until mountains of fire arose before us and folded the metal until the grey was scorched. The beast didn't take another step. She fell flat on the ground and merged with him. The peaks in the tar metastasized as the liquid steel spread down the street. From the beast's body remained little more than the legs and the head. 
 
    "Did this really work?" Vic asked, surprised, just like the rest of us. 
 
    "Apparently." I said, "I knew you could do it, Maggie." I said and kissed her cheek. 
 
    "You're getting emotional," my brother said and laughed.  
 
    "Liking someone isn't a weakness, you know?" I told him and looked at the three girls in front of me, "they help me be better and, as you can see, they're stronger than most Hunters." 
 
    "They're tough as hell. On the other hand, you... I never understood why the hell you picked that gun." 
 
    "It was the same gun our father used. I grew up watching him use it. You know he was one of the best Hunters of his time, right?" 
 
    "He was... then he went crazy." 
 
    "Keno! You don't know anything."  
 
    "Is that a lie?" 
 
    "Maybe more than you can possibly think of. Not that it matters now." I answered him. I took a deep breath before continuing, "Vic, collect the experience points and call a pickup truck. Elisa makes sure Maggie's okay. Keno, go back to the academy." 
 
    "I want to visit Mom first. Then I'll go. I doubt they'll miss me. I locked the door. Anything I say I didn't want to be disturbed." He answered and slid his hand through his curly hair. The thick strands of hair moved backward and within seconds had returned to the same place. 
 
    "I've already called a Pickup and collected the points," Vic said. The Hunter APP rocked as soon as it collected them. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations! You have defeated a level 7 monster. 175 experience points have been given to each, as well as 300 hunter points. Do you want to continue as a team?" 
 
      
 
    "She's fine." Elisa said, "A little tired but I pointed out that it was normal." 
 
    "Yes...yes...tired" Maggie replied, panting, with her back leaning forward and her hands on her knees, "I did it! What matters... It's just that I did it, right? One day I'll make dragons." 
 
    "Don't push it. We have time for that." I said, "You better get some rest now." 
 
    I walked a few feet away from them and pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. I had four missed calls from my mom. I called her and we talked for a few minutes. She told me that she saw the beast burning and I made a summary of what had happened avoiding telling her how willing Keno was to take the risk. It was the last thing she needed, and, in the end, she would still be mad at me for letting him commit such madness. I agreed with her that we would stop by the house and have a snack before returning to the Hunters' building. 
 
    I went back to the group. We were all tired, bleeding and with feeble knees, still trembling after all.  
 
    "Somebody's going to have to wash the car." I said, "But for now, let's hurry up. My mother... Our, she's waiting for us. Don't tell her what you did. You know how she gets if she knows." 
 
    "I never thought of telling her." Keno told me, "Go ahead. I'll be right there." 
 
    "Where are you going now?" I asked him, "I hope you're not going to get into any more trouble." 
 
    "There's someone I need to talk to before I go back to the academy." He told me and turned his back on us. 
 
    "By the way, how did you get here?" 
 
    "I brought one of the academy bikes." 
 
    "You mean... One of the motorcycles that only teachers are allowed to use outside of class?" 
 
    "I don't think you're the best person to talk about it. Aren't you the one who ran off with one for a whole weekend? Do you really think they wouldn't tell me that story?" Keno said, still on his back. 
 
    "He's got you now. And if I remember correctly, you stole the bike for a more selfish reason than he did." Vic interceded. 
 
    "It was a good weekend at least." I said, "I miss those days." 
 
    "Well, have fun remembering old times. I'm going to get going. Tell Mom I'll show up." Keno said and vanished in the opposite side of the beast.  
 
    There was no sign of the children or any of the adults anymore. 
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    Preview (Part One); 
 
    The wooden feet of the bed crept across the floor with every move we made. Matilda was on top of me, trying to take my belt off, but she couldn't do it alone. I helped her and she pulled my pants down. She admired my blue boxers for a few seconds and then looked at me again. 
 
    "I like what's underneath," she said and laughed, again with the yapping from before, "it will be our secret, a long, dirty secret." 
 
    I knew I shouldn't do it, but was I really supposed to stop her? After all, I would only be on the ship for a few days and then I would never see her or Amelia again. One time wouldn't hurt anybody, and it was always good for relieving tension. After racing through a whole new city, wounding myself and ending up tipsy in an unknown ship, having fun and then going to sleep didn't sound so bad. It sounded quite the opposite. My head was spinning as her lips came down my length. She moved her tongue while bobbing her head back and forth. All I could see was her blue hair and the threads falling on her face, as well as the brown root. 
 
      
 
    Warrior Fantasy Online 
 
    Part One 
 
    Part Two 
 
    Preview (part one); 
 
    "Don't go yet." Mimi said, "You sacrificed yourself for us." She said and walked up to me, swinging her hips. 
 
    "Impossible to be wary of you after that one." Carly added and leaned on me... 
 
    "It was no big deal. I said I'd help you." I answered them. 
 
    "Still, we think you deserve to be rewarded." Carly told me, "Unless you're not interested." 
 
    "It depends on what you have in mind," I said, and before I knew it, Mimi had already thrown the upper part of her clothes to the ground. The medium-sized round tits swinging as she walked away from me. 
 
    "Like this," she answered me and took off her bra, freeing her beautiful tits, her nipples already hard. 
 
    "You two?" 
 
    "Yes," Carly replied, giggling, she too, taking the top off and letting the white nipples, that contrasted with the rest of her skin color, be free, "we talked about it and neither one of us was against it." 
 
    "But I've already..." 
 
    "You were with my sister, I know. Don't worry about it. This is just a game, a very realistic one." She said, getting nearly on her knees but never letting them touch the ground. 
 
    "Yes, it's very realistic," Mimi added and joined her. 
 
    I had no idea what was going on, but I wasn't going to stop it. I knew that anonymity led people to commit madness, to situations that they couldn’t accomplish in real life. But in WFO, her faces were the real ones. Mimi's long blonde hair and Carly's snails. Mimi's breasts were slightly bigger, but Carly made up for it with her huge ass and broad hips. 
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    Part One 
 
      
 
    Wild Fantasy Online Trilogy; 
 
    Part One 
 
    Part Two 
 
    Part Three 
 
    Or buy the bundle with the whole trilogy 
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