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 About Slayer 
 
    SLAYER is a hero origin story taking place in the same universe as the LEGION series. SLAYER is a standalone story, though there are some references to the LEGION series. The LEGION series can provide more insight into the universe, such as the leveling mechanics and the world the battles take place in. 
 
    SLAYER is a video game-inspired, GameLit action-adventure story with fantasy and sci-fi elements. It takes place on present day Earth in an alternate reality. There are some light LitRPG elements including leveling and stats. There are also some romance and harem elements involving the female characters. There’s action, violence, language, and some sexual scenes. SLAYER is intended for mature readers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    In the late 20th century, Earth is at peace. 
 
    But the unimaginable happens without warning. 
 
    Thousands of great mythical beasts appear from mysterious portals of energy in the sky. An unprecedented attack on humanity takes place all across the world. 
 
    Earth rallies and mobilizes all of their forces against the threat. The invaders are defeated and the assault is halted, but not without great cost. Hundreds of thousands are killed. Entire cities are left in ruins. And those alive are forced to figure out the mystery of what happened. 
 
    The world’s greatest minds come together. Every nation pours their resources into the advancement of the science and technology needed to explain the attack, since dubbed ‘The First Event.’ 
 
    Tireless research quickly leads to an answer. Scientists discover the attacks originate not from a distant place but another dimension entirely. Further research indicates future attacks remain a likely possibility. 
 
    State officials convene and come to an immediate consensus. Humanity’s greatest threat is this newly-discovered dimension: Pandora. 
 
    In order to prepare for the threats coming from Pandora, the Legion Omega Defense is established. At facilities all over the world, soldiers train in combat, equip themselves with powerful weapons, and level-up their physical attributes. All in an effort to enter Pandora and defend the innocents on Earth. 
 
    The unsuspecting attack from another dimension left the world devastated. Now it’s up to the Omegas to step into Pandora and strike back… 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    13 years after the First Event… 
 
    The golden-orange leaves fluttered through the sky as the breeze blew them away from the treetops. A car zoomed by on the streets and sent another gust of wind to scatter more leaves across the sidewalks in a mess nobody walking by could avoid. 
 
    The young brunette woman sat next to the window and stared out into the distance. There was nothing for her to look at, which was exactly what she needed. She was alone with her thoughts, humming a made-up tune while she enjoyed a pint of ice cream. 
 
    Her spoon dug in to grab another heaping bite but to her disappointment, she hit the bottom of the cardboard without even realizing it. Another frustrated scrap of the bottom of her ice cream was followed by a resigned sigh. She set everything down and began pushing herself up from her rocking chair just as someone entered the room. 
 
    The tall man walked over, juggling a new pint of ice cream in his hands. “I knew you’d be finished by now. Got you a fresh spoon, too.” 
 
    She giggled and took the pint from him before snuggling back comfortably on the soft cushions of her wooden chair. “I don’t know how you timed that.” 
 
    “Timing is everything.” 
 
    He stood next to her, looking out toward the empty view of the street by their house. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll get to raking up all of those leaves when everything’s shaken out.” 
 
    “I’m not too worried about the leaves. They make our street more interesting. Gives it some character.” 
 
    “Newmire’s got enough character. More character than most people can handle.” 
 
    “Not us though.” She pushed a spoonful of ice cream into her mouth as she smiled at him. 
 
    She was as enamored with him as anybody could be. The neatly combed dark hair that always looked like he had a fresh cut. The chiseled jawline with just enough scruff to give him a sort of rugged appeal. Not to mention how good of a shape he was in. Even with a shirt on, she never failed to notice how broad his shoulders were. And she knew just how sculpted the rest of him was underneath. If there was ever a man she would have fallen for, it was Oliver. 
 
    She had no qualms about showing just how much she appreciated him. 
 
    He took a seat near the windowsill to face her and crossed his arms. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I feel… content. Why wouldn’t I be? I’m on my second pint of pineapple ice cream and the man I love is sitting right here in front of me.” 
 
    “You do know how to make a man feel special, Cora.” Oliver leaned forward and gently kissed her on the cheek before turning his attention to the view outside. 
 
    She smacked her lips and savored the ice cream as it melted on her tongue. “I’ll probably get on my feet after this. Maybe a nice walk to get the blood flowing again. Stretching things out before dinner.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure my mother makes enough for you this time.” 
 
    “Please, Oliver. I’m eating for two, not an army.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I just wanna make sure our kid gets everything they want…” 
 
    As enamored with Oliver as Cora was, she had his attention just the same. Oliver looked at Cora the same way he did the first time he laid eyes on her. Most people saw an ordinary brunette but he saw something else. Something that made him feel something inside. He didn’t bother trying to explain it to anybody because it didn’t matter what others thought. 
 
    He knelt down next to her and gently pressed his hand on her swollen stomach. She giggled and heaped another spoonful into her mouth. 
 
    “I wonder what they’re doing right now.” He rubbed his hand over her belly like he was feeling for treasure. 
 
    “They’ve got a pint of ice cream inside of them. I’m pretty sure they’re just passed out and sleeping.” 
 
    “Spoiling the kid before they’re even born.” 
 
    “Not spoiling. Just letting them know how much I love them… Get some rest now because when they grow up, they’re going to be special.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Oliver raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you got planned?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe a doctor. Or an engineer. Maybe a really big-time movie star. We’re in the right neighborhood, just a short drive away.” 
 
    “Hollywood sounds nice. How about a musician?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Cora twisted her lips as she thought about it. “A pianist. Or a violinist. How about the conductor of an entire orchestra?” 
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of a rock star. Selling out concerts and having thousands of people bang their heads and chant their name.” 
 
    “Nothing’s ever simple with you.” Cora sighed and ate another spoonful as they shared a laugh. 
 
    He pulled up a chair next to her and rested his chin gently on her shoulder. His hand stayed on her stomach as he massaged her over her shirt. 
 
    “Everything’s gonna be okay,” he whispered. 
 
    They’d talked about it several times before. It never got any easier for Cora but she wasn’t the type to avoid her problems. Especially something as important as what she knew he was talking about. 
 
    “Is this really the best option?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s what I’m good at. Joining the Legion means I’ll be taken care of. Regular stipends. Benefits.” 
 
    “What about… Pandora? Picking up a weapon and fighting monsters… They make it sound like a game when it’s actually war.” 
 
    “War is over. This is… different. They do everything they can to protect Omegas and make sure they’re safe.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.” She put her ice cream down and turned to him. The gentle caress of her hand against his cheek made him sigh. “You’re a great fighter. You can be a world champion. And you enjoy it.” 
 
    Oliver smiled. Another reminder of how much she cared about him was another reminder of how grateful he was. “If I have to be a world champion to support you, it’s not a great career path.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be boxing.” 
 
    “MMA pays even less,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It’s not just about the money… I just want to make sure you want to do this.” 
 
    “What I want to do is take care of you and our baby. When I married you, I gave my life to you. You are more important than anything. And now we’re having a child. If you told me to go shovel dog shit, I’d do it if it meant providing for you.” 
 
    “I’d never ask you to do anything like that.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’m willing to do it.” 
 
    They smiled at one another again. The peace and quiet of their living room gave both of them an opportunity to hear their own thoughts. And looking into each other’s eyes, they both knew what the other was thinking. 
 
    Cora put both of her hands on his cheeks and pulled him close for a gentle kiss. “I love you, Oliver,” she whispered onto his lips. 
 
    “I love you, too…” 
 
    Oliver moved his hands over her stomach and a widening grin came across his face. “Are they kicking yet?” 
 
    “Still full of ice cream. They’re going to need as much rest as they can get because when they get out here, they’re going to be a superstar.” 
 
    “Sold out arenas. Crowds chanting. Standing on top of the world. I can picture it now…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1: Blood, Sweat, and Leers 
 
    27 years later… 
 
    Newmire, California, 30 miles south of Los Angeles.  
 
    You never focus as much as you do when you’re in a fight. Problems with your family. The bills you gotta pay. The girl who broke your heart. Everything weighing you down. Everything that makes you happy. You throw all that shit out the window because there’s only one thing that matters. 
 
    You versus your opponent. Trying to survive. Trying to exert your will on someone else. You push yourself until your lungs burn and your heart beats so fast it feels like it’s gonna explode. You ignore the blood and bruises. You embrace the stench of the sweat. Nothing else matters. 
 
    The world all around you disappears except for you and your one goal. You’re stuck in a void and the only way to get out is by succeeding or failing. 
 
    “Hands up, Bruce! C’mon!” 
 
    He was stuck in the void. It wasn’t even how much he was sweating or how tense his body was. I could tell just from the look in his eyes. A narrowed gaze locked on his opponent. His feet bounced back and forth, moving in a rhythm to press forward when he found an opening without even thinking about it. 
 
    “Bruce!” 
 
    I shouted his name again but I couldn’t get through to him. A stiff right jab popped him on the nose and made his head move back. His legs straightened up like a newborn deer trying to learn how to walk. He regained his footing in a split-second but that was more than enough time for his opponent to capitalize. 
 
    “Hands up, Bruce! Chin down!” 
 
    Bruce stumbled back onto the ropes and pressed his arms over his head. But even with gloves on, you could only block so many punches. The thudding snap of the leather against him made his whole body shake. Hard blows to his arms reverberated through to his head. 
 
    His opponent measured a left hand and caught Bruce underneath his guard, catching him right on the ribs and folding him like a ragdoll. Bruce collapsed down to his knees, holding himself up with his gloves pressed into the mat. 
 
    “Shit… All right, all right.” I stepped through the ropes and into the ring. “That’s enough, Frankie.” 
 
    Frankie wasn’t much different from most of the guys and gals at the gym. A young twenty-something who was looking for something more interesting to do to stay in shape. As he wiped the sweat from his forehead, he gave me a shrug. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt him,” Frankie said, his tone more apologetic than I expected it to be. “I was just going for the finish—” 
 
    “It’s all right.” I took a knee down next to Bruce and put a hand on his shoulder. “He’s just fine. Ain’t you, Bruce?” 
 
    The defeated combatant looked up at me. Even with the protective headgear on, there were still some scraps along his cheeks. But I was more focused on the crooked smile, which was all he could give me. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re done for the night.” I helped Bruce out of the ring as the next fighter stepped in for some sparring with Frankie. 
 
    It was the start of the evening but the Bloody Guts Gym was only just getting started. Men and women, young and old, all of them were busy training. Some ran on treadmills and ellipticals. Others did work on heavy bags while others held pads. While some sparred in the rings, others rolled around on the mats to work on their grappling. The grunts and groans combined with the leather smacking together was something I’d gotten used to quickly. But if there was anything anybody had to get used to in the gym, it was the smell. Crowd enough people into one room and it gets hot. When they all start sweating, the combination turns into something deadly for your nostrils. You kinda gag at first but everybody here gets stuck in the void, lost in their own training where even the smell of puke isn’t enough to distract you. 
 
    Bruce and I walked over to the side of the gym where there was some ventilation next to an open window. The young blond kid slicked his sweaty hair over his head and held his mouth open as he gasped deep breaths. 
 
    “Oh, man,” he sighed. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Only thing hurting is my pride.” Bruce sounded as much as the 17-year-old that he was. He was a little on the shorter side and as thin as a rail. Not that it was much of a problem, since he was young enough to fill himself out if he needed. I’d been there before. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” He looked over to the ring where Frankie was sparring. “Frankie’s got such long arms. It feels like he’s on the other side of the ring and all of a sudden I have to block his punches.” 
 
    “Frankie’s good at using his length to his advantage.” 
 
    “His jab feels like he’s just poking me with a spear.” 
 
    “He’s got some range but there’s a way around it.” I moved in front of Bruce. “Stick your arm out.” 
 
    The blond gave me a slightly curious look but stood up and did as he was told. 
 
    “Now…” I took a step back. “Let’s imagine your arm is longer than mine and you could hit me from there.” I extended my arm out. “Imagine my arm can’t reach you but yours can reach me. How do you get around an opponent who has an advantage like that?” 
 
    Bruce thought about it from a moment, his nose wrinkling and his eyes narrowed. But all he could do was shrug. 
 
    “You only need to get to your opponent.” I moved a step closer and bent my arm, moving my fist against his chin. “At this range, it doesn’t matter how much longer his arms are. Now…” I raised my other arm out. “I can unleash a flurry with short punches where someone with longer arms would have trouble swinging. We’re in my comfort zone now. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “…Kinda.” 
 
    I laughed at the confusion in his eyes. “Don’t worry. You just started. You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Bruce collapsed back into his seat. I moved over to the side of the gym and started reorganizing some of the equipment that had been scattered around. 
 
    “You seem to know a lot, Enzo,” he said. “You must have gotten it from fighting.” 
 
    “Everybody in this gym has fought once or twice before.” 
 
    “How’d you do? I’m guessing you did pretty well.” 
 
    I scoffed at the thought. “I was as average a fighter as you could be.” 
 
    “Really? But you know so much.” 
 
    I laughed even harder at his comment. “It takes more than knowledge to win a fight. Some guys are just bigger and stronger than you. I’m not exactly the most imposing guy in the world…” 
 
    “Yeah. Then you got these assholes who join up with the Legion, pumping themselves up with Red Mana. Stuff’s as bad as steroids.” 
 
    “Red Mana’s easier to trace than any drug. Anybody who’s got a drop or ounce or whatever it is inside of them isn’t allowed to compete. Not in anything officially sanctioned, anyway.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense… Then you’d have a bunch of Omegas beating each other up inside of the ring or the cage. Then again, people might wanna see that.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    While Bruce pondered the possibilities of how to cheat with Red Mana, I finished putting away the gym equipment. 
 
    “How about you, Bruce? You wanna fight? We can get you signed-up for some amateur bouts if you want.” 
 
    “Hmm…” He twisted his lips like he wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t know. I got some scuffs on my face. God knows what my parents would say if I showed up at home with bigger bruises.” 
 
    “Most people here aren’t trying to compete. They’re just training. Nothing wrong with pushing yourself.” 
 
    “Speaking of Omegas, since high school graduation is around the corner, I was thinking about… maybe applying for the Legion. That’ll probably put an end to my fighting career. What do you think I should do, Enzo?” 
 
    I smirked at the thought. Over the years, I’d worked with countless people. Everybody always asked me for my advice, even when I wasn’t qualified to give it. And with something like this, I definitely wasn’t qualified. 
 
    I put a hand on Bruce’s shoulder then smiled. For a second, it kinda freaked me out I could tell him something to influence him. That made it even easier to tell him the truth. 
 
    “I can’t tell you what to do,” I said. “Your parents. Your family. Your friends. Nobody can. You just gotta do what’s best for you. If you think joining up with the Legion is the right decision, that’s your decision.” 
 
    “Well, I heard they get paid pretty decent. If you rank up high enough, your stipend can give you a nice living.” 
 
    “That’s your choice, Bruce.” 
 
    “What do you think of the Legion?” 
 
    I had an opinion about the Legion. Now wasn’t the time to give it though, so I bit my tongue. “I think… it’s a good option for some people. Maybe you’re one of them. I can’t tell you for sure.” 
 
    He nodded, a smile slowly growing on his face. “Thanks, Enzo. I should probably get going now.” He reached down for his gym bag then slung it over his shoulder. His eyes shifted to the side of the gym and the smile slowly left his lips. 
 
    “Who’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Who’s who?” I turned to the direction he was looking and saw someone standing at the entrance to the gym. I didn’t have to stare for very long to figure out who he was looking at. 
 
    Some fair-skinned woman in a pair of tight blue jeans and long, jet-black hair scanned the gym with her arms crossed. Even if she wasn’t wearing a shirt with thin straps holding it up, I would’ve noticed her. 
 
    “Never seen her before,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll bet. A girl like her you’d remember.” 
 
    The woman kept scanning the gym before she looked at me. When our eyes met, she didn’t move her gaze away. She just kept her arms at her side and stared unblinking at me. 
 
    “Maybe you beat up one of her boyfriends and she’s here to collect on his medical bills.” 
 
    “Ha!” I scoffed. “Everybody signs a waiver before they step foot in the gym. You get hurt, you pay for it your damn self. It’s in everybody’s contract before you can train here.” 
 
    “Wait a second… I signed a waiver?” 
 
    The slight mix of confusion and concern on Bruce’s face made me laugh again. I looked back over to the entrance but the woman was suddenly gone. Any thoughts I had of her left just as fast. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said as I patted Bruce on the shoulder. “I’ll walk you to your ride. Oh, and before I forget. Nice job today.” 
 
    Bruce held his chin up and nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Choose your class. Wield your weapon. Level up. The world needs you! Do your part to save Earth and fight against the evil forces of Pandora by joining up with the Legion Omega Defense today!” 
 
    A group of recruits in black uniforms gave beaming smiles as information on joining the Legion flashed on the screen. In the background, some sorta patriotic trumpets played to make the scene even more heroic. 
 
    Legion advertisements did everything they could to get young people like Bruce to sign up. But most folks saw them often enough they stopped paying attention to them. 
 
    At the moment, my attention was more focused on the drink the bartender placed in front of me. “One tall glass of pineapple juice with ice. I’ll never get it.” 
 
    “Get what?” I said. 
 
    “The drinks you get.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this,” I sighed. “Not everybody has to get loaded after work every night. Sometimes you just want a simple drink to relax.” 
 
    “Alcohol’s relaxing.” 
 
    “A little sugar is enough for me.” I held the straw to my lips and took a sip. The sweet juice wet my throat and made me forget about a day of training in a stinky gym. 
 
    The bartender leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “How’s the gym?” 
 
    “The gym is the gym,” I said with a shrug. “Same as every day. Why do you ask me that every night?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I figure one day you’ll have a story for me.” 
 
    “Well, tonight’s not the night, Hank. Just another ordinary, average, boring, run-of-the-mill day.” 
 
    I figured telling Hank I didn’t have a story for him would be enough. But considering how dull and drab the scene was, there wasn’t much else for him to look forward to. 
 
    While the Bloody Guts Gym was full of sweaty people looking for a place to train, Lucky’s Pub might’ve been just the opposite. The lights were a dull yellow. The musky scent of rotting wood and old liquor burned my nostrils. Some of the dreary patrons probably contributed to the odd smell. The television made just enough noise to accompany the music from the digital jukebox. The quiet conversations were kept to a minimum, with the balls smacking around on the pool table being the loudest thing in the room. The people at Lucky’s weren’t the most enthusiastic bunch but at least I knew I wouldn’t get any trouble from them. In a town like Newmire, that was rare. 
 
    Hank was probably the least threatening of them all. Old and stubby with a pudgy gut that stretched out his white button-up shirt, the bald man looked like he was only a few years away from retiring. The way his wrinkled cheeks sagged on his face made him look like a sad puppy. I was almost sorry I didn’t have an interesting story to tell him. But I always reminded myself he had a more interesting life than most people. The retired Omega didn’t show any signs of the Red Mana they used to boost themselves but nobody ever tested him. 
 
    I sucked on my straw while I stared at the television, not paying too much attention to what was on it. Hank stayed leaning against the shelf of liquor with his arms crossed like he was trying not to fall asleep. Lucky’s was definitely the place to relax after a day at work. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    Hank spoke up suddenly. I shifted my eyes slowly to him, not sure he was talking to me. He raised his eyebrows and held his hands out. 
 
    “You gotta have something for me?” he said. “A new fighter coming up in the ranks. Maybe some pro who stopped by for some sparring.” 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. “Sorry, Hank. Most people at the gym are just looking for a workout. And the people who do fight are just amateurs.” 
 
    “How about you? You ever think about stepping back into the cage?” 
 
    I let my straw fall from my mouth and straightened up. “We’ve already been over this,” I sighed. “I’m not a fighter. Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach. That’s how the saying goes.” 
 
    “If you’d just give it another shot.” Hank raised his eyebrows, trying to egg me on. The older man’s broken-toothed grin made me laugh. It would’ve been convincing if I hadn’t gone over this in my head a thousand times. 
 
    “Fighting doesn’t do much for me,” I said. 
 
    “You can’t tell me you don’t get no satisfaction from cracking a man’s skull and sending him to another dimension.” 
 
    “I can, actually.” 
 
    “What about the money?” 
 
    “I’m not broke.” 
 
    “What about the fame? The glory? The women? Eh, eh?” 
 
    I stuck my straw back between my teeth as I held back a smile. “Can’t do much with any of those.” 
 
    “Huh? A man leaves everything on the table because he just doesn’t wanna do it. I can respect that.” 
 
    “If you respect that, how about you stop bugging me about it?” 
 
    “I will… for tonight.” 
 
    “…Good enough,” I sighed. 
 
    “Looks like you don’t have to fight to get some attention, anyway.” 
 
    “Huh?” I turned toward the entrance of the bar where Hank was looking. Standing near the doorway was the same dark-haired woman I saw at the gym just a short while ago. She was a few meters away but it was obvious her eyes were on me. 
 
    I should’ve been flattered. Any man would’ve appreciated a woman staring at him from across the room. But she was already crossing the line into stalker territory. 
 
    “Friend of yours?” Hank asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “An admirer. You know, some of these women, when they spot a guy… I heard stories about how they follow a man home and get so obsessed they kill him just to make sure nobody can have him.” 
 
    I slowly turned back toward Hank. “Why the hell are you telling me that?” 
 
    “It’s just a story. It’s not like this broad…” He turned back toward the entrance and the woman was gone. “Well, there you have it. She’s gone. Nothing to worry about. I’m sure she’s not the obsessive murderer type.” 
 
    “And what makes you say that?” 
 
    “Intuition.” He tapped the side of his wrinkled forehead with his index finger. Despite how sure of himself he appeared to be, Hank didn’t inspire much confidence in me. 
 
    “Whatever…” I sighed as I sipped my drink, enjoying my quiet moment for as long as I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2: Jade 
 
    The stench of liquor and smoke in Lucky’s Pub was something I’d gotten used to quickly. When you spent enough time in the sweaty, smelly gym, everywhere else seemed like a breath of fresh air. 
 
    But ‘fresh’ places weren’t exactly easy to find in a place like Newmire. The smell here wasn’t fresh either but a lot more tolerable. Something sweet. Perfume made of sugar and candy. Inhale deep enough and you’d get a little light-headed. Open your mouth and you could taste it on your tongue. 
 
    That was only just the beginning. If you’d ever been in a strip club, then you knew what to expect. The smells. The dim but colorful lighting to highlight all of the flesh on display. The music blasting loud to drown out the conversations. Which is a shame, because the conversations going on weren’t shit you’d hear anywhere else. The Pussycat Club had all of that and more. 
 
    Up on the stage, a young twenty-something twirled around on a pole. Her body was firm and the curves of her hips were enticing. Most eyes were on her tits though, swaying in rhythm to the music from her ballet-like movements. A couple of six-inch heels made her slender legs look even longer but weren’t enough to hide her small frame. Not that she cared too much about hiding anything. A short-haired, blond pixie had the crowd mesmerized with her fairy dust. 
 
    The men at the stage showed their appreciation. A couple of businessmen in black suits tossed a few folded dollar bills at the dancer’s feet. Their ties undone and their hair disheveled, they looked like they’d just gotten off a long day at work and decided to stay out a little longer. 
 
    Other guys who didn’t wanna show their appreciation with dollars stood a few feet farther from the stage. Their heads down and their hands in their pockets, they kept their eyes focused on the blond at the center of the room. Her eyes. Her chest. Between her legs. There was more than one thing for them to focus on. Outside, they would’ve called guys like them perverts. But in here, they were honest men who didn’t hide their feelings. That meant they were treated like royalty. 
 
    It’s not like I was in any position to judge them. I wasn’t here for the same reasons as them but I’d be lying if I didn’t appreciate a girl slithering around a pole to prove just how flexible she was. 
 
    I sank comfortably into my seat cushions. My hands in my jacket pockets, I looked around to enjoy the rest of the scenery. Women in skimpy bikinis and lingerie to show off their assets walked around the club, searching for their next target with the bass thumping through the speakers as the soundtrack. Guys did their best not to stare too much, but all it took was a glance for a girl to sit next to him and try to see just how much they could take him for. 
 
    Some kid a few seats away from me got my attention. The guy looked like he was nearly a decade younger than me, barely eighteen. A shapely brunette in a black thong and a matching bra rubbed her leg against his thigh. Even with the lighting of the club, the smirk on her lips his clear. It was only a matter of time until she took him to the back. 
 
    I held back a smile. I remember when I was him, young with pussy the only thing on my mind. 
 
    “Hey, you.” 
 
    A girl plopped down on the seat next to me. I worked my way up her long heels, up toward the black bikini bottoms, and then at the black push-up bra that cupped her breasts to make them look like a couple of decent-sized tomatoes. The curly-haired brunette gave me a cheery smile, her white teeth brighter than anything in the club. The dimples in her cheeks almost made her look out of place. Almost. 
 
    “How are you doing tonight?” she asked, her voice as enthusiastic as her smile. 
 
    “I’m doing all right, I guess.” Never much for small talk. A cute girl didn’t change matters. 
 
    “My name’s Kylie.” 
 
    “Enzo.” 
 
    “Enzo… I like it. It’s nice to meet you, Enzo. You from around Newmire?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” I fixated my eyes on the girl on stage rolling around on the dollar bills being floated toward her. Through the corner of my eye, I could see the brunette still keeping her attention on me. 
 
    “You come here often? I’m new around here and I think maybe you and I can have a lotta fun…” 
 
    I turned to her and she winked. If I was the young guy a few seats away from me, that alone would’ve worked. I was too old for that now though. 
 
    “You’ll do fine in the Pussycat Club,” I said. “But I’m not what you’re looking for…” 
 
    She scrunched in her face, her seductive smile slowly disappearing from her lips. “Just here to watch, huh?” 
 
    “If I had some decent cash, I’d probably do more. I’m not the guy you’re looking for though, Kylie. I think…” 
 
    I looked over her shoulder toward the corner of the club. I wouldn’t have thought much about someone enjoying themselves. Even if it was a woman. But it only took me a second for me to recognize her. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes slightly to see her clearly. That same raven-haired broad I saw at the gym and at the bar. I knew the shit wasn’t a coincidence the first time I saw her. Now I was thinking this shit was serious. 
 
    “You think what?” Kylie’s voice broke me out of my daze. She waved her hand in front of me, an eyebrow arched. “You all right, Enzo?” 
 
    I looked back at the girl in the corner and watched as she got up from her seat. “It was nice meeting you, Kylie. Maybe I’ll see you around.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    I popped up from my seat, not giving the brunette a second thought. I moved through the club as fast as I could, brushing by all of the girls trying to grab my attention and the guys too distracted to get out of my way. The club wasn’t big enough that the woman I was walking after could get away. 
 
    She kept moving until she got to the back of the club, pushing the back door open and letting some of the moonlight in. A few seconds later, I finally caught up and stumbled into the alley after her. 
 
    The stench of the dumpsters in the back alley weren’t enough to distract me. It was easy to spot her. She wasn’t alone though. A couple of guys who were out here, too, got her attention. They didn’t look any different from most of the guys I saw walking streets. Disheveled clothes and dirty faces. They were probably pushers who weren’t above taking advantage of someone. And the way they eyeballed the girl, that was a real possibility. 
 
    “What do we got here?” One man in a beanie scratched the side of his head as he walked up to the woman, a growing smirk on his lips. 
 
    “Pretty girl,” the other man said. “Most of the pretty girls are usually in the club, ass naked. You’re all dressed up though.” 
 
    The woman crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Don’t even think about it,” she said, her voice as matter of fact as you could get. “Club security isn’t having it.” 
 
    “Club security always tells the girls working in the club to never come into the back alley. They say any girl who steps back here gets what it’s coming to ‘em.” 
 
    “It’s their own fault,” the other man added. 
 
    One moment I’m enjoying a show. The next, I’m in a back alley about to watch a girl get assaulted. Newmire was some fucking town. 
 
    As they approached the woman, the guys finally turned and took notice of me. 
 
    “Who’s this asshole?” one of the men said. “You with her?” 
 
    I’d only just started shaking my head when the woman spoke up suddenly. “He’s with me,” she said. “He’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    She turned and gave me a wink. The corner of her lips twitched slightly. I didn’t know if that smile was good news or bad news. But it was definitely something. 
 
    “Boyfriend, huh?” Both of the men walked over to me. They stood right in front of me, so I could see just how dirty their shirt and jeans were. Their clothes smelled as bad as they looked. Definitely a couple of bums capable of assaulting an innocent woman. “You stepped into the wrong alley.” 
 
    The guys didn’t look much different from one another. Not that it mattered. I’d seen their types before. Assholes who were constantly looking for every moment to prove how tough they were. And from the smirk on the woman’s lips, she wanted to see it, too. 
 
    “Listen,” I said as I put my hands up. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on. But something is going on.” 
 
    “Something’s going on, all right,” one of the punks said. “Why don’t you go back in the club? Spend some money and get yourself a lap dance. Mind your own business.” 
 
    “Considering how much this woman over here is following me, I’d say this is my business—” 
 
    “Screw this!” The other man suddenly moved toward me. 
 
    When you spent most of your time in the gym, you got used to guys coming at you. Every punch. Every kick. The human body could only move a certain way. The only difference was speed. And that came from training. 
 
    This guy didn’t have any. 
 
    I moved out of the way from his punch and hammered him in the stomach, crumpling him to the floor. He wrapped his hands around his gut as he wheezed to try and catch his breath. 
 
    I quickly turned my attention to the other man, who tried to follow-up. They looked the same. They threw the same, predictable punch. I repeated what I just did a second ago. And now they were both on the ground the same, rolling around in pain and gasping for air. 
 
    The woman stepped over their writhing bodies and moved right in front of me. 
 
    She turned her head up and looked right at me. A couple of emerald green eyes shimmered underneath the moonlight. Her skin was fair, unblemished and youthful. She had a thin face with chiseled cheekbones and a thin nose, but she wasn’t gaunt. I figured she was in her early twenties or so. Young but with a certain maturity about her. Like a girl who grew up too fast. 
 
    Up close, she seemed a lot slimmer with how slender her arms were. Her shirt was loose though, so it was hard to tell just how thin she was. 
 
    She crossed her arms then looked down at the poor saps still recovering. “Not bad. You are Enzo Drake.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. I already knew something was up. Hearing my name just confirmed it. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said. “What do you want?” 
 
    She reached into her pocket then held out a business card to me. But there was no name or information on it. Just a phone number. 
 
    “I’m Jade. Call me.” 
 
    I shook my head, fighting back a smile at how absurd the situation was. “Girls don’t usually give me a card when they give me their number. I could just type it into my phone.” I looked down at the guys. “But considering you’ve been stalking me, I don’t think there’s any chance I’ll actually call you—” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. It’s about your father.” 
 
    The smile left my face. Every thought I had about what I thought she might’ve wanted left me. And considering how she wasn’t smiling either, she wasn’t joking. Or maybe it was just a really bad joke. 
 
    “Things are still being set up,” she said. “But they should be ready in the morning. Call me then.” 
 
    She spun around on her heels and began walking down the alley. Her heels clicked against the pavement in the silence of the night. 
 
    “You don’t really expect me to call you, do you?” I yelled out. 
 
    “I do expect it, Enzo,” she called back without missing a step. 
 
    I watched her move to the end of the alley then turn around the corner. I was too confused by everything that happened to move. 
 
    A strange woman was following me. And now I was standing in the middle of the alley with a card in my hand that had that same strange woman’s number. 
 
    My life wasn’t very interesting. Weird nights like this made me realize how much I took that shit for granted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3: The Truth 
 
    When outsiders thought of Los Angeles, they always thought about the bright lights and the big city. They imagined all of the movie stars walking down the streets of Hollywood and all the rock stars holding concerts at all of the arenas. But it was a big city, which meant most of it wasn’t as glamorous as it was on television. 
 
    It was early in the morning when I found myself in one of the most common parts of the city. Down south, right along the coast, the industrious people were hard at work. Longshoremen worked on the docks, loading and unloading the dozens of freighters all lined up. The countless ships all billowed with smoke as the men and women worked to deal with all of the cargo. It was a sunny day for relaxing but for the dockworkers, that made it even easier to work up a sweat. 
 
    Along with all of the ships on the docks, there were all of the warehouses. Massive storage facilities took up acres of land to the point you could get lost if you wanted to. 
 
    “What the hell am I doing?” I muttered to myself as I read the numbers on the warehouses, trying to find my destination. 
 
    I woke up early that morning despite not getting a good night’s sleep. I thought I could sleep off the strange night I had and forget about everything that happened but as soon as I regained consciousness, it all came back to me faster than I could forget about it. 
 
    The number on the woman’s card had been etched into my thoughts. I should’ve torn it in half and tossed it into the wind. But something was compelling me to make another bad decision. Some bad judgment eating away at my brain. All of a sudden I was on the docks, searching for something without knowing what the hell it was. 
 
    “Dock P. Warehouse 1151.” 
 
    I double-checked the text message ‘Jade’ sent me to make sure I was heading in the right direction. In the distance, I heard the horns of more ships coming into the docks but there wasn’t another person near me. I turned the corner, following the trail of numbers until I finally made it to my destination. 
 
    It was a plain-looking storage facility. A warehouse no bigger than my apartment. There was what looked like a two-car garage door with another smaller door right next to it. It didn’t look much different from the dozens of warehouses along the row but the numbers matched what I was looking for. 
 
    I looked down at my phone and sent a text. A few seconds later, the message was put on read and the door opened up. 
 
    Jade. The dark-haired woman stepped out in front of me. Underneath the sunlight, she looked a lot younger than I remembered. Same outfit from last night. A small white top with thin straps draped over her bony shoulders but a little tighter than I remembered. Her arms were just as thin. I looked down and noticed how slim her torso was, which led down to a pair of blue jeans tucked into a pair of black riding boots. 
 
    When I shifted my eyes back up to her face, I saw just how pale her skin was underneath the sunlight. Despite the subtle smile on her lips, there was something in her eyes. It was like she was hiding something. Then again, that was pretty obvious from how much she was following me. 
 
    “Glad you could make it out, Enzo. Lemme show you inside—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” I put my hands up. “You don’t expect me to just walk into this warehouse without telling me what this is all about, do you?” 
 
    She took a step toward me without taking those green eyes of hers off me. Her smile left her. “You know what this is about. It’s about your—” 
 
    “That’s not good enough. For all I know, you could be setting me up. The same way he was set up.” 
 
    “Your father wasn’t set up. And the one person who can prove it to you is inside.” 
 
    Jade moved next to the door and opened it up. I peeked inside but couldn’t see much. 
 
    This was a bad idea. The more I thought about it, the louder the voice in my head was telling me to just walk away. But there was something else, too. A damn curiosity along with my bad judgment that wouldn’t go away no matter how much I tried to drown it out. 
 
    “I’m not up to anything,” she said, her voice stern but sincere. “I won’t make you do anything either. You can walk away if you want.” 
 
    “That reverse psychology bullshit won’t work on me.” 
 
    “Hmm…” She crossed her arms, her whole petite frame shaking as she chuckled. “Once you have all the facts, you can make the decision for yourself. But it wouldn’t be fair to yourself if you don’t know the facts to begin with.” 
 
    Jade stepped aside and held her hand to the opening. I stared at the doorway then looked around like it was the last time I was ever gonna see Newmire. I stopped thinking too hard about it and walked through the door. 
 
    Jade followed behind me and clicked it closed but I was too distracted by what I saw. The spacious warehouse was bigger than my entire apartment. The lights were bright but with a dull, yellowish tint. There was something along the walls. Equipment. Machinery. Cars. I couldn’t tell what they were exactly because they were all covered in tarps. The only thing that wasn’t covered was a small workbench off to one side of the warehouse room. Someone was hunched over it. 
 
    I couldn’t see them very well. Someone in a white lab coat. 
 
    “Dr. Redgrave,” Jade said. 
 
    The figure at the workbench sat up straight then spun around in their seat. 
 
    It was an older man. Probably in his sixties or seventies. Skin wrinkled and covered in liver spots. Head bald outside of a few wispy white strands. Underneath his lab coat, he appeared frail enough for his shirt to be loose. Even the way his slacks bunched over his sneakers made it look like he was shrinking. 
 
    His eyes were already narrowed from how much his sagging cheeks made them look closed. But when the older man got up to step toward me, he squinted even more. The guy looked harmless but I wasn’t about to let my guard down. 
 
    He kept inching forward, his head slowly bowing up and down. “Yes… You are Oliver’s son.” He moved right in front of me, a soft smile on his lips. “I can see it in your eyes. You look just like him.” 
 
    “I look like my father. Is that so weird?” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “You sound just like him, too. No, it’s not strange that a son would resemble his father. I suppose I’m more relieved you’re truly standing here in front of me. I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment, Enzo. I didn’t think it would ever happen.” 
 
    I looked over at Jade, who was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. “If you wanted me to visit this old man, you didn’t have to spend the whole day stalking me.” 
 
    “I had to make sure you were the right Enzo Drake,” she said. 
 
    “Are there a lot of Enzo Drake’s to confuse me with?” 
 
    “It’s not only that. I had to see if you were… capable. If you were actually a guy who knew how to fight.” 
 
    “Capable?” I thought about it for a moment. The longer I stared at her, the more it dawned on me. “Those two guys in the alley… You wanted me to beat them up. To see if I could handle myself.” 
 
    She nodded. “Don’t worry. I’m from Newmire, too. Those punks hanging outside the Pussycat Club aren’t exactly angels. They got what they deserved.” 
 
    The answers I was getting were only leading to more questions. I turned back to the old man standing a few feet away from me. 
 
    “And what do you have to do with all this?” I asked. 
 
    “My name is Dr. Benjamin Redgrave. I work with the Legion Omega Defense… worked with the Legion, I should say now. I’m not a part of anything official now. Tell me, Enzo. What do you know about what happened to your father?” 
 
    My father. Nothing made me stop and think like bringing him up. It didn’t matter how long I thought though, because there was no way to put it into words. 
 
    “My father was in the Legion. Worked his way up all the way to Prime, at least that’s what he told me. Then… he was just gone. Some LOD official comes to my grandma’s house one day to give her the news. Then she tells me I’m never gonna see him again. They don’t tell either of us why because it’s classified. Tried looking into it when I got older but it’s like he never existed. My father…” I swallowed to clear my throat. “My dad’s dead. The only Omega who’s dead and it’s not even on record. Lucky him…” 
 
    I clenched my jaw to keep my composure. “Is that why you brought me here? Bring back old memories I don’t wanna think about?” 
 
    The old man didn’t seem threatened though. He just kept smiling, his eyes nearly closed as he stared back at me. His lips started to quiver as he spoke. “What if I told you your father was still alive?” 
 
    I thought I misheard him. He didn’t say what I thought he did. He couldn’t have. It wouldn’t have made any sense. 
 
    The old man must’ve sensed my confusion. He put his hands behind his back as he began pacing back and forth in front of me. 
 
    “Everybody knows why the Legion was established,” he said. “After the First Event, we were working to figure out how to deal with the Shadows. I was among the scientists trying to put a permanent end to Pandora. I hypothesized by going as deep into Pandora as we could, we could find the ones responsible for the attacks. Destroy the head and the rest of the body will fall was my belief. We classified it as the Slayer Project. I was given the green light to lead the project. 
 
    “Pandora is made up of different dimensions. The LOD sends Omegas into the nearest dimensions to deal with the closest threats. I began the project by taking readings of the deepest dimensions I could. The deeper I got, the greater the Mana density powering those dimensions became. But it wasn’t just the power of the Mana. The Mana itself became unstable. The dimensions were like nothing I could explain. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why the threat of Pandora still exists? Why after forty years, even the highest-level Prime Omegas still aren’t enough to defeat even the most powerful threats?” 
 
    “The LOD has been around a long time,” I said. “I guess it’s a little strange they haven’t found a way to shut down Pandora for good.” 
 
    “It’s because the deepest dimensions of Pandora are unstable as I suggested. We dubbed the deepest dimension on record Anarchy. Even the greatest Primes with the highest Mana levels would succumb in Anarchy.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, his eyes focused on the ground. I could practically see the gears churning around in his head. His throat bobbed up and down with a hard swallow before he continued. 
 
    “Oliver… Your father… He was the bravest Omega I ever knew. He knew all of the risks about venturing to Anarchy. But he decided to go through with it anyway. He said if there were a chance to end this war so that nobody would ever have to fight again, he would take it. 
 
    “So he ventured into Pandora by himself. He traveled through dimension after dimension to get as close to Anarchy as he could. The man was so determined, I started to believe he would actually do what he set out to do.” 
 
    Redgrave stopped again. Even though his eyes were squinted, it was easy to tell they were beginning to glaze over. He didn’t say anything, his clenched jaw shifting. 
 
    “What happened?” I said. 
 
    “We… I…” He exhaled a deep breath through his nose. “…I was monitoring his signal. His vital signs. Omegas wear communicators, so we can see everything. Their combat data. Their stats. We know exactly what condition they’re in. If they’re in trouble, we can pull them out if their gear doesn’t do it for them.” 
 
    “What happened?” I repeated. 
 
    Redgrave looked up at me and shook his head. “Your father… He just vanished. His vitals didn’t drop. There was just… no reading.” 
 
    I looked away from him and put my hands on my hips. For a split-second, I thought about getting pissed. All that and he didn’t know what happened. Couldn’t get mad at an old man though. 
 
    I quickly regained my composure. I laughed at how ludicrous this whole story was. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “My father’s gone. Just like he’s always been. You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know—” 
 
    “Your father is not gone. He’s not dead either. I told you Anarchy was unstable. There’s a chance your father is still there.” 
 
    “What difference does it make?” I scoffed. “It’s been nearly twenty years since then. If he wasn’t dead then, he’s dead now. He couldn’t survive for that long.” 
 
    I didn’t wanna believe him but Redgrave wouldn’t let it go. “I can’t explain what Anarchy is. It’s not merely a place. It’s a plane. An existence of energy. I’ve been studying for years, trying to figure out what happened. And now I have the answers. I know why I stopped getting his readings. Your father was broken down to his essence. Turned into pure energy, existing in Pandora.” 
 
    “So he’s not dead. Now he’s just turned into energy. That doesn’t make a difference.” 
 
    “Don’t you see what he’s saying?” Jade suddenly spoke up and walked over to me. “Your father still exists.” 
 
    “As energy. What good does that do?” 
 
    “Why do you think an Omega never dies permanently? How come they talk about how no soldier has ever been lost despite the brutal monsters they face? Because they have the technology to recompose them.” 
 
    I heard her right. She was telling me everything I wanted to hear. And a part of me was stupid enough to think it made some sense. 
 
    I took a step back from both of them, shaking my head. It’s been too damn long and now all of a sudden they were trying to hand me a miracle. 
 
    “If he’s still there, why didn’t you go after him?” I said. 
 
    “I regret everything that happened to Oliver,” Redgrave said. “After he was lost, the Slayer Project was shut down. I protested but they refused to reinstate it. So I left. I spent all of this time… seventeen years to try and figure out what happened. I want to fix my mistake. And I can’t think of anyone better to help me fix it than the one man who was most affected by it.” 
 
    His story was strange but it made some sense. I stayed staring at the ground. “Lemme get this straight. You want me to head into Pandora, go all the way to Anarchy, find my father, and bring him back. Me. Not an Omega. Just a regular civilian. Am I getting this right?” 
 
    “We have the means to do it. All we need is someone willing.” 
 
    I looked around at all of the cloths covering everything in the warehouse. “I guess that explains all of the equipment…” 
 
    “This isn’t just an opportunity to save your father,” Jade said. “You can shut down Pandora and end this war for good.” 
 
    There was a bit of desperation in her voice, almost like she was pleading with me. But it wasn’t enough. 
 
    I turned to Redgrave and shook my head. “I’m sorry you spent all that time doing research. Maybe you’ll be the man who’ll end this war. But my dad’s dead and I’m an adult. If you want someone to save him, get a time machine and tell it to the boy who needed him.” 
 
    I spun around to leave the warehouse. 
 
    “Enzo—” Jade grabbed my arm to stop me in my tracks. She looked me right in the eye, staring pleadingly at me. 
 
    “Jade…” Redgrave spoke softly. “Let him go.” 
 
    She squeezed her grip on me for a second before loosening it. I tugged my arm free and headed for the exit. The warehouse door slammed shut. The ship horns bellowed in the distance but they weren’t enough to distract me from my own thoughts. 
 
    I thought about everything I heard then shook my head. “Crazy,” I scoffed softly to myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4: One-Percent 
 
    17 years earlier… 
 
    I stared out the window and watched the leaves fall. When it was this time of autumn, it was like there were a million of ‘em. They covered the grass and the streets and the sidewalks. Grandma said I never had to worry too much about ‘em though because the wind would take it away. There was no point in sweeping them into a pile when there’d just be more of ‘em to sweep up, she’d say. 
 
    Through all of the brown and orange leaves, I made out the road. It was the middle of the afternoon and most people were in school. 
 
    “Are you hungry, dear?” Grandma’s old voice rang from behind me. 
 
    I shook my head, too distracted as I looked out into the street. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’ll be here soon. Don’t you worry about him.” 
 
    I turned toward my grandma. She was smiling, making her face wrinkled and her eyes look like two little slits. She always looked like that. I was more used to looking at her face than anybody else’s. 
 
    The rumble of an engine coming down the street made me turn my attention back out toward the window. I jumped off the couch as soon as I heard it and rushed toward the front door like the house was on fire. I kicked away the leaves and ran through the grass as fast as I could then watched as the black sedan pulled onto the driveway. 
 
    My dad smiled from the driver’s seat and hopped out. “Dad!” I pounced on him, wrapping my hands around his waist. 
 
    “Superstar! It’s been a long time!” He grabbed me right underneath my arms and held me up like I didn’t weigh anything. He never had much trouble holding me up because of how strong he was. His smile underneath his mustache had never seemed bigger. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the cast on my arm as he set me back down on my feet. “What happened here?” 
 
    I looked down at it. “Well…” I could either lie to him, which wouldn’t make me feel very good. Or I could tell him the truth, which wouldn’t make me feel very good either. Dad was smart enough to figure me out anyway. I wished there was some way to explain to him how I busted up my wrist but there wasn’t. 
 
    He took a knee down in front of me and looked me right in the eye. “Tell me.” 
 
    “We were playing a game,” I said. “Football. Mark… He’s such a jerk. He was messing around with some of the kids. And then his team beat ours and he really started rubbing it in everybody’s faces… He was picking on someone else. Arnold. Started to make him cry. I used the punch you taught me. Caught him right in the mouth. Knocked him down but… I kinda landed it wrong…” 
 
    I thought he’d be excited about using a punch I learned from him but I knew he was sad. 
 
    He sighed softly through his nose and shook his head. Even though he was smiling, he wasn’t very happy. 
 
    “You can’t just punch everybody whenever they make you mad,” he said. 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    He burst into a chuckle, which only made me confused. He squeezed a hand around my shoulder to make sure I was listening to him. 
 
    “Sometimes the best thing to do is nothing at all. It’s hard. Especially when someone is being a bully. I know. But you have to do it. Otherwise, you’re just a bully yourself.” He moved his hand down to my cast and looked at it. “How long?” 
 
    “I was suspended for a week but the cast will be there for another month.” 
 
    “Right… Well, cast or no cast, we’ll still have a good time.” The smile returned to his face. 
 
    Dad got mad like I expected him to but he never stayed mad for very long. He was always smiling when I was around him, even though that wasn’t very often. 
 
    “Oliver!” 
 
    Dad straightened up when Grandma came out. He gave her a hug and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” she said. “All these darn leaves. Let’s get inside already.” 
 
    “It’s not like this at the District,” he said with a chuckle. “The weather’s always perfect. I missed Newmire.” 
 
    “You can admire Newmire another time. Food’s getting cold.” Grandma muttered to herself as she headed back into the house. 
 
    Dad looked down at me, a proud smile on his face. Whenever I saw him, he always looked more impressive than the last time. I looked at the star buttons on the chest of his uniform and he noticed I was staring. 
 
    “They changed colors,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said with a nod. “Your father got a promotion. Made it all the way to Omega Prime.” 
 
    “Omega Prime… That sounds cool. Maybe I can be an Omega and make it to Prime, too. Some day…” 
 
    He smiled at me then took another knee so he could look me right in the eye. “Listen, Zo… I’m gonna tell you a secret. But you can’t tell anybody. Not even Grandma, okay?” 
 
    My eyes widened as I nodded. 
 
    “I’m working hard at the District. It’s… difficult but it’s necessary. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Sure. The monsters in Pandora. You’re doing your duty.” 
 
    “Heh… Ten-years-old and you understand it better than some adults…” He swallowed suddenly, his eyes still locked on mine. “There’s a chance the next time I go back will be the last time. I can finish this for good and then retire. I can spend the rest of my time with you and Grandma.” 
 
    “What? Really?” I started bouncing up and down but he kept his hand around my shoulder to keep me in place. 
 
    “That’s if I get this done. If not, I’ll be coming around as often as I can. This… This is…” 
 
    “It’s what, Dad?” 
 
    I looked into his eyes. I could see something. It almost seemed like he wanted to cry. That didn’t make sense though. My dad never cried. It was impossible. 
 
    He smiled at me. “What do I always say when we play games? You can’t control what happens in the end… Just enjoy the now.” 
 
    I smiled back and wrapped my arms around him. I didn’t know why he was saying it to me now but I didn’t care. All that mattered was he was here. 
 
    He moved his other hand up to my shoulder then leaned forward to kiss me on the top of my head. “What are you?” 
 
    “Superstar!” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m proud of you, Zo. Always. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Lucky’s Pub had the usual crowd of guys and gals just looking for a drink and a chance to get away from it all. The chatter and the stink and the unappealing scenery were never enough to distract me from enjoying a moment of peace. Tonight was a little different though. 
 
    It wasn’t the sweet sugar of my drink that had my mind wandering like usual. The whole damn day, my encounter with Jade and Dr. Redgrave was running through my head. Even working the mitts with everybody at the gym only worked for a few moments before my mind would go elsewhere. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let that shit get to me. It’d all go away. It was just some crazy dream. Things would be back to normal and I’d forget all about it. 
 
    My lips wrapped around my straw as I stared at the bar counter. I was staring at the counter when I felt someone take a seat next to me. I couldn’t see them clearly from the corner of my eye but I already knew who it was. 
 
    “If you’re trying to convince me to go back into that warehouse garage, save it,” I said. 
 
    “How’d you know?” Jade’s stern but feminine voice floated into my ears. 
 
    “Lucky’s has a particular smell. It stinks. Someone like you walks in here with just a whiff of perfume… They definitely don’t belong here.” I looked up and saw her smiling softly. 
 
    Jade had an intense face, eyes always so focused. Her skin was so pale and unblemished, it made everything else stand out. Her thin lips. Her thin nose. The high cheekbones. Her long, dark hair went down the sides of her face like she’d brushed it a million times. 
 
    In this town, she could’ve fooled the schmucks of Newmire into thinking she was from up north in Hollywood. Some model or actress. As pretty as she was though, she wasn’t enough to distract me from my drink. 
 
    “Are you drinking… pineapple juice?” 
 
    “Criticizing my drink isn’t a good way to convince me.” 
 
    “Hey, if you enjoy it, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “How about you? What are you drinking tonight?” 
 
    “Tonight? I think I’ll stay sober. Got some plans with Dr. Redgrave.” 
 
    “Hmm… You really trust that old man, huh?” 
 
    Jade leaned forward against the counter. Her eyes were on me even though I wasn’t looking back at her. 
 
    “Redgrave is one of the smartest men the LOD ever had. It was a huge loss when he left. He worked directly with Dr. Higashi, who’s responsible for a lot of the work the Legion is doing. The original Dr. Higashi, not his son.” 
 
    “Redgrave’s old. He looks smart, too. I’ll give him credit for that.” 
 
    “He’s smart but…” Jade hesitated for a moment. The sudden uneasiness emanating from her wasn’t something I noticed before. “He’s made mistakes. He’s trying to atone for them. He meant what he said when he thought it was only appropriate you be the one to do this.” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath through my nose. It wasn’t some crazy dream. Redgrave really did tell me my father might be alive. I took another sip of my drink and shook my head, still not believing it. 
 
    “What about you, Jade? I get Redgrave wanting to fix his failure but you…” 
 
    “I’m an Omega.” 
 
    “You?” I raised an eyebrow at her and scoffed. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m twenty-one. You only need to be eighteen to apply to the Legion.” 
 
    “Fell for the brochures, huh?” 
 
    “Sure. ‘Choose your class. Wield your weapon. Level up.’ However it goes. Still a Bronze but it pays decent.” 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a grind. You go into Pandora through these things called Junction Gates. You kill monsters. Giant ones the size of buildings sometimes. Then you rest and wait for them to point you to the next one.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted over to the side. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular, just lost in whatever her thoughts were. 
 
    “I was on leave. Figured I needed to keep myself occupied. Saw an ad on the Internet asking for some help. Needed an Omega. Turns out, it was Dr. Redgrave. He told me his story—” 
 
    “And you believed him?” 
 
    “Not at first. But he showed me all of his data. All of the research he’s done over the years. Everything he’s built.” 
 
    “Could be faking it.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe he was trying to get into your pants.” I wrapped my lips around my straw and sipped as I stared at her. 
 
    “He’d go through all that trouble just to sleep with someone?” Jade leaned back and crossed her arms, her face twisted in confusion. 
 
    “Some guys are pretty crazy. Don’t deny the lengths they’d go. He’s old. Maybe he’s senile.” 
 
    We both shared a laugh, easing the tension only just a little bit. 
 
    “No,” she sighed as she shook her head. “Everything adds up. Redgrave knows as much about Pandora as any scientist with the LOD.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why you’re working with him.” 
 
    “I was just like you. I thought it was crazy. But then I really thought about it. Going deep into Pandora and getting to Anarchy… Destroying the source of everything. Ending this conflict… If there was a chance to do this and I didn’t do it… There was no other choice. That’s the whole point of being an Omega.” 
 
    I didn’t know Jade for very long or very well. But from the look in her eyes, I knew she was sincere. That wasn’t enough to convince me though. 
 
    “It’s too bad I’m not an Omega,” I said. 
 
    “I guess I’m not the right person to convince you.” 
 
    “That’s right. And if you’re about to spit out some cliché about ‘what would your father say to you’ then save it.” 
 
    “I get it… I’m curious though. What would he say to you?” 
 
    Jade wasn’t shy about asking me something personal. I would’ve been offended if I didn’t admire how bold it was. She stayed leaning against the counter, her chin propped up in her palm like she was genuinely interested. 
 
    I took another sip of my drink to clear my throat as the memories came back to me. 
 
    “I remember standing in the driveway when I said goodbye. Dad always looked so… impressive. I never saw him in his armor. Never took any photos. But even in just that black uniform, he was the most amazing person in the world to me. He was a superhero. The LOD uniform isn’t even anything special. The stars on his chest with the Omega logo though…” 
 
    “It’s funny how a symbol can make all the difference.” 
 
    “I remember the last thing he said to me. Reminded me there was a chance it’d be the last time he’d have to fight and he’d come back home to spend forever with me. Turns out he was only half-right.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be the last thing he said to you.” 
 
    So many damn thoughts were running through my head. Confusion. Anger. Frustration. Even a little bit of fear. They were all moving from my chest and around my stomach to the point not even another whole glass of juice could drown them out. 
 
    “If my dad could see me now, he wouldn’t see much. A twenty-seven-year-old who couldn’t make it as an MMA fighter. A college dropout. A guy who trains kids at the local gym. Just another man trying to make his way through life like all the other lost people in Newmire. I… never really amounted to anything. Any parent would be disappointed. But my dad…” Through all of the emotions trying to work their way through my head, I managed to smile thinking about him. “…My dad would still be proud of me. He’d tell me to tell Redgrave to go fuck himself. Forget about this one-percent chance of finding him. Live my own life and let him go. Hell, I’ve been doing okay for seventeen years. Why not the rest of my life?” 
 
    Jade straightened up slowly and nodded. “I see…” 
 
    “My father always wanted what’s best for me… I guess it’s finally time for me to return the favor.” 
 
    I turned to Jade. She wasn’t smiling but I could see the excitement in her eyes. Hell, I could feel the same anticipation burning in my gut. 
 
    “Redgrave still in the warehouse?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded softly. 
 
    I took one last sip to polish off my drink then popped up to my feet. “I’m in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5: Initiation 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m only doing this for my father. I don’t care about any other missions or experiments or any ideas you have. My dad is the number one objective over everything else. And the same goes for both of you. That’s our mission. If you’re not with me, I’ll leave right now. No exceptions.” 
 
    I stood in the center of the garage warehouse, the yellow lights buzzing above me. My eyes were locked on Jade and Dr. Redgrave. They both slowly turned to one another and nodded. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” Redgrave said to me. “This was always about bringing Oliver back.” 
 
    “Your father could be the key to ending all of this,” Jade said. “That’s why I’m here. Even if it means just saving him, it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Even though I’d already made up my mind, there was still a last bit of reservation. I took a moment to think about what I was doing. 
 
    I didn’t know the first thing about being an Omega. The videos on YouTube from the First Event might as well have been movies. Even the brochures for the LOD looked more like press kits for video games than military recruitment pamphlets. 
 
    I made my decision. But that didn’t make it a good one. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Jade will go over the general details with you while I make sure everything is ready.” Redgrave shuffled up to me with that friendly smile of his. The old man squeezed my arm, his grip surprisingly stronger than I thought it would. “Thank you, Enzo.” 
 
    “Thank me when we get him back.” 
 
    He nodded then moved over to the side of the small warehouse garage where his workbench was. 
 
    “This is how it’s gonna work,” Jade said. “We’ll meet at night, when there’s less going on around here. Security is a little tighter, so we won’t have to worry about people snooping around trying to figure out what we’re doing. This isn’t an officially sanctioned LOD project. Dr. Redgrave… He, uh…” 
 
    I crossed my arms and glared at her. “He what?” 
 
    “He took some liberties with the LOD tech while he was working with them. More specifically, he borrowed a few things from them and… they don’t know he borrowed them.” 
 
    “Wait a second.” I turned toward all of the equipment covered in cloth all around me. “Redgrave stole LOD equipment for all of this?” 
 
    “He didn’t steal it. He borrowed it. Once we’re finished, he’ll return it.” 
 
    “And I don’t suppose anybody is looking for it now.” 
 
    “…That’s why we’ll only be working sparingly.” 
 
    I didn’t bother arguing. One step in and I was already in too deep. 
 
    “Working sporadically will also give you a chance to live your life. You don’t have to quit your job. You don’t have to stop drinking at that smelly bar or hanging out with strippers. Redgrave will keep on working. I’ll be here whenever you wanna head into Pandora.” 
 
    “My father’s waiting for me. I don’t wanna waste any time.” 
 
    “Your father’s been waiting for seventeen years. If Redgrave’s estimates are correct, a few more weeks won’t make much of a difference.” 
 
    The parameters of when to show up were simple enough but that was only just the beginning. “We work sparingly. You and Redgrave will be here. What else do I need to know?” 
 
    “Follow me.” Jade walked over to the side of the room and finally removed one of the tarps. Underneath it was a digital display that looked like two plasma television screens stuck together. There were some words and lines all over it but it was all gibberish to me. 
 
    “Pandora is what we call the other dimension. The other dimension is made up of different worlds. Every world is powered by a Mana Obelisk. Whenever an Obelisk is destroyed, that world collapses on itself.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I put my hands up. “You lost me at Pandora.” 
 
    “Don’t think too much about it. All you need to worry about is this part of Pandora.” She pointed at a blinking blue dot on the left side of the display. “This is where we’re at now.” She trailed her finger from the dot along a green line. “Usually Omegas are sent into Pandora to destroy an Obelisk. Instead, we’ll be using the Obelisks as checkpoints to make sure we’re in the right location.” She stopped her finger from the line at another blinking dot. “Dr. Redgrave mapped out a path back to Anarchy. You’ll be traveling along this path until we get to our destination.” 
 
    I followed the line on the display from the left all the way to the right side then stood in front of it. There was a lone, blinking red dot. “That’s Anarchy… That’s where he is…” 
 
    “Keep in mind this map might not be scaled properly. It might take days, weeks, maybe months to traverse the entire line to get where we need to be. Not to mention, there may be other paths that open up. The LOD has been studying Pandora for years but they still haven’t figured out how exactly everything is connected.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. If Redgrave got my father to Anarchy, I can get there, too. Nothing will stop me.” 
 
    “I admire your determination. You’re gonna need it. Pandora doesn’t just get more unstable the deeper we get. It also gets more dangerous. The Shadows will be stronger. The environments will be less welcoming. This won’t be a walk in the park.” 
 
    “Are you trying to scare me now? After all the convincing you were trying to do?” 
 
    Jade’s lips cocked into a smirk as she looked me up and down. “I know nothing will stop you. I’m only telling you to expect the unexpected.” 
 
    “All right… This won’t be simple. I don’t imagine you’ll just let me wander into Pandora on my own.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” She held her hand out then walked with me toward Dr. Redgrave. The scientist was hunched over his workbench as he wiped his hair over his head. 
 
    I looked over his shoulder at what was resting on the table. I couldn’t see it clearly but when Redgrave stepped aside, there was no mistaking it. 
 
    A pair of silver steel gloves about five times the size of my fists sat there. Each one was nearly as big as my torso. The metal shined with rivets connecting all of the joints where the fingers would bend. Tiny ridges ran over the fingers. Along both wrists, there were blue displays the size of a cellphone touchscreen. 
 
    “Your father was smart,” Dr. Redgrave said. “Smarter than most people would give an Omega credit for. But there was no denying how capable he was with his fists. With his background as a young amateur boxer, he was perfect. I couldn’t have asked for a more ideal candidate for the Slayer Project. I lost him. But you should know it wasn’t because he was ill-equipped in terms of his weaponry.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the gloves as I walked up to them. My fingers moved over the cold, smooth silver. “Are these the same kind my dad used?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  One-of-a-kind. The only blueprint that existed has been destroyed. This model has some minor adjustments. In addition to how much damage they can do, they’ll give you a small boost in strength. It’s not much but my attention was more on figuring out where your father was exactly.” 
 
    “I get it…” 
 
    “Oliver was the only man to wield the Slayer Gauntlets. I think it’s appropriate his son wield version two… Go ahead.” 
 
    “Wait. I’m just supposed to slip these on like boxing gloves?” I looked at Redgrave. He didn’t say anything. Just a subtle smile was enough to tell me what was on his mind. Even Jade’s eyes widened slightly with growing curiosity. 
 
    “All right…” I shrugged and moved my hands down. I slid my fingers into the over-sized gloves. I immediately felt some type of soft material pushing back. Something slick and rubbery. 
 
    “It’s malleable silicone,” Redgrave said. “Designed to mold to the shape of your hand.” 
 
    I raised my gloved hands up. There was a noticeable weight to the gauntlets, like holding up a couple of fifteen-pound dumbbells. But I was more focused on how the fingers began to move the same as mine when I flexed them. 
 
    “The material is synced directly to your nervous system,” he said. “You might not feel it but it will mimic everything your own hands do. The clenching of a fist. The curling of a finger. The gauntlets have all of the flexibility of your hand without the vulnerabilities of flesh and bone.” 
 
    “I could really knock someone out with these things.” 
 
    “You won’t be fighting ordinary people,” Jade said. “You’ll need every advantage you can get.” 
 
    “The power of the gauntlets can be improved and expanded upon as you venture toward Anarchy. You can keep track of their power on the display.” 
 
    I glanced at the display and saw the information. 
 
      
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
      
 
    “Traditional Omega weapons are powered by Cores and crafted by engineers using Mana from Pandora,” Redgrave said. “This weapon can also be improved.” 
 
    “It’s not just the gauntlets,” Jade added. “You’ll grow stronger, too.” 
 
    “Red Mana,” I said. “I’ve seen some guys at the gym who used to be Omegas. It’s easy to tell because of how strong they are.” 
 
    “The effects of Red Mana to level-up fade over time without usage but you’ll wanna level as much as you can. Strengthen your weapon and strengthen yourself. You’ll need every advantage you can get if you’re gonna make it to Anarchy.” 
 
    I clenched my fists then lowered my gloves down. “I don’t suppose I’ll get some other equipment, too. Some armor would help.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have the same means an engineer in a Legion Crafting Bay has,” Redgrave said. “But the gloves should be everything you need. As long as you’re wielding them, it doesn’t matter what else you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Okay then. If all I need are the gloves, then that means I can head into Pandora right now.” 
 
    Jade walked over to the side of the room and removed the tarp from one of the bigger things it was covering. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at now. 
 
    A giant steel circle resting big enough to drive a car through sat right in front of me. It was chiseled with the kind of precision you’d see off an assembly line. Its metal base made it look like some sort of massive trophy. But in the center of it, there was something else. Not metal. And it wasn’t clear that I could see the other side. There was just some sort of light blue energy like water flowing back and forth. 
 
    The longer I stared at it, the less sense it made. 
 
    “This is a Junction Gate,” Jade said. “This is what we use to venture into Pandora. It’s what connects Earth and the other dimension. All you have to do is walk through.” 
 
    “This thing safe?” 
 
    “There’s usually a display to indicate where you’ll be traveling. Dr. Redgrave will be calibrating it to make sure we’re headed on the correct path to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    I took a step closer and felt some of the energy resonating cool against my skin. For all I knew, walking through would just turn me into dust and it’d be the last thing I ever did. 
 
    “I wonder who the first poor asshole was who had to walk through one of these things to see where it went,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know who the first person was,” Jade replied. “But from what I’ve heard of your father, he wouldn’t have hesitated.” 
 
    She knew just how to get to me. I looked over at her and shrugged. “When do we start?” 
 
    “I admire your confidence.” Redgrave walked up with another weird-looking device in his hands. Something like a black collar you used to stop dogs from barking. 
 
    I didn’t hide my reservations. “That thing isn’t for me, is it?” 
 
    “It’s a Recall Box. It takes a recording of your genetic data up to the point your HP drops to zero and you fall unconscious. Should the worst happen, I’ll be able to regenerate you completely from this workstation.” 
 
    I took the collar from him and sighed. “In for a penny, in for a pound…” The thing wrapped around my neck and closed down enough for me to know it was there without choking me. “How do I look?” 
 
    Jade looked me up and down. She raised her chin confidently as a smile came across her face. “How about a test run? Let’s see what you got, Enzo.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6: Warm-Up 
 
    “Hmmm…” 
 
    The blades of grass were thick and untouched, rocking in rhythm from the breeze gently wafting through. The smell of the soil was fresh, filling my nostrils and flooding my head. That alone was enough to tell me I wasn’t in Newmire. But then there was the sky. It was so blue it looked like someone had painted it. The sun blinked behind the clouds floating by, not warm enough to bother me. 
 
    The small warehouse garage was gone completely. The only thing left was the metal gate and the woman I’d walk through it with. 
 
    I turned around and examined the steel circle. The same energy resonated like the surface of water with no sign of what I’d left behind. 
 
    “…Green grass. Clear sky. Fresh air. Is this real?” 
 
    “It’s real.” Jade crossed her arms, a smile on her lips as she watched me kneel down to touch the grass. “We just walked through a gateway into another dimension. Welcome to Pandora. A collection of worlds where humanity’s greatest threat lives.” 
 
    “Another dimension… How does the gate work?” 
 
    “Um…” Jade scratched the side of her head. “I’m not exactly an expert on interdimensional travel. But this Junction is able to exist here and back in our world. That’s how we’re able to cross.” 
 
    “Science was never my favorite subject either… For the place where humanity’s greatest threat lives, Pandora seems pretty peaceful.” 
 
    “This is a low-level Junction. Not very threatening. The deeper we go, the greater the Mana density.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing you talk about Mana a lot. What is it?” 
 
    “Mana is the matter and energy that makes up everything in Pandora. When we get rid of the source of the Mana, the Junction will collapse on itself. That’s what Omegas do.” 
 
    “And that’s what my dad was trying to do. Go to the source of all the Mana and destroy every dimension at once. Stop all the beasts and monsters from coming through. Am I getting all this right?” 
 
    Jade nodded. “All hostile threats are called Shadows. The Shadows are made of Mana. Destroy the Mana, destroy the Shadows.” 
 
    “Seems simple enough.” I clenched my armored fists together and banged them together. “Dad’s waiting for me. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    “We don’t have to rush into it. First, let’s make sure you know how to use those things. You see that.” Jade pointed in the distance. I looked toward the horizon and could barely make out a small structure. Considering how green the grass was, it was easy to see the purple energy resonating about a half-mile away. “That’s an Obelisk. Mana powering this Junction comes from it. Destroy the Obelisk and everything you see around you now is destroyed. We should encounter a Shadow before we get there.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate in moving forward. The grass was folded underneath my sneakers. The soil was soft. As the breeze picked up, the peace of the scenery consumed me and made me forget about why I was here in the first place. 
 
    Jade walked just a few steps behind as we moved closer to the Obelisk. 
 
    Suddenly the soft crackle of thunder broke the serenity of the grassy valley. I looked up at the sky and saw the lines of white energy appearing right in the middle of the air. 
 
    “What the…” I narrowed my eyes in confusion at lightning beginning to swirl around. A burst of white energy flashed and blinded me. I shut my eyes and reopened them to find a figure standing in the distance. 
 
    I thought it was a person at first. Maybe a small child about three-feet tall. But I only had to look at it for a second to see that I was wrong. Its skin was as green as the grass it stood on. It wasn’t really skin though. More like lizard-type scales with a wet sheen. Its feet were exposed with two long toes with pointed claws at the end. Its hands consisted of three thick fingers with the same pointed claws. And its face… The large forehead on its smooth head bulged out. Two fangs extended from its bottom jaw a few inches into its upper lip. Its eyes were empty and yellow. 
 
    If it was a child, it was the ugliest child I’d ever seen. 
 
    It leaned forward in nothing but a loincloth, a round belly flopped over it. It kept a finger pointed at me as it took a step closer. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a Shadow,” I said. 
 
    “Everything hostile to us in Pandora is classified as a Shadow. That looks like a goblin.” 
 
    “A goblin… Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “It’s not anything you shouldn’t be able to handle. The Slayer Gauntlets should do all the work. You should know—” 
 
    I slammed my fists together again. “I think I know how they work.” 
 
    I ran forward before Jade could say anything more. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The goblin’s screech was high-pitched, filled with the same hostility I saw in its eyes. It charged to meet me with both of its claws. We closed the distance between each other quickly and the creature leaped into the air. 
 
    Despite the weight of the gauntlets, I was able to swing faster than I expected. My right fist shot forward like the gauntlet was being pulled by a magnet in front of me. Before the goblin could claw at me, its stomach collided right into my steel knuckles. I pushed against its fat belly. My fist didn’t stop. It kept going until I’d ripped through the goblin completely. 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    My eyes widened at the sight of my fist punching a hole through the goblin’s back. A splatter of warm green blood sprayed against my face and spilled on the grass. 
 
    “Ahhh—” The goblin’s screech was suddenly gone. The blood and its stench had disappeared along with the rest of its body. In its place, small glowing orbs the size of baseballs appeared on the ground. They were blue, red, and green, shimmering underneath the sunlight. 
 
    Jade calmly walked up next to me. “Mana orbs. When a Shadow is defeated, it’s broken down to its bare essence. Omegas use communicators to absorb it and level themselves up.” 
 
    “I heard about Red Mana. Strange seeing it for myself. What about the blue and green?” 
 
    “Omegas use the blue and green for abilities and crafting gear. Dr. Redgrave built a special refinement tool for the communicator in your gauntlets. It doesn’t matter what color the Mana is. It’ll all be used to level you up. All you have to do is move your gauntlets close to collect it.” 
 
    I raised my arm and watched all of the orbs float into my gauntlet. “Nice.” 
 
    “There’ll be two ways to grow stronger on the way to Anarchy. Strengthening yourself and strengthening the gauntlets.” 
 
    “Okay. Mana to gain levels for myself. And the gauntlets?” 
 
    “The gauntlets are powerful weapons. They can’t be improved by normal means.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    I expected an answer but all Jade did was shrug. “Dr. Redgrave never explained it to me exactly.” 
 
    This whole situation wasn’t the simplest thing to understand. It didn’t help that the people I was supposed to be working with didn’t know how things worked either. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” Jade said. “Dr. Redgrave is intelligent. If he could get your father to Anarchy, there’s no reason he can’t get you there, too.” 
 
    “I guess I’ve got no choice but to trust him,” I sighed. “It looks like the gauntlets are pretty self-explanatory on how they work. Let’s go check out that Obelisk then get outta here.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing you should practice. Let’s see if we can find another Shadow.” 
 
    We resumed our walk through the empty valley. The weight of the gauntlets didn’t bother me. Even the material inside kept my hands cool. I hadn’t been wearing them for very long but I was already used to them. 
 
    A minute hadn’t gone by when more of the energy began to swirl in front of us. A burst of light flashed and another small goblin appeared before me. 
 
    “Another punching bag.” I tapped my fists together in preparation. 
 
    “Don’t kill it just yet. Let it attack you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The gauntlets aren’t just used for offense. Try defending.” 
 
    “There’s no point in defense when I can just punch a hole in its chest.” 
 
    “Against a goblin. The Shadows won’t always be so simple to deal with.” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath and shrugged. “All right…” 
 
    Jade stepped aside as the goblin began to approach. I stood my ground with my fists up, waiting for the goblin to make a move. 
 
    “Ahhh!” It screamed to signal its intent before charging forward. Both hands reared back, it swiped with its inch-long claws. 
 
    I raised my fists to block the attack. The goblin scratched harmlessly against the steel. A quick backhand sent it tumbling back. 
 
    “Finish it off.” 
 
    Jade’s instructions made my feet move on their own. I rushed forward. Before the goblin could get back to its feet, I clocked it on the side of the head and turned it into Mana orbs like the previous one. 
 
    I collected the Mana as Jade walked up behind me. 
 
    “You’re a fighter,” she said. “You have experience in a cage and in a ring. You know how to throw a punch. But you know how to defend, too. The gauntlets amplify everything you’re already capable of.” 
 
    “That must be why Redgrave thought my dad was the ideal Slayer…” 
 
    Jade gave me a half-hearted smile. “C’mon. The Obelisk is just ahead.” 
 
    The Obelisk was a monolith about as high as a basketball rim and as thick as a redwood. The jagged piece of rock resonated with a purple glow. I could barely make out the faint sound it pulsed with. 
 
    “This is it,” she said. “This is the objective of every Omega. Thousands of these things have been destroyed in an attempt to keep the threat at bay.” 
 
    “Looks like I’m doing my part for the good of humanity.” I reared back with a fist and swung. The Obelisk was thick but it was even frailer than glass. It shattered on impact and the pulsing purple energy faded like mist into the sky. 
 
    Jade stood next to me with her hands behind her back. “I’ll be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like I’ll need your help.” I gave her a smirk. She didn’t seem offended, smiling back at me. 
 
    “I’m an Omega. Not a high-level one but I know how to handle myself. Dr. Redgrave provided me with some gear.” 
 
    “If I’m gonna make it to Anarchy, I’ll take every advantage I can get.” 
 
    “That’s the right attitude to have. Remember. It’s only gonna get harder from here. Omegas close Junctions then head back. We’re not stopping. We’re going as deep into Pandora as we can go.” 
 
    I looked out across the valley. The grass went all the way to the horizon with no end in sight. The thought of walking for miles without finding anything crossed my mind. I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t think it was a little intimidating. 
 
    But the little inkling of doubt forced me to smile in response. “Enjoy the now…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7: Levels 
 
    Redgrave had taken off the covers from all of the equipment in the warehouse when we got back. Metal tables with crystal displays looked about as high-tech as you could get. It was damn strange to see such expensive-looking equipment in an old storage warehouse. The Junction Gate was still the weirdest thing of them all. 
 
    I stared at the resonating energy I just walked through then heard Redgrave call out to me. 
 
    “This way, Enzo.” 
 
    Jade and I headed toward the end of the room. There was a small metal podium with a digital tablet resting upon it. The screen was neon blue but blank. 
 
    “Your gauntlets have a built-in communicator like Omegas use, as I’m sure you’ve discovered with the Mana you’ve collected,” the old man explained. “On the display, you’ll be able to see your current levels, the status of the gauntlets, and whatever pertinent information you need in regards to this endeavor. You can use this display to apply the Mana you’ve collected on your first trip to Pandora. Hold your gauntlet up and try it now.” 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect but I followed his instructions. My left hand began to rumble and the information popped up on the digital display. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 1 Slayer 
 
    (1 level available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 9 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 8 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that. That’s me… How’d it know?” 
 
    “As I said before, the gauntlets have a direct line to your nervous system. It’s connected to your mind and body, reading all of the available data.” 
 
    “Wait… It’s reading my thoughts? I don’t know if I like the sound of that…” 
 
    “It’s nothing invasive. It’s only drawing the details it needs to inform you of your body’s combat functions. Consider it a more concrete display of what already exists. It’s recorded your name without having to ask for it, for example.” 
 
    “That saves a lot of time. It says here I can gain a level.” 
 
    “When you defeat Shadows in Pandora, you acquire Mana. When you gain enough Mana, it can be applied to stat growth.” 
 
    I scanned over the stats. “Strength. Speed. Durability. All of that seems self-explanatory. Control?” 
 
    “Pandora isn’t like our world. As you know by now, it’s powered by Mana. Control is the measure of how you’re able to use the Mana surrounding you. Hence, ‘control’ being the operative word.” 
 
    “Makes sense… They’re really staying true to what the brochures mentioned.” I laughed at how absurd it was that I could actually strengthen myself and measure it so accurately. “Didn’t think that was real.” 
 
    “It’s definitely real. Return to this display after returning from Pandora to gain your levels. Try it now.” 
 
    “Okay—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Jade suddenly put a hand on my shoulder. The slight concern in her eyes made me confused. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “This isn’t like lifting weights or running on a treadmill,” she said. “This is Red Mana. Once you approve the level, it’ll be in your system and it’ll take years to flush it away. I know you’re a retired fighter but you’re still young. Doing this will end your career indefinitely. Make sure this is the decision you want to make.” 
 
    “When you put it that way…” 
 
    Jade gave me something I didn’t consider. I’d seen guys training in the gym who were powered-up on Red Mana. All of the benefits of clean eating and training were amplified by it. It was like some super drug without any negative side effects. Choosing to do what Omegas did meant I’d cross a point of no return. 
 
    But it was an easy decision to make. The only thing that mattered was getting to Anarchy and saving my father. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I gave Jade a nod and she pulled her hand away. I turned back to the display and spoke to it. “Apply the levels.” 
 
    The screen blinked and text appeared above my stats. 
 
    Applying levels… Please standby… 
 
    I waited a few seconds and a sudden surge of energy pulsed through my hand. It was hard to describe. Hot. Cold. Like warm water tightening around my skin then injecting into my veins. I gritted my teeth with a soft grunt from the strange sensation. 
 
    “Your discomfort will only last a moment,” Redgrave assured me. 
 
    “That’s all right. It feels… good. Energizing.” 
 
    The hot and cold pulse in my veins slowly subsided and my updated stats reappeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 2 Slayer 
 
    (0 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 10 (+1) 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 8 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?” Jade asked. 
 
    I looked down at my arms. They weren’t much bigger than they were before but I noticed a difference with the gauntlets. They were a little lighter in my hands. 
 
    “I feel… stronger. This is kinda nice. I think I could get used to it.” 
 
    She smiled at me, seemingly proud of my enthusiasm. 
 
    “The gauntlets were specifically designed for the Slayer class,” Redgrave said. “Omegas usually have to distribute stat points themselves but the program I’ve created will choose stats for optimal growth to maximize your capabilities in combat.” 
 
    “Didn’t get to choose my class. Didn’t get to choose my weapons. Didn’t get to choose my stats. I’m not having any fun Omegas get to. Is there anything I get to choose?” 
 
    Redgrave chuckled at my sarcastic tone. “I’m afraid not. The objective of the Slayer Project wasn’t to do its part. The Slayer was designated to do something more. Your father was at the front of the line in this war. Doing everything perfectly was a requirement, including distributing stats.” 
 
    “My old man always had to get things just right. I guess that makes sense. Now… That explains the levels. What’s all of this other equipment?” 
 
    Dr. Redgrave walked over to the longer digital display map. “Most of this other equipment is used for drawing readings from Pandora. I need to know where you’re going and what you’re facing. As it’s been explained to you earlier, I’ve mapped out a path for you to Anarchy. If my calculations are correct, I estimate you’ll have to venture through five distinct dimensions before reaching your destination.” 
 
    “Estimate? You mean you’re not sure how long it’ll take to get there?” 
 
    Redgrave shook his head. “Traveling through Pandora is not as simple as getting on a highway and listening to a GPS. You’re going to another dimension, moving from world to world tethered by energy we don’t fully understand. Imagine you’re trying to get from Los Angeles to New York if the roads constantly shifted, creating new pathways. Imagine if New York suddenly rotated its location south near Florida. You would get closer by moving east but you would still have to change your trajectory.” 
 
    The levels. Pandora. Even the people I was working with. None of it was exact. But I already had water around my ankles with Red Mana pumping through my veins. Might as well submerge myself right up to my neck. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “I know how to get stronger. I’ve got some idea of where I’m going. Jade mentioned something about leveling the gauntlets.” 
 
    “The gauntlets are sophisticated technology,” Redgrave said. “High-powered weapons require high-powered Mana. In your travels through Pandora, you may come across more concentrated Mana from greater adversaries. When you find it, bring it to me and I’ll use my equipment to improve it. I’m no weapons engineer but I designed the gauntlets myself.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Now what?” 
 
    “Now you get some rest,” Jade said. “No point in jumping into it when you’re just getting started.” 
 
    “Punching out a couple of goblins didn’t do anything for me. I get more worn-out punching a heavy bag.” 
 
    “You’ll need all the strength you can get. I know this is important to you. You wouldn’t be on-board with it otherwise. But you’ve still got a life to live, Enzo. Neither of us wants to take that away from you.” 
 
    Jade had an intense stare. Most guys were probably intimidated just from standing around her. It was easy to believe she was an Omega, probably as bloodthirsty as any of them fighting against the Shadows. But the longer I looked into her eyes, the more I saw just a woman who was sincerely trying to do the right thing. 
 
    “The same goes for you,” Redgrave said to Jade. “You’ve done more than enough convincing Enzo to take this opportunity. Get some rest.” 
 
    “All right. Are you leaving with me, Enzo?” 
 
    “There’s something else I’d like to speak to him about. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Jade turned to me. “You have my number if you need anything.” She winked then turned around. I watched the storage warehouse door close then looked at Redgrave. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    He swiped the display tablet in front of me. I saw the LOD logo, which was an Omega symbol. A number panel asking for a passcode appeared in front of it. Redgrave tapped the numbers in and more information appeared on the screen. 
 
    “I have access to everything the Legion has,” he said. “That includes all of the projects they’re working on and those still in testing. There are a lot of checks and balances that must be done before something can be made official for all Omegas to use.” 
 
    “Makes sense. There are thousands of Omegas all over the world. Don’t wanna screw ‘em up.” 
 
    “Precisely. However, there was one project in particular that I think you can make use of.” He swiped the display until ‘The Synergy Project’ appeared upon it. “Hold your gauntlet up.” 
 
    I did as I was told and more information appeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “What’s this supposed to be?” I said. 
 
    “All Mana is connected. That includes the Mana inside of you. There is a hypothesis that an Omega can benefit from the Mana of others. But in order to gain those benefits, there must be a bond between them. In your case, you can improve yourself by bonding with Jade it appears.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him. “Now by bonding, do you mean…” 
 
    The old man’s face wrinkled even more as he smiled. “Not necessarily in a literal sense. But your relationship itself. Your brain patterns are being monitored. There is a physical reaction to how your body reacts when you’re around those you appreciate.” 
 
    “I guess I’m in a better mood when I’m around people I like.” 
 
    “This is simply another concrete measure of your relationship.” 
 
    “Hmm… And I thought it couldn’t get any deeper than adding someone on Facebook. Too bad I don’t have any real friends…” 
 
    “The communicator in your gauntlets is reading your brain waves. It knows what you’re thinking without you even realizing it. This isn’t something you can fake. But… it’s only a bonus to further optimize your potential. The gauntlets and levels should be more than enough to get you to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Every little bit helps.” I walked over to a side table and slid the gauntlets off. The silvery steel gloves seemed to shimmer even though the lights of the warehouse were dirty. 
 
    “I got a question for you, Doc.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “All of this equipment. It’s all fancy, high-tech stuff you borrowed. You sure this is cool?” 
 
    He chuckled and nodded. “I took some liberties before departing from the Legion. I’m connected to the database, so I’ll be able to get readings on the Shadows you’ll be facing as well.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my question. The Legion… They’re the most powerful organization in the world. If the Apple Store can notice a few iPads are missing, the LOD is gonna notice something like a Junction Gate not being where it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “And not only that. The devices are linked. In time, their trackers will be able to trace our unauthorized travel into Pandora.” 
 
    “Uh…” I scratched the side of my head, my face scrunched in confusion. “You’re not exactly putting me at ease.” 
 
    Dr. Redgrave put his hands behind his back and slowly shuffled toward me. The man was hunched over slightly, his knees shot from simple old age. But he always seemed to have a smile on his face. Even when he was about to give me the bad news he was gonna give me now. 
 
    “Oliver was a risk-taker,” he said. “He wouldn’t have signed-up to be the Slayer if that wasn’t the case. Saving your father will be a risk. The repercussions if they find us will undoubtedly be severe.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about what happens to me as long as I get to my dad.” 
 
    “Potential punishments don’t concern me either. However, if we were to be located before we got to your father…” He stared at me to get his point across. He didn’t have to stare for very long. 
 
    “…I’m guessing they won’t be willing to go to Anarchy in our place,” I said. 
 
    “The LOD won’t go on record to admit it but losing an Omega is the biggest mistake they’ve ever made. They don’t care to repeat it.” 
 
    Hearing more about the truth didn’t put me in a good mood. But the only man who was as determined as I was stood in front of me. That was enough to make me forget about whatever challenges were ahead. 
 
    I took a deep breath and put a hand on his shoulder. “Mistakes were made. I’m gonna fix ‘em.” 
 
    “I know you will. Until then, get some rest. Your first step on the road toward Anarchy is close. And the first step in a journey is always the most difficult one to make.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8: Viridian Vale 
 
    I woke up the next morning and managed to get myself back into the Bloody Guts gym for a day of training. Even though all I did was watch over everybody else while they pushed themselves, working the pads and staying warm drained me by the end of the day. I was always focused but now that I had something to do at night, my mind was wandering more than usual. 
 
    Nothing, not even the end of the day, was enough to distract me from starting the journey to Anarchy. I headed back to the storage warehouse later that night and stepped into Pandora with an eagerness I hadn’t felt in a long time. 
 
    The scenery wasn’t much different from before. The blades of grass were a few inches too long, greener than any I’d ever seen. There was forest in every direction all around me. The trees were as tall as any building and the other side couldn’t be seen from where I stood. A brisk breeze made all of the branches sway, filling my nose with the scent of the arbor. 
 
    I looked up at the clear sky and felt the sun rays against my cheeks. A drop of sweat dripped down my forehead. I still wasn’t used to how weird it was being in another world. Back home, it was late at night but here, it was morning. Like I traveled through time in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The energy of the Junction Gate began to flow and Jade appeared. She wore a tight pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt that hugged her body the same. On her wrist, there was a small wristband that had the same touchscreen display as my gauntlets. In one of her hands, she carried a shiny metal rod. It was about four-feet long, thin enough to squeeze her fingers all the way around it. 
 
    She walked over to me and dug it into the dirt. 
 
    “Didn’t think you needed a walking stick,” I said. “Or is that a Festivus Pole?” 
 
    “Very funny. I can see why you’re a trainer and not a comedian.” 
 
    “I do stand-up on the weekends. It’s only a matter of time until I make the switch.” 
 
    “Funny… No, this isn’t a walking stick. This is my fighting staff. When I was at my District, I was a Harbinger.” She twirled the stick around with surprising deftness. It tumbled around her wrists in the same motion she turned it before she gripped the metal. 
 
    “Not bad. That thing looks solid enough for a few good whacks.” 
 
    “Harbingers only whack their targets as a last resort when they’re too close. No… Harbingers fight from a distance, channeling the power of Mana.” 
 
    I had no idea how Omegas fought, so everything Jade told me was gibberish. She must’ve sensed my confusion because she held her staff up with both hands like a pool stick and pointed it toward the grassy area a few meters away from us to the side. 
 
    “Watch this.” Her eyes narrowed. Her entire body became still. I looked closely, searching for any sign of something to happen. Then I saw it. A small pulse of energy like smoke began to come from her hand. It flowed from her palms, engulfing the rod and gathering at the tip. Suddenly, the gathered energy shot forward in a fireball, warm enough I could feel the heat from it. It landed on the grass with an explosion. Green flames burned the soil, sending dirt up into the sky along with the smoke. The small crater she made in the grass continued to burn until slowly dissipating. 
 
    I looked over at her and nodded. “Whoa… Not bad.” 
 
    She smiled back at me. “Solo Spark. Omegas train battle tactics. When you’re in a raid with hundreds of Omegas, things get a little tricky. But when we’re in squads, the jobs are already self-explanatory.” 
 
    “Things are a little different with a Slayer. I’ll take the lead. You… do whatever the hell that was.” 
 
    “I’ll watch your back. Being a Harbinger can be demanding on one’s endurance, especially when things get thick.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, eh?” 
 
    She winked and looked down at the touchscreen. “This is the Viridian Vale. The first zone of our journey. Your level is still low but so are the threats here. Redgrave estimated it’ll be about thirty miles or so until we get to our destination.” 
 
    “And what is our destination exactly?” 
 
    “We both have the map downloaded on our display. Whenever we hit an Obelisk, we’ll use it as an end zone marker and hopefully the next zone will open up. Every zone is tethered to one another. But we don’t have to do it all at once. Redgrave has set optimal checkpoints for us with less Shadow activity. We keep moving forward, step by step—” 
 
    “Then we’ll get to Anarchy.” I swiped through my touchscreen display and saw the route mapped out for me. “Look at that. A fancy GPS.” I turned back down the grassy valley and noticed the dirt trail in front of me. It didn’t seem to end anywhere, going all the way to the horizon. “Thirty miles…” 
 
    “It’s thirty miles for the entire zone. We won’t be covering all in one night. Take your time. Rest when you need to. You’ll only set yourself back if you push yourself when you’re tired.” 
 
    “Ha,” I scoffed. “You’re talking to me like you’re a teacher. You got any homework for me, too?” 
 
    The corner of her lips was cocked into a smirk but her eyes weren’t in the good mood she was pretending to be in. “This is serious, Enzo.” 
 
    I looked around at my surroundings and shook my head. “It’s still weird to me. Doesn’t make me feel any better I’m doing the same thing Omegas do. But I haven’t forgotten why I’m doing this.” I raised my gauntlets and clapped them together. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jade nodded and followed my lead. 
 
    The walk along the dirt path in the grass was as peaceful as could be. The soft howl of the wind kept me company. The breeze blowing against my cheeks kept me cool despite the warm sun. I knew it wouldn’t be quiet for long though. 
 
    My hands gripped the insides of my gauntlets tight, waiting for any sign. I got it faster than I expected to. 
 
    Light thunder cracked in the sky. Lines of white energy began appearing like lightning in the middle of the air right in front of me. 
 
    Jade stepped back with her staff pointed at the opening while I put up my fists. Three green goblins burst out from the white circle of energy and landed on the grass. They raised their hands, pointing their clawed fingers at me. 
 
    “Three goblins,” Jade started. “Getting the same readings as the last time—” 
 
    “No problem.” I charged forward before she could say anything more. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Screams from the goblins all echoed in unison as they charged forward. 
 
    I didn’t know what kinda training the goblins had, if they had any at all. But when someone didn’t know how to fight, it was obvious. They were aggressive. All offense. Attacks with no regard to maximize them. 
 
    Sure enough, the creatures were trying to overwhelm me with numbers and feral will. 
 
    That might’ve worked if I didn’t have the gauntlets. 
 
    I closed the distance quickly, catching one of the goblins in the stomach with a right cross to send it flying back. “Argh!” Loud screams filled the sky as it tumbled across the grass before exploding into Mana orbs. 
 
    I didn’t have any time to admire my kill, putting up my left fist to block the slashes from the other creatures. 
 
    Spinning backfist. I spun around after blocking their attacks and managed to hammer both of the remaining goblins with the back of my hand. The gauntlets made my whole body move faster than usual. The combined weight of the metal along with my momentum sent both of them sailing through the sky. They turned into Mana in mid-air, showering the grass in a colorful display. 
 
    I looked over at Jade, who was still standing in the same position I last saw her in. 
 
    “I think I got this,” I said. “These goblins aren’t any trouble—” 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Thunder crackled in the sky again. I looked all around me and saw the swirls of white energy forming in every direction. 
 
    Jade ran up next to me and readied herself. “I told you it won’t get any easier.” 
 
    I intertwined my fingers and tried to crack my knuckles even though I was wearing my gauntlets. “Cannon fodder. Let’s see what these assholes got.” 
 
    “Gaaaah!” Simultaneous high-pitched screams came from the energy as more goblins poured out from all directions. Dozens of them appeared, forming a circle around us and standing just a few meters away. 
 
    The scaly creatures were all the same. Fangs. Claws. Empty looks in their yellow eyes. Flat noses like their faces were already punched in. 
 
    But there was one that stood out. It was a foot taller than the rest of them. And a lot wider, too. Its belly looked like it was about to burst. Flexing its muscular arms, it took a step toward me to get my attention. 
 
    “This one…” I moved my head back in confusion, squinting to make sure I was seeing it right. “It’s bigger. You think it might be the leader or something?” 
 
    “Could be the guardian. Does that make a difference to you?” Jade’s grin said more than any words could. 
 
    “Not really. Follow my lead.” 
 
    “I got your back.” Jade began channeling more of the green Mana around her staff. 
 
    The goblins all began digging their feet into the dirt, ready to all charge at once. The larger goblin moved back, its eyes still locked on me. 
 
    “Screw this,” I muttered as I ran forward. 
 
    “Raaaah!” The goblins all screamed in unison as I moved to meet them. 
 
    I was on top of one of them fast, slamming a right hand into the side of its head. It burst into Mana and before it landed, I was already turning around and hammering another goblin with a backfist. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” More of their screams filled my ears as I stood among them. They came from every direction, dozens of goblins swarming on me. Even with how fast I was able to move, they were still able to get through to me. They slashed at my shirt and drew blood. The denim of my jeans was cut. But they didn’t get deep enough to slow me down. 
 
    “Watch your back, Slayer!” 
 
    I spun around just as Jade shot a fireball that knocked a goblin onto its back. I ran forward and hopped into the air before pounding its head into the grass. 
 
    More goblins pounced. Their attacks were relentless. They didn’t care about getting hit. All of them had the same singular focus of trying to take me down. 
 
    I blocked. I parried. I countered. Left and right hooks. Uppercuts. Even what would’ve been harmless jabs were amplified by the power of the gauntlets. Explosions of Mana surrounded me in every direction as I kept pounding the little creatures. 
 
    Jade kept the others at bay, preventing them from pouncing from behind. 
 
    I ignored how tired I was getting, not realizing how many goblins I’d taken down. Suddenly, only four of them remained with just the larger one still watching. 
 
    Jade took the number down to three with another Solo Spark. She charged again but I didn’t wait for her to do the work. 
 
    “I got this.” 
 
    The last three goblins all charged at the same time. They leaped into the air. I slammed my fists together and blocked their slashes as they landed in front of me. 
 
    “Wait for it…” It only took a few seconds before I got my opening. I reared back when one of the goblins lowered its hands, cracking it right on the jaw and turning its head sideways. It collapsed into an explosion of Mana. 
 
    The last two tried to slash but I stopped them in their tracks, spinning with a backfist that went through one goblin’s head and kept going through the other’s. The dark-green blood sprayed against my face, filling my nostrils with its noxious smell before suddenly fading. 
 
    There were no remains of the goblins except for the Mana they’d left behind. I was sweating. I was bleeding, too. But all things considered, I was still in good shape. That was more than enough for the last asshole I had to deal with. 
 
    Jade moved by my side as she eyed the larger goblin standing there. “How do you want to handle this?” 
 
    I looked at her and shrugged. “I mean… It’s a little bigger than the others but it shouldn’t be a problem for the gauntlets… Right?” 
 
    “Unless they decided to give you a boss early in the Junction.” 
 
    The larger goblin stood there just a few meters away like it was waiting for something. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” I slammed my fists together and ran forward. 
 
    Suddenly, the goblin moved to meet me. It raised its claws to slash but I knocked them away with my left fist. My right fist followed up, slugging the goblin on the underside of its jaw. Its head moved back but its momentum sent the rest of its body in the wrong direction. I listened to the loud snap of its neck before its lifeless body fell to the grass. I turned and watched as it remains turned into colorful orbs of Mana. 
 
    I sighed a deep breath of satisfaction and smiled at Jade. “If that was a boss, I hope they’re all this easy.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that easy. You’re bleeding.” I looked down at the injury she pointed at. 
 
    There were slashes along my shirt and jeans. Lines of red against my skin stung slightly. But none of my injuries were dripping enough. 
 
    “I’ve been in fights before,” I said. “I’ve been cut so bad I needed stitches. This is all just superficial.” 
 
    “It all adds up though. Don’t push yourself, Enzo.” 
 
    I looked down the dirt path then down at my map on my display. “There’s a checkpoint not too far from here. The goblins aren’t giving us much trouble. Let’s find it then head back to Redgrave.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9: More Than A Fight 
 
    The small tool looked like some sorta high-tech glue gun. It had a silvery shine to it, resonating with a soft buzz and a glowing blue light at the tip. Redgrave leaned forward with the tool, his eyes focused as he ran the light over the red slash on my arm. 
 
    Right before my eyes, I watched the scratch the goblin gave me disappear. My skin formed like he was erasing something drawn on me. He went to work on all of my other superficial wounds while I ran my hand over the line that just disappeared and I didn’t feel a thing. 
 
    “Crazy… Could’ve used one of those things when I was a fighter.” 
 
    “Dermal regenerators are sophisticated machinery despite its apparent simplicity,” Redgrave said. “LOD technology is restricted strictly to LOD facilities.” 
 
    “That’s funny, considering we’re in a storage warehouse on the docks surrounded by LOD technology.” 
 
    Redgrave tended to my latest wound and straightened up. “We may not be at a District but what we’re doing is as important as everything that’s being accomplished at one now.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I sighed. 
 
    I sat in the warehouse garage after reaching the first checkpoint in Pandora. More goblins tried to take us down but Jade and I were never in any serious danger. Even though I didn’t have any trouble, the goblins put up enough of a fight to get their claws on me. 
 
    Jade held up the tattered remains of my shirt as evidence. “Maybe you should think about wearing something besides a t-shirt when we head into Pandora.” 
 
    “T-shirt’s comfortable,” I replied. “Don’t like getting my shirt torn up though. I could go shirtless. That’d be great, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    I shot Jade a look. The raven-haired woman arched an eyebrow at me. For a second, it seemed like her lips were twitching into a smile. But she remained silent, shifting her eyes back to my ripped-up shirt. 
 
    “It’s a shame we weren’t able to get any armor off the District,” she said. “It would have given you a little more leeway when you’re in battle.” 
 
    “I have limited access,” Redgrave said. “There’s only so much I can procure before drawing Legion attention.” 
 
    “That’s all right, Doc,” I said. “We’ll make do.” 
 
    Redgrave finished patching up the last of my wounds. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I stretched my arms up over my head and sighed. “Good as new. I’m a little tired though.” 
 
    He walked over to the display where our path was mapped out. A blinking blue light indicated how much we’d moved from the start of the journey. “You’ve covered a significant distance in the Viridian Vale. You’ll reach the end of the zone sooner than I anticipated. You’re ahead of your father’s pace.” 
 
    “I’m guessing my dad didn’t have anybody with him though.” 
 
    “Oliver was a Prime as capable as any other Omega. But even with Jade’s assistance, you’ve done well.” Redgrave looked at me. The old man always seemed friendly. He was so nice, a part of me wondered if he was up to something. “I see your father in you.” 
 
    “Well, it won’t be much longer until you can see him for yourself. We’ll keep up our progress and get to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Indeed. Your efforts are done for the night though.” 
 
    “I’ve still got some energy though. Might as well put everything in place for next time.” 
 
    With my injuries healed, I put the gauntlets back on, sinking my fingers into the malleable material wrapping itself around my hands. I stood in front of the display tablet where my stats were and saw what was available. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 2 Slayer 
 
    (4 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 10 (+1) 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 8 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    “Four levels.” Redgrave peered over my shoulder at my stats. “You said you encountered only goblins on your journey? To gain that many levels off such low-level creatures means you defeated…” 
 
    “I lost count. About a hundred or so. Jade was nice enough to let me have all of the Mana though.” I gave her a wink. She smirked and bowed her head to me, calmly watching me from the side of the room. 
 
    I authorized all four levels and a sudden rush of energy flowed into my arms. A sigh escaped me as the Mana pulsed in my veins, spreading through the rest of my body. My muscles began to tighten. My feet began to feel lighter. The gauntlets suddenly weighed less in my grip. 
 
      
 
    Strength 11 (+1) 
 
    Speed 9 (+1) 
 
    Durability 10 (+2) 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    “Strength. Speed. Durability. This feels like cheating. No wonder they ban this stuff from competition. It’s a better workout than anything I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “Red Mana is indeed powerful,” Redgrave said. “Take every advantage you can get.” 
 
    “Seems like we accomplished something. Feels like it, too. Kinda tired. What time is it?” 
 
    I looked over at Jade and she glanced at her phone. “Shit. It’s already past midnight. I… I gotta get home.” Jade was upset in a way I’d never seen before. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was actually flustered. 
 
    “Call me when you wanna head back into Pandora.” She grabbed her jacket and went through the exit without waiting for a response. 
 
    “Yeah… Hey, Doc. What’s her deal?” 
 
    Redgrave was at his workbench, going over something on his display tablet. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Jade. What’s up with her? I mean, I know she was an Omega and she decided to help you. She leave anything out?” 
 
    The old man didn’t respond immediately. He just kept his head down as he tapped and swiped the tablet. “I put out an ad searching for an Omega. I said there was an opportunity to make some extra cash. I got a few responses.” 
 
    “What happened to the other Omegas?” 
 
    “They did what any rational person would do. They learned about who I was and what I was trying to do. They scoffed at the thought.” 
 
    “None of them tried to turn you in?” 
 
    Redgrave shook his head. “I suppose they viewed me as just a crazy old man who wasn’t worth the time. Everything involved with Pandora goes directly through the Legion. We don’t know exactly how Pandora works. Even just a single person defeating Shadows on their own could upset the balance of Mana. The penalties are quite severe. An Omega doing this could jeopardize their status.” 
 
    “Never thought of it that way…” I set the gauntlets down on a table to the side. “We’re kinda doing our own thing out here. You know, I’ve got a reason for doing this. I’m trying to save my dad. But Jade… Her just trying to do what’s right and risking a lot… Seems like there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “Is it so strange a person wants to do their part for the good of humanity? Is there any better reason than that?” He looked up from his tablet, staring at me like he wanted me to think about it. 
 
    I chuckled softly then shrugged. “When you put it that way… Some people fighting for the good of humanity without trying to get caught. I guess we’re vigilantes in a way.” 
 
    “Even when the Slayer Project was authorized, it was classified among the LOD itself.” 
 
    “That must’ve made it easier when they swept things under the rug.” I leaned against the table and crossed my arms while Redgrave continued to do his work. “You knew my dad. What was he like?” 
 
    Redgrave smiled warmly, his laugh thick and hearty. “He was your father. I imagine you know him better than anybody else.” 
 
    “But that’s all he was. The only time I ever saw any hint of him being an Omega was when he showed up in his uniform and left for duty. You monitored him when he was in Pandora. What was he like as an Omega? How did he handle being the Slayer?” 
 
    “Oliver was a capable fighter. He’d been training since he was a child.” 
 
    “Taught me everything I know…” 
 
    “He didn’t just know how to throw a punch though. He had instincts and a tremendous battle IQ. He knew when to dodge, when to attack. The man improved his stats and was a one-man army on the battlefield. I said before I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect candidate to wield the gauntlets. But I didn’t realize that until I witnessed Oliver using them.” 
 
    I looked over at the gloves on the table. The silvery sheen was bright even under the dusty lights of the warehouse. Considering how powerful I knew they were, the thought of an Omega like my father using them was something I couldn’t imagine. 
 
    “But there was something else about Oliver. He wasn’t just the strongest or the fastest or the smartest… There was a time when he almost died.” 
 
    “Would that be a big deal? You can recompose him from his Recall Box?” 
 
    Redgrave smiled and nodded. “Perhaps I misspoke. What I meant to say was he was on the verge of losing a battle. A great behemoth deep in Pandora when he neared Anarchy. It was his most difficult challenge at that point. A thick outer shell that proved formidable. Your father pushed himself, bloody, muscles gashed, bones broken, and on the verge of death. I know because I was monitoring the battle.” 
 
    Redgrave stopped tapping on the tablet. His eyes suddenly stopped blinking, staring blankly ahead as his lips continued moving. 
 
    “His HP continued to drop. Then he was poisoned. I knew he wouldn’t last much longer. Even though death is not permanent, the pain is real enough to deter anybody from wanting to treat it so frivolously. I feared for your father because I could only imagine how much pain he was in.” 
 
    I swallowed to clear my throat. “What happened?” 
 
    “Your father refused to capitulate. He used every ounce of endurance he had left. Something… I don’t know what it was but he stayed on his feet long enough to finally break through. The gauntlets did their work and he defeated the behemoth. 
 
    “I’ll never forget the moment he returned through the Junction Gate. He looked like he had just escaped a sea of a million sharks attempting to feast on him. Armor shredded. Face unrecognizable from all of the wounds flowing with blood. I was surprised he was still breathing though I wouldn’t doubt he’d left a piece of himself in Pandora that day. But through it all, he was able to look at me before he was transported to the Medical Bay. Do you know what he did?” 
 
    I shook my head, not sure what to expect next. 
 
    Redgrave paused for a moment. His eyes remained solemn but he laughed softly. “He didn’t say a word. But he smiled. He just… smiled.” 
 
    “Hmm… Anybody would’ve smiled after going through something like that and surviving.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But when I spoke to him later that day after he recovered, he told me something else. I asked him why he didn’t leave to come back and fight another day. And he said…” 
 
    I moved from the table and took a step forward. “What? What did he say?” 
 
    Redgrave looked up at me. His eyes shifted up and down, examining me like a piece of meat. I was confused but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “There’s something I want to show you,” he said suddenly, changing the subject before giving me an answer. He showed his tablet to me. 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat 50 Shadows 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    “I have access to the LOD database. In addition to their stipend, Omegas are granted bonus missions. I can give you missions like this so you can make some money for yourself.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make it easier for them to trace us? I thought we were trying to keep this a secret.” 
 
    “The Legion dispenses thousands of missions across the globe. They won’t be able to pinpoint this completed mission unless they were looking for it. The funds will be transferred to a different account and I can give you the cash myself.” 
 
    “Heh… I can’t lie. It’d be nice to make a few extra bucks. Not exactly the richest man in the world… But you know I’m only doing this for one reason.” 
 
    “I know. And to complete this mission, you’ll need to be right in the head. Rest and recovery are just as an important component to your journey as anything else. Look at it this way. This money is intended for the well-being of the Omegas. What Omega is more important than a man trying to save his father?” 
 
    Couldn’t argue with that logic. I patted his shoulder and turned for the exit. “I’ll see you around, Doc. You, uh… You okay in here, right?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Enzo. I’ll be here when you’re ready to head back in.” 
 
    “I won’t keep you waiting too long.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10: Day Job 
 
    Bruce popped his hands forward, snapping his gloves against the training pads. 
 
    “Don’t stop… Keep going…” 
 
    Words of encouragement might not have seemed like much but they always made a difference. When your arms got tired and you could barely lift them, something had to keep you going. Sometimes it had to come from someone else. 
 
    I glanced at the clock. “Don’t slow down now. Keep punching. Your opponent isn’t gonna give you any breaks.” 
 
    Bruce knuckled down. His teeth gritted, he breathed hard through his nose as he labored with all of his punches. His face was covered in sweat like someone spilled a pot of grease over him. But there was a determination in his eyes. The kid wasn’t letting up. 
 
    “C’mon, Bruce! One minute left!” 
 
    His punches were beginning to lose their snap. He wasn’t moving as fast. I kept the training pads up, daring him to keep punching. 
 
    His legs were shaky. His chest was heaving. He was on the verge of collapse. Every second looked like agony for him. But it wouldn’t be much longer. Even though I wasn’t the one training, I couldn’t let him give up. This was about my own pride as much as his. 
 
    “Ten seconds, Bruce! Finish strong!” 
 
    Bruce found a second wind and used everything left in his gas tank to hammer his fists into the pads. The longest ten seconds of his life finally came to an end as the buzzer sounded. 
 
    “Time!” 
 
    His hands immediately dropped to his sides. He sucked in deep breaths like he was trying to take in all the air in the room. Even though he looked like he wanted to fall face first on the mat, I knew he was satisfied more than anything else. 
 
    “Nice job,” I said as I patted him on the arm. “I can tell you’re improving. Your punches are straighter. I can feel the snap.” I took off my pads and tossed them to the side of the gym. 
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon underneath the bright lights of the Bloody Guts gym. The day was in full-swing with everybody going through their training sessions. Wrestlers tumbled along the mats while boxers sparred in the rings. Others skipped rope and ran on treadmills to loosen themselves up for the harder workouts. Grunts and groans accompanied the sound of leather hitting the heavy bags. The stench of sweat permeated the room with all of the warm bodies amplifying the musky smell. 
 
    Bruce was finished for the day. The kid looked like he didn’t have anything left as he made his way over to the gym bag on the side of the room. 
 
    “Damn…” he muttered as he sat against the wall. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just… I’ve been training for a few months now. I can tell I’m getting better, just like you said. It’s still hard though. It’s like there’s never anything left in my gas tank when I’m done. Running on fumes over here.” 
 
    “A good workout pushes you as hard as they can. That way when it really matters, nothing will surprise you. Sparring. Training. Practice. That’s the work. But it only matters when you’re in a real fight. That’s where all of the work pays off. The reward is the fight.” 
 
    Bruce glanced at the boxing ring a few meters away from us. Frankie was busy pummeling his sparring partner in the corner of the ring. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever get into a real fight,” Bruce said. “If I do join the Legion, I figure things will be a little different. It’s not all punches and wrestling. I get to pick a class and they hand me a weapon.” 
 
    Bruce was like most kids his age. The obvious options after high school were to head to college or join the LOD and be a part of the new age military. I wasn’t about to make that decision for him. 
 
    “Whatever you decide, at least you’re getting a good workout.” 
 
    “No kidding,” he scoffed as he rotated his shoulder. “I can’t even tell my arm is there. Don’t even think I have the strength to lift a controller. Probably gonna pass out for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Good work as always, Bruce.” 
 
    “Thanks…” Bruce tilted his head back, his brown hair a sweaty mess over his head. His eyes closed and his mouth dropped slightly. The kid looked like he was ready to pass out right then and there. The noise and the smell weren’t enough to distract someone when they were tired. 
 
    While everybody else in the gym was busy, I headed to the front counter. To my surprise, I saw someone standing there with their back turned. Some messy-haired blond woman dressed in a pair of jean shorts and a crop top that did barely enough to cover her. 
 
    I walked up and she spun around, smiling as soon as she put her blue eyes on me. 
 
    “Hey! It’s you!” The younger blond said with an enthusiastically high-pitched voice. 
 
    I stared at her, half-confused and half-concerned at what she was thinking. 
 
    She seemed friendly enough. Along with her skimpy outfit, her hair looked like it had been combed with her hand. Her eyes wide, she grinned like she was actually excited to see me. Which didn’t make much sense, since I didn’t recognize her at all. 
 
    I inched closer to her, looking her up and down to see if it would ring a bell. But the petite blond just kept her hands at her sides as she stared unblinking at me. 
 
    “I, uh… I think you have the wrong person…” I looked around but there was nobody else near. 
 
    “You’re Enzo Drake, aren’t you?” 
 
    I hesitated for a second, not completely sure I wanted to admit it. She could be anybody. Then again, my name wasn’t much of a secret. 
 
    “…I’m Enzo.” 
 
    “Then you’re exactly the man I’m looking for.” She poked her finger into my chest. I arched an eyebrow at her and her eyes widened. “Sorry about that…” 
 
    “Uh… Who are you?” 
 
    “Alisa Bosworth. Put ‘er there, Champ.” She stuck her hand out. I couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm as I shook it. “I need your help.” 
 
    “I’m just a trainer at the gym. I don’t know what I can help you with.” 
 
    “You’re the Enzo Drake. Former MMA fighter. One of the best in the world.” 
 
    Her enthusiasm was only making me more suspicious. But I still chuckled at her. “I’m not the best in the world. I don’t think I ever was.” 
 
    “You’re pretty good though. We don’t have many former pros here in Newmire.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much. I still don’t see what you want me to help you with, Alisa.” 
 
    “I’m here for some mixed martial arts training.” 
 
    “Right… Well, we’ve got lots of trainers here.” 
 
    “But none of them are you. You know what I like about you, Enzo?” 
 
    “What’s that—” 
 
    “You knocked people out. You packed a punch. That’s how you got every single one of your wins.” 
 
    Apparently, Alisa actually did know what she was talking about. And that only made me even more suspicious. But I couldn’t find a reason to turn her away. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “I can train you,” I said. “That shouldn’t be a problem. Any particular reason you wanna learn how to fight?” 
 
    “It’s Newmire. I live a few blocks from here on 55th. It’s not the nicest neighborhood in the world. A lady can learn how to defend herself. I mean, I can throw a mean kick to the balls but there’s gotta be more to it than that.” 
 
    “When it comes to self-defense, there isn’t. But I see what you’re saying. My fee’s fifty bucks for an hour session.” 
 
    “Fifty bucks?” she exclaimed, her round eyes growing even wider. 
 
    I put my hands up. “Gotta pay the gym fees.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, tapping one of her feet. Her lips twisted like she was thinking hard about it. She hadn’t taken her eyes off of me the entire time. 
 
    “You can try one session,” I said. “If it’s not your cup of tea, then you can try someone else or go to another gym.” 
 
    “I’m more of a coffee kinda girl… But I see what you’re saying. Let’s do it.” 
 
    I scheduled a training session for Alisa on my phone while she looked around the gym. “Do gyms usually smell like this?” 
 
    “Spend enough time in here and you’ll eventually go nose deaf.” 
 
    The front door to the gym opened up and Jade walked inside. She didn’t look much different than usual, her jeans tight around her hips and her white top hugging her slim physique. 
 
    She walked right up to me without hesitating. “You busy?” 
 
    “I was just scheduling an appointment with my newest client.” 
 
    “Alisa Bosworth.” The blond stuck her hand out to Jade with the same giant, toothy smile of hers. “Put ‘er there.” 
 
    Jade glanced at her for a moment before shaking her hand. “Jade. Nice to meet you, Alisa…” 
 
    “So, what’s going on with you two? This your girlfriend?” 
 
    “Uh…” I looked over at Jade. Alisa’s forwardness left me confused for a split-second before I laughed again. “Jade’s an… associate.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Alisa reached out and squeezed Jade’s arm between her fingertips. “You’re pretty fit, Jade. You must work out.” 
 
    “I try,” Jade said, a subtle grin on her lips. 
 
    “The appointment’s scheduled,” I said. “If something comes up, text me or call the gym.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Champ. I’ll be here.” Alisa winked then spun around on the heels of her sneakers. She walked with a slight bounce in her step like she was in a good mood. 
 
    Jade watched her leave. “What an excited woman.” The dull tone of her voice made me laugh again. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said. 
 
    Jade looked around to make sure nobody was listening then leaned in closer to me. “You look like you’re doing okay.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend like going to Pandora isn’t tiring. Between that and balancing working here, you’ve gotta pace yourself.” 
 
    “Redgrave said the same thing. Don’t worry. I’ll be ready to go tonight. Won’t catch me sleeping on the job.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Is that… all you came by here to tell me?” 
 
    “Actually…” Jade put her head down. Her sudden reticence was strange but I didn’t say anything. “I wanted to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Omegas living in a District have all the means necessary to make them stronger. It’s not just leveling. There are Drill Rooms to simulate raids and training labs with the Captains to improve their craft. I don’t have access to any of that here but if I’m gonna be as much as help as I can to you and Dr. Redgrave, I’m gonna have to train.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to train here. Try not to use your Festivus Pole on the heavy bags…” 
 
    “Every little bit helps. The truth is, I… I don’t have much to do these days. I need to keep myself occupied.” 
 
    Jade had a sincere look in her eyes. She was still intense. She always was. But I knew she meant what she said. 
 
    “Nothing too crazy,” I said. “We should save ourselves for Pandora. But if you need something to do, the gym’s available to you. You know, there was a time when people got stronger without Red Mana.” 
 
    “I’ll be more than just a Harbinger for you.” 
 
    “Huh?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She closed her eyes after realizing what she said. Her cheeks turned pink, her pale skin making it more obvious. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she muttered. “I mean—” 
 
    “I know what you mean. It’s always good to be well-rounded. Whatever it takes to get to Anarchy.” 
 
    Jade’s embarrassment was gone as quickly as it had appeared. She gave me a nod then looked around the gym, sniffing into the air. 
 
    “The ventilation in here isn’t very good. Does this place always stink this bad?” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder and smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11: Deep In The Vale 
 
    The wind had picked up, swaying the branches of the trees a little more than usual. The way the green leaves fluttered through the sky reminded me of the coming of the fall back when I was living with my grandma. The grass was tall enough in spots I had to move it aside to walk through. A few more clouds in the sky weren’t enough to dampen the mood, with the sun peeking out to make sure it was warm. 
 
    I walked along the dirt road toward my destination. The touchscreen on my wrist told me I was headed in the right direction, anyway. A deep breath of the fresh grass cleared my lungs as I watched a rabbit running around in the distance. 
 
    “You see that?” I said. “That rabbit… That’s not gonna grow fangs and come hopping toward us, is it?” 
 
    “Not all life in Pandora has a threat level. Only some Shadows are hostile.” 
 
    “Right… But if there are some peaceful creatures in Pandora, aren’t we messing it up for them? I mean, Omegas make their living shutting down Junctions. When there’s no Mana, this world will cease to exist. That rabbit didn’t do anything wrong but it’s gonna die.” 
 
    “The way it was explained to me when I was at the District was that everything here is a reproduction of something that already exists. Mana comes in all forms. Creatures. Air. Grass. Trees. We’re not killing the rabbit. The Mana will flow from one dimension to the next, taking another form. Even the creatures. Which is why they’re referred to as Shadows.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I watched the fluffy white rabbit harmlessly nibbled on some grass between its paws. “I think changing its essence into something else might be worse than killing it. But that also begs another question.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “How come everything looks so familiar? We’re in another dimension but I see grass, I see trees, I see a blue sky. It’s a lot more colorful but all of it looks like something I’d find on Earth. Everything except for the goblins.” 
 
    Jade stopped in her tracks. Her staff resting on her shoulder, she looked around then shrugged. “I’m not an expert on Pandora. But honestly, I don’t think even Dr. Redgrave has an answer for you. I never really thought too hard about it but there’s no denying what we do know. Shadows from the First Event came to Earth and killed thousands. We have to do everything we can to stop that from happening again.” 
 
    I wasn’t too fond of the Legion and the work the Omegas did. Up to this point, I was surprised I managed to find some irony in the fact that I was doing what they were doing. I didn’t have to explain to Jade how I felt. The situation with my dad was enough for her to know what was on my mind and why I was doing anything in the first place. 
 
    I watched the bunny burrow a hole into the grass and disappear. “Let’s keep moving forward.” 
 
    “We’re already past the halfway point of the zone. The end should be near.” 
 
    “Just when I was getting used to it.” 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable. It’s not just about getting closer to Anarchy. The deeper we get into the zone, the more dangerous—” 
 
    Jade was interrupted by the crackle of lightning in the air. Swirls of white energy flashed and dozens of goblins spilled out in front of me. Some of them fell on their faces while others landed on their feet. There were so many of them it didn’t matter if they hurt themselves before I even got near them. 
 
    “All right. Time for a warm-up.” I pounded my fists together and the metal clang rang through the air. 
 
    Jade readied her staff and pointed at it the slowly approaching mob of goblins. “Your call.” 
 
    I ran forward and the goblins moved to meet me. 
 
    “Gaaaaaaah!” The sound of their feet tearing up the grass as they ran toward me was joined by their high-pitched yells. A trio jumped in unison to slash at me with their claws. 
 
    “Too easy.” I raised both fists and hammered two of the goblins before they could reach me. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Their squeals filled the air as they went sailing back, colliding into the group behind them and knocking them down like bowling pins. 
 
    The third goblin managed to slash at me, drawing blood across my shoulder. I raised my gauntlet to swing but a Solo Spark from Jade knocked it back and turned it into Mana. 
 
    “I have your back, Slayer.” 
 
    I turned back to her and nodded before rushing to meet the rest of the group. As bursts of green flames ignited the goblins around me, I rushed forward to fight off the swarm. Straight right hands and left hooks connected with every goblin. Fangs were shattered when I caught their jaws. Swollen bellies were split open. The noxious smell of their blood only lasted for a second before the small beasts were turned into Mana. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” I yelled out, fueled by the strength of the gauntlets that made all of my punches a thousand times harder. I worked my fists like a piston, breaking so many bones I quickly got used to the goblins screeching for help. 
 
    I was in a rhythm. The punches added up. Before I realized it, the goblins were gone and colorful orbs of Mana had littered the grass around me. A deep sigh escaped me as the sweat dripped down my forehead. 
 
    “That’s the problem with these gauntlets,” I said. “Can’t wipe the sweat from my face.” 
 
    Jade walked up to me, not showing any signs of fatigue. She reached her thumb up and swiped my forehead. “Better?” 
 
    I nodded softly. “I should think about wearing a headband or something. This is a pretty good workout.” 
 
    “A workout… I don’t know if I’d call fighting goblins that but I see what you’re saying.” 
 
    The corner of her lips turned into a barely-there smile. Jade was young but she carried herself like someone twice her age. I guess some people matured faster than others. 
 
    I put my head down and collected all of the Mana surrounding me. The wind continued to blow by to cool me down. The tall blades of grass swayed. The breeze picked up suddenly. It was so hard the ground started to shake. 
 
    “Hmm… That’s weird… I think…” I listened closer and noticed a rumble like a storm was coming. But when I looked up, there were only a few white clouds. “You hear that? Sounds like thunder…” 
 
    Jade had the end of her staff stuck in the grass as she stared out into the distance. Her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. 
 
    “Yo, Jade. What’s up?” 
 
    She continued to ignore me, shaking her head. Her mouth opened slightly. “It’s not a storm.” 
 
    “What is it then?” 
 
    She stayed silent. Silent enough for me to hear the growing rumble. The ground continued to shake all around me. Every second that went by, the shaking became more violent. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I turned to where Jade was looking. I squinted, trying to make it out. The darkness between the trees began to shift. Shadows were moving around. Up and down. Up and down. Up and down. A slow and steady rhythm. Growing larger and larger… and larger… 
 
    “Shit…” I clenched my fists and stepped in front of Jade when I saw what was coming toward us. 
 
    A group of four goblins was coming right at us. The goblins weren’t threatening. But the rhinos they were riding were. 
 
    The gray beasts stomped on the ground with giant hooves, kicking up dirt and grass with every step. Their dull, leathery hides were worn and probably thick. I’d never seen a rhino up close outside of a trip to the zoo. And even then, they weren’t charging at me. Judging from how big the horns were on their heads, they were probably enough to do some real damage even though they were broken off. 
 
    They were about a half-mile away and closing the distance quickly. 
 
    “You ever fought a rhino before?” Jade asked. 
 
    “I used to do it every weekend. It’s been a few weeks though. I might be a little rusty.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. Despite the seriousness in Jade’s eyes, I still smirked back, wondering if she could detect my sarcasm. 
 
    “The plan doesn’t change,” I said. “Unless you’ve got some advice.” 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” The goblins raised their hands as they neared. 
 
    “Just remember that your gauntlets have defensive capabilities, too.” 
 
    I slammed my fists together and stepped forward. “Let’s find out just how good they are.” I ran forward into a sprint, ready to meet the goblins head-on. The rhinos locked their eyes on me. Even when they gored me, they were just gonna keep going like I wasn’t even there. There wasn’t much solace in wearing a Recall Box to protect me. Now I knew what Redgrave meant when he said Omegas weren’t eager to endure the pain of death. 
 
    The rhinos moved closer. And the closer they got, the more I realized just how big they were. It was like four cars were about to run me over. And I realized it just in time. 
 
    “Shit!” I dived out of the way at the last moment. I only got clipped in the ankle but the weight of the rhino ramming the top of its head into me was enough to send me tumbling back along the grass. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade shouted out. 
 
    “Ungh… Fuck…” I pressed my knuckles into the ground just in time to see the rhinos circling back around. Jade fired off a blast to knock off one of the goblins but it wasn’t enough to stop the rhino’s charge. “Let’s try this again.” 
 
    I shook off my daze and regained my footing. I took a moment to watch the charging pattern of the rhinos then ran forward. “Gotta flank ‘em…” 
 
    Jade fired more Solo Sparks to keep the goblins off balance. The flames bounced off the thick hides of the rhinos but managed to slow them down some. That was all I needed. 
 
    The rhinos turned in my direction and began charging again. Fifty yards away and closing. I ran toward them at an angle. 
 
    Forty yards away. 
 
    I had to get to their side. If I could just get one of them. 
 
    Thirty yards away. 
 
    I pumped my legs faster, trying to get out of their trajectory. 
 
    Twenty yards away. 
 
    “Gaaaaaaah!” the goblins squealed in delight at our impending collision. 
 
    Ten yards away. 
 
    “Now!” I ran to the side, just managing to move out of the path. As soon as the rhinos zoomed by, I raised both gauntlets and slammed them into the side of the rhino. WHAM. The beast roared as it tumbled into the rhino next to it. The giant creatures yelled as the chain reaction knocked them all onto the grass. 
 
    “Gotchu now… Jade!” 
 
    Jade shot a green fireball to take out another one of the goblins. While one of the rhinos struggled to get back to its feet, I moved in front of it and brought my fists down. My hands moved like lightning and I pounded the rhino’s head in. The red blood splattered in every direction, some of it landing on my face. But I didn’t stop until there was blood all over the grass. Suddenly, its remains disappeared as it burst into Mana. 
 
    The two goblins remaining tugged their rhinos back to their feet while I finished off the other unattended beast. 
 
    Two goblins. Two rhinos. 
 
    Jade ignited another goblin with another Solo Spark. 
 
    One goblin left. 
 
    “Not so tough when you’re not charging.” I walked over to the nearest rhino when it suddenly raised its head and slammed it into my side. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The pain of its horn digging into me was sharp and blunt at the same time. “Fuck…” I punched its head and pulled myself away then immediately felt the blood gushing from a fresh wound. The red stain wetting my shirt made me tear it off completely. 
 
    The last goblin spurred its rhino away. The other rhino was slowed down by another Solo Spark from Jade, making it an easier target for me to take down with a left and right hand right to its chops. 
 
    One goblin. One rhino. 
 
    Jade rushed up to me, her eyes wide as she looked at the blood coming from underneath my ribs. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” I gasped as I glanced at my touchscreen. “My HP’s holding steady for the moment.” 
 
    “There’s still one of them left. And it’s working itself into a full charge.” 
 
    The rhino was a full hundred yards away before it turned around to face us. Even from so far away, the ground still shook as it pounded its hooves into the grass. It didn’t give me a chance to recover fully and began its charge. 
 
    “Round’s almost over,” I said. “Keep fighting to the bell.” 
 
    “I think I can slow it down. But you’ll have to time your shot against its side like you did the last time.” 
 
    The rhino galloped forward, gaining speed with every forceful step. The goblin bounced up and down like it was trying its hardest not to go flying, a giddy grin on its face. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ll have more than one shot at this.” 
 
    It already closed half the distance in the short time I had to think about it. I stared at the grass. Then it hit me. 
 
    “Better make it count. Jade, how strong is your Solo Spark.” 
 
    “It’s only level two. I never gained the Green Mana to level it up.” 
 
    “Is it strong enough to get through grass and dirt?” 
 
    “I don’t know—” She stopped, her eyes widening in understanding. “It should be enough. I just have to aim it properly.” 
 
    “It’s moving in a straight line. You got this, Jade.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. She raised her staff with both hands, charging another Solo Spark. I moved in position, ready to move right when it happened. 
 
    Jade dug her heels into the grass as the rhino headed right for her. If she missed this, she was gonna get run over clean. But the focus in her eyes looked like she was determined to not let that happen. 
 
    “C’mon, Jade,” I muttered under my breath. “You got this.” 
 
    “AAAAAAH!” The goblin squealed a high-pitched cackle of excitement and the rhino roared in unison as they neared. 
 
    “Now!” I yelled out and Jade fired. 
 
    She lobbed the green flames forward in a stream and hit the spot on the ground just in front of the rhino. An explosion sent all of the grass and the dirt underneath it flying in the air. A cloud of earth filled the air but I moved forward through it, ignoring all of the dirt getting between my teeth as I searched for my target. 
 
    The rhino squealed as it struggled to get out from the crater it was in. The goblin was trapped underneath the weight of the beast. 
 
    Two easy targets were short work for the gauntlets. Only a few punches and there was nothing but Mana to collect inside of the giant divot Jade made. 
 
    I pulled all the Mana into my communicator then climbed out of the hole. Jade stood there, looking at the wound in my side. A deep gash looked like a gunshot as two lines of blood poured down my skin. 
 
    “Are you still okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “My HP is going down.” Jade might not have admitted it but she was more worried than she let on. 
 
    I could’ve kept going but decided not to push it. “The next checkpoint isn’t too far from here. Let’s get to it then head back for the night.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12: Cooldown 
 
    The dusty confines of the storage warehouse were a lot less appealing after traveling through a place as vibrant as the Vale. I had to remind myself this was the real world and the place I belonged. 
 
    I looked down as my wound slowly stopped leaking. Even with as deep as the gash was and how much blood I lost, the dermal regenerator healed my insides and closed the wound like it wasn’t even there. Redgrave made the finishing touches then peered up at me. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s unlikely I’ll be able to procure any armor for you.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I guess I should probably stop wearing shirts in Pandora. I always fight with my shirt off anyway.” 
 
    “Perhaps that would be for the best.” Redgrave patted me on the arm then moved back to his workbench. 
 
    I headed over to Jade, where she was busy leveling up at the tablet. “I don’t suppose I can give you some of this Red Mana so you can level up,” I said. 
 
    “Believe it or not, these beasts are lower level than me. I think it’d be better in your hands. Besides, you have a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow at her. Even though she wasn’t looking at me, the growing smirk on her lips made it obvious she was holding back a laugh. “And what level are you?” 
 
    “Now, now, Enzo. This isn’t a competition.” 
 
    “I know it’s not. We need to be balanced though.” 
 
    I kept staring at her until she broke. Jade knew I wasn’t gonna let this go. She sighed as she turned to me. “I’m level 19.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I poked the inside of my cheek with my tongue, looking down at the display to confirm everything she told me. “Level 19 and you couldn’t take down some low-level rhinos.” 
 
    “Harbingers are ranged attackers focused on damaging targets from a distance. When you’re dealing with an armored enemy like a rhino, most of the offense will come from another class in the squad. A Zealot to break it down. A Strider to cut through. Maybe even a Vanguard to bash with its shield. In our case, the Slayer has to do the work.” She crossed her arms. “Don’t tell me your ego is getting to you—” 
 
    “No, no,” I said as I put my hands up. “I get it. Teamwork. The Slayer and the Harbinger.” 
 
    Jade cocked her lips to the side in a half-hearted smirk then rolled her eyes. “Go ahead and level,” she sighed as she walked over to Redgrave. 
 
    I chuckled as I took the workstation for myself. I only had one of the gauntlets on but the communicator on it was enough to bring my stats up. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 6 Slayer 
 
    (4 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 11 (+1) 
 
    Speed 9 (+1) 
 
    Durability 10 (+2) 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    The increases from my last level up were there. Another four levels would bring me up to an even ten. I didn’t hesitate to upgrade. The rush of Red Mana flowing through my veins was familiar but I didn’t know if it was something I would ever get tired of. The energy pulsing through me spread all over my body then eventually subsided. I immediately noticed how much firmer my muscles were. I reached up and tapped my bicep, realizing it was harder than it had ever been in my life. The stat screen indicated as much. 
 
      
 
    Strength 12 (+1) 
 
    Speed 9 
 
    Durability 13 (+3) 
 
    Control 5 
 
      
 
    “Durability… Maybe it’s trying to tell me something…” 
 
    I headed over to Redgrave and Jade at the workbench where the doctor was working on something. He slicked a hand over his balding head then picked up a watch. But considering everything else I’d seen, I knew it was more than just a watch. 
 
    “This is for you,” he said to me. 
 
    It was a plain black band. The small touchscreen was half the size of my phone’s. The blue display didn’t have anything on it except the digital seconds of the time ticking by. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You didn’t have to get me a watch though, as fancy as that looks.” 
 
    “It’s more than just a watch. It’s a communicator. A little more compact than what Omegas use, so not to draw too much suspicion. But it performs the same functions. It can record your voice and send them through as text messages.” 
 
    “Right. I don’t see why I need a communicator though. All of the information I need is on the gauntlets and I’m not taking them anywhere else. If I need to contact you, I could just call you. Speaking of which, you haven’t given me your number… I suppose you’re gonna tell me the reason for that now.” 
 
    Redgrave bowed his head slowly. “If the LOD finds out what we’re doing, they’re capable of shutting everything down. They’re not above tracking my location to find where we are. That includes any forms of communication. If you can’t make it to the warehouse, you can contact me directly through this. It’s a direct line that doesn’t use standard telecommunications. They’ll be able to track it eventually but it should buy us more time to get to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Whatever helps.” I strapped the watch around my wrist. “I was never much of a watch guy. What do you think, Jade? Doesn’t stand out or anything, does it?” 
 
    I flashed the watch at her and she shrugged. “Just make sure you don’t lose it. Fancy thing like that could make you a target in Newmire.” 
 
    “I don’t intend on showing it off, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
    She smiled half-heartedly then glanced at her phone. 
 
    “I have one for you as well, Jade. Now… If you two are done for the evening, I’ll get some work done,” Redgrave said. “The path to Anarchy is constantly changing. I want to make sure you’re ready for what awaits you.” 
 
    “I guess it’d be a good idea to head home. Kinda tired…” I headed for the exit with Jade right behind me. She kept her head down, her eyes focused on her screen. I didn’t think much of it. Everybody had their heads buried when it came to their phones these days. 
 
    We stepped out of the warehouse and the night sky reminded me what time it was. “I’ll never get used to seeing the Pandora sunlight and the Newmire moonlight right after. Is it like that at the District?” 
 
    She ignored me, her eyes focused on whatever it was she was looking at. 
 
    “Jade? You all right?” 
 
    She jerked her head up. I wasn’t sure what to make of the way she looked at me but it was obvious something was on her mind. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “You sure?” I didn’t expect her to tell me what was wrong, even if there was something wrong. 
 
    “It’s okay. Really. You should probably get some rest.” 
 
    “…Right. I’ll see you tomorrow. Come by the gym if you wanna train.” 
 
    She nodded. I stared at her for a few moments before turning around to leave. 
 
    “Hey, Enzo.” I’d only taken a few steps when she called out to me. “I was wondering… Maybe you’d like to hang out for a bit. That last fight was hectic. I need to unwind a little. Maybe get a drink or a cup of coffee or something.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I am a little antsy… I know just the place.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The wooden furnishings off to one corner of the room looked like they hadn’t been used in ages. I never saw anybody sit in them before, so I wondered if they were just for decoration at this point. The floorboards were creaky. The tables were clean but had their fair share of wear and tear. The building was pretty spacious, too, with enough room to house about fifty people or so. The only thing that wasn’t so old and decrepit was the lights. I think it was the only thing the owner bothered replacing. They shined bright enough to illuminate my drab surroundings. 
 
    Not that I cared too much about them. Neither did the other patrons. Truck drivers who were taking a break after a long ride. Security guards working the late shift and needed some coffee to get through the rest of the night. Older guys who just finished a late session of poker and were reminiscing about all the mistakes they made. The Fancy Diner was the spot where everybody went to when the more savory people of Newmire were sleeping to get ready for the next day. 
 
    “Haven’t seen you in a long time, sweetie.” The old waitress gave me a wink as she poured me a cup of decaf. I’d known her for years but she looked the same age as she did when I first met her. Curly white hair. Wrinkles on her round cheeks. Glasses with frames thick enough I wondered if it was a burden for her nose. She was always smiling though. 
 
    “You know me, Ruthie,” I said. “I’m never much for staying up late. Usually, anyway…” 
 
    She eyed Jade sitting next to me at the counter. “What can I get for you, sweetheart?” 
 
    “I’ll have the same,” Jade said. 
 
    Ruthie poured Jade a cup of steaming coffee. “You let me know if you need anything else.” Her rotund body walked over to a nearby table to talk to a trucker who’d stopped in. 
 
    “She seems nice,” Jade said. 
 
    “Ruthie’s always been that way. That’s the kind of service you get at the Fancy Diner.” 
 
    “The Fancy Diner, huh? I wonder how they came up with that name.” 
 
    “Gotta get the customers in somehow. That flickering neon sign outside does a decent job. Late at night, everybody ends up here eventually.” 
 
    I blew on my black coffee and took a sip. The bitter taste was enough to help me unwind and forget about everything I had to deal with earlier in the night. 
 
    “You been in Newmire all your life?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Born and raised. I know this place like the back of my hand.” 
 
    “You were a fighter. Never got the chance to move anywhere else?” 
 
    I chuckled at the thought. “I had some fights up north in the city. But just because I was a professional doesn’t mean I’m some world champion like everybody thinks. I was just… just another MMA fighter. Nothing special.” 
 
    “You were pretty good though. Seven wins. All of them by knockout. Only one loss. And it was a split-decision.” 
 
    I put my cup of coffee down and glanced at her. 
 
    “I looked you up,” she said with a shrug. “Can’t get away from the Internet these days.” 
 
    “After what Alisa said, apparently not…” I sighed as I took another sip. “I had plans of being a fighter and making the big time but I… I just didn’t have it in me. After I lost, I stopped caring. But I had some skills. Knew what I was talking about. Turns out there are tons of people who want to learn. I think I’m a better teacher than fighter anyway.” 
 
    Jade sat solemnly next to me. She clutched her phone tight in one hand while she stirred some cream into her coffee. 
 
    “Your father,” she said. “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    I didn’t answer immediately. I thought about my father every day but nobody ever knew that. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “Nobody ever asks me about my dad. It was a long time ago. It’s not like people know about it. Even people in the Legion have been kept in the dark…” 
 
    The memory of that late fall afternoon came back to me. I could still remember the leaves falling. The sky. The empty streets. The way Grandma put her hand on my shoulder. All of it was in my head without having to think too hard. 
 
    “I was ten when he said goodbye. Told me he had work to do. He always had work with the Legion. I got used to him coming and going. One day, I’m seeing my dad off to work. A few months down the line, Grandma and I get some visit from some guy in a uniform just like my dad’s. They tell her and she tells me he’s not coming home.” 
 
    I let out a short chuckle. “Cried like a little baby for I don’t know how long…” 
 
    “You lost your father. There’s no shame in that.” 
 
    “I knew my father died doing something he was proud of. He wouldn’t have gone out any other way. Didn’t matter that I was a kid. Had no choice but to accept it. My dad died defending Earth. He’s not the first man to ever do that. But you know what really bugs me? He was the only one. Omegas are supposed to come back. You’ve got those special Recall Boxes. It’s one of the reasons everybody’s so willing to apply. More than half of the kids in my gym are heading to a District right after high school. They get to fight without having to worry about dying permanently. My dad had all the luck…” 
 
    I let out another laugh at the absurdity of it all. I wasn’t one to dwell on it though. 
 
    “Seventeen years,” I sighed. “You’d think I wouldn’t be so pissed.” 
 
    “Enzo.” Jade suddenly put her hand on my shoulder. She squeezed me gently but hard enough to make me turn my head. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed slightly. A cold but focused stare had me wondering what she was thinking. 
 
    “Your father’s still alive. We’ll find him.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    I took another sip of coffee and all of the tension building up left me. “How about you, Jade? You from around here?” 
 
    “Yes. I figured while I’m on leave, I would come back to Newmire and—” Her phone suddenly vibrated in her hand. She looked at the screen, scrolling through a text message as her thumbs went to work with a response. 
 
    “Listen, Enzo. I gotta go. Something just came up.” 
 
    “…Coffee’s on me.” 
 
    She smiled softly and nodded. “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Her smile left as soon as she started heading for the exit. 
 
    I watched her leave then turned back to my coffee. 
 
    “That’s a good-looking woman.” Ruthie had suddenly appeared right in front of me. For such a big woman, I wondered how she managed to get there without me noticing. “Such smooth skin. Maybe she can let me in on her beauty regimen.” 
 
    The old waitress gently patted her cheeks. I hid my smile behind another sip of coffee. “I think you get big enough tips just the way you are, Ruthie.” 
 
    “Never hurts to improve.” 
 
    Another laugh escaped me when the communicator Redgrave gave me rumbled on my arm. I looked at it and saw something appear. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 2: +3 to Control 
 
      
 
    The first points I ever earned in control didn’t even come from leveling. I wondered if I would ever find them useful. 
 
    “Nice watch you got there.” Ruthie leaned against the counter to get a closer look at it. “You were never the type to spend that kinda cash on something decadent.” 
 
    “It was a gift.” 
 
    “Wish I had someone to give me a nice gift like that. I’ve been hanging around the wrong people.” 
 
    “Give it some time, Ruthie. You never know who’s around the corner.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13: A Problem Of Ego 
 
    Alisa tied her dirty blond hair back into a sloppy ponytail behind her head. Her black sports bra hugged her chest tight. Her matching shorts did barely enough to cover her ass. From her stomach to her legs, most of her tan skin was on display. Despite her small frame, she had a youthful, athletic physique even though it was the first time I’d ever seen her in the gym. Most guys hanging around the Bloody Guts were focused on whatever work they were doing but a new face like Alisa always turned heads, even if they never wanted to admit it. 
 
    “All right, Champ! Let’s kick some ass!” She bounced up and down in place, throwing out some punches right in front of me. 
 
    Her enthusiasm was welcome but it still got a chuckle out of me. “Settle down now. First things first. Before we start throwing some punches, there’s a few things you gotta know. One, stop calling me ‘Champ.’” 
 
    “But you were a pro, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Just because someone had a few pro fights doesn’t make ‘em a champion.” 
 
    Alisa clenched her fists and rested them on her hips. “But it’ll help me. I mean, the training will be a little better if I think I’m getting it from a champion. What do you say?” Her eyes widened. The way the smile grew on her lips made her look like a kid begging for a Christmas present. 
 
    I sighed, knowing it wasn’t a big concession to make just to keep her childlike enthusiasm. “Fine. You can call me ‘Champ.’ But just you. I hear you going around the gym and telling me that’s what I asked for, I’m pulling the plug on it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah!” Alisa pumped her fist into the air and resumed bouncing in place. 
 
    “Second of all, you need to settle down. Relax a little bit.” I put my hands on her shoulders to settle her down. “It’s good that you’ve got energy. I don’t wanna train anybody who doesn’t wanna be here. But you’re only human. No matter how hard you train, your lungs are gonna run out of oxygen. Your heart can only beat so fast and get so much blood to the rest of your body. Eventually, your muscles will give out. That’s why you’ve gotta use your energy when you need it.” 
 
    “Hmm… I guess that makes sense. Didn’t think I’d get a science lesson from a boxing class.” 
 
    “Boxing is a science. Every punch has an angle, an impact. Energy traveling from one spot to another. Make a fist.” She followed my instructions and I took her hand. “All of that energy starts from your feet. It flows, taking it from all of your muscles, traveling up your legs, through your core, extending through your arm and to your hand when you throw it forward.” 
 
    I held my other hand up and pressed her fist into my palm. “When your punch connects, all of that energy passes from you and into your target. How much energy passes depends on how accurate you are, what angle you’re coming from, how fast you’re throwing. So many different variables. But you know what the best part is?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I raised her fist and tapped it against my chin. “You don’t need to get all the variables right to land the perfect shot.” 
 
    Hearing how to properly concuss someone put a smile on her lips. Everybody in the gym wanted to know how to hurt someone. Alisa though… Her eyes were so wide, there was a part of me wondering if it was a good idea to go through with teaching her. 
 
    “Pretty smart,” she said with a smile. “Must be all of that experience.” 
 
    “I picked up a thing or two. Do it enough and you don’t have to think about it. That’s how it’s gonna be for you eventually. But that’s the finish line. It’s a long, long race. So the last thing I’m gonna tell you before you start is to have patience. Nobody ever rolled out of bed knowing what to do. Look around you. Thousands and thousands of punches have been thrown. Hours and hours of grappling on the mats. Those heavy bags have absorbed enough damage to knock out a million people.” 
 
    “Not to mention all of the sweat these people are dripping. Pee-yew!” She waved her hand in front of her nose. 
 
    “I told you you’ll get used to it,” I said with a laugh. “You work hard enough, pretty soon you’ll be the one smelling the worst out of everybody here.” 
 
    “As if! I’m a lady! Ladies don’t stink as bad as boys do.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t got any kinda stink on you when you’re done training, it means I’m not pushing yourself hard enough.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Alisa twisted her lips, trying to maintain her innocent look. I knew she was somewhat serious about all this training because she didn’t wear much makeup. Not that she needed it, since her skin had only a few faint freckles on her cheeks and nose. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I get through all your prerequisite lessons. What do you say we get started?” 
 
    I gave her a nod. “First thing you need to do is learn how to wrap your hands.” 
 
    “I can’t just put the gloves on?” 
 
    “The gloves are for your target’s protection. The wraps are for your protection. Now—” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” A sudden loud voice boomed through the gym. With all of the grunting and groaning, a person had to raise their voice really damn loud for everybody else to hear. 
 
    Everybody turned their attention to the entrance to see three guys walking in. Never saw any of them before but from how fit they were, they looked like they were in pretty decent shape. All of them wore white tank-tops and athletic pants. The blond guy in the center of the trio held his hands out, flanked by a couple of guys with long, brown hair. 
 
    I wouldn’t have thought much about three guys coming to the gym looking for a workout. But the way they sauntered forward made it seem like they were going to make an announcement. 
 
    “This is it, huh?” the blond said. “The Bloody Guts Gym. Newmire’s best.” 
 
    Alisa crossed her arms, raising an eyebrow at all of them. “You know these guys?” she whispered to me. 
 
    “Can’t say that I do…” 
 
    The blond kept walking around slowly, eyeballing all of the men and women he moved by. “My name’s Ethan. That’s my boy Brandon. And over there’s Sergio.” 
 
    I didn’t own the gym. I was just another trainer. But I was already at the point where I thought I needed to do something. 
 
    So I walked right up to Ethan and stopped him from moving forward. Ethan stared at me, eyes narrowed and lips cocked into some smug little smirk. The way he styled his hair made him look like some rich, preppy kid, which made him stand out since there were no rich, preppy kids in Newmire. 
 
    “What do we got here?” he said as he looked me up and down. 
 
    I stood face to face with him and nodded. “You need some help, gentlemen?” 
 
    “We’re Omegas. On break. Relaxing, you know? We thought, hey, maybe we’ll get some work in while we show some people what it means to be an Omega.” 
 
    “You’re free to use the gym as long as you pay the fee. But I don’t think our facilities are the same as something on an LOD District.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. Judging from the way the people look around here, you’re not getting the same results either.” Ethan looked back toward his boys and they snickered like some children. 
 
    I’d seen guys like him before. The older Omegas who trained in the gym were retired and didn’t care too much about showing off. But when you got a younger, fresh guy, he was never shy about letting everybody know. It’s like Red Mana gave everybody extra confidence. 
 
    Ethan turned toward the small crowd in the gym that had gathered around. “To be an Omega, you’ve gotta be fit. Strong. A good workout will help you. But it won’t do the wonders Red Mana will do—” 
 
    “Red Mana is fine for fighting monsters or beasts or whatever it is you do with the Legion,” I interrupted him. “But you don’t need Red Mana on Earth. Some good training will do just fine.” 
 
    The confident blond stared at me. I was half-expecting the guy to challenge me to a duel with the way he raised his pointed nose at me. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked me. 
 
    “Enzo. If you’re looking for some training, I’d be happy to help. I’m with another student right now though, so we’ll have to schedule.” 
 
    “Enzo… You think training is enough to deal with an Omega? Why don’t you prove it?” 
 
    “Yeah, prove it!” Alisa chimed in suddenly. 
 
    I looked at her and she sheepishly took a step back after realizing how much she’d raised her voice. It seemed like everybody else in the gym wanted me to step up. And honestly, there would’ve been nothing more satisfying than to beat up an Omega. Especially one like Ethan. 
 
    But I told myself it would be a waste of time. 
 
    “You’d probably win, Ethan. Can’t compete with an Omega. But you’re free to train in the gym. Just pay the fee.” I turned around and started walking back toward Alisa. Everybody else who gathered around decided to go back to their training. 
 
    “C’mon, Alisa. Let’s get this—” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I figured,” Ethan said, not so subtly saying it loud enough for me to hear. “You probably couldn’t hang with an Omega. Some guys make their parents proud. And some don’t.” 
 
    He said it. He just had to say it. I closed my eyes for a second, not sure I’d heard him right. 
 
    “Hey, Champ? You all right?” Alisa’s eyebrows scrunched, her eyes filled with a little concern. 
 
    “I’m just fine,” I sighed. “Perfectly fine.” I spun back around and walked right up to Ethan and his two guys watching his back. 
 
    “Protective gear,” I said. “Keep going until the ref stops it.” 
 
    “How long are the rounds?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “One will be long enough.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Everybody in the gym surrounded the ring to watch. There were some murmurs among them as they wondered what would happen. Alisa was among them, her fists clenched in front of her as she stared unblinking. The only other sound came from the AC blowing the smell of sweat all around me. 
 
    I clenched my fists to loosen up my gloves. My headgear was tight around my head. Across from me, Ethan stood with his shirt off, bouncing around on his toes as he shadowboxed. Just from a few punches, I could tell he didn’t have much real training. He was in pretty decent shape, but it was hard to tell what level he was at exactly. If he was pumped up on Red Mana, it’d be tough. But considering he was so young, that wasn’t likely. 
 
    He stepped forward and held his hands out. “You ready, Enzo?” 
 
    I put my hands up and moved toward him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Show ‘em what Omegas are made of!” As soon as Ethan’s boys yelled out, the rest of the gym joined in. Cheers came from the crowd, urging both of us on to give them a show. 
 
    I stayed with my hands up, waiting for Ethan to make the first move. No sense in rushing into this. 
 
    Ethan shot a left jab forward. The thing moved like a snake and I was barely able to get out of the way. Faster than I thought. But it wasn’t straight. 
 
    Another left hand and I ducked to the side, slamming him in the side of his stomach with a right hook. His body bent slightly but he stayed on his feet, angrily throwing another punch I was able to move away from. Most guys tried to use their aggression to their advantage. It made them that much easier to predict. Funny how he fought just like all the goblins I’d killed. Only he didn’t have any claws. 
 
    The growing look of anger on Ethan’s face was already apparent. He gritted his teeth in frustration, his hair falling out of place as he winged another punch at me. I moved out of the way. I did it so fast I even surprised myself. I guess my own Red Mana was doing its job. 
 
    I continued dancing around the ring, countering all of Ethan’s punches with shots to the body. He showed some signs of slowing down but he was still moving forward. 
 
    “C’mon, Ethan! Stop playing with him!” 
 
    Only a minute had gone by and Ethan apparently had enough. He rushed forward and wrapped both arms around my waist, pushing me against the ring ropes. My arms free, I reared back and slammed him in the side of the head with a right hand. 
 
    The punch reverberated and knocked him down to a knee, freeing me enough to get away from his grip. Ethan stayed on his knee as he regained his composure. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “That enough for you?” 
 
    Ethan looked up at me like a bull wanting to gore me. He popped and screamed as he charged forward. I didn’t have much time to react. Less than a split-second. But right as he got to me, I shot a right hand down the pipe and caught him right on the chin. The punch stopped him in his tracks and wobbled his legs. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    Everybody in the gym gasped as Ethan stumbled back and fell on his ass. 
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I counted the seconds in my head until getting to ten. And at that point, Ethan was still unable to get up. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s enough.” I took my gloves off and tossed them to the side. 
 
    Brandon and Sergio hopped into the ring to help Ethan to his feet. I walked over and held my hand out. 
 
    “Good fight,” I said. 
 
    Ethan looked like he didn’t have his wits about him. But he still managed to stare angrily at me as he shook my hand. “Good fight,” he grumbled. 
 
    As the three of them left the gym, everybody resumed their workout like nothing happened. Alisa stood just outside of the ring, her eyes wide as she looked around. 
 
    “Did I really just see that?” she said. “You knocked that guy on his ass.” 
 
    “I guess I did.” 
 
    “No guessing. You did it. He was an Omega, too. That was a risk.” 
 
    If only she knew. 
 
    I gave her a smirk and patted her on the shoulder. “Wrapping your hands,” I said. “Why do we do it?” 
 
    “To protect ourselves.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14: The Grand Terrapin 
 
    “You sparred with an Omega? You know that was a risk, right?” 
 
    There was some concern in Jade’s tone but all I could do was chuckle at it. “Omegas stop by the gym from time to time. It’s easy to tell who they are. You know how?” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “They tell you. Even when nobody asks. These guys were some new recruits. Probably some punks who weren’t anything until they became part of the Legion. I knew I could handle ‘em.” 
 
    “It helps that you have some Red Mana yourself.” 
 
    I gave her a wink. Jade’s coy smile let me know she wasn’t completely upset with me, despite making her disapproval so obvious. 
 
    I slid my hands into my gauntlets and moved over to the Junction Gate. The steel circle began to light up and the waves of blue energy pulsed from the center. Jade rested her staff on her shoulder as she moved next to me. 
 
    Redgrave stood next to the map on display and rubbed his chin. “You should be able to reach the end of the Viridian Vale on this trip. Just as I expected. I have something for you, Enzo.” He shuffled over to me and tapped on his tablet. My left gauntlet vibrated and I looked at the display. 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat the Zone Shadow 
 
    Reward: $1,000 
 
      
 
    “Zone Shadow? What’s that?” 
 
    “You’re at the end of the zone. There’ll be a significant threat waiting for you. A guardian. Defeating these particular Shadows deals a significant blow to the threat of Pandora. The LOD will pay handsomely for your efforts.” 
 
    “Sounds kinda serious. Any idea about what this Shadow is?” 
 
    “I’ve scoured the LOD databases. They have a bestiary recording every Shadow encountered. Judging from the readings I’m getting, it appears you’ll be facing something called the Grand Terrapin.” 
 
    “Grand Terrapin… I don’t suppose you can tell me anything about it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the bestiary only lists a short description. Suggested battle tactics have yet to be updated.” 
 
    “Figures,” I sighed. “What do you think, Jade?” 
 
    Jade thought about it for a moment, her lips twisted. “A terrapin is like a turtle or tortoise. Other than that, we won’t know until we see it.” 
 
    “Well, whatever’s waiting out there, it won’t stop us. Time to head for the end of the Viridian Vale.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I looked at the path behind me. The grass went for miles until it reached a hill, blocking the horizon from where we came. “Crazy to think how far we’ve gone,” I said. “All those goblins we’ve beaten. We’ve covered so much ground. I don’t remember the last time I’ve walked through the grass like this.” 
 
    “I guess when your father’s an Omega, you don’t get much time for vacations.” 
 
    “I was too young to appreciate it anyway. I was just fine playing at the park with my dad.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Probably spent time sparring with him, scaring all of the other kids away.” 
 
    “Can’t speak for the other kids but he always took the time to show me how to do it. The irony of following in his footsteps to try and find him isn’t lost on me.” I glanced down at the gauntlets. The silver steel shimmered underneath the sunlight. It made me realize just how bright the sun was today. 
 
    We descended into a valley. The tall grass started to become shorter. Divots in the dirt were spread out across the ground all around me. “Looks like the rabbits are out…” 
 
    We’d been walking for several minutes but hadn’t encountered a single goblin. “I wonder… Maybe we’ll reach the end of the zone without another fight. This guardian Redgrave’s talking about might not exist.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility. The map says we’re not much farther from our destination.” 
 
    “Then again, we won’t get the mission bonus… Is that what it’s like in the Legion? You go through gates and complete missions?” 
 
    She nodded. “The life of an Omega can be exciting and routine at the same time. You keep leveling up and even the harder challenges become beatable.” 
 
    “And they still haven’t managed to get to the end.” 
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to be the ones to do it first.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” I winked at her. 
 
    Jade stayed poised and composed as she walked alongside me. She was a few years younger than me. I had to remind myself of that because of how disciplined she always looked. I kinda wanted to tell her to relax but figured it wouldn’t make a difference. Funny how in a world where goblins were trying to kill me, the woman next to me was the one I had the most trouble figuring out. 
 
    We managed to reach the valley basin before our path leveled off. The trees around us had disappeared with nothing but the short grass in every direction. Without the map blinking on the display on my arm, the only indication I was going the right way was the dirt in front of me. 
 
    “Something’s up,” I said as I shook my head. I slowed down a bit and kept looking around. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You see something?” 
 
    “No. But it’s been too long. The end of the zone is just ahead. We should be able to see it. We haven’t even seen a rabbit.” 
 
    “Maybe if we go just a little bit farther—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky, louder than I’d ever heard it before. A few more steps and our intuition was proven correct. 
 
    Jade quickly twirled her staff and pointed it out in front of her. I readied my gauntlets, watching the lines of energy crackle in the sky. Bright bursts of white flashed with goblins leaping out and landing in the grass just a few meters ahead. The creatures looked the same as they always did. Their bellies hung out over their loincloths while they locked their beady eyes on us. 
 
    “I count about thirty or so.” Jade charged her staff with a Solo Spark, the green flames gathering around the tip. She shot a fireball out before any of the goblins could react. One creature squealed out in pain as the flames engulfed it. An explosion of Mana littered the grass. The other goblins remained undeterred. 
 
    “Looks like twenty-nine now.” I slammed my gauntlets together. “Try to leave some leftovers, eh?” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. We’d already fought enough to know what the other was thinking. I gave her a nod before jogging forward to meet the goblins trying to advance on me. 
 
    Jade fired more blasts to keep the goblins around me at bay. Those who got close slashed to try and cut through me. My shirt was off, so there was no fabric for them to destroy. Not that they would have gotten to it. The gauntlets blocked all of their attacks. I countered quickly, sending away any goblin unfortunate to stay in path. 
 
    It was all habit at this point. The goblins were vicious. Relentless. Endless aggression. Sharp claws and feral screams were more familiar than frightening. And so was their poor technique. 
 
    A few swipes got through but not enough to take me down. And I responded with hard counterpunches. The added strength from my levels was noticeable. Punches that would’ve stopped when colliding with them kept going with no resistance, ripping through their scales and spilling blood. Thankfully, the stains didn’t last for long before they burst into Mana. 
 
    My increased speed helped me turn around quickly, just in time to see two goblins leaping toward me. I raised my hands and caught them both in the chest at the same time to send them moving in the opposite direction. I turned back around to hammer another goblin in the chest before it could sneak up on me. 
 
    One goblin caught a hard fist to the jaw. Another took one to the skull. The next caught it in the stomach, making it keel over so I could slam the gauntlet into the back of its head. With Jade firing from a distance, the goblins were more of a nuisance than an actual challenge. 
 
    The last goblin remained, its thick brow furrowed as it raised its claws. 
 
    “Really?” I held my hands out to it. “After all this time, why do goblins think they’ll be the one who can take me down—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Another burst of thunder cracked the sky. I looked up at the white energy flashing and two goblins riding on rhinos leaped out, quickly stomping toward me. 
 
    “That’s more like it.” I punched out the last goblin and readied for the two charging rhinos. 
 
    “Watch out!” Jade yelled out and fired a Solo Spark to knock one of the goblins off. Another blast slowed down the rhino, giving me just enough chance to run forward and move out of the way. 
 
    “Just like last time…” I dodged the horns then timed a punch right into the rhino’s side. It roared as it tumbled into the beast next to it. Their combined momentum sent them tumbling across, ripping up the grass and dirt. 
 
    “Follow up!” I rushed forward as Jade got my back. A fireball engulfed the last goblin before it could get up to its feet. While the rhinos struggled to get up just the same, I slammed my gauntlets into their sides. Hard punches were fast and easier to throw when the target wasn’t moving. Left. Right. Left. Right. The gauntlets moved my hands like jackhammers. One rhino down. Then another. 
 
    I sighed a deep breath as more sweat dripped down the sides of my face. But sweat getting into my eyes was the worst of my troubles. 
 
    Jade stood in the distance, her staff still readied at her hip. 
 
    “Too easy…” I whispered to myself. “That can’t be it…” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The loudest thunder I’d ever heard filled the sky. The ground shook as the white energy formed like a giant cloud in the sky. I stood my ground, my eyes locked on the energy beginning to take shape in front of me. 
 
    “What the…” I squinted as the figure slowly emerged before me. 
 
    It was larger than anything I’d ever seen in Pandora, about as long as a bus and twice as wide. 
 
    “Terrapin…” 
 
    The giant turtle stomped its four feet into the grass and shook the ground. Its green scales were thick, weathered with cracks like it was old. On its back, a brighter green shell looked hard enough I wondered if I could break through with the gauntlets. But my biggest concern was its mouth. 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAAH!” It let out a roar that echoed through the sky. It didn’t have any teeth. There was nothing but darkness in its mouth. An endless abyss with a sharp, pointed beak ready to cut through me to satisfy its carnivorous appetite. 
 
    It locked its empty white eyes on me. The thing was big but it didn’t look like it was moving very fast. 
 
    “All right… Let’s see what you got… Jade! Let’s go!” I ran forward and watched the green fireballs the size of globes shoot over my head. The flames bounced off the turtle’s giant face and made it scream again. 
 
    I got next to it quickly, realizing just how tall it was. I figured about ten feet. But not tall enough I couldn’t reach it. The giant turtle looked down at me and reared back with its head. Suddenly, it moved forward with surprising speed. 
 
    I timed it just right though. Both of my fists shot forward and slammed into its mouth, making it retract its head back into its shell. 
 
    “Didn’t like that, did you?” 
 
    There wasn’t much time to celebrate my victory because it was already stomping toward me. I couldn’t describe what it was like to have a giant turtle hiding its head and trying to stomp me into the grass. I was surprised I was even able to think about how absurd it was in a situation like this. But I just managed to get away as Jade distracted it with another volley of flames. 
 
    The turtle backed up, its head still retracted as it steadied itself. Jade shot another fireball into its shell and it took another step back. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can keep this up,” she said. “There’s only so much Mana I can shoot at it before I use all my endurance. And I don’t think I can do enough damage.” 
 
    “I can hurt it. But not while its head is in its damn shell. Maybe if I can get inside…” 
 
    “You get close enough, that thing will flatten you easy… There has to be a way to get it to come out of its shell.” 
 
    There had to be some way I could hurt it. If I could get to its head, one good punch would do enough damage to daze it. 
 
    The terrapin leaped up and slammed back down onto the grass, shaking the ground and forcing Jade and me to steady ourselves. Then it slowly started coming forward. 
 
    “I don’t think it can see where it’s going,” she said. “Not that it matters… It’s gonna hide in it shell for as long as it can.” 
 
    “…Then we’ll let the bastard hide in its shell.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The gauntlets are strong enough. I can break through its shell.” 
 
    Jade hesitated to say anything. There was a look of reluctance in her eyes. But as the giant turtle moved closer, she knew it was the best option. 
 
    “It’s your call,” she said. 
 
    “Keep it off balance as best you can. Save your endurance and stay out of its way.” 
 
    She twirled her staff and pointed it forward. I ran up to meet the terrapin. It was right in front of me, raising both of its front legs to try and stomp on me. Its heel was more than enough to cover my entire body. 
 
    “Shit!” I just managed to roll out of the way and avoided getting turned into a pancake. 
 
    “Watch out!” Jade shot a fireball into the turtle shell and made it take a step back. 
 
    It was the second I needed to move to its side and grab its shell. “C’mon…” I squeezed my fingers on it as hard as I could. The hard green bone began to give underneath the metal until I finally made a grip for myself. “There we go.” I dug my fingers in and pulled myself up until I was on top of its back. My arms moved out as I kept my balance. The turtle was big but it was too slow to shake me off. 
 
    “Now let’s see…” I moved up near the part of the shell where its head was hidden. One hand digging into the shell, I reared back with the other gauntlet and slammed it down. The blow reverberated through my palm and the rest of my body. It was like slamming my fist into a brick wall. But when I looked closer, I saw it. A small crack appearing in the lining of the green shell. 
 
    “That’s it… I got you…” 
 
    I measured another punch and the crack grew. Another punch and the lines began to separate. The turtle began to move underneath me but I maintained my balance. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    CLANG. One punch. CLANG. Then another. CLANG. Then another. I pounded my knuckles into shell, ignoring my own fatigue and aching muscles. 
 
    The beast roared, the vibrations from its echo enough to wobble my legs. But I kept my balance, holding on to throw more punches. 
 
    I kept swinging until—CRUNCH—the shell began to break off. Chunks chipped away, splintering off in every direction. I was breaking away so much of the shell I could see the soft flesh underneath. And just in front of me, there was the terrapin’s head slowly beginning to peak out. 
 
    “Jade! Get ready!” 
 
    I raised both of my fists over my head and brought them down together, breaking off a massive chunk of the turtle’s shell. 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAH!” The head popped out and its mouth opened with a scream that shook the sky. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Jade fired a volley that caught the side of the beast’s head, sending it into a daze. I rushed up as fast as I could before it receded back into its shell. With all of my strength, I reared back and threw a right hand that caught the top of the creature’s skull. If I could get through its shell, its head wasn’t any match for me. I cracked its head then fired again, working the gauntlet like I was trying to turn the beast into mush. 
 
    Its whole body shook. Its head flailed. But it was slowing down. Weakening. Even its screams were fading. An endless assault from Jade and me made it writhe until suddenly, it exploded into a shower of red, green, and blue Mana. 
 
    I tumbled from the sky and thudded on the grass, knocking the wind out of me. “Shit…” 
 
    Jade rushed up. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Never better.” 
 
    The soft howl of the wind filled my ears and blew against me. From the corner of my eye, I saw something move. A soft pulse of energy floated just above the grass. Blue waves like I’d seen coming from the Junction Gate. I kept staring until it formed an uneven circle. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “The way to the next zone.” 
 
    Right next to it, a purple Obelisk formed. Jade walked up to it then placed her palm on it. “We can use this as a checkpoint. I think we should head back before moving into the next zone. Redgrave might have some important information for us.” 
 
    I looked down at all of the Mana surrounding me and nodded. “Got some levels to gain. Might as well be prepared for what’s next.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15: Drinks & Drama 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 10 Slayer 
 
    (5 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 12 
 
    Speed 9 
 
    Durability 13 
 
    Control 8 (+3 Synergy Bonus) 
 
      
 
    “Five more levels. Better watch out, Jade. I’m comin’ for ya.” 
 
    Jade crossed her arms, looking over my shoulder at the tablet display. “The gap’s closing. That’s all for the best. You need to be at your strongest the closer we get to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Just admit you’re a little worried I might be catching up to you. I know Omegas can be insecure about their stats and levels. That’s the reason so many young people join up with the Legion.” 
 
    The miffed look on her face only made me grin even more. She sighed softly then gave me a reluctant nod. “There’s no doubt there’s a bit of a competitive streak in some Omegas—” 
 
    “Ha! I knew it! You can’t avoid something like that. Everybody always wants to be the biggest and baddest.” 
 
    “The Legion gives certain incentives to help push Omegas to their limits. But I was never one who cared too much about the scoreboard.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe. You take pride in being an Omega.” 
 
    “I take pride in being an Omega. But my only competition is myself. No one else.” Jade clenched her jaw so hard I could see her cheeks shifting. I kept staring at her, grinning and watching the smile slowly appear on her face. “Even when you do pass me, just know I’ll do my part on the battlefield, Slayer.” 
 
    “I know you will.” 
 
    She moved to one of the other workbenches to polish her staff. I turned back to the tablet and approved the five level increases. The rush of energy flowing from the gauntlets squeezed my forearms and spread through my veins. The invigorating rush was like my insides were bubbling. The feeling faded and I saw my new stats on display. 
 
      
 
    Strength 14 (+2) 
 
    Speed 10 (+1) 
 
    Durability 15 (+2) 
 
    Control 8 (+3 Synergy Bonus) 
 
      
 
    My muscles swelled tighter. I was a little lighter on my feet, too. But the satisfaction of seeing the numbers go up was better than gains I’d ever gotten in the gym. 
 
    I moved over to the workstation where Redgrave was working. I set my gauntlets down then watched him hold up the small orb. 
 
    The terrapin dropped a bunch of Mana for me to absorb. But it dropped one thing behind I couldn’t. A solid blue jewel I could squeeze in the palm of my hand. The jagged edges made it look like an unrefined sapphire. Even if the lights weren’t so yellow, there wasn’t much of a shine to it. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s not just some random rock,” I said. 
 
    Redgrave held it close to his eyes then set it down on the workstation. “It’s a Core. Concentrated Mana. Sometimes Shadows leave them behind.” 
 
    “Can you do anything with it?” 
 
    “Cores are used to power-up Omega weapons in the Crafting Bay. There are engineers who specialize in it.” 
 
    “You’re a smart guy, Doc. You can do it, too.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I had the right tools. But I don’t have an analyzer, so I couldn’t even tell you what type of bonus this Core would give you. And I’m afraid I don’t have the precision a weapon engineer would have.” 
 
    I looked at the jewel and sighed. “Too bad.” 
 
    “But I was the creator of the Slayer Gauntlets. You don’t think I designed them without being able to improve them, did you?” The old man smiled up at me. I should’ve been mad at him for not telling me in the first place. But Redgrave seemed amused enough that I had to laugh. 
 
    “What can you do?” I asked. 
 
    “Just as the gauntlets break down the Blue and Green Mana into Red Mana so you can use it to level, I can do something similar with this Core. I can amplify the strength of the gauntlets and further unlock its potential with this.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I picked up the blue jewel and tossed it around in my hand. “It’s a shame we haven’t come across more of these Cores. All of those goblins are cheapskates, apparently…” 
 
    “The terrapin was of significant strength. It’s no surprise it carried a Core with it.” 
 
    “That giant turtle wasn’t much of a challenge. All I had to do was punch it as hard as I could.” 
 
    “Not all battles are meant to test your fighting capability. To get to your destination, there will be times when you will have to climb over the wall and not simply punch through it.” 
 
    Redgrave spoke slowly. His words resonated with me. I figured maybe it was because he was older. Considering the things he knew, the guy definitely had some wisdom. I didn’t trust him completely yet but he was doing everything he could to convince me otherwise. 
 
    “It will be some time to upgrade the gauntlets,” he said. “You fought a long, hard battle. I recommend you take this time to yourself.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea…” I walked over to Jade and stared at the staff she was wiping. “Doesn’t look any worse for wear. You sure you need to tend to it that much?” 
 
    “A Harbinger’s staff gets worn from the Mana it channels. Engineers maintain it the same as they would a sword or a shield. But you did most of the work in the battle, so the wear isn’t significant. I’ve leveled enough to unlock a new ability. Normally, abilities are practiced with Captains in the training labs. It appears I’ll have to learn it for myself.” 
 
    Jade finally put her staff down when her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and read the text on the screen. I stared at her eyes, watching her expression change to something more serious. I still didn’t know her well enough to push her to tell me if something was wrong. I was probably just being paranoid. 
 
    But I knew there was something else I could do, at least. 
 
    “It was a long battle,” I said. “Exhausting. We both got a mission bonus for it. What do you say we head out for the night for another cooldown?” 
 
    Jade glanced at her phone for a few seconds before looking up at me. “Yeah.” She nodded, a half-hearted smile on her lips. “That sounds all right.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Jade had such clean, fair skin, she probably got a lot of attention wherever she went. Her dark hair always had a sheen to it. It was like every strand was combed in place, trailing down the sides of her face in perfect lines. High cheekbones. A thin nose and a pointed chin. Maybe I was just used to staring at everybody in the gym that she stood out to me. 
 
    But at Lucky’s Pub, it was even easier for her to stand out. I would’ve called the patrons around here lowlifes if I wasn’t one of them myself. Nah. That’s just how Newmire was. Just honest folks looking for a place to drink. 
 
    Jade sat next to me, looking as out of place as I’d ever seen her. And judging from the look on her face, she probably felt it, too. She raised an eyebrow, examining the dingy, dimly lit bar. Her expression didn’t change as she eyed the drink in front of me. 
 
    “I never figured you for a pineapple juice sort of guy.” 
 
    “Is that right? Probably took me as one of those dudes who only drinks whiskey using the skull of the last person I killed.” 
 
    “That crossed my mind.” 
 
    We smiled at one another before turning to our drinks. I wrapped my lips around my straw while she stirred the ice around in her glass of iced tea. 
 
    It was a quiet evening. Perfect after all of the noise of the latest battle in the Vale. 
 
    “You’re pretty good, you know that?” she said suddenly. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to be a little more specific.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “You know what I mean. Some people take a long time to adjust to Pandora. You’re a natural. You’ve got it. Something innate. Instinct. You’d make a great Omega.” 
 
    “You trying to recruit me?” I raised an eyebrow at her, my lips still wrapped around my straw. 
 
    “I’m only saying, after we find your father, I’m sure the door will be open for you. They might have something to say about your weapons and you’ll probably have to pick a standard class but you’d do well. Think about it. Fighting for the world. Making some decent money. It’s a good workout, too. No better way to level up and get stronger.” 
 
    “Yeah… That sounds like you’re trying to recruit me.” I sucked up a mouthful of my drink and swished it around in my mouth. “The LOD is everywhere. Humanity’s greatest challenge. You can’t walk down the street without seeing a brochure. You can’t scroll through your phone without seeing an ad. But you already know the truth.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    I leaned in close to her to make sure she could hear me. “My father was an Omega. He joined the Legion to do his part. What did he get for it? He’s gone. No trace. No memory. They don’t even acknowledge what happened to him. He’s a blemish on their spotless record. I’m not doing this to save the world or make money. This is for him. And once we get to him, that’ll be the end of it. He can get the retirement he deserves and I can hang up the gloves.” 
 
    I moved back to my drink. The sweet juice helped cool me down. I didn’t even know why I was getting so worked up in the first place. 
 
    Jade stayed silent. But the last thing I wanted to do was leave her in a bad mood. Not after everything we accomplished. 
 
    “I’m too old anyway,” I said. 
 
    “You’re twenty-seven. That’s not old.” 
 
    “Omegas apply right when they’re fresh out of high school. Imagine a guy like me, ten years older, showing up for orientation with a bunch of kids.” 
 
    “You’d be a little older but on the battlefield… You’d have your place.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    I could see Jade smiling from the corner of my eye. She gave me a sideways glance as she took a sip of her drink. 
 
    Lucky’s Pub was mostly quiet, with everybody beginning to wind down their night. It was already past midnight when we both finished our first drink. 
 
    “That was nice,” she sighed. Her eyes shifted to the phone she was clutching tight in her hand. “It’s getting kinda late though. Unfortunately…” 
 
    I wasn’t one for reading girls. Jade was as confusing as the rest of them. But damn if it didn’t look like something was bothering her. Some damn frown that showed up whenever she looked at her phone. 
 
    “…I guess it is getting kinda late. Should probably get some rest. Starting a new zone.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. Thanks for the drink, Enzo—” 
 
    “Well, well, well. Look who it is.” 
 
    A familiar voice interrupted us. I couldn’t place it exactly. But a quick glance next to me and I saw just who it was. 
 
    Ethan and his boys were there, wearing the same outfits they had on in the gym. The blond inched toward me with his hands out. 
 
    “Enzo. In the flesh.” Ethan said it with as much fake enthusiasm as he could. “What are the chances?” 
 
    “Newmire’s a small town. It happens.” 
 
    “Apparently.” He shifted his eyes to Jade. He gave her the same look frat boys gave when they eyed something they liked. But he turned his attention back to me, making it obvious he had something else on his mind. “Just wanted to congratulate you on the exhibition earlier. Nice little scrap we had. Never expected much from a civilian.” 
 
    “I know a thing or two.” I didn’t take my eyes off him. Not that I could with how hard he was staring at me. 
 
    “It seems like you do. You’re a good fighter. I’m not trained in the ring though.” 
 
    “Hmm… That’s surprising.” 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    Ethan chuckled to himself. “No, Omegas train for more serious threats. Monsters. Beasts. Giant creatures you couldn’t even imagine.” Ethan slicked his hair back over his head with his hand in an attempt to show off his bicep. “Yeah, that’s the kind of thing an Omega deals with.” 
 
    “I’ll bet… You and your friends deserve a chance to relax. Settle down. Have a drink. My friend and I were just leaving.” 
 
    I got up from my seat and Jade walked with me toward the exit. 
 
    “Omegas are the reason civilians like you are still around,” Ethan called out suddenly to stop me in my tracks. “Everything you’ve got is because of the Legion. Too bad you can’t show some respect.” 
 
    I stared at the ground, listening to Ethan and his buddies scoff in disgust. 
 
    “Enzo?” Jade put her hand gently on my arm. 
 
    I looked up at her and nodded. “It’s okay. I got this.” I spun back around and marched right up to Ethan, moving close enough until I could look him in the eye. 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight,” I said. “I don’t owe you or any Omega thanks. The Legion hasn’t done shit for me. So if you want me to show some respect, earn it.” 
 
    Ethan took a step back, his lips twitching into some smarmy little smile. He looked at both of his buddies and shrugged. “You hear that, boys? The man doesn’t respect the LOD. Doesn’t appreciate the Omegas that are stopping the monsters from coming right to his doorstep.” 
 
    Ethan raised his voice enough to draw the attention of the whole bar. Everybody was still on their seats but stopped their conversations. The tension was noticeable. 
 
    I stood my ground as Ethan walked right up to me, that grin of his as smug as ever. “You’re right,” he said. “Respect is earned. I guess I’d better do it now—” 
 
    Ethan swung before he finished. His looping right hand was fast but not fast enough. I ducked to avoid it then slugged him right in the stomach, enough to make him keel over. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade shouted out to no effect. 
 
    Fighting one guy who didn’t know how to fight was easy. But Brandon and Sergio tried to even the odds. They moved on me, trying to grab my arms. And they probably would’ve succeeded if I didn’t have some Red Mana in me to match theirs. I pulled my arms free and kicked Brandon in the gut, sending him stumbling back into a wooden chair and breaking it in half. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Hank yelled out, showing more emotion than I’d ever seen from him. 
 
    The other patrons were all watching but none of them tried to stop it. A barfight was the most exciting thing that had happened in Lucky’s in years. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Sergio yelled out as he charged at me, his long hair flailing in every direction. He managed to wrap his arms around me and take me down to the floorboards. I struggled with him, trying to line myself up for a punch. Suddenly, Jade appeared above me and kicked him in the side of the head. The momentary daze was enough to push Sergio off. 
 
    “C’mon!” Jade grabbed me by the arm and helped me to my feet. 
 
    “Screw this! Let’s get outta here!” Ethan motioned for his friends and they all stumbled out of the bar in a daze. 
 
    The commotion was over in an instant. One broken wooden chair but all things considered, there wasn’t much more damage. 
 
    “Dammit…” Hank muttered as he picked up the remains of the chair. 
 
    I sighed and looked at Jade. “I think we’ve had enough for tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16: No Days Off 
 
    Alisa tapped her right hand against the pad over and over. The snap from the thud was a little harder each time. Considering how small her frame was, it was surprising just how much power she was able to generate. 
 
    “Keep your arm straight,” I said. “Bring your fist right to the target. No wasted motion.” 
 
    “Don’t I need to gather some energy before I land it?” She snapped her fist against my pad again. 
 
    I raised my hand in response, moving it right up to her chin. “Worry about landing it first. Someone beats you to the punch, it won’t matter how hard you throw it.” 
 
    She nodded and bounced up and down on her feet before resuming her workout. 
 
    Alisa worked up a sweat like everybody else in the gym. Her bronze skin was covered in a sheen and with how little she was wearing, there was no way to hide it. Her stamina matched her enthusiasm as she followed every command I gave her. 
 
    I kept the pads up, slapping her punches as they kept coming toward me. Before I realized it, we were going at it for half-an-hour. 
 
    I lowered my hands down and gave her a nod of approval. “All right. Take a break and get some water. Then hit the treadmill to finish.” 
 
    “You want me to run after I’ve been punching for this long? My arms are dead. My legs, too.” 
 
    “That’s right. Some scumbag hiding in an alleyway isn’t gonna care if you’re tired when he tries to take advantage of you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. You’re the boss, Champ.” 
 
    “Boss Champ. That’s a new one.” 
 
    Alisa winked and skipped over to one of the treadmills. Next to her, Jade had just finished running herself. The Harbinger’s outfit wasn’t as skimpy as Alisa’s but her sports bra and leggings were tight enough a guy didn’t have to use too much of his imagination to see just how slender she was. 
 
    Jade tied her hair back over her head then wiped the sweat from her brow as she walked up to me. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    She glanced down at my hand. “You get into barfights often?” 
 
    I took off my training pads to look at my knuckles. “You know what the weirdest thing is? I don’t feel anything. There’s no scuffing or bruising. Usually when you punch someone with a bare fist, there’s something… Must be the durability from the levels I’ve gained. I think I can get used to having some Red Mana in me.” 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable. The police aren’t above arresting an Omega and locking them away until the benefits of your levels fade with old age.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be all right. I know Hank. He saw those guys started it. And I don’t think they’ll be around to cause me any trouble.” 
 
    Jade gave me a look like something was up. I tossed my pads to the side and crossed my arms as she leaned forward to me. 
 
    “I know you’re still upset about your father,” she said. “What the Legion did to him is unfair. But you can’t take it out on every Omega you come across. You can’t let them get to you—” 
 
    “Those guys had it coming to ‘em. They started barking. I had to shut ‘em up.” Jade was still concerned, her eyebrows raised like she was trying to get me to see things her way. “Besides, you’re an Omega, Jade. I don’t have a problem with you.” 
 
    “It’s more than just that,” she sighed. “I just don’t want you using your anger on this… assignment. Stay focused. Stay positive.” 
 
    “Nothing’s changed. A brawl with some d-bags hasn’t made me forget what I’m trying to do.” 
 
    “Good. Save some of that energy for tonight. New zone, remember?” Jade moved over to the mirror to start stretching out, drawing some of the attention of the younger gym members. I had to remind myself these guys were still just kids, fresh out of high school with hormones raging. 
 
    I chuckled to myself and started walking over to check on Alisa. But then I noticed something. A man in a suit stood at the front counter of the gym. Men in suits never came to the Bloody Guts. When they did, they were usually sleazy fight promoters pretending to be more important than they actually were. 
 
    I walked closer to him and saw his plain black suit wasn’t as flashy as I expected it to be. His head was shaved clean. He stared at me as soon as I was a few meters away, his beady eyes locked on mine. His cheeks sagged like a bulldog’s, making his wrinkles and frown even more pronounced. I couldn’t tell if the guy was in a bad mood or he just looked that way. Probably both. 
 
    “You need some help?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” he spoke bluntly, his voice deep. “Enzo.” 
 
    A man like him looking for me meant something was up. I thought about biting my tongue but he’d find out eventually. The gym was where I spent all of my time. 
 
    “I’m Enzo. Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Carl Castleberry. I’m an agent.” 
 
    Just as I expected. Agents were always the old guys who looked like they’d spent too much time in the sun. This guy was tan and wrinkled enough to make him look a few years older than he already was. 
 
    “An agent? What fight promotion?” 
 
    “I’m not with any promotion. I’m with the Legion Omega Defense.” 
 
    I held back my surprise. All of the reasons why someone from the Legion would visit started running through my head. 
 
    “The Legion Omega Defense?” I asked. 
 
    “Is there another one?” 
 
    “…Are you recruiting? Most of the younger guys in here are fully aware of what the Legion offers. Can’t go anywhere without seeing a brochure. Being an Omega… It’s a good career path.” 
 
    “I’m not here to see anybody except you, Enzo.” Castleberry’s stare hadn’t changed. Fixated brown eyes on me like a painting’s, following me even if I moved. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Agent Castleberry?” 
 
    “It’s come to my attention there was an incident between you and several cadets. Three Omegas in particular.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “That’s what I learned. Say what you will of the men involved but their testimonies are too exact and detailed to be fabricated.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, staring at the ground to figure out what the hell this guy was up to. “Just some friendly sparring,” I said with a shrug. “Nothing crazy. I imagine Omegas push themselves harder than that during training.” 
 
    “Indeed they do. But what I find particularly interesting was that you managed to incapacitate them, albeit briefly.” He kept his hands behind his back. His eyes didn’t move. He didn’t even blink. Just stared at me like he was trying to look into my skull. “Omegas are leveled soldiers, strengthened by unconventional means. It’s strange a civilian would be able to stand with them, even if they’re only low-level Bronzes. Do you find that strange, Enzo?” 
 
    I shook my head and shrugged again. “I guess it’s all the practice. I’ve been fighting for most of my life. Learned from the best. I don’t imagine Omegas do much boxing. Not very practical against… whatever it is you’re up against.” 
 
    I gave him a smile but he didn’t care for it. Castleberry finally shifted his eyes, looking me up and down. “Perhaps that’s it.” He gave me a tight-lipped smile like it was the hardest thing he ever had to do. “I apologize on behalf of the Legion. Their behavior was not befitting of an Omega. Antagonizing a civilian is a direct contradiction to the oath they pledged. I can assure you it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “No harm done.” 
 
    “Have a good day, Enzo…” 
 
    “…Drake.” 
 
    “Enzo Drake.” He stuck his hand out. 
 
    I shook it, noticing just how firmly he was squeezing me. But I was probably reading too much into it. He turned and looked at Alisa as she jogged on her treadmill before turning around and leaving. 
 
    I watched him walk down the sidewalks through the windows until he disappeared around the corner. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Jade suddenly appeared next to me, breathing hard like she’d just jumped off the treadmill before I realized it. 
 
    “Agent Castleberry. He said he was with the Legion.” 
 
    Jade’s eyes widened but I put my hands up to try and stop her from getting worried. 
 
    “Relax. He just heard about the incident with those Omegas. Wanted to clear things up and apologize.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Agents from the Legion don’t just show up to say sorry. Those guys at the bar wouldn’t be the first Omegas to have an incident.” 
 
    “Are you telling me Castleberry is here for another reason?” 
 
    Jade crossed her arms and stared at me, letting me figure it out for myself. 
 
    “Wait a second.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Are you telling me this has something to do with Redgrave and what we’re doing? There’s no way they could’ve tracked Redgrave down that fast.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s only a suggestion. With an agent in town, it’s possible. We should let Redgrave know about this, too.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing this was just another thing I had to deal with. “Fine. We’ll tell him tonight and see if he can set something up for Castleberry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17: The Fork In The Road 
 
    Redgrave picked at the scruffy, wrinkled skin on his chin. Even with a worried look on his face, he still didn’t seem very upset. “This is troubling indeed. Are you sure he said he was an agent for the Legion?” 
 
    “That’s what he told me,” I replied. “I guess I should’ve asked for some identification. But he knew about the incident with the Omegas. If he wanted to start some beef with me, I don’t see why he’d pretend to be with the LOD.” 
 
    “There’s no telling what his motives are. I’ve double-checked to make sure your trips to Pandora have remained undetected by blending it in with the data of legitimate District activity. I doubt this Castleberry knows what we’re doing.” 
 
    “We should still take every precaution,” Jade said. “We’re still not anywhere close to Anarchy. He could be following us.” 
 
    “He’d have a lot of trouble getting to us,” I said. “There are hundreds of storage warehouses on the dock. It’d take them months to search every one of them. We’ll get to Anarchy before then.” 
 
    Redgrave bowed his head and sighed a deep breath. “There’s no use fretting over it now. We have more important matters to discuss tonight. I’ve been going over the data. Jade placed a checkpoint at the end of the Viridian Vale before the next zone.” 
 
    The scientist moved over to the display where the map was. His finger moved to the blinking blue dot near the left side. “This is where you’re at now. The original plan was for you to follow the path to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Original plan?” I said. “Did the plan change?” 
 
    “You won’t deviate from your original course. What I’ve discovered is you have more options.” He tapped on the display and more lines lit up, flowing toward the blinking red dot at the other end of the display. “There’s more than one path to get to Anarchy. You can venture farther off the path than I anticipated.” 
 
    “Why would I wanna do that?” 
 
    “Anarchy may be your destination but you must also be prepared for whatever awaits. With every zone you enter, the Shadows will only get stronger. Traveling a longer path will give you the opportunity to collect more Red Mana and gain more levels. I know you’re eager to get to your father as soon as possible. But your haste could mean you don’t reach him at all.” 
 
    I took a step closer to the map. All of the lines flowing on the display seemed like there were so many different ways to go. It wasn’t easy to figure out a map of a place I’d never been to. 
 
    “Since you’ll be the one venturing through each zone, it only seems appropriate you make the decision on which path to take.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc… What do you think, Jade?” 
 
    “You’re the Slayer. It’s your call.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought you’d say…” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be of some benefit to know what exactly you’re getting into. Right now, you have three options for the next zone. First, the Snowy Tundra. As the name suggests, it’s a colder environment. Expect some light snowfall.” 
 
    “Never was much fan of the cold.” 
 
    “The next zone would be the Arid Flats. A warm, barren landscape. Dry sands as far as the eye can see. The sun will be brighter than the Vale.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too promising. You couldn’t find somewhere nice and tropical, huh?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Your last option would be the Twisted Peaks. The weather would be fair compared to the others but the landscape would be considerable. Traversing it could be trickier than any Shadows waiting for you.” 
 
    I scratched the side of my chin and sighed. Somehow, I managed to find some humor in it. “Newmire’s a pretty dull place, especially in the fall. I’ll just consider this a vacation. A chance to experience a new climate.” I tapped the upper part of the map. “We’re going to the Flats.” 
 
    Jade nodded and headed to the Junction Gate to activate it. I walked over to the workstation where the Slayer Gauntlets were waiting for me. I slipped them on and immediately noticed a thin blue line along the edge of the gauntlet. It pulsed softly, more noticeable underneath the dull lights of the storage room. 
 
    “You see this?” I asked Redgrave. “I’m guessing you had something to do with this.” 
 
    Redgrave smiled proudly and nodded. “I was able to draw out the essence of the Core and use it to amplify the gauntlets. Just as intended. You can see your new ability for yourself.” 
 
    I looked at the display on my left forearm. 
 
      
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
    Added Core Abilities: 
 
    Revolver Drill 
 
    Swing both gauntlets in a circular motion, hitting targets on all sides 
 
      
 
    “Revolver Drill…” 
 
    “Getting to this point means you already know what to do in a fight. But it appears this ability in particular is to be used when you’re surrounded.” 
 
    “That’ll be useful.” 
 
    “Also consider that using abilities draws on the Mana inside of you. The damage you’re able to inflict will rely on your control as well as your strength. In addition, abilities take a considerable amount of endurance. Pace yourself or you’ll find you won’t have the stamina for even a simple attack.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” I clenched my fists and slammed my steel knuckles together. “Any other advice?” 
 
    Redgrave straightened up as much as he could and shook his head. “The Flats are waiting for you. Good luck, Slayer.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    If you headed east from Newmire, you’d eventually hit the desert. Suddenly, all of the cities and people became sparse. You could make a living out there but most people never stopped to visit. Not when Las Vegas was on one side and Los Angeles was in the other direction. My dad never took me on a trip out there. Why would he when the beach was a few miles away or we could go camping in the mountains? 
 
    But no matter how unappealing as it might’ve been, I was pretty sure it wasn’t as miserable as my current surroundings. I didn’t know quite what to expect from the Arid Flats but I knew I was definitely in Pandora. 
 
    Brownish, orange earth went in every direction to the hills all around us. The breeze blew some of the dirt in the air. With how hot the sun was, you’d think some wind would be nice but all it did was blow the hot air into your face. The air was dry but I could already feel the tinge of sweat forming on my skin. The ground was so brittle it cracked just from me standing on it. I wasn’t wearing a shirt. That still didn’t feel like enough though. 
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. That was all I could do really. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized this was probably for the best. “At least we’re not hiking through mountains or plowing through snow.” 
 
    Jade did her best to hide how uncomfortable she was. Her top did just enough to cover her chest and she still seemed like she wanted to take it off. “I should make a note. Don’t wear jeans next time we come through.” 
 
    The map on my communicator blinked. “At least we won’t have to travel as far as we did in the Vale. C’mon. The sooner we get to the end of the zone, the sooner we can go back to a place that has air-conditioning.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d be pining to head back to the old storage warehouse…” 
 
    Jade and I trudged through the sand, following the blinking line on our displays. If it wasn’t for the map, we would’ve been completely lost. Outside of the Junction Gate we’d left behind, only a flock of vultures circled in the sky provided any scenery. 
 
    “Buzzards waiting for a meal,” Jade said. 
 
    “They’re gonna be waiting for a long time. It looks like we should be able to set a checkpoint not too far from here.” 
 
    I kept my eyes locked on the horizon. The barren flats all looked the same. I searched for any change. Something to keep me occupied. 
 
    Of course, just when I was about to let an inkling of frustration get to me, white energy began to swirl in the sky. Bursts of light flashed and goblins appeared, landing on the sand. They didn’t look much different from their Vale counterparts. Their scaly skin had a yellowish hue with a dull shine that reflected the sunlight. In their hands, they wielded crude wooden clubs and bone hatchets. But their empty yellow eyes were just as menacing as before. 
 
    “Looks like these ones have brought weapons with them,” Jade said. 
 
    “Good thing we’ve got weapons of our own.” I slammed my fists together and ran forward. I couldn’t move as fast as I could with the dirt constantly breaking underneath my feet. But the goblins did me a favor by rushing to meet me. 
 
    Six of them in total all raised their weapons as they charged. One of them took a Solo Spark right to its chest, Jade’s fireball as accurate as usual. The rest of them all leaped up in unison, high enough to block out some of the sun rays. 
 
    “I wonder…” 
 
    Now was as good a time as any. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” I called it out and immediately the gauntlets had a mind of their own. My arms extended out to my sides and I immediately began spinning like a top. A green aura formed around my fists like flames. Everything around me turned into a blur of green energy with how fast I spun. 
 
    “Gaaah!” The screams of the goblins were clear. Listening to the metal thunk against their scales joined the chorus of them wailing in pain. I stayed focused, watching them go sailing into the distance. 
 
    I slowly stopped spinning and I regained control of the gauntlets. But there wasn’t much else for me to punch, seeing as how all of the goblins were replaced with orbs of Mana. 
 
    Jade walked up to me, a half-smile of approval twisting her lips. “Not bad. Dizzy?” 
 
    “Not dizzy but it’s kinda tiring.” I stared at my open palms. I’d been wearing the silver gloves for a while now but still wasn’t completely used to them. “These things really are powerful.” 
 
    Another crackle in the sky and more swirls of light formed above us. More weapon-wielding goblins appeared from the bursts of white energy. But along with them, the ground started to crack. 
 
    “What’s that?” I kept watching as sinkholes began to appear in the dirt. The sand fell as creatures slowly started climbing up onto the ground. Three-clawed paws reached out and pulled out the rest of the bodies they were attached. Three-foot long lizards let their red tongues fall onto the dirt. Their empty white eyes were just as menacing as the goblins next to them. Same for their thick, scaly bodies. But what was probably more disturbing was how sharp their rows of fangs were as they opened their mouths to screech. 
 
    “Let’s see how strong those gauntlets really are.” Jade readied her staff at her hip. 
 
    I took note of the goblins and lizards. “Six each. I think these things are strong enough.” 
 
    “You know, you’re not the only one with new abilities.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, Jade twirled her staff in her hands then pointed it forward. A blast of blue and white energy shot out in a straight line. A concentrated beam that looked like ice hit one of the lizards. It was cold enough I could feel the frost against my skin blowing by me. 
 
    Jade gritted her teeth, focusing the blast on the lizard until it was frozen solid. The yellow-scaled creature turned into an ice sculpture, stuck in its pose. 
 
    “Zero Blast,” she said. 
 
    “That could be useful.” 
 
    “Only when I get a chance to concentrate it. How about giving me some space, Slayer?” She gave me a wink and readied her staff to fire. 
 
    Having Jade by my side filled me with more confidence I didn’t need. With the Harbinger watching my back, I charged forward to meet the goblins and lizards coming toward me. The beasts showed no signs of slowing down. Just before we collided, the goblins leaped into the air. The lizards dived forward at my legs. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    I spun again, rotating both gauntlets at my sides with the same flowing blue energy. The lizards and goblins who got in my path all squealed as they went flying back. I stayed in my position until I regained control. 
 
    Two of the goblins managed to avoid getting hit. But one of them was quickly hit by a fireball from Jade. 
 
    I eyed the last goblin with my dukes up. “You wanna do this, huh?” 
 
    “Aaaaah!” The goblin ran at me with its hatchet up. I raised my left fist to parry the swing. The bone thudded against the steel of my gauntlet, scratching but not able to break through. I had a split-second to counterattack. A right cross found its mark on the goblin’s jaw. Its head shifted and its teeth crunched as it went stumbling back. I moved to finished but it faded into Mana like everything else we’d beaten. 
 
    The only thing remaining was the lizard Jade had frozen in place. I walked up and shattered it with a backfist to collect its Mana as well. 
 
    I sighed a deep breath as I looked up the vultures continuing to circle above me. “Wasting your time, assholes. I’m not going down in the Flats.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18: Shades Of Jade 
 
    “Water. Lots of ice. And you got any fruit?” 
 
    Ruthie raised her eyebrows at me. As much as her old face could, anyway. 
 
    “I can make you a fruit bowl,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “That’ll work.” 
 
    I grabbed the glass of ice water and chugged it down. Then I reached across the counter and poured myself another glass from the pitcher. 
 
    “I bet she’s wondering what happened.” Jade sat next to me, gulping on a glass of water herself. 
 
    “You think she’ll believe us if we tell her we just got back from a scorching desert?” 
 
    “Crazier things have happened. Footage of the First Event is on YouTube.” 
 
    “The First Event was decades ago. These days, people don’t even remember what happened last week before they’ve already moved on.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point.” Jade laughed softly and took another gulp. 
 
    Ruthie returned and placed a bowl of chopped up melons, apples, and orange slices in front of us. 
 
    “What happened to you two?” she asked. “Look like you just finished wandering through a scorching desert.” 
 
    Jade and I looked at one another while the old waitress leaned across the front of the counter. “Weather in Newmire is tough but it ain’t that bad.” 
 
    “We’re working on a personal project,” I said. “Gym work. Physical labor.” 
 
    “Hey, whatever you kids call it these days. That’s your business. Stay hydrated.” Ruthie winked and shuffled over to a group of security guards who were on their break. 
 
    I picked up a slice of cantaloupe, sucking on it as much as I chewed on it. The juices wet my throat enough to make me almost forget about how dehydrated I was back in the Flats. 
 
    “You went through Junctions with the Legion,” I said to Jade. “You must be used to this shit.” 
 
    Jade played with a piece of watermelon before popping it into her mouth. “I’ve been to a few different worlds. Grassy plains. Warm deserts. Even some seaside landscapes with a view that rivaled the Pacific. But you stop thinking about it once you’ve got a Shadow in front of you.” 
 
    “I figure you’ve taken down more than just goblins and lizards and turtles.” 
 
    She nodded. “This mission is a little different. We’re traveling farther than I’m used to. Most Junctions are short. You go in, break the Obelisk, then come back. It’s the World Boss that gets everybody excited.” 
 
    “World Boss? What’s that like?” 
 
    Jade’s green eyes narrowed slightly, staring into the distance as she calmly chewed on another piece of apple. “There were about a hundred Omegas at my District. Some of them were on standby. But even a few Omegas short, it was still a sight to see so many people organized for a raid. Imagine the terrapin we fought but ten times bigger. They’re a lot more intimidating than anything else. We win every time. But it takes everybody’s effort.” 
 
    “A World Boss… Takes the efforts of an entire raid party. I’m trying not to think about something like that.” 
 
    “You might not have to think about it. We get close enough to Anarchy, we’ll see just how powerful some of these Shadows can get. So much Mana concentrated into one thing…” 
 
    Jade wasn’t trying to scare me. She always spoke like everything was the most serious thing on the planet. But even if she was warning me, all I had to do was think about why I was doing all of this in the first place. 
 
    “I’ll level up enough,” I said. “The gauntlets will get stronger. The goblins and lizards don’t pose much of a threat to me. The heat is more annoying than anything else.” 
 
    “It might get hot in Anarchy.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” I gave her a wink and picked up another piece of cantaloupe. 
 
    Sharing a late-night fruit bowl at an all-night diner with Jade was as strange as everything else I’d done. Most days, I’d probably be sleeping right now. But the progress we made and parched throats were enough reason to ‘celebrate’ what we’d accomplished. 
 
    Everybody else in the diner was quiet, just wanting to get away from whatever bullshit they had to go back to eventually. It was the perfect spot to get a moment and do… nothing. 
 
    Jade calmly kept picking at the bowl of fruit, her hand clutching her cell phone tight. My eyes shifted toward the communicator on my wrist. I swiped through the display and looked over the distance we’d covered. 
 
    “The Arid Flats are shorter than the Vale,” I said. “I think if we stick around long enough, we might be able to get all the way to the next zone. That’ll save us a lot of time.” 
 
    “We’re not in the warehouse.” She stared at the bowl of fruit as she continued picking at it. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re not in the warehouse,” she repeated then turned to me. “I know how important this is to you. But I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be wearing yourself out, thinking about this constantly.” 
 
    “…I don’t have anything else to think about.” 
 
    “That’s not true. You’ve got the gym. Training all of those younger guys. It must be a lot of fun. You have some interesting stories?” 
 
    “The younger guys and gals are all talented. I teach them the basics but it’s their enthusiasm that helps ‘em get through it.” I laughed at the thought of them practicing. “Most of them are just training to get ready for the Legion. It seems like everybody is applying these days.” 
 
    “How can they resist? ‘Choose your class. Wield your weapon. Level up. Save the world.’ That’s more appealing than anything college has to offer.” 
 
    “Right…” I glanced at Jade’s cell phone. “How about you? Why’d you decide to become an Omega?” 
 
    Her eyes shifted. She shook her head, shrugging as she nonchalantly popped another piece of fruit between her lips. “Why wouldn’t I? A chance to do what’s right and improve myself. That’s everything a person could ask for.” 
 
    Again she wasn’t looking at me. Even when I kept staring at her, she didn’t seem to mind. There was something about her. And the fact that I couldn’t place it annoyed me like nothing else. 
 
    “Enzo?” 
 
    I slowly turned around in my seat when I heard my name. I scrunched my face in confusion when I saw the blond in shorts and a tank-top standing in front of me. 
 
    “Alisa?” 
 
    “Hey!” She walked over with a bounce in her step, her eyes wide like she was actually excited to see me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m, uh, just having a break.” 
 
    She looked over at Jade. The blond’s eyes narrowed, a sly smile forming on the corner of her lips. “I remember you from the gym,” she said. “Jade.” 
 
    “Good to see you again, Alisa.” Jade gave her a polite smile. 
 
    Alisa took a step back and looked both of us up and down. “You two, uh… You just get out of a tanning booth or something?” 
 
    “Uh…” I looked over at Jade but she just stared at me, waiting for me to come up with an excuse. “Late night session at the gym. You tend to get a little darker when you sweat a lot.” 
 
    “Huh? If you say so.” Alisa scratched the side of her head in confusion. Jade turned away to avoid rolling her eyes, hiding her smile behind another bite of fruit. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh… Well, I needed some money. Your lessons are expensive. Ruthie over there said I can work a few late-night shifts.” 
 
    “Late shift, huh? Don’t overdo it now.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem. I can come and go as I please.” She leaned in close to me and started talking out of the side of her mouth. “I don’t know if you noticed, but business isn’t exactly booming this time of night. Let’s just hope they tip well.” 
 
    I chuckled at the big, fake smile she gave me. 
 
    “The food’s pretty good here, too,” she said. “I think I’ll have a little something before I start my shift. Maybe I can join you two.” 
 
    Jade’s phone buzzed in her hand suddenly. She looked at the display and sighed softly through her nose. 
 
    “Maybe another time,” Jade said as she got out of her seat. “I… I have to go. But you’re free to stay, Enzo.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, staring at the slight frown on her lips. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    Jade shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded and she left the diner as briskly as she could. Alisa quickly hopped into her seat at the counter and began probing the bowl of fruit for a piece she liked. 
 
    “You see that?” Alisa said. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    Alisa rolled her eyes and sighed. “I forgot I was talking to a boy… That look she had before she left. That’s relationship trouble.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “You heard me, Champ. She’s having trouble with her man. Or woman. Whatever it is, her relationship is on the rocks.” 
 
    “Ha!” Even though she was talking about Jade’s personal life, Alisa’s smug, all-knowing attitude made me scoff. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” Alisa said. 
 
    “I’m not laughing. I’m just wondering how you can tell all that from a look.” 
 
    “I don’t know the specifics. Spending too much time at work. Families don’t approve. Unexpected pregnancy. Maybe somebody’s cheating.” Alisa winked at me with her right eye, pointing her head to make it as obvious as possible. 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re a fine, upstanding gentleman. You wouldn’t mess around with a girl who’s with somebody. But… if she’s already in a relationship that’s on the rocks, all bets are off. You might as well start looking for a new job when you know you’re about to get fired.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I sighed, not wanting to read too much into it. “It’s not any of my business anyway.” 
 
    “Well, she’s your friend, isn’t she? Don’t you care?” 
 
    “I haven’t known Jade for very long but she’s a strong enough woman to stand up for herself. And that’s if your assumptions are right.” 
 
    “They’re not assumptions if they’re right. You don’t peel the band-aid off slowly. You rip it off! Something’s going on with her.” 
 
    Alisa was nonchalant about the whole conversation despite how serious it was. She kept bobbing her head left and right to imaginary music as she plopped more fruit into her mouth. 
 
    “You think I should do something, huh?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything. But you can at least talk to her.” 
 
    “If I ask her she’ll just say nothing is wrong. Like every woman does.” 
 
    “We only do that to see if you really care.” She chewed on some watermelon with a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    I sighed and pressed my fist against my cheek while I took another sip of water. “Whatever. I’ve had a long night. It’s too late for this kinda conversation.” 
 
    “What other reason is there to come to the Fancy Diner this late?” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I should probably head home and get some rest. You gonna be at the gym tomorrow?” 
 
    “You’ll see me around. Thanks for the fruit.” Alisa winked and spun herself out of her seat to talk to Ruthie. 
 
    I watched her for a moment then sighed, too tired to go over everything that happened. 
 
    “What a night…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19: Two’s Company, Three’s A Crowd, But Four… 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 15 Slayer 
 
    (3 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 14 
 
    Speed 10 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    I didn’t waste a second as I approved the levels on the display. With the communicator Redgrave gave me, I didn’t need to wear the gauntlets to see my stat bonuses. But the rush of Red Mana flowing through my veins was still as strong as it had ever been. I sighed a deep breath of satisfaction as I looked down at my new stats. 
 
      
 
    Strength 15 (+1) 
 
    Speed 11 (+1) 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 9 (+1) 
 
      
 
    The day was the same as the previous ones. I’d wake up, later than usual, then go through a normal day at the gym. I’d unwind a little then head over to the docks. Leveling up and preparing to head through Pandora. Getting to the next Obelisk so Jade could set a checkpoint. Then I’d relax before getting ready for the next day. It was all habit at this point. 
 
    Every checkpoint I crossed. Every level I gained. Every punch I threw. It was all getting me one step closer to Anarchy. And neither Jade or Redgrave seemed like they were losing any steam either. 
 
    The day had gone by quickly when I found myself back in the storage warehouse. Redgrave went over the calculations on his tablet, hunched over his workstation like whatever data he was looking at was the most fascinating thing in the world. His lab coat was surprisingly clean, considering how much time he spent in here. 
 
    On the other hand, Jade decided to dress for the occasion. Her jeans and t-shirt were replaced by something more appropriate for a workout. Black shorts that were up high on her legs showed off every inch of skin. Even her socks and sneakers were low enough to display her ankles. Her top was a black sports bra, hugging her chest tight against her body. 
 
    She polished her staff, the only tool she needed to be effective. 
 
    “That outfit looks like it’ll be more comfortable for the Flats,” I said. 
 
    “You won’t see me in jeans for a long time. You don’t mind, do you, Slayer?” 
 
    “Whatever works for you.” 
 
    She looked up and gave me a wink before looking back at her staff. I leaned against the workbench with my back to it, my arms crossed as I examined her weapon. 
 
    “I wonder… Omegas in the District have armor. What happens when you’re in a place in Pandora that’s hot like the Arid Flats? You just have to put up with it?” 
 
    Jade chuckled softly even though her smile wasn’t very big. “Is that so hard to believe? We’re fighting unworldly beasts. Like I said before, there’s no room to complain about the weather.” 
 
    “But LOD technology is the most advanced tech in the world. You must have something special.” 
 
    “Omega armor was designed for combat. It’s more comfortable than the metal plates it looks like, molding to the shape of our skin. It’s a suit unlike anything you can buy at a store. Striders in particular wear less armor to improve mobility. But generally speaking, what an Omega wears into battle is optimized for success against Shadows first, the environment second.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Enzo? You want some armor for yourself?” 
 
    “Ha!” I scoffed at her. I laughed hard enough to shake the workbench next to me. “Wearing an Omega suit… That’ll be the day.” 
 
    “Your father wore the gauntlets you’re using now. He wore an Omega suit, too.” Jade didn’t look at me when she said it. But she made enough of a point to get me to stop laughing. 
 
    “The reason I have to head to Anarchy in the first place is because he wore the armor. The gauntlets are good enough to get to him. That’s all I need.” 
 
    She exhaled through her nose and turned her head. “It doesn’t matter. Dr. Redgrave doesn’t have the equipment of a Crafting Bay to make something for you. That tank-top and shorts will have to do.” 
 
    “All for the best. I can show off my muscles.” I flexed my arm, noticing how much firmer and larger my bicep was. “Red Mana… This stuff is like cheating.” 
 
    “We’ll need every bit we can get. Speaking of which, I have to level up.” Jade walked over to the tablet to the side and began swiping her finger over it. I waited patiently for her and Redgrave to finish what they were doing. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    I closed my eyes to relax myself. I was hearing things. Like somebody was banging on the door to the warehouse. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    More knocking made me open my eyes. I still thought it was in my head. But when I looked at Redgrave and Jade, they were both staring at me like they heard it, too. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone?” I said to Redgrave. 
 
    He shook his head slowly. I turned to Jade and she gave me the same response. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Jade and Redgrave immediately began moving around the warehouse, shutting everything off and placing the tarps back over all of it. 
 
    I rushed over to the door to listen if they’d gone away. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    “Hey, Enzo! I know you’re in there!” 
 
    That voice. I’d heard it before. Even through the iron door, I knew it. 
 
    Jade and Redgrave finished covering everything. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said quietly as I put my hand up to them. “I think I know—” 
 
    “Enzo. Are you sure?” Jade had never looked as concerned as she did now. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    I should’ve just waited. Pretended I wasn’t there. But I couldn’t take the chance they would take more drastic measures to get inside. I had to stop this now. 
 
    Against my better judgment, I pushed the door open and stepped outside. Just as I expected, Alisa stood there with her fists on her hips, dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a zipped-up leather jacket. 
 
    “How you doing, Champ?” Her grin grew even wider. 
 
    There were so many questions running around in my head. I started with the most obvious one. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She glanced over my shoulder, her eyes slightly narrowed. “I might ask you the same thing. I figured you and Jade are spending time together. But you picked the oddest place to get your freak on. The docks aren’t exactly romantic—” 
 
    I grabbed her by the arms and pulled her to the side. 
 
    “This is serious, Alisa. Really. What are you doing here?” 
 
    The storage facility was one of hundreds on the docks. The pathways were empty in both directions but Alisa still looked left and right to make sure nobody was there. 
 
    “I was curious,” she said. 
 
    “Curious? So you decided to follow me?” 
 
    “You don’t really think I bought that story about you getting sweaty and tan from a workout, do you? I mean, it’s obvious something is up.” 
 
    I let her go and took a step back. “It doesn’t matter,” I sighed. “It’s not any of your business. Go home.” 
 
    I turned around to head back into the warehouse. 
 
    “I know this has something to do with the LOD.” 
 
    My hand rested on the door handle. I was frozen in place. I could either play it off or call her bluff. Every second that went by, my options started to run out. 
 
    “It’s okay, Champ. I won’t tell anybody. You can trust me.” 
 
    I already made the bad decision of stepping outside in the first place. Now there was a part of me saying I might as well go the whole way. 
 
    I spun back around, watching as her grin grew. Her blue eyes widened like she was on the verge of getting what she wanted. I imagined this wasn’t the first time she ever convinced a guy to do something. 
 
    I looked up and down the pathways to see if anybody was near then sighed. “Whatever you see in this warehouse stays with you. The fate of the entire world might be at stake.” 
 
    The blond turned her head sideways and shrugged. “Uh… you’re exaggerating, right?” 
 
    Yeah. This was definitely a bad decision. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Redgrave stood with his arms behind his back. The old man’s face was tired and wrinkled but his lips were pursed into a smile. 
 
    On the other hand, Jade kept her arms crossed and her eyes locked on the woman in front of her. I’d never seen her this focused, not even in Pandora. 
 
    Alisa swung her legs gently back and forth as she sat on the end of the workbench. She looked at all of the equipment around us and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah… This is Legion tech.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I’ve never seen anything like it… That story about your pops you just told me. Is it true? You’d think an Omega dying a permanent death was something people would know about.” 
 
    “Everybody knows how it works,” Jade said. “Recall Boxes always make sure someone can be recomposed. You can’t travel to Pandora without one. And if he somehow died in an accident in a training lab or a Drill Room, then it’d be impossible to scrub from the records. Not to mention how many safeguards are in place to prevent anything like that happening in the first place.” 
 
    “I guess that all adds up…” Alisa looked down at the ground. “You’re really going to Anarchy then? You’re really just trying to save your dad?” 
 
    “And maybe the rest of the world in the process,” I said. 
 
    Alisa gave me a half-smile. But her eyes were sadder than I’d ever seen, which only made me confused. “I always knew you were special, Champ… I guess I’d better come clean.” 
 
    My face scrunched in confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She exhaled a deep breath through her nose as she looked at each of us one by one. “A few days ago, I was hanging around the diner. You know, looking for work like I said. Next thing I know, this guy in a suit walks up to me. Bald guy. Really intense.” 
 
    “Castleberry…” 
 
    She nodded. “Told me he was with the LOD. Asked me how well I know you. Then he gave me an offer. Said I could make some cash if I would follow you and see what you were up to.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “He said there was an incident with some Omegas at a bar. How you beat them up. I had a feeling they’d start something after what happened in the gym.” 
 
    “Just because I beat up some Omegas doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “It does,” Jade said. “A civilian shouldn’t be able to stand his ground against an Omega, even if they’re only Bronzes. You did against three of them. And Castleberry knows you’re a civilian because your name would be in the Omega database otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Alisa said. “It’s obvious you’ve got some of that LOD voodoo in you now. And the only way to level is either from the Legion or going into Pandora and getting it yourself.” 
 
    “And now you know.” I took a step toward her. “So now you’re gonna turn me in? Talk to Castleberry and shut down this whole thing?” 
 
    Alisa shifted her eyes to the side, desperate not to look at me. It made me sick to my stomach knowing this could be the end of it. 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you,” she said. “I think it’s crazy for anybody that’s not an Omega to go to Pandora. I think it’s even crazier to try and get to some mythical place like Anarchy. I told myself I’d be doing you a favor if I told Castleberry and got you to stop.” 
 
    “You can’t, Alisa. I’m the only one who can do this.” 
 
    “I know.” She turned back to me, her lips twisted into a smile. “You’re doing this to save your pops. Tell me that’s the truth and I won’t tell Castleberry.” 
 
    “It’s all true.” 
 
    “Then I won’t tell him.” 
 
    Jade breathed a sigh of relief through her nose. Even I felt some of the tension in my body loosen up. 
 
    “On one condition,” Alisa said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Castleberry promised me some cash. I heard about how it works. I know the good doctor over here has access to the Legion databases. That means he can take missions, too.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Jade said. “You want us to pay you—” 
 
    “Done.” I turned to Jade. “We’re not doing this for the money.” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment. It didn’t take her long to realize this was our best option. 
 
    Alisa’s grin grew even wider. “I’m glad we can come to an agreement. Now I’m coming with you.” Alisa hopped off the workstation and dusted her hands off. My communicator shook and the display lit-up right when she did. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 2: +3 to Control 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second.” I put my hands up. Everything was happening so damn fast I couldn’t keep up with it. “You wanna come with us?” 
 
    “I need to protect my investment. What better way to make sure you complete your missions than coming along with you?” 
 
    Redgrave tapped on his tablet as he walked up to us. “I have a Recall Box for you. And it just so happens I have a spare hand cannon available. It’s standard issue for a Bronze Gunrunner. It shouldn’t give you any trouble.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    Redgrave turned to me and pointed at my communicator. “I’m sending you a mission right now.” 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat 5 Greater Shadows 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    “Five greater Shadows… Are you sure I’ll run across them?” I said. 
 
    “Judging from the data I’m reading, I’m certain of it,” Redgrave replied. 
 
    I looked Alisa up and down. “You’re gonna need to take that jacket off.” 
 
    “Oooh?” She bit the corner of her lip and grinned as she raised her eyebrows. “Things are gonna get hot, huh?” 
 
    Jade laughed softly like she was trying to hold back. I didn’t bother hiding my own laugh. 
 
    “Not in the way you’re thinking,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20: Heat-Seeking Missile 
 
    Alisa’s gun wasn’t like anything you’d find at some gun shop. The barrel was a long rectangle of shining steel. An electronic display on the side of it indicated how many rounds were available in the clip. The grip she squeezed her hand around looked like it was made of some kinda sticky black rubber. Never was much of an expert on guns but if it was LOD tech, it was probably powerful. 
 
    So I was a little concerned when she started waving it nonchalantly at her face to deal with the heat. 
 
    “Ungh, oh boy… You weren’t kidding.” The blond stuck her tongue out to display her disgust at the heat. Even with her jacket off, her tank-top looked like it was more than a burden from the dry air we walked through. 
 
    “Try not to pull the trigger on that thing until you need to,” I said. 
 
    “Relax. I know how to use it. All I gotta do is squeeze the trigger and we’re golden… right?” 
 
    Jade moved next to her. “That’s a hand cannon for Gunrunners.” 
 
    “Gunrunners. I’m guessing they’re the ones who shoot things.” 
 
    “That’s right. But that’s not a typical gun. It uses Mana to form energy bullets. The projectiles are designed specifically for maximizing damage on Shadows. You can shoot either one of us but it wouldn’t hurt as much as an ordinary bullet would.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should be worried that had to be explained to her,” I said. “You planning on shooting us?” 
 
    Alisa grinned as wide as she could. “Wouldn’t think of it. We’re all in this together, Champ.” 
 
    “You can hold the trigger and charge a shot before releasing it,” Jade explained. “The maximum time for you would be about five seconds, since you’re only a level one and you don’t have any abilities. The second ability can be accessed by the panel on the side and switching it. The second type of shot doesn’t do any damage but it stuns Shadows, giving either of us the amount of time we need to attack.” 
 
    “I see…” Alisa nodded in understanding. The look of admiration in her eyes as she examined her weapon made me smile, even though I wasn’t completely certain it was a good idea to bring her along. 
 
    “Everything should be fine,” I said. “Just try to stay out of the way and let us do most of the work. We’ll finish the mission and you’ll get your cash.” 
 
    “Sweet. This is gonna be perfect.” 
 
    The sandy hills in every direction didn’t seem to be getting any closer. The golden-brown land all looked the same. The brittle earth beneath my feet cracked and crumbled like something out of the oven with every step I took, so dry from how hot the sun was blazing. Along with the sun, buzzards continued to circle above us, squawking every now and then to let us know they were waiting. Still, the only indication I had we were heading in the right direction was the map blinking on the display panel. 
 
    I walked in front of Jade and Alisa as I led the way. Alisa skipped up ahead next to me and glanced down at my gauntlets. 
 
    “Fancy weapons,” she said. “I bet you pack a mean punch. Eh? Eh? Get it?” 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “You pack a punch. You’re wearing giant steel gloves. You’re a boxer…” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a joke?” 
 
    “Ungh,” Alisa sighed. “You know, it’d be a lot funnier if it wasn’t so hot.” 
 
    “Don’t blame your bad jokes on the heat now. Just own it.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. The point still stands. Those things look pretty sweet. You almost look like…” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like a champ, Champ.” 
 
    “I don’t care what I look like. I just wanna get this done.” 
 
    Alisa moved in front of me, walking backward as she faced me. “Oh, c’mon. Don’t act like it isn’t cool to be wearing giant gauntlets, venturing through an unknown world, looking for the biggest Shadows to fight. I mean, this is better than anything you could do on Earth. And you must’ve felt something special when you were competing.” 
 
    “I was only a fighter because I was good at it and it paid the bills. That’s it.” 
 
    “Hmm… If you say so.” 
 
    “Alisa, maybe you should stay focused on where we’re going. You never know when a Shadow might pop up out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Shadows. Pfft! What kinda monster could exist out here that we need to be scared of it—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    An explosion rocked the ground, forcing all of us to stop in place and try to keep our balance. The ground kept shaking and cracks and sinkholes appeared in the sand. 
 
    “Me and my big mouth,” Alisa muttered. 
 
    “Get ready!” Jade shouted. 
 
    Alisa moved back over to Jade’s side as they readied their weapons. I clenched my fists and kept moving forward as small yellow lizards began climbing up from the ground. Bursts of energy flashed in the sky and goblins leaped down to join the other Shadows. 
 
    “Let ‘em have it!” I yelled. 
 
    “This thing better work,” Alisa said under her breath. 
 
    Alisa and Jade fired. White hand cannon blasts and green fireballs moved in a volley, pelting the sand and catching unsuspecting goblins in their path. Those that didn’t get hit rushed forward and screamed. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The goblins raised their bone hatchets and jagged wooden clubs as the lizards ran alongside them. 
 
    I shot toward them with both fists up and cracked the first goblin that came next to me with a right hand. Another lizard pounced and I slugged it with a left hook to the teeth. Dozens of Shadows converged on me, trying to swarm me. But I singled them out. One by one, I clobbered them before they could get near. 
 
    Jade and Alisa kept firing to watch my back. The sounds of the creatures’ squeals joined the blasts of energy echoing through the sky like fireworks. 
 
    More flashes of light filled the sky as more goblins poured down. They quickly surrounded me, converging on me without hesitation. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    My gauntlets raised at my sides and I rotated fast enough to cover all sides. I kicked up dirt and sand in every direction as my armored fists sent every Shadow stupid enough to get near me flying. Mana exploded in the air, littering the sand all around me. 
 
    I regained control and saw more than half of the swarm of goblins had been defeated. I’d broken a sweat but managed not to take any damage at this point. 
 
    “Caaaaaaw!” 
 
    A squeal from the vultures above made me look up. The sun was bright as hell but I could still make out the birds flapping around in a circle. They started to grow, moving closer and closer. 
 
    “They’re coming down,” Jade said. “They don’t realize we’re not dead.” 
 
    “But they will be.” I knocked back the last few goblins trying to swipe at me as the vultures descended. There were only six of them, so we wouldn’t have much trouble. 
 
    But the closer they got, they began to flap their wings even harder. Hard enough I could feel the wind. The sand kicked up and sprayed against my face. 
 
    “Caw-caaaaaaw!” All six of the black buzzards were right above and the things were damn bigger than I expected them to be. 
 
    “Shit…” Their wingspans were the length of a bus. Black feathers covered their entire body, except for the pink skin of their heads. Orange beaks with tips as long and sharp as swords threatened to cut right through me. Empty white eyes filled with a feral anger locked on me as they dived in my direction. 
 
    I rolled out of the way just in time as they hit the sand. 
 
    “Let ‘em have it!” I yelled. 
 
    Jade sent a Solo Spark that engulfed one of the birds’ wings. It flapped violently, screeching as it tried to put the fire out. I rushed up and slammed my fist into its body, knocking it onto the ground. Before it could recover, it took another fist to its beak. The cracking of its mouth from my punch was satisfying but not as satisfying as seeing it explode into Mana. 
 
    “Not bad—Ahh!” A buzzard caught me from behind, stabbing its beak into my lower back. Never got stabbed before but I couldn’t imagine it hurting any worse. 
 
    “Enzo!” Alisa shot her hand cannon. She didn’t do much damage but it was enough to make the bird flap its wings and ascend back with the other four remaining. 
 
    I stayed on one knee and grimaced from the pain. Jade rushed up and helped me to my feet. “Are you—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I grunted. “Just a flesh wound.” I turned up toward the sky to see the vultures circling for their next attack. 
 
    “I can take ‘em out,” I said. “Just gotta get ‘em in position. Zero Blast. Tell Alisa to set up a stun shot. We’ll take ‘em down one by one.” 
 
    The raven-haired Harbinger gave me a nod then made her way back to Alisa. They both held their weapons ready as we waited for the vultures to make their next move. 
 
    The stinging pain in my back was annoying but not enough to distract my focus. 
 
    “C’mon… Come and get me, assholes. I’m right here…” I squeezed my fists tight. I clenched my jaw and breathed hard through my nose. 
 
    “Caaaw!” Another squawk and the five birds began swooping toward me. 
 
    “Wait for it,” I said calmly. “Wait until they’re close.” 
 
    The birds grew larger, blocking out the sun. The wind picked up, threatening to knock me over if I didn’t dig my heels into the dirt. 
 
    “Wait…” 
 
    The vultures locked their eyes on me. Sharp claws on their feet extended out, ready to snatch me as soon as I was close. 
 
    “Wait…” 
 
    “Enzo?” Jade said, her voice uncertain. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “Zero Blast!” Jade yelled and fired a blast of blue energy from her staff. The straight beam of cold shot out and caught one of the birds. It flapped hard to try and shake away but the frost continued to spread from its wing and over the rest of its body. 
 
    “I got you!” Alisa let loose with a charged stun shot. The white burst of energy was as fast as any bullet. In a flash, it slammed into another vulture and electrical energy pulsed through it. 
 
    “Raaaaah!” It squealed as it tried to break free but was forced to land. 
 
    I ran as fast as I could to the two vulnerable birds. But the other three weren’t about to let me have it so easily. They pecked with their mouths and clawed at me. I rolled forward. Slashes against my back made me grimace but weren’t enough to stop me. 
 
    Jade’s Zero Blast finished freezing the bird completely. All it took was a hard right cross to its chest. It shattered into thousands of shards before exploding into orbs of Mana to collect. I quickly spun around and hammered the other stunned vulture with a backfist to the face. It keeled over, stumbling on the sand. It moved in perfect position for me to slam a punch into the side of its head and crack its skull. It burst into Mana the same as the previous one. 
 
    But with three vultures still here, I couldn’t stop to celebrate. Thankfully, Jade and Alisa were already on it. Another Zero Blast froze another vulture in place while Alisa fired another stunning shot. 
 
    I ran forward and shattered another vulture, the satisfaction from it more than I would ever admit. And the next stunned vulture met the same fate with a straight right fist. 
 
    The last bird ascended back into the sky, swooping away from the blasts. 
 
    More lizards popped up from the sand but they weren’t much trouble for me to knock away. 
 
    The blood was continuing to leak from my back. The status display on my communicator indicated as much. All of the dirt and sweat on my face made it harder for me to see. My muscles were sore from how many punches I’d thrown. But as I stared up at the last bird in the sky, I found the last bit of energy I needed. 
 
    “One more!” I shouted. “Get ready!” 
 
    The vulture continued circling above, blocking out the sun as it passed. Jade kept her staff at her hip. Alisa pointed her hand cannon in the air, her arms shaking slightly. My fists stayed at my sides as I gathered my strength. 
 
    I could end this with one punch. I just had to hit the right spot. All I needed was for either one of them to land a shot and I could kill this thing. 
 
    “C’mon, you bastard… What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Caaaw!” the vulture squawked and suddenly disappeared in a flash of light. 
 
    “What the…” I squinted to make sure I was seeing it right. But all that was in the sky was the bright light of the sun. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Jade said. “It’s gone.” 
 
    “Maybe it ran away,” Alisa said. “It’s scared.” 
 
    I looked around and saw no goblins or lizards. It was quiet except for the soft breeze whistling by. 
 
    “Huh…” I sighed softly. “I guess it ran away.” 
 
    Jade walked up and began collecting some of the Mana. 
 
    “We’ll get you a communicator,” Jade said to Alisa. “Then you can start leveling. More levels means you can amplify your shots.” 
 
    “Maybe I can get a sword and shield, too,” she said enthusiastically. “I’ll be just like the Omegas they talk about in the brochures. I’ll pick every class!” 
 
    Alisa’s enthusiasm made me smile and the battle we’d just fought was already forgotten. 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I said. “Just because you had fun this one time doesn’t mean you’ll always enjoy it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Jade with her magic. Me with this gun. You with those fists. We’re already unstoppable. Once I get stronger, there’s no way we won’t get to Anarchy.” 
 
    I glanced at the map on my wrist. “We’ve still got a long way to go—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    “Caaaaaaaw!” 
 
    A burst of light flashed in the sky, followed by a sudden shriek that pierced the air loud enough to shake the ground. 
 
    I turned my head up to see the black vulture flying back above us. But I only had to look at it for a second to see it wasn’t the same bird. 
 
    “Uh, guys…” Alisa muttered. “Is it just me or did that thing get… bigger?” 
 
    I kept staring at it and realized just how large it was. The others might’ve been as wide as a bus but this thing was the size of a small building, about three times as wide and twice as tall. 
 
    Even though it was so far away, the force from its wings flapping sent a gust of wind that forced me to press my heels into the sand to stop from falling over. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Alisa said. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
    The vulture kept circling above us, waiting for a chance to attack. I thought about it but nothing came to me. That’s when I knew what I had to do. There didn’t need to be anything else. 
 
    “Plan doesn’t change,” I said. “Stun it. Freeze it. I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “My Zero Blast isn’t strong enough to freeze that thing,” Jade said. “Unless it’s willing to stand there for a few minutes and let me do it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to freeze it. You just need to slow it down.” 
 
    Jade clenched her jaw and nodded. Alisa didn’t appear as confident, her lips quivering. But she exhaled a sharp breath through her nose to recompose herself and nodded. 
 
    “I got your back, Champ.” 
 
    I pounded my fists together and moved in position, daring the buzzard to come at me. 
 
    “C’mon, you stupid bird. Come and get me.” 
 
    I held my hands out and motioned with my fingers. The buzzard changed its trajectory, almost like it was looking right at me. It brought its wings to its sides and began diving in my direction. The vulture might’ve been the size of a building but it moved like a bullet. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade called out just as the bird hit the ground, stabbing its giant beak into the dirt. 
 
    I just managed to roll out of the way and avoid getting skewered. “Let him have it!” 
 
    Jade and Alisa fired in unison as it pulled its beak free from the earth. Stun shots and beams of ice concentrated on one wing slowed it down. 
 
    “Caaaw!” It squawked as it tried to flap to ascend. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” I ran forward with my fists up. Right when I swung, my gauntlet met one of the vulture’s claws. I kept moving my right fist forward and knocked its claw away, moving close enough to send a follow-up left hook into its body. 
 
    “Caaaaw!” Its squeal of pain let me know I got it right where it hurt. 
 
    Another right hand slammed into its body, forcing it to sit back down on the ground. 
 
    Jade’s Zero Blast froze the tip of its wings with the frost slowly spreading to the rest of it. Alisa kept firing charged shots to keep the bird off-balance. 
 
    I put my fists up and blocked its clawed feet. It pecked at me but the barrier from the gauntlets did just enough to stop it from getting through. But I wasn’t ready for its other wing. It flapped hard enough to knock me onto my back, leaving me in position for it to claw at me. 
 
    “Ahh!” I grunted in pain as the sharp claws pierced my arm. Instinct took over as I knocked its massive leg away from me. It used its other leg to try and pin me down so it could peck me to death. 
 
    “Shit…” I looked up and saw Jade and Alisa’s shot continuing to slow it down. But the vulture was still dangerous enough to cut right through me with its claws or its beak. 
 
    One punch. It didn’t matter how big it was. I just needed to get to its head. Stun it long enough to finish it off. 
 
    And that was it. I had to let it come to me. A counterattack. 
 
    The bird rushed its clawed feet back toward me, catching me in the leg. I ignored the stinging sensation and held my ground. 
 
    “Finish me off, you bastard.” 
 
    The vulture’s giant white eyes locked on me. It reared its head back and—CAAAAAW!—it let out a squeal loud enough to make my whole body shake. I clenched my jaw and my fists, staying in position. 
 
    All I had to do was time it. And just like I expected it to, the bird came rushing its face at me. 
 
    With all my strength, I threw an uppercut as hard as I could. The steel gauntlet crunched against the underside of its beak. Its own momentum made the blow even harder. Its head knocked back and the rest of its body stumbled with it. 
 
    It wobbled on unsteady feet, flapping its wings wildly while its head bobbed in every direction. It was still alive but not for long. 
 
    Left hooks. Straight rights. I hammered its face like a punching bag, doing enough damage to slow it down even more. Cracks appeared in its beak. Black blood dripped from its eyes and face. Its legs wobbled like it was trying to stand on ice. Jade and Alisa didn’t stop their assault. It kept slipping until one last punch to its face made it stumble. It fell onto its back and exploded into a blinding shower of shimmering Mana that littered the ground in every direction around me. 
 
    “Ungh… Shit…” 
 
    The rush of adrenaline left me as I fell to my knees. All of the pain from my injuries returned to me. 
 
    “Whoa… You did it.” Alisa ran up and put a hand on my shoulder. “You… okay?” 
 
    I looked up and saw the smirk on her lips. I was bleeding like hell and tired as shit but still managed to laugh. “I’m just fine.” 
 
    She scrunched her face in confusion and looked around. “Are battles always like that? That’s kinda crazy.” 
 
    “It’s kinda weird there was such a giant Shadow in the middle of the zone…” 
 
    “That’s it.” Jade had her head down as she looked at her communicator. “Dr. Redgrave’s estimation was off. This is the end of the zone. Look…” 
 
    She pointed just a few meters away from us. An Obelisk slowly materialized in the air. Next to it, a circle of blue energy began pulsing. The gateway to the next zone. 
 
    “I think we should take a break before we decide where we’re going,” Jade said. 
 
    I let out a deep breath of relief and nodded. “Agreed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did work up an appetite,” Alisa said. “And we all know just the place to relax after a hard-fought battle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21: Alisa Does The Math 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 18 Slayer 
 
    (5 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 15 
 
    Speed 11 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 9 
 
      
 
    “Huh… I thought I’d get a little more experience from beating that buzzard…” 
 
    “If your level is too high for the zone you’re in, you won’t reap as much experience,” Jade explained. “It’s part of the reason Omegas never spend time farming in low-level Junctions.” 
 
    “Funny. That vulture wasn’t exactly a simple fight.” 
 
    “You did give some of that Mana to Alisa. You’ll have to spread things around with another person on the squad.” 
 
    “Whatever works…” 
 
    I approved the levels and the rush of Red Mana flowing through my veins made my whole body tense up. I closed my eyes and savored the improvement for a moment then looked at my gains. 
 
      
 
    Strength 17 (+2) 
 
    Speed 12 (+1) 
 
    Durability 16 (+1) 
 
    Control 10 (+1) 
 
      
 
    “An extra point in strength. Looks like Redgrave intended on making the Slayer a pure melee fighter.” 
 
    “Back in the District, squads were always balanced. Three-man teams always complemented each other. There was never more than one class in the same squad. Never all melee. Never all ranged. With Alisa, I can’t think of a better team comp.” Jade looked over to where Alisa was talking to Redgrave. “Though I’m not too sure about her yet…” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You don’t trust her?” 
 
    “It’s not that. She’s young. Excited and enthusiastic.” 
 
    “She’s the same age as you, Jade.” 
 
    “But we have different experiences. I know what it’s like to fight Shadows. Day after day, heading into Pandora and constantly pushing yourself. The first taste of battle leaves you wanting more. But some people get tired. My recruitment class dropped to less than half after the first World Boss.” 
 
    Jade made sense. To go from living an ordinary life to finding monsters in another world just a few hours was strange. There was no telling if Alisa would still be on-board with it once we got closer to Anarchy. 
 
    “Alisa’s free to leave if she wants,” he said. “The more important thing is she doesn’t squeal to Castleberry. We’ll make it to Anarchy with or without her.” 
 
    I walked over to see Redgrave examining the communicator on Alisa’s wrist. The old man looked over the tip of his nose as he tapped on the touchscreen. “Everything appears to be in order. You’re free to apply the Red Mana you’ve gained.” 
 
    “All right! That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” 
 
    “You sure you wanna do this?” I asked. “Having Red Mana in you is a big deal. Even though you won’t be an Omega, you won’t be an ordinary civilian either.” 
 
    “I started taking lessons from you because I just wanted to walk down the street and feel safe. As long as I’m not causing any trouble, it’s cool, ain’t it?” 
 
    All I could do was let her make her own decision. “It’s your call.” 
 
    “I’m on your side, Champ.” She tapped my arm and walked over to Jade with a bounce in her step. Alisa’s enthusiasm made me forget I was in a dusty old storage warehouse for a moment. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Redgrave. 
 
    He held up the jagged piece of blue rock in his palm. “It’ll take some time to break it down. It feels a little heavier. Not surprising, since the Shadows you’re dealing with are dense with Mana. I’ll be able to upgrade the Slayer Gauntlets as expected.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I glanced at the map on the display at the side of the room. The blinking blue dot had jumped forward on the line leading to Anarchy, covering more distance than I know we walked. 
 
    “A slight miscalculation.” Redgrave answered my question before I had a chance to ask it. “It tends to happen when you’re dealing with a dimension made of Mana. Something must have happened to shrink the zone and allow you to reach the end of it so quickly.” 
 
    “I got no problem with that. I’d rather it shrink than expand. Wasn’t exactly a fan of the Flats.” 
 
    Redgrave walked over to the display and trailed his finger along it. “You’re already nearing the halfway point. By my calculations, keeping in mind that it’s only an estimate, you only have two more zones to venture through before you’re on the doorstep to Anarchy. Once you’re there—” 
 
    “I’ll find my dad.” 
 
    Redgrave gave me a half-hearted smile. I knew what he was thinking just from the way he looked at me. Nobody took losing my dad as hard as me but Redgrave was determined. 
 
    He put a hand on my arm and sighed softly through his nose. “He’d be proud of you.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and stared at the map, looking at the distance between the blinking blue dot and the glowing red one at the other end of the display. 
 
    “Nothing to be proud of yet. We’ve still got a long way to go.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “You closed all of my wounds. Lost some blood but it was more painful than actually life-threatening. I’d say I’m okay.” There were no scars on my skin or any evidence of the vulture claws and beaks cutting through me. But after all trips into Pandora, I was still tired as hell. 
 
    “Get some rest, Enzo. Or if you’ve still got the energy, treat yourself. It’s not often you defeat a Shadow at the end of a zone.” 
 
    “How about you, Redgrave? You feel like coming along?” 
 
    “I have all the necessities I need. Someone needs to make sure this equipment is monitored at all times.” The storage warehouse had a bathroom and it was stocked with enough canned food to last for months. But the cramped space Redgrave was confined in only made me want to get this thing done even faster. 
 
    “Thanks. Maybe we’ll take a day off while you’re upgrading the gauntlets.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But know it’s always a pleasure, Slayer.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The sight of Alisa holding a half-pound hamburger in her hand was kinda comical, considering she wasn’t very big herself. The mustard, ketchup, and grease stained her cheeks and around her lips but she didn’t seem to care. While one hand did a balancing act to make sure her burger didn’t fall apart, her other hand combed over the Fancy Diner menu. 
 
    “Let’s see… What else is good here?” 
 
    Ruthie leaned against the other side of the counter, waiting for Alisa to make her order. “You sure you want something else? That burger looks good enough.” 
 
    “A burger and fries is nice. But tonight is special. How about some Mexican? A nice, juicy beef and cheese burrito.” 
 
    Ruthie nodded. “Beef and cheese burrito. You know you still have to pay for this, right?” 
 
    “What?” Alisa’s face twisted in confusion, her mouth open with half-chewed chunks of hamburger threatening to fall out. “What about my employee discount?” 
 
    “Employee discount? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I work here. I mean, it’s only a few shifts here and there. But that counts, doesn’t it?” 
 
    The older waitress stared blankly at Alisa. 
 
    “You don’t get an employee discount?” Alisa frowned as the realization slowly dawned upon her. 
 
    “Get a load of this girl.” Ruthie motioned at Alisa with her thumb as she looked at me. “Next thing you know she’ll be asking for stock options, a pension, and an executive bonus. Ha!” 
 
    “Whatever.” Alisa went back to munching on her burger. “I made a few bucks. Gimme the burrito.” 
 
    Ruthie shuffled away to place Alisa’s order. 
 
    Alisa sat between Jade and me, eating like she’d been starving herself for a week. 
 
    “Pretty hungry, huh?” I said as I picked at some fruit. 
 
    Alisa shook her head as she dipped her fries in some ketchup. “Listen. You can pretend like everything we just did was normal. But it was rough. It was hot. It was exhausting. And I made it. It’s a celebration. I just fought some goblins. I shot some giant birds big enough to fill this diner. And I just leveled up, too. Check me out, Champ.” 
 
    She put her burger down and flexed her arm. 
 
    “I see it,” I said, glancing at her arm. 
 
    “Go ahead. Touch it. Poke that muscle.” 
 
    “I’m not touching it.” 
 
    “You know you want to…” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Just touch it.” 
 
    “Fine.” I threw my hands up in the air. “I’ll touch it.” I poked my finger out and pressed it into her bicep. “Actually, that is pretty firm…” 
 
    “Joke’s on you. I only leveled up my speed and control.” 
 
    Alisa giggled as she picked up her hamburger. I rolled my eyes but Jade smiled with some amusement. 
 
    “C’mon,” Alisa said with a mouthful. “Don’t tell me you haven’t celebrated before. After some of your biggest fights, you splurged a little bit. What better way to enjoy knocking somebody out than having a great meal?” 
 
    “Meals after a fight are always nice. But that’s mostly because of having to cut weight. You stay disciplined for weeks, your body starts to crave junk food.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about. Reward yourself.” 
 
    “It’s too late for a burger. Maybe I’ll have a big breakfast in the morning.” 
 
    “You’re still getting up early, huh?” Alisa sipped on some orange juice to wash everything down before immediately beginning to fill her mouth back up. “You two need to learn how to live a little. That’s how we’re gonna make this team work.” 
 
    “Team… I guess we’re a team now.” 
 
    “That’s right. And every team has a team name. What do you think?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “No team name. We’re just three people trying to get something done. We’re not Omegas. We’re not soldiers.” 
 
    “Nah. I think we need a team name. What do you think, Jade?” 
 
    She’d been quiet this whole time. Sipping on a glass of water, most of her time was spent clutching her cell phone. Even though it wasn’t the first time I saw it, it was still unusual. 
 
    “Whatever you decide, I’m fine with,” Jade said. “Listen… It’s been a long night. I should probably head home and get some rest now.” 
 
    “The night’s just getting started though,” Alisa said. “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ll talk to you both tomorrow.” Jade popped up from her seat and headed for the exit. 
 
    I didn’t think much of it, just staring straight ahead with my thoughts empty. But from the corner of my eye, I could see staring right at me. 
 
    “What?” I said to her without looking. “What is it?” 
 
    “You gonna do something?” 
 
    “What are you talking about—” 
 
    “Jade. Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “You’re still on about that, huh?” 
 
    “You care about her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure—” 
 
    “Then you should do something. Now is better than later.” 
 
    I sighed a breath of frustration and shrugged. “If you’re so worried about her, why don’t you go talk to her?” 
 
    “Because she trusts you more.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I picked up a piece of cantaloupe and chewed on it, trying to forget everything Alisa just said. I couldn’t, of course. Not with how peacefully quiet the diner was. 
 
    “Should I just follow her?” I said. 
 
    “I think that’d be a good idea.” 
 
    I got up from my seat and pointed my index finger at Alisa. “If nothing’s wrong, I’m gonna blame you.” 
 
    “Something’s wrong. I know these things.” 
 
    I waited. One second. A last moment. The time I needed to ask myself if I was actually gonna bother Jade. 
 
    I told myself not to do it. But I still ended up walking out of the diner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22: The Thing About Jade 
 
    Newmire late at night wasn’t very interesting. Working-class folks were in bed, getting ready to start another day. There wasn’t much action on the streets outside of a few patrol cars. Of course, they were never actually around when you needed one. Most of the thugs and pushers lurking in the alleys got away with the shit they did because the cops were too lazy to bother with them. Then again, most people were smart enough to stay off the streets past midnight. 
 
    Any punks that tried to start something with me were the least of my worries at the moment. The smoggy air of the city made me think about how fresh and clear it was back in Pandora. 
 
    I looked up and down the streets before spotting Jade a few blocks ahead of me. 
 
    What was I doing? I didn’t know exactly. Questions were still running through my head as I walked after her. I should’ve minded my own business. But whether it was Alisa’s nagging or my own curiosity, something kept moving my feet forward. 
 
    I kept my distance to make sure Jade didn’t notice I was behind her. A girl like her was a perfect target for some asshole who was up to no good but out of all the people in Newmire, I knew she was the last woman they’d wanna mess with. 
 
    Jade walked at a decent pace, heading toward an old apartment building. She turned inside and I jogged to catch up. She didn’t seem to notice me getting closer. She kept glancing at her phone from time to time, more likely reading messages than checking the time. 
 
    The building wasn’t much different from the outside. The wooden floorboards were creaky. The paint on the walls was chipping. Fluorescent bulbs flickered with their last breaths, desperate to be replaced. It was completely empty though. And quiet except for the sound of Jade’s heels clicking against the stairs. 
 
    I ascended up the steps behind her. One floor. Two floor. Three floors. She stopped at the fourth floor and kept moving down the hall. 
 
    As I got closer, more doubts started to enter my head. I’d seen Jade every day since I met her but I didn’t know a thing about her. I wondered if now was the time to start meddling. 
 
    It was too late at this point. I walked down the hall and watched her push the door open, disappearing inside. 
 
    Shit. I’d been in cage fights with people who wanted to rip my limbs off and knock me out. I’d fought giant beasts that were big enough to swallow me whole. But the uncertainty of what I was doing now made me more anxious than all of that. Never liked dealing with personal shit. Never liked dealing with somebody else’s business. 
 
    It was too late to stop now. 
 
    I walked up to the door she walked into. I was only standing outside for a second when I heard it. 
 
    “Where the hell were you? What the hell is going on?” 
 
    A man’s voice. The bastard was shouting loud enough I could hear him clearly. I listened for Jade but there was nothing. I started to wonder if she was even there in the first place. 
 
    I stopped waiting to avoid letting my annoying doubt get to me. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    Three soft taps on the door and the shouting inside stopped. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    Suddenly, the door clicked open a crack. Inside it was dark but there was enough light from the hallway to see the confusion on Jade’s face. 
 
    “Enzo? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Who is it? Is that the asshole you’re messing around with?” The voice came from inside. 
 
    The worry in her eyes didn’t go away as she stared at me. 
 
    “What’s going on, Jade?” 
 
    “Enzo, you shouldn’t—” 
 
    The door suddenly swung open. A fat guy in an undershirt and a pair of boxers stood there. His head was bald, clinging to the last few strands of dark hair. His beard and mustache were thick. His belly extended out, full and round, but the rest of his body was average-sized. I was a few inches taller than him but he stared at me like he was bigger than me. 
 
    He furrowed his brow in anger, his fists clenched. “You…” he grunted. “You’re the asshole keeping her up.” 
 
    I ignored him, staring at Jade as she put her head down. “Jade?” 
 
    “Enzo… Just go.” 
 
    “Yeah, go!” the man shouted. 
 
    Something was wrong. The longer I stared at Jade, the more uncomfortable I got. I couldn’t move like my feet were glued to the ground. 
 
    “Are you deaf?” the man yelled. “She said leave. Or maybe I should do it for you!” 
 
    He took a step toward me. Then he swung a right hand. The punch was slow. Untrained. Predictable. 
 
    I moved back and reacted as I always did, sending my own right hand into his stomach to not hurt him too much. His belly was big but it was soft as hell. 
 
    He grunted in pain as he keeled over at his doorway. 
 
    “Enzo! What the hell are you doing?” Jade knelt down next to him as he wheezed in pain. 
 
    Shit. I had no clue what the fuck was going on and now Jade looked pissed. 
 
    “I’ll meet you outside,” she said. “Just gimme a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    I nodded and slowly backed up, watching her help him catch his breath. They moved back into the apartment before I went downstairs, anxious to hear what she had to say to me. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the wall, my hands in my pockets as I stared out across the alley. Some punks were lurking in the shadows. Probably sizing me up to see if they could mug me. I didn’t really care too much though. All I could think about was Jade. 
 
    “It’s dangerous in this part of town at night.” Jade appeared and moved to the entrance next to me. 
 
    “This part of town? Is there any part of Newmire that’s safe?” 
 
    “Maybe around the police station.” 
 
    “Even around there wouldn’t be safe wandering around for an old lady.” 
 
    “Is that how you determine safety? Using an old lady?” 
 
    “Why not? They’re the most vulnerable. Perfect targets for muggers.” 
 
    “What about Ruthie? She looks like she could break a few bones.” 
 
    “True. Ruthie’s an old lady. But I guess every rule has some exceptions.” 
 
    I smirked at her. Jade gave me a half-hearted smile before shifting her eyes back down to the sidewalk. There was an obvious question on the tip of my tongue but I didn’t bother asking it. She’d give me the answer whether she wanted to or not. 
 
    “There’s a part in every District,” she said. “They call it the Central Square. Eateries and pubs and places for Omegas to unwind. Considering how the average age of an Omega is twenty, it seems like a good idea. A spot for a bunch of kids to forget about the burden of having to protect humanity’s existence.” 
 
    “Kids gotta be kids.” 
 
    “There’s this grassy area in the middle. It’s like a small park. A few trees for some shade. The grass is artificial, so it’s perfect to lie in. You don’t have to worry about any bugs crawling on you. 
 
    “Sometimes after hard Junctions and long days, I’d go out to the park by myself at night. I’d just lie on the grass and stare at the stars. The weather was always amazing because of the climate-controlled dome.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to convince me to become an Omega, you’ll have to do better than that.” 
 
    Jade laughed softly. “It’s funny…” She turned her head up and looked at the sky. “The stars aren’t any different. It’s the same sky here as it was there. But it was so much more peaceful when I was at the District. My mind was so clear. Except for one thing. There’s one thing I always thought about.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw suddenly. Her eyes glazed over slightly, almost like she was about to cry. I kept staring at her, watching her throat bob up and down with a swallow. 
 
    “I was happy. I was actually happy. I was pushing myself to my limits, fighting monsters in another dimension, and I was… happy.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too happy now… I’m guessing it has something to do with that guy.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “And I’m too stupid to understand. That what you’re saying?” 
 
    Jade turned to me, that same half-hearted smile on her lips as she shook her head. “I never knew my father. Never knew my mother. Woe is me, right? I don’t know what happened. Most people would say it was not having proper parents. But for whatever reason, I got involved with the wrong crowd.” 
 
    “You join a gang?” 
 
    “Worse. Started using. When you were a kid without any direction, drugs were more appealing than the future. Teenagers don’t look that far ahead. Why would they care about something they can’t see, years, decades away?” 
 
    Jade twisted her lips like she was struggling to get the words out. 
 
    “It got bad. Real bad. Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. I was addicted. In and out of jail. But there was someone looking out for me. Tim…” 
 
    “Tim. Your friend up there.” 
 
    “Tim gave me a place to stay. Food to eat. Looked after me.” 
 
    “Something tells me Tim isn’t exactly the sweetest guy in the world.” 
 
    “He’s not. He’s just… misunderstood. I had somewhere to go because of him. Even if he was a dealer.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound misunderstood.” 
 
    “All I know is I wouldn’t be alive without him.” 
 
    “Miserable existence, even if you’re alive.” 
 
    “I agree,” she sighed. “But something happened. I applied to the Legion because it was the only way for me to get away. Next thing I know, I’m fighting monsters. I’ve got Red Mana in me. I’m saving the world. And with no drugs, the only thing I could get high on was the view of the stars. I don’t even think about getting high now. No cravings or anything.” 
 
    I scratched the side of my head and shrugged. “Here’s what I don’t understand. You finally found a purpose with the Legion. You kicked your drug habit. And I know Omegas make money. Not a lot but…” 
 
    “You’re wondering why I’m still hanging out at Tim’s place. That’s exactly why. He gave me a place to stay when no one else would. He helped me quit, believe it or not. Who knows better about how bad drugs are than a dealer? I kicked the habit completely when I was at the District. Now that I’m back… I can’t leave him now. I… I owe him.” 
 
    “Tim isn’t… I mean, you and him…” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was never like that. Tim is old. He gets lonely, living the life he lives. You don’t make too many friends in his line of work. He was mad when I left for the Legion. Now he’s mad I’m staying out late.” 
 
    “It’s for a good cause.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that. But Tim is Tim.” 
 
    “You know you can’t keep this up. Look in a mirror, Jade. You’re miserable. That life is over. You’re gonna have to leave him eventually.” 
 
    “I know. I just don’t want to leave him high and dry. No one else was there for me except for him. Now I’ve gotta be there for him. At least, for a little bit longer.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell her what to do. And honestly, I had no idea what to do in her shoes. All I could do was sigh. “Thanks for telling me at least. Sorry about slugging him.” 
 
    “Tim’s been through worse.” 
 
    “You sure you’ll be all right?” 
 
    “Tim’s never laid a finger on me before. He wouldn’t dare do it now that I’ve got some Red Mana in me. I’ll be fine, Enzo.” 
 
    “Okay. You take care of yourself, Jade.” 
 
    She smiled and bowed her head. I turned around to leave and she grabbed my fingers to pull me toward her. 
 
    Suddenly, her lips were on mine. She closed the distance so fast I didn’t even realize her face was right in front of mine. Our noses pressed together. I let our kiss linger, savoring the taste of her soft lips before she gently pulled away. 
 
    She smiled softly. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. The smile slowly left her lips as she headed back into the apartment building. 
 
    I stood there for a moment then felt my communicator vibrate against my wrist. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 3: +5 to Control 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    So many thoughts were running around in my head. But I knew it was best to ignore all of them and focus on relaxing for the rest of the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23: Bob & Weave 
 
    Alisa moved her head back and forth, popping the heavy bag with crosses and jabs. She didn’t hit as hard as some of the other people in the gym but she made up for it with her quickness. 
 
    “The new girl. She’s pretty good.” Bruce stood next to me, his eyes focused on her in the distance. In nothing but a sports bra and some shorts that barely covered her ass, Alisa’s glistening tan body was on full display. And Bruce wasn’t shy about staring. 
 
    “She’s not bad for a beginner,” I said. 
 
    “She’s cute, too. What do you think?” 
 
    I looked at him, seeing just how mesmerized he was. “I think getting distracted is the worst way to lose focus. The punch that knocks you out is the one you never see. Keep your eyes where they’re supposed to be.” 
 
    Bruce turned to me. The kid with the scruffy hair shrugged and let out a chuckle. “I’m just messing around. Won’t really have much time for that anyway. I was thinking… Gave it some real thought. I think my best option would be to apply to the Legion. Make some cash while I try to figure out what I’m gonna do with the rest of my life.” 
 
    “If that’s what you wanna do.” 
 
    “I figure it’ll be fun, too. Pick a class. Choose a weapon. Level up. All that good stuff. Can’t get that anywhere else.” 
 
    Bruce moved to the heavy bag next to Alisa and thudded his fists against it. 
 
    The Bloody Guts Gym was as busy as it always was in the morning. Everybody showed up to get their day started with a hard workout. 
 
    Alisa was in her groove. It was hard to tell how much food she scarfed down the night before. 
 
    Jade was on a treadmill, jogging calmly with her eyes focused on the television screen in front of her. The incident with Tim last night was on the back of my mind but I figured now wasn’t the time to bring it up. 
 
    The grunts and groans around me were joined by the familiar stench of sweat. I was more tired than I usually was for a reason I couldn’t figure out. With no training sessions scheduled, I decided to take some time to relax. 
 
    I headed to the front of the gym and took a seat next to the window. The scene of Newmire outside was peaceful. Sure, the buildings were broken down and the streets were crumbling. But the sun was out and everybody walking along the roads seemed to be in a good mood. 
 
    My head dropped down and my eyes started to close. My thoughts started to wander. 
 
    “Mr. Drake.” 
 
    I jerked my head up to see a bald man staring down at me. Agent Castleberry’s focused gaze on me was the last thing I wanted to see. I wanted to close my eyes and fall back asleep. 
 
    “Agent Castleberry. What brings you in here today?” I gave him a big smile. 
 
    He straightened out his seat and looked around the gym. “Just wanted to see how you were doing.” 
 
    “I’m… doing fine. Is there a reason I wouldn’t be?” 
 
    “I’m only making sure the incident with the Omegas the other night was a one-time occurrence.” 
 
    “That seems to be the case. Haven’t seen ‘em since.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    Everything Castleberry said came out as blunt as possible. The guy could’ve sung happy birthday and made it sound like it was a eulogy. I didn’t let it bother me though as I waited for him to get to what he really wanted to say to me. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you something else?” he said. 
 
    “You can ask but I can’t promise I’ll have the answer for you.” 
 
    “I’m only curious about the gym. You’re a trainer here.” 
 
    “That’s right. I teach some classes and give some one-on-one instruction.” 
 
    “A fighter?” 
 
    “Retired. It just wasn’t for me. But you can find everything on the Internet these days if you wanna see what I did. Interested in a lesson?” I smirked but he wasn’t even looking at me, shifting his eyes left and right like he was trying to find some hidden camera in the gym. 
 
    “Is instructing at the gym the only thing you do?” 
 
    He moved his eyes back to me. He was up to something. I had to keep playing along but stay on my toes to make sure I didn’t slip. 
 
    “I do other things,” I said. “But if you’re talking about making a living, yeah, this is all I do. It ain’t glamorous but nothing in Newmire is.” 
 
    “The reason I’m asking is because of your involvement with the Omegas. It turns out, there may be some unauthorized activity in Newmire. More specifically, the docks.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I held back my surprise. 
 
    “It seems one of the storage warehouses is housing stolen LOD technology.” 
 
    “Wow… That’s… interesting.” 
 
    “I’m only telling you because of your involvement with those Omegas the other night. There’s a possibility they might be involved. Do you recall overhearing any of them mentioning anything?” 
 
    I shook my head softly. He was trying to get something out of me but he wasn’t gonna get it. “Can’t say that I do.” 
 
    “This is important. Not to sound dramatic but unauthorized Omega activity could affect the safety of the entire planet. Billions of lives could be at risk.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear anything and I’m just a trainer at the local gym.” 
 
    Castleberry was lying. I smiled as big as I could, knowing he would just give me that blank stare of his. It was hard to tell if he was even capable of smiling, which made me wonder how he had creases and wrinkles around his mouth in the first place. 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” he said. “Just thought you should know LOD agents are moving in on the docks. It’s only a matter of time until we catch the unauthorized activity.” 
 
    “I hope you catch them quick.” 
 
    “I’ll be doing it later today.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Well, good luck with that, Agent Castleberry.” 
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Drake. I’m certain this will be the last time you’ll have to deal with me.” 
 
    He bowed his head curtly then turned around to leave. I stared out the window, watching him getting into his black sedan and disappear down the road. 
 
    I headed back into the gym and gathered Alisa and Jade together. I gave them all the details. Neither of them seemed worried but they didn’t look very comfortable either. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “If he said he’s going to the docks now, we have to tell Redgrave,” Alisa said. 
 
    “There’s no way he knows where he is,” Jade said. “There are hundreds of storage facilities on the docks. We wander through it on purpose to make sure nobody’s following us.” 
 
    “Castleberry’s an agent with the Legion,” I said. “I would think he’s capable of following someone unnoticed… We have to warn Redgrave.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Jade said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She sighed a hard breath through her nose. Her jaw clenched like she didn’t wanna say whatever was on her mind. 
 
    “The warehouse we’re using isn’t the only access we have to Pandora,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Redgrave knew this was a possibility. If Castleberry finds him, they’ll scoop him up and confiscate everything. But we’d be able to make it to Pandora. There’s another set of everything we have. Gates. Workstations. Maps to find our path to Anarchy. It wouldn’t be as accurate with Dr. Redgrave constantly monitoring our path but we’d know the right direction at least. We’d just have to rely on ourselves.” 
 
    “What about the Slayer Gauntlets?” 
 
    “Dr. Redgrave had a contingency for everything. I’m sure he has one for your weapons, too.” 
 
    “Damn… He’s already thinking three steps ahead.” 
 
    “He knew this was a possibility. There’s no way the Legion would let unauthorized travel to Pandora go unnoticed. But that’s the risk he’s willing to take. We have to get to Anarchy, no matter what. Wouldn’t you let yourself get caught if it meant the rest of us could get there and save your father?” 
 
    The answer was obvious. But it didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    “If they arrest Redgrave, what will they do to him?” Alisa asked. 
 
    “He’s old,” Jade said. “They’ll know he wasn’t working alone. They’ll interrogate him until they get answers. Redgrave won’t talk. Not before giving us enough time to get to Anarchy.” 
 
    I took a step back. My hands on my hips, I stared at the ground. Redgrave sacrificing himself so that we could make it to Anarchy… That shit bothered me no matter how much sense it made. 
 
    There was only one way to shake the feeling. 
 
    “You up to something, Champ?” 
 
    “I’m going after Redgrave.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The horns bellowed in the distance from the ships near the dock. The noise from the amount of heavy machinery being worked by the longshoremen didn’t seem to have an end. Newmire employed hundreds of dockworkers and they were all out that afternoon. That crowd was only gonna help me get to Redgrave before Castleberry could. 
 
    I notified Redgrave of Castleberry’s potential arrival. Getting Redgrave out of the storage warehouse wasn’t a problem as much as moving all of the equipment he had stored. Even with a tarp on it, it wasn’t exactly easy to hide a Junction Gate. Redgrave insisted on staying behind with all of the equipment, even though Jade said he had a contingency. 
 
    So there I was. The middle of the afternoon. Walking between the rows of storage facilities, sneaking around like some secret agent trying to get to the warehouse undetected. 
 
    The farther I got from the docks, the more distant all the noise got. There were a few workers walking between the buildings but none of them paid any attention to me. I constantly checked behind my back, looking over my shoulder for any sign of Castleberry. 
 
    I managed to get to the warehouse and get inside before anybody noticed I was there. Redgrave stood calmly next to his workstation with the rest of the equipment and machinery in the warehouse covered up. 
 
    “Castleberry’s coming,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, I received your message. I’m old but I’m not that forgetful.” 
 
    Redgrave remained calm. There was something in his hand. A small device that had the same touchscreen as a smartphone. 
 
    “I can sense your anxiety,” he said. 
 
    “No shit I’m anxious. Castleberry’s intent on taking you in. This whole operation—” 
 
    “Would continue even if I was apprehended. You’re capable of mapping your own path to Anarchy. Though you wouldn’t have any details on the zones, I trust you would succeed regardless.” 
 
    “If having you around improves our chances of getting to Anarchy, I’d rather have you around.” 
 
    Redgrave looked up at me. The old man’s face wrinkled with a smile. His eyes scrunched together so much it was hard to tell he was even looking at me. 
 
    “I’ll enjoy being there when you make it to Anarchy.” 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    My head jerked toward the entrance. I waited for a moment, hoping to hear Jade or Alisa’s voice. But it never came. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    “I suggest you open it,” Redgrave said. 
 
    “It’s him. It’s Castleberry.” Apparently, I did a shit job of being a secret agent. 
 
    “If you don’t open it, I believe he has the means to force the door open.” 
 
    “He comes in here, we’ll both be busted.” 
 
    “Go outside. Speak to him. Give him an excuse.” 
 
    “No excuse will be good enough for him not to wanna come in here.” 
 
    “I only need a minute. After a minute, you can open the door.” 
 
    I blinked my eyes, unsure I’d heard him right. “What?” 
 
    Redgrave put a hand on my arm, that same friendly, tight-lipped smile not going away. He was up to something. At least, I hoped he was. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    Against my better judgment, I headed to the door and pushed it open to see Castleberry. I shut the door quickly to make sure he couldn’t get a peek inside. 
 
    The LOD Agent stood with his hands at his side but he was all alone. He was stone-faced, staring at me like he wasn’t about to listen to whatever bullshit I was about to give him. All that did was made me wanna say it even more. 
 
    “Agent Castleberry. What a coincidence running into you here.” 
 
    “I would say it’s more than a coincidence. What are you doing here, Drake?” 
 
    “Oh… You mean this storage warehouse? The thing is…” I turned around and looked at the small iron building. “We’ve got a lot of equipment back at the gym. Figured I needed to put it in storage for a bit so we can bring the new equipment in. Better to keep it around in here before we get a chance to sell it.” 
 
    He wasn’t buying it for a second, obviously. But Redgrave said he needed a minute. So I gave it to him. 
 
    Castleberry took a step forward. “You know why I’m here. Unauthorized Omega activity is punishable by federal law.” 
 
    “And I told you before, I never saw those Omegas you were looking for since the incident.” 
 
    “What’s in that room?” 
 
    I smirked. “I know you’re with the Legion but even you don’t have the authority to perform a search and seizure without proper authorization.” I mockingly looked over his shoulder. “You’re by yourself. I’ve got no reason to show you anything.” 
 
    “I can get a warrant with a snap of my fingers and bust that door down. Or you can show me what I’m looking for and save us both the trouble.” 
 
    A minute had gone by. I should’ve just told Castleberry to go on his way. But he’d just come back. I had to trust Redgrave, even if it didn’t make any sense to. 
 
    “I’ll show you what’s inside. But if you don’t find whatever it is you’re looking for, you gotta stop bothering me. I’ve had enough problems with Omegas.” 
 
    “…We’ll see about that.” 
 
    I turned around and pushed the door open as slowly as I could. But a sense of relief quickly washed over me. I saw it. More accurately, I didn’t see anything. The entire warehouse was empty except for the dull lights above. Some sort of optical illusion where everything, including Redgrave, had disappeared. I walked over to the side but there was nothing invisible to run into. 
 
    Castleberry stood at the entrance, his eyes shifting left and right, searching for any sign. 
 
    “There you go,” I said. “It’s a storage warehouse. I think I can fit a lot of the old treadmills and heavy bags in here.” 
 
    Castleberry ignored me. He sniffed the air and looked up. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Drake. If anything comes up—” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll let me know.” 
 
    His expression didn’t change but I know his frustration was boiling inside of him. He slicked a hand back over his smooth head to maintain his composure and straightened his tie. I walked out of the storage facility and watched him until he disappeared around the corner. 
 
    When I got back inside of the small warehouse, I looked around. “All right. It’s just me.” 
 
    I expected Redgrave to answer. Instead, my communicator rumbled against my wrist. There was a message from Redgrave. 
 
    “See you tomorrow night.” 
 
    I wouldn’t get the answers I was looking for. Judging from what just happened, I needed a lot of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24: Ride The Landslide 
 
    We all agreed to take the night off to let some of the heat from Castleberry die down. It was a bit of a relief to not have to run through Pandora and just sleep in for the night. But the next day went by quickly and the anticipation of getting some answers had me heading back to the warehouse. And just like I saw it last time, it was completely empty. 
 
    I stood underneath the lights, doing my best not to breathe in the dust. After sending a message to Redgrave, I received a quick reply. 
 
    “Just walk through.” 
 
    “Walk through—” 
 
    Before I could finish, something flashed right next to me. A bright blue circle of light. It was small at first but quickly grew as large as a Junction Gate. The energy flowed and rippled like the surface of water.  
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    I should’ve been hesitant. But at this point, I accepted everything, no matter how weird it was. Even the shit I didn’t understand. 
 
    I stuck my leg out and pushed it through the energy. The rest of my body followed. I kept walking until my feet were back on solid ground. 
 
    My eyes shifted left and right. The dim lights of the storage warehouse were just bright enough for me to see all of the LOD equipment around me. Jade was there. Alisa was there. And Dr. Redgrave stood with his hands behind his back. 
 
    Behind me, the blue energy slowly disappeared into the air. 
 
    “That’s some kinda magic trick,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not magic,” Redgrave said. “I worked with Higashi himself when he discovered the first gateway into Pandora. The same method can be applied to our own world. Matter can be transported short distances.” 
 
    “Wait… Are you telling me you teleported everything?” 
 
    He nodded. “We’re still on the docks. In a different storage facility. If Castleberry were to investigate the previous warehouse we were in, he would find nothing except perhaps a faint but undetectable residue.” 
 
    It made sense. I mean, as much sense as teleporting could make. I couldn’t argue with it, since I’d seen it for myself. 
 
    “You know about this?” I asked Jade. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “It was too much of a risk,” Redgrave explained. “If Jade didn’t have the details, there would be no information to give if she were apprehended.” 
 
    “Well, now we all know,” Alisa said. She put her hands on her hips, an unsatisfied look on her face. “Castleberry knows what’s up. He’s hounding me about details but I keep telling him I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “If we’re still on the docks, Castleberry is still coming for us,” Jade said. “If it comes down to opening every warehouse and searching every building, he’ll do it. He’ll get the warrants. He’ll get the resources. There’ll be no teleporting if he has people everywhere at once.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” I asked. 
 
    “A few weeks at most.” 
 
    “The clock was already ticking before Agent Castleberry’s arrival.” Redgrave moved over to his workbench and put down the device he used to teleport everything. “I anticipated deceiving someone like him would be necessary. There is no time to worry about him.” He moved over to the display map. The blinking blue dot neared the center. He placed his finger on it and trailed it along three lines to different points. 
 
    “The next step in your journey. We’ve arrived at another decision. I’ve been able to get more accurate readings. In addition to the worlds you’ll be traversing, I was able to get a reading on the Shadows looking to stop you.” 
 
    The incident with Castleberry was forgotten. Everybody focused on the task at hand with Redgrave continuing to explain where we were going. 
 
    “Up first are the Onyx Mountains. A black, treacherous climb through rocky terrain. Your journey will be more an ascension than a walk. Waiting for you at the top at the last checkpoint would be the Scarlet Giant. A bloodthirsty ogre who prefers ripping its victims limb from limb.” 
 
    “Climbing mountains to fight a giant who wants to tear us apart.” Alisa shook her head, a grimace on her face. “That doesn’t sound like fun.” 
 
    “Keep in mind, the mountains would be the shortest zone you’d have to go through.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “But a longer zone means more levels to gain.” 
 
    “Indeed. Which brings me to your next option, the Ashen Plains. A stark, barren grassland consumed by fire. Minus the inevitable Shadows, it would be a simple walk toward the beast responsible for all of the destruction in the zone.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “The Razor Dragon. A fire-breathing behemoth whose talons are just as dangerous as the flames it spews.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s a zone with bunnies who wanna throw chocolate instead of fire at us.” Alisa’s eyes widened, actually thinking Redgrave was gonna tell her what she wanted to hear. 
 
    Jade laughed softly and sighed. “What’s our last option?” she asked. 
 
    Redgrave moved his finger to the last dot on the map we could head to. “The Crimson Coast. The waters are dark, bloodied by the victims of the Sepia Fiend. The tentacled beast lures unsuspecting targets on the edge of the waters, dragging them into a sea fight where it has the advantage.” 
 
    “Hey.” Alisa clapped her hands together. “Did you hear what I said about bunnies?” 
 
    Redgrave walked up and put a hand on her shoulder. It didn’t give her much consolation as she frowned. 
 
    “You’re strong,” he said. “The original Slayer was able to make his journey to Anarchy by himself.” 
 
    “I’m not the Slayer my father was,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps. But three of you will make up the difference.” 
 
    “It was always gonna be a challenge either way,” I said. “Any opinions?” 
 
    “It’s your call,” Jade said. 
 
    “Alisa?” 
 
    She frowned as she looked up at the map. “I’m here for the cash. Just tell me what to shoot.” 
 
    Onyx Mountains. Ashen Plains. Crimson Coast. It was gonna be hard no matter what. 
 
    “We’re going to the Crimson Coast,” I said. “Everybody get ready.” 
 
    Jade and Alisa moved to the workbench to make sure their weapons were in order. Redgrave led me over to the side where the Slayer Gauntlets were waiting. They were polished to a shine, showing no chips or scuffs from all the Shadows I punched. 
 
    “A new ability has been added with the Core you gave me. You can see it for yourself.” 
 
    I slid the gauntlets on and the communicator display brightened. 
 
      
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
    Added Core Abilities: 
 
    Revolver Drill 
 
    Swing both gauntlets 360-degrees, hitting targets on all sides 
 
    Power Shield 
 
    Activate a frontal energy barrier that blocks damage 
 
      
 
    “The gauntlets have a built-in defense but it’s only meant for minor attacks. This will stop all incoming damage whether it be from a volley of projectiles or a single, devastating blow.” 
 
    “That’ll be useful.” 
 
    “Another reminder, the gauntlets are tied directly to your level of control and endurance. The higher your control, the more damage it will be able to sustain. Your endurance will be drained activating the barrier.” 
 
    “It’s tiring being on defense just like being on offense. I get it.” 
 
    “In addition, I was able to procure additional missions for you.” He tapped on his tablet and my display lit-up with the information. 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat 50 Shadows 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    Gain 1 Mana Level 
 
    Reward: $100 
 
      
 
    “Gain a level? That’s a little too easy.” 
 
    “Alisa insisted on taking on as many missions as possible.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I looked over at her. But it wasn’t that weird she wanted more missions, considering she was doing this for the money. “She’ll get her cash. Any other tips for me?” 
 
    “You’re getting closer. Don’t let the incident with Castleberry distract you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Good luck, Slayer.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The yellow sun shined just over the horizon but not burning bright enough I couldn’t look out toward it. Beneath it, the waves crashed in the water a gentle rhythm. The white foam gathered from every ripple. I’d been to the beach before, so being out near the water like this wasn’t anything new to me. The sea salt filling my lungs. The breeze blowing against my skin. The palm trees swaying underneath the darkening orange sky. I couldn’t remember the last time I was out on the beach with the sun setting in the backdrop like it was now. The scene was gorgeous enough to make me forget I was in Pandora. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be Pandora without something being a little off. It was all around me, forcing me to blink my eyes to make sure I was looking at it right. 
 
    “Whoa…” Alisa slowly walked toward the edge of the water. “You see this?” 
 
    “I see it all right.” I moved next to her and scooped up some of the water. I cupped it in my hand, examining it closer. “It’s… red.” 
 
    “Then I’m not going crazy.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why it’s been labeled the Crimson Coast.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Jade said behind us. “There’s a reason the water is red. It’s stained with the blood from everything killed in it.” 
 
    “Eep!” Alisa scurried back onto the sandy beach and pulled out her hand cannon. 
 
    Even though there was a reddish tent to the water, I could still see what was underneath it. “The water’s safe around here. From the looks of things, it’s like an ordinary beach. The only difference is the color.” 
 
    “At least the weather is nice,” Alisa sighed. “I’d still rather get through this as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I walked back onto the sand and looked around. We stood on the beach, the first island in a chain of them that went farther than I could see. “There’s only one path to walk forward. I’m guessing that’s our destination.” I pointed to the mountain in the distance. One peak stood out higher than the others, its rocky top stretching beyond the clouds. 
 
    “Whatever happened to not having to scale treacherous mountains?” Alisa said. 
 
    “I’m only reading what the map is telling me. You ready?” 
 
    Alisa nodded though it was clear she wasn’t completely comfortable about walking through red waters. Jade rested her staff on her shoulder with energy flowing from her palm to the tip of the piece of cold steel. 
 
    I walked forward through the sand and toward the edge of the water leading to the next island. The water was shallow, barely getting up over my heels. The waves pushed the tide in but there was nothing that threatened to wash over us completely. 
 
    The mountains in the distance were covered with a forest of palm trees at the base. But it’d take some time before we reached it with how many islands there were between us and our destination. 
 
    “This is the Crimson Coast, huh?” Alisa said. “You know, if it wasn’t for the monsters lurking in the water and the complete lack of civilization, I wouldn’t mind spending some time out here.” 
 
    “You are spending time out here,” I replied. 
 
    “You know what I mean. I’m talking about on a vacation. Laying out in the sand. Listening to the waves and watching the sun go down. I wonder if anybody came to Pandora and decided to just stick around.” 
 
    “That’s not likely,” Jade said. “Every trip into Pandora is monitored at every District. When someone goes through a Junction, they know exactly which Omegas have gone through. Their vital signs are being monitored. Their actions are being tracked. Their Recall Boxes have a record of their genetic data, ready to recompose them if everything goes bad. You can’t be in Pandora without somebody knowing you’re there.” 
 
    “But we’re in Pandora now. And nobody knows we’re here.” 
 
    Alisa made an interesting point. I raised an eyebrow at Jade, who looked like she hadn’t considered what Alisa mentioned. The answer was obvious though. 
 
    “This is another dimension,” I said. “Earth is our world. That’s where we belong. Nobody would stay in Pandora. Not willingly, anyway.” 
 
    “You ever wonder if there’s anything else out here? I mean, not just Shadows trying to kill us but people like us. You know, ordinary folks who are from Pandora.” 
 
    Alisa’s questions made me chuckle. “I don’t know,” I said. “I never…” 
 
    I stopped talking when a giant wave crashed to the left of me. I raised my fists and watched as swirls of white energy formed just above the water. They kept growing into larger circles until flashing in a bright light. What looked like goblins fell out, splashing into the water and quickly swimming toward us. 
 
    “Time to test my upgrade.” Jade stepped forward and charged her staff. A Solo Spark fired out in a green fireball big enough to engulf a whole car. The surface of the water ignited. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Screams from the goblins filled the air as they flailed to try and put the flames out. They struggled to get out of the water, kicking their arms and legs in every direction. I rushed up and slammed my fists into them as they reached the shore. Just a single straight shot was enough to turn them into Mana. The added strength of my gauntlets made me feel like I was vaporizing the goblins completely. 
 
    Another burst of energy formed on the other side of the small island we walked across. More goblins spilled into the water and began rushing toward us. 
 
    “My turn.” Alisa raised her hand cannon and began firing. Steady shots of blue energy hit the goblins, slowing them down as they struggled to get to the water. Jade followed up with another Solo Spark that engulfed a small group of the goblins. 
 
    But there were so many of them, a few of them managed to get onto the sand unscathed. 
 
    The creatures looked like the others we’d encountered. But these ones had scales with a deep-red tint. On their forearms and calves were the scaly fins they used to swim faster. In their hands, crude wooden spears with sharp tips were pointed right at me. 
 
    “Gaaaah!” The goblins shouted in unison as they tossed their spears at me. 
 
    I quickly raised my fists. “Power Shield!” A blue barrier formed around my gauntlets and spread over the rest of my body in a half-dome. The spears deflected and splintered when they collided. Bursts of energy chipped my shield but nothing got through. 
 
    I kept the shield up until the volley was over. The barrier came down and a deep gasp escaped my lungs. “Shit… He wasn’t kidding about it testing my endurance.” 
 
    “Careful now.” Jade moved by my side and aimed at the goblins advancing toward us. Two dozen creatures kicked up the sand and closed the distance on the small, barren island. “With me, Alisa.” 
 
    “I got you.” Alisa raced up with her weapon. 
 
    The two moved next to each other and fired. Cannon blasts and fireballs consumed the group, taking out more than half of them in flames and piercing shots. 
 
    “My turn.” I ran forward and cracked the nearest goblin’s head. A quick spin and I leveled the next one with a backfist. The goblin’s all converged on me but I was already in a rhythm. Left hook to one goblin’s jaw. Right cross to the next goblin’s stomach. Left jab to the next goblin trying to leap at me. I twisted and turned in every direction. My increased speed allowed me to turn easily and not get overwhelmed. 
 
    But the beasts were relentless even though they were fighting a losing battle. Six remained, all leaping into the air to try and claw me to death. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    My gauntlets came up and I spun, knocking them away before they could get close. The hard steel against their scales was unforgiving. Their bones crunched and their black blood spilled with a noxious stench that overpowered the sea salt air. 
 
    But when I was done attacking, all across the sand around me were their beaten bodies which quickly faded into Mana. The fresh ocean air returned and it was peaceful on the beach again. 
 
    “Not too bad for a first attack.” Alisa held her barrel up to her mouth and blew it even though there was no smoke to blow away. 
 
    I chuckled at the sight of her, already forgetting about the red sea goblins we just killed. 
 
    Jade looked down at her communicator. “The first checkpoint isn’t too far from here. Maybe half-an-hour. I recommend we get there and stop for the night. No point in pushing ourselves hard on our first night back.” 
 
    The trail of islands ahead of us went for miles. “We can’t get to the end of the zone in one night. But I say we try anyway.” 
 
    Jade smirked. “I figured you’d say that.” 
 
    “I love the nightlife,” Alisa said. “I’ve got to boogie. Let’s do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25: Closer 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 23 Slayer 
 
    (3 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 17 
 
    Speed 12 
 
    Durability 16 
 
    Control 15 (+5 Synergy Bonus) 
 
      
 
    The Power Shield was a lot stronger than I expected it to be. Probably because of the massive boost in control I didn’t even realize I had. Another three levels and even more Red Mana flowed into me to make me even stronger than before. 
 
      
 
    Strength 19 (+2) 
 
    Speed 13 (+1) 
 
    Durability 16 
 
    Control 15 (+5 Synergy Bonus) 
 
      
 
    Seeing my strength numbers jump up made me more eager to get back out there and punch another goblin even though they were already no match for the gauntlets. But the fatigue of the night had me tired enough that I had to take a break. 
 
    “It’s already past one,” Redgrave looked at all of us with a smile on his face. “You’ve spent more hours in there than I expected.” 
 
    “When you’re in a groove, you gotta keep going,” I said. “Didn’t keep you up, did we?” 
 
    “There’s nothing else I’d rather do than monitor your progress. I take it the Shadows were nothing extraordinary.” 
 
    “Just a few cuts and scrapes. Mostly goblins. They’re a lot more violent with the spears they’re throwing at us but we’ve got the means to deal with it.” 
 
    “Just as expected from a Slayer.” 
 
    I set the gauntlets down on the table. They were lighter in my hands because of all the levels I’d gained but it was still a relief to get use of my own hands back. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Alisa said. “You kept us there for longer than usual. We completed our missions. It’s time for the best part of the night.” Alisa rubbed her hands together, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth in anticipation. 
 
    Jade laughed softly and nodded. “I’ll admit, it is satisfying to have a meal and relax after venturing as far as we did. We always met in the Central Square back at the District. Seems like a good routine to have.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that,” I said. 
 
    “Sweet!” Alisa pumped her fists and scurried to the warehouse exit. 
 
    “I’ll be here if you need me.” Redgrave bowed his head then moved over to the workstation at the side of the room. 
 
    All of the hard work was done for the night but it still wasn’t over. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Fancy Diner was as quiet as usual. The bright lights were shining above but all of the patrons kept to themselves at their booths and tables. Conversation was at a minimum with most of the noise coming from an overhead ceiling fan. 
 
    The peace and quiet made the farting noise from the squeeze bottle seem even louder. Alisa pumped an endless stream of ketchup out of the bottle until half the plate was completely covered. She took one of her fries, dipped it in, then started chewing. She repeated the process over and over until there was no more room in her mouth. 
 
    In comparison, Jade delicately rolled half-a-strawberry between her lips, slowly chewing on it to savor all of the juice. She wasn’t as giddy as Alisa but there was an undeniable relief in her eyes. 
 
    Alisa took a moment to tie her blond hair up over her head. “Hmm… I’ve got that beach smell in my hair. I should probably shower when I get home.” 
 
    “Uh, do you not shower otherwise?” I said. 
 
    “Ha ha. I’m just reminding myself not to pass out on the couch. You know, you could stand to heap a little more praise on your squadmates. You attract more flies with honey than salt, or however the saying goes. I guess you’re not used to it though, seeing as you didn’t compete in a team sport.” 
 
    I sipped on a glass of water and shook my head calmly. “Just because I was the only man in the cage doesn’t mean I don’t know what it’s like to work together. Trainers. Coaches. Sparring partners. They all helped me get ready for all of my fights.” 
 
    Jade sat next to me at the counter. She leaned in closer, her cheek resting against her fist. “Is it the same?” she asked. “I mean, obviously you’re fighting Shadows instead of another person. But the feeling you get. The anticipation of a fight. Is it any different now compared to when you were a professional?” 
 
    Alisa chewed on her bite of hamburger and widened her eyes like she was curious to hear the answer, too. 
 
    When people found out I was a fighter, they always wanted to know what it was like to do it. I smiled thinking about how many times I had to answer the question. 
 
    “It’s different. There are press conferences. Fight promotions. Interviews. Reporters asking me all sorts of questions. Trying to get people to make the fight even though there was never any real animosity between me and my opponents.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Jade said with a smirk. 
 
    “I guess the feeling is the same. The rush of adrenaline. Using every ounce of energy you got because you know the person, or Shadow in this case, is trying to take you down. There’s no glory though. No fame. No trophies or belts. Just a mission.” 
 
    Alisa smacked her lips and took another bite of her hamburger, stuffing her mouth until it was full again. “You ever talk trash?” 
 
    Alisa raised her eyebrows, getting another laugh out of me. “Not my style. I was just a man who showed up and did his job.” 
 
    “A stone-cold killer. I figured that’s how you’d be, Champ. If I was a fighter, I’d be talking all sorts of trash.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Jade leaned forward even more. The smile on her lips grew even wider. “What would you say?” 
 
    “I’d say everything. Nothing would be off-limits. What he looked like. I’d follow him home and make fun of his house. His mom. His dad. His wife. His pets. I’d talk about his kids, too, if I had to.” 
 
    “Whoa… That’s below the belt.” 
 
    “You gotta take every advantage you can get. It’s mental as much as it is physical.” Alisa tapped her temple with her index finger and took another bite. “Tell me you at least thought about it.” 
 
    “Never,” I replied. “I guess that’s just the way I was raised. My father taught me how to fight but told me only to use it when I was in a ring or cage.” 
 
    “What about your mom?” 
 
    I sipped on my water and shook my head. “Never knew my mom. Died when she gave birth to me.” 
 
    “Oh…” Alisa chewed slower as her enthusiasm suddenly dipped. She swallowed her bite with a half-hearted smile on her lips. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I wish I got a chance to know her. But I can’t  miss someone who was never there. I still had my grandma.” 
 
    “And where’s she now?” 
 
    “She’s gone, too. About ten years ago.” 
 
    “Alisa…” Jade said softly as Alisa shifted her eyes away in embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “My grandma was old. She lived a long, fulfilling life. When her time came, she left with a smile on her face. I was already old enough to take care of myself. I’d like to think she did an okay job after dad disappeared.” 
 
    Jade put a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t need her to console me. Shit, I’d been over all of my losses years ago. But there was something comforting about the way she looked at me. Intense green eyes with a sincerity in them. I was so used to having her around, I forgot how she wasn’t like anybody else I knew in my life. 
 
    “It’s all good,” Alisa said. “Once we get to Anarchy, we’ll save your pops and things will be back to normal. I mean, as back to normal as they can be.” 
 
    “It’s not about me,” I sighed. “I just want him to get the life he deserved but was taken from him.” 
 
    I picked at the bowl of fruit in front of me. Jade was doing the same as she stared at her phone. 
 
    “Everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled softly. “It’s fine. I talked to him. He calmed down enough. Don’t worry about. Just… focus on what we have to do.” She spun around and got up to her feet. “Speaking of which, I just remembered I have to wake up early tomorrow. Gonna go out in the morning and try to smooth things over with him a little more.” 
 
    “Do you—” 
 
    “I said don’t worry.” Jade leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. I turned around and watched her the entire way as she left before disappearing out the corner. 
 
    “Ooooooooooooooh, look at that. Looks like you’ve got a little thing going on.” Alisa licked the ketchup from her lips then let her tongue roll out like a dog on a hot day. 
 
    “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Don’t deny it. When it comes to these things, I’m a seer. I know all. I see all. I can predict the future.” She ran her hand over the remnants of her hamburger like it was a crystal ball. “Tell me I’m wrong. She’s having relationship troubles. It’s only right you come in and save the day.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “What?” she exclaimed. “Stop lying.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. It’s a friend of hers who’s in a bit of trouble. She’s working things out with him.” 
 
    “And this whole thing you’ve got going on with her?” 
 
    “We’re working together to get to Anarchy.” 
 
    “Oh, brother.” The blond rolled her eyes and leaned back in her seat, nearly falling out of her chair. “You can kiss and tell with me. If you can trust me with your deepest secret about saving your father, you can trust me with Jade.” 
 
    “That’s just it. It’s her secret, not mine.” 
 
    Alisa raised her chin and looked down her nose at me. “…Okay. I can respect that.” 
 
    I propped my elbows up on the counter and rolled my fingers through the bowl of fruit. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Alisa said, unable to give me even a minute of silence. “You owe me.” 
 
    I laughed at her bluntness, too tired to say anything else. 
 
    “I think you should take me out for a treat.” 
 
    “And what do you call this?” 
 
    “This is called eating at a diner after work. I’m talking about a real treat. Don’t you think I deserve to be taken somewhere special?” 
 
    “Special? Are you telling me to take you out on a date?” 
 
    Alisa gave me a smug, tight-lipped grin. “Wouldn’t you be so lucky? But that’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, we’re heading back to fight tomorrow night. But during the day, I think we should relax. Jade just said she’s taking some time off. Why can’t we?” 
 
    My only focus was the mission. Spending time at the gym helped pass the time. But I couldn’t think of a good reason to turn Alisa down, despite the slightly maniacal look in her eyes. 
 
    The blond leaned close to me, nudging me with her elbow. “That’s the look of a man who’s in agreement with me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what look I’m giving you but I guess I can’t argue.” 
 
    “Perfect. Have you ever had sorbet?” 
 
    “…Not that I can remember.” 
 
    “If you had, you’d remember it.” 
 
    Alisa had a mischievous look in her eyes. She had a youthful face that made her look younger than she was. The dimples on her cheeks made her grin even more obvious. Everything about her made me wonder what she had in store for me. 
 
    “Alisa… I trust you.” 
 
    “Relax, Champ. Tomorrow’s gonna be fun.” She gave me a wink, which didn’t reassure me like she probably intended. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26: Sorbet 
 
    Alisa wore a short-sleeve pink crop top that showed off her flat stomach. Her petite frame was toned enough to pull it off and it was just loose enough to leave something to the imagination. Her jean shorts were just barely covering her ass, leaving most of her legs exposed. At this point, I was used to seeing her dressed the way she was. You had to respect the confidence of a girl who put herself out like that. 
 
    The middle of the fall in Newmire was warm enough to have people wondering if it was still summer or not. Most folks were out during the day, working at the docks or in an office building in the northern part of town closer to the city. 
 
    There were some kids playing in the park because school was out. Elderly folks strolled by peacefully among the old buildings that had been around for decades. The thugs and assholes did their business at night, so nobody had to worry about any trouble at the moment. 
 
    I stood in line with Alisa just outside of the small shop. Everybody was trying to look for some escape from the sun but Alisa made it more obvious than everybody else. 
 
    “Man, this is gonna be sweet. If I could, I’d have sorbet every single day.” 
 
    “Sorbet every day can’t be good for you.” 
 
    “Who cares about being good for you? I’d rather eat sorbet every day than be miserable without it.” 
 
    “That’s… one way of looking at it.” 
 
    The line slowly shuffled forward. “I recommend the raspberry. But you can’t go wrong with any flavor. You got any preference, Champ?” 
 
    “I’m sure every flavor is good here.” 
 
    “You’re damn right! Raspberry. Orange. Banana. How do you choose?” 
 
    Alisa’s enthusiasm grew with every customer that was being served. We eventually got to the front of the line of the small shop where the teenage server was patiently waiting for our order. 
 
    Alisa pressed her hands against the display case. Her eyes shifted left and right while she tried to search for the right flavor. 
 
    “I thought you said raspberry was the best one.” I risked interrupting and breaking her focus. 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m just checking if there’s anything new for me to try. But I guess I’ll go with raspberry. Make it an extra large.” 
 
    “I’ll have a medium pineapple.” 
 
    “Medium? Pfft! At least get a large.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll get a large.” I rolled my eyes as Alisa smiled eagerly at me. The thought crossed my mind that she wasn’t actually twenty-one. 
 
    Our order was made quickly and we were back outside. The heat was a little more bearable now. Alisa led me over to the park area. She took a seat on a bench in front of the grass where some kids were playing football. 
 
    “Ahhh… raspberry sorbet.” She spooned it into her mouth and closed her eyes. Her tongue smacked against her teeth as she savored it for as long as she could. I couldn’t recall a time when I saw a girl enjoy eating something as much as her. 
 
    She opened her eyes and wrinkled her nose in confusion. “What are you doing? It’s sorbet time.” 
 
    “Right, right…” I took some of it into my mouth. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “It’s good.” I gave her a shrug. The growing look of anger on her face told me that wasn’t enough. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘it’s good’?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s good. I like it.” 
 
    “Of course you like it. Isn’t it the best thing you’ve ever had?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that…” 
 
    “Ungh, boys. I’ve never met one who had good taste.” 
 
    Alisa scooped up more of the sorbet from her giant cup like she was afraid it was going to melt. I relaxed under the shade of a tree, stopping to take a bite every now and then. My heart steadied in my chest and for a moment, I forgot about how I’d even met Alisa in the first place. 
 
    “You were right,” I said. 
 
    “I told you it’s good.” 
 
    “Not the sorbet. I mean taking a break. Ever since I met Jade and she told me what happened to my dad… I’ve been focusing on it so much I almost forgot I have a life outside of Pandora.” 
 
    “I get that. That’s kinda the reason I wanted to take lessons from you.” 
 
    “I thought you said you wanted to be able to walk the streets of Newmire at night unafraid.” 
 
    “That was it but the truth is…” She lowered her cup down. Her usually energetic demeanor had tempered a little, so I knew something was up. “I wanted to be a fighter.” 
 
    “You wanted to be a fighter?” I repeated it because I wasn’t sure I heard it right. 
 
    “I went on the Internet. Looked at all the gyms in the area. Then I searched the trainers. Turns out you were the one with the best record. Figured you could make me a champ, Champ.” 
 
    It was the first time I’d ever heard it from her. I still thought she was playing a joke but she wasn’t laughing. 
 
    “You just all of a sudden decided you wanted to be a professional MMA fighter?” 
 
    “Or a boxer. Whatever I was good at. Win titles. Become rich and famous. Mostly rich. That’s the life.” 
 
    “Not everybody who steps into a ring or cage becomes a world champion. You’d make more money joining the Legion. Probably be more famous, too. You know, a lot of these retired Omegas are pretty respected.” 
 
    “Nah. I could never leave Newmire. Not right now, anyway. This is my home.” 
 
    Alisa looked out toward the kids playing in front of us. She quietly ate her sorbet. Her eyes were lost in whatever it was she was thinking about. Alisa was an interesting girl, to say the least. And I still wasn’t sure what to think of her. The thought crossed my mind that maybe she was still up to something. For now, I had to trust her. 
 
    “Yo, check this girl out.” Some guy with a shaved head in a tank-top came strolling by our park bench. His arms were sleeved up with colorful dragon tattoos. He wasn’t very intimidating though with how skinny he was. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a real cutie.” The guy behind him looked the same though his head was covered in greasy hair. Both of them had grins on their faces, their faces dirty with grime and their front teeth chipped in the same way. It was the most obvious signs they were messing around with drugs. 
 
    They stopped right in front of Alisa and looked down at her. “Haven’t seen you around here, babe?” the bald one said. “Wanna have some fun?” 
 
    Alisa rolled her eyes and sighed. “Does that ever work on a girl?” 
 
    “When does it not work? We could get high, girl. I got some rocket fuel that’ll take you all the way to the moon.” 
 
    “Ha! It smells like it. Maybe you should just take yourself to the shower first.” 
 
    “Oh! She got you, bro!” The long-haired one cackled and slapped his friend on the arm. But the other guy wasn’t amused. 
 
    “Whatever,” he said. “Don’t got no time for no skank anyway.” 
 
    The two began shuffling away. 
 
    “What the hell did you call me?” Alisa was upset enough to put her cup down and get up from her seat. 
 
    “Alisa…” I said under my breath, hoping my first attempt to stop her would be enough. 
 
    The bald punk stopped and turned around. “You heard what I said… skank.” 
 
    “I’m gonna mess you up—” 
 
    I jumped up from my seat and grabbed her arm before she could get any closer to him. “Alisa. They’re not worth your time. You’ll kill ‘em.” 
 
    “Yeah. Listen to this pussy and know your place.” The serious tone of the bald punk’s tough talk didn’t do anything more than make me laugh. Insulting me wasn’t nearly enough to get a rise out of me. 
 
    “You’re really not gonna do anything?” Alisa looked at me, almost pleading with me to do something. 
 
    “People make mistakes. You always gotta give ‘em a chance to walk away.” I turned around to see the bald guy inching toward me. Apparently, he was intent on making a mistake. 
 
    “I’m gonna teach you a lesson—” He swung at me. Another untrained, sloppy punch. It was slow, too. Saw it coming from a mile away. But there was something different. The Red Mana inside me… My reflexes were faster than they’d ever been. 
 
    I moved to the side and grabbed his arm without even thinking, twisting it and forcing him to the ground. 
 
    “Ahh!” He fell to the ground, whimpering in pain like a wounded puppy. 
 
    “Apologize,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck you—Ahh!” 
 
    All it took was a small twist to cause a lot of pain. “I go any further and your arm will snap in all the wrong places. 
 
    He started breathing harder. “I’m… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “That’s better.” I let his arm go and pushed him over to his friend. It was supposed to be a gentle shove but I forgot how many levels I’d gained, so I ended up nearly knocking both of them over. They both stared at me with panic in their eyes before quickly running away. 
 
    I took a seat back down and began picking at my cup of sorbet. 
 
    Alisa kept her eyes on me. “You should’ve just snapped his arm. Punks like that are what give Newmire a bad reputation.” 
 
    “He’s just a junkie. As long as drugs exist, there are always gonna be people like him around here. It might not seem like it but he’s worse off than most people. Breaking his arm and beating him up would just be picking on him. I’m not a bully.” 
 
    “Hmm… Learned that from your pops?” 
 
    “Only throw punches when you have to.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I’m probably gonna stop coming around the gym. I figure I get a good enough workout from our little nightly adventures. Since I’ve got no chance of being a world champion, it’s probably for the best. And your prices are too high, anyway.” 
 
    All of the reasons Alisa gave me were more than enough. “I expected as much.” 
 
    A silence came between us but it wasn’t as awkward as it could’ve been. We both just stared at the kids continuing to play in the grass in front of us. 
 
    My communicator vibrated and I thought it was a message from Redgrave. But my stats appeared. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 3: +5 to Control 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 2: +3 to Speed 
 
      
 
    “I’m saving money,” Alisa said suddenly. “But I’m thinking you should take me out for sorbet more often.” 
 
    “If that’s the price I have to pay for you to keep my secret, so be it,” I sighed. 
 
    “I knew you’d see things my way.” She winked and ate another bite. “Hopefully, Redgrave will have more missions for us tonight.” 
 
    “You’re trying to make some money, huh?” 
 
    “Listen, Champ. I’m really sorry about your dad. I wanna do this for you. But…” 
 
    “Nah. I get it. Let’s make some progress and some cash in the process tonight.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 27: Who’s This Guy? 
 
    The golden sandy beaches of the Crimson Coast covered every island on the chain we’d walked through, reflecting the light from the waning orange sun. The tide rolled in but never high enough to cover any of the small islands completely. Palm-sized red crabs waded in the sand, just looking for a chance to rest peacefully underneath the warm sky. As the sun set, the sky transitioned from a dark blue gradient above to a dull orange near the horizon. 
 
    The shallow waters we’d crossed kept rising and the sand became firmer. We walked so far that the starting point was no longer in view. The black mountain destination in the distance was a lot closer. The forest of palm trees surrounding it seemed to cover an even larger island that was big enough to get lost in. 
 
    I stepped back into Pandora from the checkpoint we’d made and stood at the foot of the forest. The lush tropical scenery was joined by the sound of some creatures skittering around in the brush. Some of them were probably harmless but I couldn’t take any chances. There were Shadows lurking. No doubt about that. Now it was all about getting them to come out. 
 
    Alisa twirled her hand cannon on her index finger then pointed it forward. “We really have to walk through that forest, huh?” 
 
    “There’s nowhere else to go,” I replied. “That’s where the map is pointing us. The next zone is somewhere inside of there.” 
 
    The cluster of palm trees was several meters tall, but not high enough to block out the sun completely. The walk was gonna be a little more cramped but at least we weren’t walking through the dark. 
 
    Jade took her place next to me, her staff resting on her shoulder. “We still have a significant distance to get to the end. Let’s cover as much ground as we can. If we’re in any trouble, we can at least set a checkpoint.” 
 
    “Any progress is good progress.” I stepped forward between the palm trees with both women just behind me. I immediately noticed the difference in the ground. The soft sands of the beaches were replaced with a wet, mushy soil. My shoes crunched on some leaves and probably some insects, too. The path ahead was blocked by twisted twigs and branches but nothing that would stop me completely. 
 
    The air was still salty from the sea but the smell of the bark was strong, too. Something tropical. Coconuts. Pineapples. Oil. When you spent most of your days in a sweaty gym, anything else was pleasant. 
 
    “Ooh ooh ooh…” 
 
    A grunt. A howl. Some kind of call came from the treetops. 
 
    “What was that?” Alisa said. 
 
    “Who knows?” I said. “Could be a Shadow. Maybe it’s a monkey or an owl. Looks like there’s some wildlife around here…” 
 
    “Just so you know, I’m shooting on the first thing that moves. I’ve been practicing and I’ve got an itchy trigger finger.” 
 
    “Just make sure you—” 
 
    “Gaaaah!” A green-scaled goblin leaped from the treetops with its spear in hand. 
 
    “Ahh!” Alisa raised her weapon up and fired. The flash of energy brightened up the forest, sending a streak that caught the goblin in its chest. Its momentum shifted in the other direction until it slammed into a tree trunk and exploded into Mana. 
 
    Alisa sheepishly scratched the side of her head and shrugged. “Sorry, I—” 
 
    “Gaaaaaaaah!” More goblins descended on us from above. Alisa and Jade put their backs to me and immediately started firing. Streams of flames shot from the tip of Jade’s staff and ignited the goblins completely. Alisa stayed as steady as she could, picking her shots to stop the goblins from getting close. 
 
    But they kept pouring out from wherever they were coming from. Up in the trees. Through the branches and brush. Some of them looked like they were climbing out of the ground. Dealing with goblins wasn’t a problem. But not seeing where they were coming from made it tricky. 
 
    “Stay calm… Focus…” 
 
    I exhaled a deep breath through my nose to steady myself. Sometimes in a fight, your instincts took over. You just fought. Swinging and using all of your energy to defend yourself. Anything to hurt your target. 
 
    The little green beasts were nothing I hadn’t seen before. The terrain wouldn’t change that. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” A goblin leaped toward me with its spear. I turned and the sharp wooden-tip grazed my skin, drawing blood. But I returned the favor with something harder. A giant right hand to its chest made it scream as it went tumbling through the branches. 
 
    The next goblin came from behind me but I was already spinning around to meet it. A backfist knocked it to the side and crashing into another goblin. 
 
    More goblins were climbing the treetops, waiting in line as the others jumped down. 
 
    “It’s like a playground for them,” Alisa said. “They’re all just waiting for their turn to have fun.” 
 
    I clenched my fists even tighter. “This isn’t gonna be any fun for them.” The goblins all leaped with their spears but they weren’t fast enough to avoid my counters. Their bodies folding and their bones crunching against the weight of my knuckles made it seem like I was punching through air. One goblin. Then another. Then another. They all met the same fate as they tried to land on top of me. 
 
    “Gaaaah!” The goblins decided to try something different. A volley of spears came flying at me from high above. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I raised both gauntlets and the blue barrier splintered all of the wooden spears threatening to pierce me and the others. The sounds of their weapons breaking continued to fill my ears. But as I held the shield up, I could feel my endurance draining. My heart burned and my breath grew heavier. 
 
    “Let’s go, ladies!” 
 
    Alisa and Jade turned toward the goblins in the trees and fired. Alisa knocked one goblin off from its branch and sent it plummeting several meters into the soil. Jade decided to activate her Zero Blast, freezing the trees they were standing on. 
 
    “You got an idea?” I said. 
 
    “I think so.” Jade gritted her teeth until the palm trees in front of us were completely frozen. Her green eyes focused as emerald flames gathered around her staff. Suddenly, a massive fireball shot out and collided with the trees. They shattered into a million pieces, sending all of the goblins sailing through the sky. 
 
    The path was cleared of trees but more importantly, I had easier targets. My shield down, I rushed forward and hammered the unsuspecting goblins as they tried to get back up. All it took was one punch against their jaws to level them. My endurance was running low but I saved enough stamina to finish them all off. About two dozen goblins were now just a pile of Mana to level up with. 
 
    “Tricky little bastards.” Alisa twirled her hand cannon around on her finger and shifted her eyes left and right. 
 
    “But they’re still harmless goblins,” I said. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Having to wade through brush and push away leafy branches made the walk a little harder but it was still peaceful. At least I didn’t have to scale any mountains. 
 
    Alisa whistled as she skipped along right behind me. “This is kinda nice. You don’t see too many places like this in Newmire.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a place like this anywhere in the world,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I’m talking about hiking through the trees. Green leaves. The smell of the soil. The warm air. The peaceful wildlife all around us. It’s kinda romantic out here.” 
 
    “Romantic… Never thought I’d hear that about Pandora.” 
 
    “Hey, Jade. You fought with other Omegas. Don’t tell me there wasn’t some hanky-panky going on.” 
 
    Jade laughed softly. “Fraternization was common among Omegas. Though I don’t think any of them treated trips through the Junction Gates as romantic excursions.” 
 
    “That’s because they haven’t thought about it. You get busy? Ever mess around with one of your fellow Omegas?” 
 
    I turned and raised an eyebrow at Jade. I was curious and I wasn’t afraid to show it. 
 
    On the other hand, Jade looked like I’d never seen her before. Her pale cheeks turned a shade of pink, visible even underneath the darkening night sky. 
 
    “I joined the Legion to become an Omega,” she said. “Doing my part was my first and only priority. It never changed.” 
 
    “You could’ve done a lot of other things to help you along,” Alisa said. “But I suppose we all have our ways. Speaking of which…” 
 
    She ran up ahead of me and pushed away the leaves. I could see the forest beginning to clear. As the moon came out, it lit up a new pathway. 
 
    I kept moving forward, expecting to see the forest clearing. But instead, there was something else. Something bigger. We’d made it to the other side of the forest and were back out on the coast. The red waters flowed as the waves crashed in the distance. And even farther, the foot of the mountain we had to scale stood. 
 
    The moon was out, shining down on the water in a way that made the sea sparkle a brighter shade of red. 
 
    “It kinda looks like fruit punch,” Alisa said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend finding out if it tastes like fruit punch,” Jade said with a smirk. 
 
    “Fruit punch or not, it looks like this is our only way forward,” I said. “And it doesn’t look shallow like on the islands before. We won’t be able to walk across it.” 
 
    “If this is your way of getting me to strip off my clothes, you could’ve just asked me.” Alisa was dressed in a small white tank-top and some jean shorts that already showed most of her skin. But I didn’t doubt she could probably strip down even more. 
 
    “Looks like a quarter-mile,” Jade said. “A short swim.” 
 
    “Swimming isn’t the problem,” I said. “Neither is the distance.” 
 
    “So… What are we gonna do?” Alisa looked at both of us. 
 
    I looked down at the map on my display. “It looks like the next available checkpoint is after the water… All we have to do is make it to the other side… It’d take too long to go around… I’ll go first. If the waters are safe, you can go after me.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that… I’d feel a lot safer if we were together.” 
 
    “Being together won’t make a difference. It’s not like any of us can fight in the water.” I put my hands on her shoulders, the gauntlets big enough for me to hold her entire torso if I wanted to. “Everything will be all right. Trust me.” 
 
    Alisa sighed softly, letting some of the tension leave her body. Jade stayed silent and gave me a nod. 
 
    “Okay…” I moved out to the edge of the water. The tide came in and washed over my sneakers. “I should really talk to Redgrave about getting me some boots…” 
 
    I took a deep breath then dived into the water. I kicked my legs forward and moved my arms. The water was as salty as every beach I’d ever been to. I spit it from my mouth and closed my eyes, pushing myself forward as fast as I could. The waters below me were dark enough I couldn’t see what was there. That didn’t matter though. I had to keep going. 
 
    “Enzo!” Alisa’s voice pierced through the waves crashing all around me. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade joined in. 
 
    They were cheering me on. It wasn’t the first time I’d been cheered but it might’ve been the first time it actually helped. A renewed motivation. A second wind. I was getting closer toward the middle of the waters. 
 
    “Enzo!” Alisa yelled. “Watch out!” 
 
    “Enzo, get out of the water! Come back!” 
 
    They weren’t cheering. No, definitely not. 
 
    Something brushed up against my leg. Something solid. Not a rock. Not scaly either. Fleshy with some give. 
 
    I kicked my legs forward then hit whatever it was underneath me. I kept trying to swim forward until it hit my entire body, lifting me over the surface of the water. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    I looked down as I slowly moved up. It was like the ground was rising from the water underneath me. Something darker than the shade of the water kept moving me up. It was some kinda mountain. 
 
    Then I saw it. Just beneath me. Big. White. About the size of my entire body. An empty eyeball looking out into the distance. And it was connected to something even bigger. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” I muttered as I leaped out back into the water. My legs and feet paddled wildly as I rushed toward Jade and Alisa. The two of them ran out to meet me, dragging me from the water. 
 
    I gasped to catch my breath then turned around to see it for myself. 
 
    A giant squid floated on the surface of the water. A lone eyeball sat underneath its fleshy red skin. Its angular head pointed toward the sky like the top of a skyscraper. The thing was at least four stories tall and half as wide. But there was something else shaking the water. 
 
    Tentacles began to rise, gyrating out of rhythm like over-sized anacondas waiting for the right moment to strike. 
 
    “Sepia Fiend,” I said. “That has to be it.” 
 
    “Ungh…” Alisa sighed. “You know, when the old man said there’d be a big ol’ octopus waiting for us I didn’t think it would actually look that… disgusting.” 
 
    The soft, glistening flesh of the beast looked old and weathered. There was no telling how old it actually was or how long it had been lurking in the water. 
 
    “That thing is the reason the waters are red,” Jade said. “If we’re gonna make it to the end of the zone, we have to beat it. There’s no way around.” 
 
    “No way around…” I smiled at the thought. “It’s not every day you fight a squid the size of a building. But it’s not every day you get to Anarchy.” 
 
    Jade clenched her jaw and nodded before aiming her staff forward. “Zero Blast!” 
 
     A stream of white and blue energy shot out and slammed right into the creature’s eye. It moved back and flailed its limbs to make the water splash violently around it. One of its tentacles shot forward to try and knock Jade down but I rushed in front of her. 
 
    “Power Shield!” The barrier came up and knocked the limb back but the hard thump reverberated through the rest of my body. 
 
    “Try this on for size!” Alisa charged up a shot and sent it sailing. It hit the beast’s eyes, who sent another tentacle at Alisa in response. Again I activated my shield to stop the blond from getting hit. 
 
    “I think I can do it,” Jade called out, her focus pointed on the squid. “If I can hold my Zero Blast for long enough, I can freeze enough of it for you to break.” 
 
    “How much longer?” I replied. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I guess we’re about to find out.” 
 
    Two tentacles came flying toward me. I instinctively threw an uppercut. The gauntlet crashed into one tentacle hard enough to move it back but the other caught my legs and sent me face first into the sand. 
 
    Alisa ran up to me and blasted the tentacle away before helping me back up to my feet. 
 
    “We just gotta buy Jade as much time as we can.” I spit the sand from my mouth and clenched my fists. 
 
    “It’s only got eight tentacles,” Alisa said. “Target practice.” The blond closed one eye then looked down her sights. She fired off a shot to knock one of the limbs back again. 
 
    “Like playing whack-a-mole… As long as this thing doesn’t attack with all eight limbs at once…” I shot Alisa a look. 
 
    Alisa gave me a wink then fired again. “Don’t give it any ideas.” 
 
    That was the only way we were gonna get this done. So I did it. I ran across the surface of the sand as fast as I could, punching away the limbs as they tried to knock Jade down. I rolled out of the way of the tentacles coming right at me while Alisa did her best to keep them at bay. 
 
    Slowly, Jade’s Zero Blast started to spread. The center of the creature’s eye began to freeze. The frosty white surface of its eyes was spreading. But it took its toll on Jade. The raven-haired woman was sweating from her brow. Her teeth gritted, she was breathing hard through her nose to maintain the beam. 
 
    “Jade… You’re almost there… Hold on!” 
 
    She clenched her jaw even harder and dug her heels into the sand. 
 
    “Eep!” Alisa rolled next to me to avoid two tentacles coming smashing down on her. “Sorry, Champ. I can’t keep this up for much longer.” 
 
    “That’s it. I think Jade did it. If I can get close to its eye, all I need is one good shot.” 
 
    “Great. Now how are you gonna get to its eye?” 
 
    I stared at the beast as it readied another attack. Then it hit me. “I just have to give it what it wants. Stand by, Alisa. When I give you the signal.” 
 
    “For what—” 
 
    “Just listen to me.” 
 
    I ran toward the water and dived into it. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade called out. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I ignored her and kept moving forward. I didn’t have to wait long until something happened. One tentacle snatched me by the waist, curling around me. 
 
    “Shit…” It squeezed hard enough to push the wind out of me. My increased durability stopped my bones from breaking completely but there was definitely some unnatural popping going on. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
    The Sepia Fiend lifted me from the water and held me up. It stared at me with a frozen white eye that was bigger than me. The thing was even more menacing up close. A slimy, slippery squid just trying to decide how it was gonna kill me. 
 
    It was squeezing me so hard I could barely breathe. But I just had to give the signal. Enough to break free. 
 
    “Alisa…” I groaned. “Now! Fire!” 
 
    I yelled as much as my lungs would let me. Alisa didn’t let me down though. A blast of white energy caught the fiend on the top of its head and its grip loosened on me enough to give me another breath. 
 
    “Jade!” 
 
    She followed up with a Solo Spark, sending a massive fireball bigger than me right at the beast. It hit the same spot Alisa hit and again the creature’s grip around me loosened. 
 
    “Don’t stop! Keep going!” 
 
    They pelted it with shots. Slowly I started to slip out. 
 
    I just had to get close enough. Slip forward. Time my shot. 
 
    The tentacle finally unraveled around me. I only had a split-second. But a split-second was all you need to land the punch that ended the fight. 
 
    As I fell from the sky, I moved toward the beast’s frozen eye. With all my strength, I reared back then—CRASH—a right hand shattered the eye like glass. Immediately the creature began to flail wildly. I managed to stay clinging on the rim of its eye socket, close enough to climb into it and start hammering away. One hand gripping its slimy flesh to stay balanced, my right hand pounded against the fiend’s insides. Its brain matter sprayed black with the foulest stench I’d ever smelled. But I kept punching. Through all of the flailing and shaking, I stood in the eye socket and slammed my fists into the Sepia Fiend until I was punching nothing but wet mush. 
 
    I pulled my hand back for another punch when suddenly everything gave out underneath me. I tumbled through the sky with orbs of Mana all around me splashing into the water. The only strength I had left I used to rise above the surface to catch my breath. 
 
    I collected the Mana then slowly swam back to where Jade and Alisa were waiting for me. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Alisa muttered. “You actually punched that thing to death.” 
 
    I raised my right gauntlet and shrugged. “Never get tired of how strong these things are…” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “Look.” Jade pointed out to the other side of the water where an Obelisk formed on the coast. Next to it, a portal of blue energy appeared. “We’re at the end of the zone.” 
 
    “Huh…” I glanced down at my map. “It looks like Redgrave’s calculation was off again…” 
 
    “Good,” Alisa said. “I’m all for the beach but I think I’ve had enough of the Crimson Coast for now.” 
 
    “What do you say? You two up for a swim?” 
 
    We moved toward the edge of the water, ready to dive in. Alisa looked down and shook her head. “Still looks like fruit punch…” 
 
    “Interesting.” A voice came from behind us. We all spun around to stare at the figure suddenly standing there like it had appeared out of thin air. 
 
    It was a man. Or a woman. I couldn’t really tell with the plain black robes draped all over its body. The bottom of its disheveled robes shifted in the sand. The soft wind blew against its hood. But underneath, I couldn’t see anything except a pair of glowing red eyes. 
 
    “Very interesting,” the figure spoke again, its voice like it was coming from somewhere else. 
 
    “What the hell?” I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a better view of what I was looking at. 
 
    Long white fingernails extended on its pointed fingers as it reached up and lowered its hood. The glowing red eyes had stopped. Now they were plain and white. But they weren’t any less disturbing. The guy was pale. Whiter than the moon. Black lines trailed over his face like scars. And there was more black around his eyes like he put on too much eyeliner. His head was bald, making him look like some creep who didn’t realize it wasn’t Halloween yet. 
 
    “It’s true,” he said. 
 
    “What’s true?” I said. “What are you talking about? Who are you?” 
 
    “I can sense it in you. The power. It’s not like the others who are trying to fight us.” His eyes shifted toward the gauntlets. “You possess the same weapons as the other one.” 
 
    “The other one… My dad…” I started walking forward. “You know my dad. Where is he? What happened to him?” 
 
    “The previous one met the fate he deserved. As will you. Your destruction is inevitable. Curious as to why you try to resist.” 
 
    “Asshole, where is he?” I ran up to him without thinking then threw a right hand. It caught him right in the chest. I knew it did because my fist stopped moving. But the pale man just took a step back, looking down like getting punched was an inconvenience. 
 
    “Very interesting, indeed…” He slowly began back-pedaling. “It is inevitable whether you continue on your path or not. I see nothing but pain in your future…” 
 
    “I’ll show you pain…” I reared back with another punch and swung. But I didn’t catch anything this time. My momentum took me down to a knee. I looked up but there was no sign of him, like he’d vanished into thin air. 
 
    “Enzo.” Jade walked up and helped me to my feet. 
 
    “You saw him, right? I’m not going crazy or anything. Do you—” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “But maybe Redgrave can explain this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 28: To The Beat Of A Different Drum 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 26 Slayer 
 
    (6 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 19 
 
    Speed 16 (+3 Synergy Bonus) 
 
    Durability 16 
 
    Control 15 
 
      
 
    Six levels. It was the biggest boost I’d seen in a long time. 
 
      
 
    Strength 23 (+4) 
 
    Speed 16 (+3 Synergy Bonus) 
 
    Durability 17 (+1) 
 
    Control 16 (+1) 
 
      
 
    Even with synergy gains from Alisa, all of the increases weren’t enough to distract me from what I just saw. 
 
    Some asshole took a full gauntlet punch and didn’t even flinch. But what was weirder was he fucking talked to me. 
 
    I set my gauntlets down on the workstation next to me and let out a sigh. “What the hell is going on?” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Alisa sat slumped in her seat. Her shorts and top were wet and muddy. Her hair was out of place. The look of exhaustion in her eyes was clear along with an obvious frown. 
 
    Jade leaned against the wall. Her usually glossy black hair had a dull shine to it. The combination of seawater and sweat on her face hadn’t dried completely. Her clothes were just as soaked as Alisa’s. But her brow was furrowed with more frustration than anything else. 
 
    While all of us went over what happened in our heads and stayed silent, Redgrave peered over his tablet. He looked as astute as an old scientist who was stuck in a warehouse would. His clothes were disheveled. What few strands of hair threatened to grow decided not to. The bags underneath his eyes looked like he hadn’t slept in a long time. I wondered if he had answers for us. 
 
    “I haven’t been with the Legion in a long time,” he said. “Not since Oliver was lost in Anarchy. Seventeen years. I’ve kept tabs on their progress of mapping Pandora and locating the threats. But I haven’t gotten all the details. There wasn’t much for me to find, however. The higher-ups insisted on doing things as they’d been done since the beginning. Wait for the nearest threats of Pandora to come within range then send Omegas out to close them. It’s been an endless stream of Shadows. For nearly half-a-century now, crossing generations.” 
 
    “Playing defense the whole time,” I said. “The problem is you’re going to get tired eventually.” 
 
    “Your father and I came to that realization a long time ago. That’s what inspired the Slayer Project… Even back then, there were rumors of a talking Shadow. Most of us, even those in charge, passed it off as nothing but a tall tale. But there’s always some kernel of truth in even the biggest fabrications.” 
 
    Redgrave tapped and swiped on his tablet. “This thing you encountered. This pale man. I’ve searched the LOD databases and found that encounters have increased. It’s no longer a rumor. They’ve been classified as Heralds.” 
 
    “Heralds… Heralds of what?” Jade asked. 
 
    The old man shook his head. “Nobody knows for certain. This is a recent phenomenon. It appears the Legion has put them on notice and now these Heralds feel it necessary to make their presence known.” 
 
    Redgrave spoke with an uncertainty I’d never heard in his voice before. That wasn’t enough for me though. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking my head. “We’ve come too far. We cleared three zones. I’m not gonna stop now, regardless of what’s happening.” 
 
    “These Heralds have rankings. Some are weaker. Some are stronger. If one was able to withstand a blow from the gauntlets, it would seem this one is one of the more elite Heralds.” 
 
    “It mentioned my father. Said I wasn’t the first one to venture into Pandora with gauntlets. It had to be him. That means I’m on the right path. And if I’m on the right path, I’m gonna keep going.” 
 
    I looked over at Alisa. She worked her frown into a forced smile and nodded. “It’d be pointless to let all of our work go to waste.” 
 
    “We’re too close,” Jade added. “And if what the Herald said was true, then we know for sure your father is out there.” 
 
    “Getting to Anarchy was my initial concern,” Redgrave said. “But the appearance of this Herald has… complicated things. I won’t allow you to travel all this way just to fall short.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I walked up to him and shrugged. “Do I just give up?” 
 
    “Not at all. I want to save Oliver as much as you. But I will need some time. Perhaps a day or two. Venturing into Anarchy ill-equipped does nobody any good, including your father.” 
 
    He shuffled up to me and squeezed his hand around my arm. I never met my grandfather but I imagined he would’ve smiled at me the same way Redgrave was doing now. That was all I needed at the moment. A comforting smile to let me know things would be okay even if they weren’t. 
 
    “Stop. Rest. Breathe. You’ve made a lot of progress, Slayer. I promise you it won’t be in vain.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Ruthie sniffed into the air and gave all of us a stink eye. “You all just get back from the beach or something?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Heading to the beach after midnight. Oh, to be young and wild and carefree. Ha!” The pudgy lady waddled over to the next table to take their order after setting our food down. 
 
    We all sat at a booth this time. Alisa sat on one side, leaning forward with her elbows propping her up. Jade was opposite of her. She crossed her arms as she stared out of the window. I pulled up a chair and sat at the edge of the table, my thoughts still wandering. 
 
    Alisa squeezed out half the bottle of ketchup like she always did then dipped her fries into it. “C’mon, guys. It’s not so bad. We got to the end of the zone. All of the missions are finished. You can’t tell me you’re not hungry.” 
 
    I reached forward and grabbed one of the fries from her plate. Jade began picking at her fruit bowl. 
 
    “That’s the spirit. It’d be awkward if I was eating while you two just watched me. I wouldn’t be able to finish.” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” I said. “You’d finish your food even if the whole world had their eyes on you.” 
 
    “You know me too well, Champ.” She winked and took a heaping bite out of her hamburger. “Maybe I should start a YouTube channel. I’ll post videos of me eating!” 
 
    “Now there’s an idea.” I let out a laugh. “People would love to see you stuffing your face.” 
 
    Even Jade smiled a little bit. “What would you eat?” 
 
    Alisa smacked her lips and stuffed more fries into her mouth. “I don’t know. Maybe I could start with Newmire. Burgers. Burritos. Pizza. Sorbet. Then I could start traveling the world. Going to exotic places to sample the local cuisine.” 
 
    “Only you would travel all around the world just for the food.” 
 
    “The food is the best part! Jade, what would you do if you got a chance to travel around the world?” 
 
    Jade stared at her bowl of fruit, shaking her head softly. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it… I guess I’d just wanna see everything. The old buildings. The architecture. See the history of the foreign lands. Learn what it was like to live there.” 
 
    “Not bad, not bad. How about you, Champ?” 
 
    I munched on another french fry. I had to laugh at how much Alisa’s question was making me contemplate it. “The people. I’d want to meet the people out there. See what they’re like.” 
 
    “Maybe you could train them. Show them out to throw a punch and beat people up.” 
 
    “Yeah… My dad used to do that. Not the beating people up but the throwing punches part.” 
 
    “Your father,” Jade said. “Was he a fighter like you?” 
 
    “He was a fighter. Golden and Silver Gloves champion. He was good. At least, that’s what the footage and the results will tell you. I wasn’t around when he was doing it. He was only a teenager. When he got old enough, he had a choice. Turn professional or join the Legion… We all know how that turned out.” 
 
    The table fell silent again. Even the rest of the diner was quiet with the only sound coming from the ceiling fan above us. I took another one of Alisa’s fries to distract myself. 
 
    “Maybe it was meant to be,” Jade said. “You were the pro who succeeded where he couldn’t.” 
 
    “Hmm… I wasn’t much of a pro.” 
 
    “But you’re still following in his footsteps, succeeding where he didn’t.” 
 
    “…I’m not finished yet…” 
 
    Jade gave me a look. A smile. A focused stare. Whatever it was, I knew she meant it. Talking about my dad wasn’t the happiest topic in the world but at least she knew better than to try and push it. 
 
    She got up from her seat and put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you mind if I talk to you outside? There’s… something I have to ask you.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. 
 
    “No hanky panky out in the public, eh?” Alisa called out. 
 
    I chuckled as I stepped out of the diner with Jade. Newmire was as quiet and peaceful as always this late past midnight with everybody sleeping. The assholes hiding between the alleys of the broken-down buildings wouldn’t try anything until I moved within range. And even then, they knew better than to mess with someone who wasn’t at least in their sixties. 
 
    But Jade was still nervous for some reason. She twisted her fingers around each other, locking her eyes on the sidewalk. “I talked to Tim. I… I told him it was time for me to go. With the money I’m making from the Legion and even this mission now, I can afford to get a place to stay for myself.” 
 
    “That’s good, Jade.” 
 
    “Good for everybody but Tim. He’s not too happy. And I… I can see where he’s coming from.” 
 
    “Jade… You’re gonna have to let him go.” 
 
    “I know. It’ll be good for both of us. But I don’t know how to convince him it is. I’m meeting him tomorrow morning to try and talk to him. I was wondering if maybe you could come with me. Maybe a different perspective will help him see this is the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    She smiled softly. “Thanks.” She suddenly moved toward me and kissed me. Her hands wrapped gently around my face. I was expecting a quick peck on the lips but she kept her mouth on mine. I didn’t mind. My tongue moved out to wet our kiss and she finally pulled away. 
 
    She smiled softly at me. “It’s late. I’m tired and I smell. I’m gonna go home and get some rest.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I just watched her walk down the street and head toward her apartment building. 
 
    Back inside, Alisa was cutting up a quesadilla and dipping it into some salsa. “Jade left already? She didn’t even finish her fruit.” 
 
    I plopped back into my seat, exhausted. “You know… Back when I was in training camp for an upcoming fight, I never ate at night. I always went to sleep on an empty stomach. It was the only way I could make weight.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty miserable. How’d you have enough energy to fight if you were always starving yourself?” 
 
    “Because my opponent starved himself just like me. It was always a fair fight.” 
 
    “Well… If I ever step into the ring, I’m going in on a full stomach. I don’t care what weight class they put me in.” 
 
    “With the way you’re eating, they might put you…” 
 
    Alisa stopped mid-bite just to glare at me. “Careful, Champ. I’m a lady.” 
 
    I wanted to say it. The snide remark about her eating habits was trying to get off my tongue. But the satisfaction of getting my point across without saying it was enough for me. 
 
    “Alisa… You’re pretty good with that hand cannon back there. A real natural.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” She rolled her eyes and smiled as she chomped on her quesadilla. 
 
    I took her plate of fries for myself to satisfy my hunger before my fatigue could finish me off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29: Moving On From Moving On 
 
    The autumn leaves fell from the trees and landed on the streets in a swirl of orange, red, and yellow. They kept falling until you couldn’t walk a step without hearing the crunch underneath. Nobody ever bothered sweeping them up. They just waited until the winter rains to come wash them away because they had more important things to do. Judging from how broken down most of the buildings in Newmire were, you had to wonder if even the people running this city knew this place existed. 
 
    The people all pressed on regardless of what anybody else did or didn’t do. Honest folks made their living with regular tasks. Just like the baristas inside of the coffee shop. Late in the morning, there was still a line of people looking for their fix. Lattes and milkshakes and cups of coffee were poured and filled the area with an unmistakable aroma. 
 
    Jade sat just outside of the coffee shop. A tight pair of jeans and a short-sleeved red t-shirt didn’t make her stand out. But the familiar sheen of her dark hair made it obvious she cared about how she looked. 
 
    Her head down, she fidgeted with the lid of her latte. Her throat shifted with a swallow loud enough for me to hear. I could handle being nervous myself but I never knew how to tell others how to deal with it. No point in starting now. 
 
    “Never really got it,” I said. “All these people waiting in line. Spending money that would be better off on something else.” 
 
    “It’s coffee,” she said. “Everybody drinks coffee. I’ve seen you drink it before.” 
 
    “I drink coffee. I don’t make it an event. Look around. Everybody’s having a drink, having a snack, so eager to sit here and talk about nothing and waste time.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “It’s the caffeine. Back when I was…” She paused for a moment. “I used to go get coffee whenever I had a craving. Withdrawal symptoms are painful. I distracted myself with caffeine and sugar.” 
 
    “Trading one addiction for another.” 
 
    “I started craving coffee like everybody else here. But at least I had my faculties. No blackouts. No drowsiness. I had a few headaches every now and then whenever I went a few days without a cup. But I tapered it eventually and before I realized it, I was completely free.” 
 
    She smiled, her eyes still focused on her cup. Judging from the way she stared, there were so many thoughts running through her head. 
 
    “What made you decide to quit?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She just kept staring blankly before finally taking a sip from her latte. “I don’t know. Tim pointed out how bad the stuff was but advice can only go so far… I just… realized that wasn’t what I wanted for myself. That I could do more than just be a slave to an addiction. I finally got my head clear enough and applied to the Legion to make sure I couldn’t be anywhere near the stuff. If I wasn’t an Omega, I don’t know if I’d be here now.” 
 
    “You would. You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted toward me. The tiniest little twitch of a smile appeared on the corner of her mouth to mask her anxiety. “Maybe. I wouldn’t want to risk it though.” 
 
    I looked down the sidewalk and saw Tim walking toward us. I thought I just caught him at a bad time the first time I met him. But he didn’t look much different after a night of sleep. His head was still bald and wrinkled but his beard and mustache managed to look disheveled to make up for it. His baggy shirt wasn’t quite baggy enough to hide his stomach. His blue sweatpants had seen better days, stained with some type of sauce from his last meal. At least, I hope it was from a meal. Despite how ragged and pudgy he was, he walked with an undeniable confidence. 
 
    His confidence turned into a glare when he saw me sitting next to Jade. “What’s he doing here?” he muttered. 
 
    “He just wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “I got nothing to say to him.” 
 
    “Tim, please…” 
 
    Tim grumbled and plopped into his chair. We sat at the table facing one another. Even though we were out in the open, I was still suspicious about what he might be up to. The constant scowl on his face didn’t help. 
 
    He crossed his arms and stared hard at me. “Go on.” 
 
    “Jade’s her own woman. You know that.” 
 
    “Of course I know that. She’s free to do whatever she wants.” 
 
    “If you understand, why are you so upset about her leaving?” 
 
    He leaned forward as much as his hefty body allowed him to. His index finger extended out, jabbing at me. “Do you know what I did for her? Did she tell you how I found her? She was in an alley. Stoned out of her mind. If I didn’t take her in, the cops would’ve arrested her. Locked her up. I gave her a home. I gave her clothes. I fed her. I saved her. Where would she be without me?” 
 
    “She was stoned from the same shit you push.” 
 
    “She never got anything from me. I’m the one who told her how bad this shit is. That’s how much I cared about her.” 
 
    I looked over at Jade. The disappointment in her eyes told me he was telling the truth. 
 
    “Maybe she owes you. But you can’t expect her to be your slave.” 
 
    “Slave? I didn’t take Jade in to be my slave. Is it too much to ask for some gratitude?” 
 
    “How can she pay back something like that? She knows how much you did for her. That’s the only reason she’s still staying at your place. If you really cared about her, you’d let her go. Without getting upset.” 
 
    Tim moved back in his seat and huffed. He kept shaking his head in disgust. But he stopped when he turned to Jade. 
 
    She had her head down. Her eyes half-open, she was on the verge of tears. It was surreal. In the middle of broad daylight, I never thought I’d see it. 
 
    I had to say something. To save her from this obligation she thought she had. “You took her in. You saved her. Now you want her to pay you back. You know what that means?” 
 
    “You tell me,” he muttered. 
 
    “It means you were never her friend. You didn’t do it because it was the right thing to do. You did it because you thought you would get something back. She’s free from the drugs. She’s free from the obligation you have to her. She doesn’t owe you anything.” 
 
    Tim clenched his jaw so hard I could see his cheeks shifting. “Fine. She’s got no obligation to me. She doesn’t gotta be a customer. She doesn’t gotta be a friend. But I want restitution. For everything I gave her.” 
 
    “Restitution? What kinda—” 
 
    “Ten grand.” 
 
    Money. It always came down to money. I would’ve laughed if I didn’t expect it from a pusher. If I was a rich man, I would’ve paid in an instant. But being a gym trainer didn’t exactly pay well. 
 
    Tim moved close to Jade, who still had her head down. “After everything I did—” 
 
    “Fine.” Jade’s head suddenly shot up. “Ten-thousand. You’ll get your money. I don’t ever wanna see you or your apartment ever again.” 
 
    “Done.” Tim popped up from his seat. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.” He looked down at Jade, his lips shifting like he wasn’t sure he wanted to smile. Slugging him in the mouth crossed my mind but that was too easy. “Nice knowing you, Jade.” 
 
    He spun around and waddled down the street with a bounce in his step. 
 
    Jade put her head back down as she fiddled with her coffee. 
 
    “Jade… You sure about this?” 
 
    She sighed a deep breath through her nose and nodded. “The darkest time of my life wasn’t when I was an addict. It was when my head cleared and I had nowhere else to go. Being an Omega… It made me realize I had something to offer. It’s more than just being alive. It’s about… doing something. Ten grand will be everything I earned with the Legion plus the missions we finished but if that’s what it takes…” 
 
    “You have a place to stay?” 
 
    She laughed. “I didn’t think that far ahead.” 
 
    “I’ve got some room. Maybe Alisa does, too. And if that’s not enough, I’m sure Redgrave will make a spot for you in the warehouse for the time being.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad it’s over.” She finally smiled again. Her hand reached out and moved on top of mine. “Thanks for being there for me. I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “Yeah… No problem…” 
 
    My communicator vibrated and nearly startled me. I raised my wrist to look at the display. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 4: 10% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 2: +3 to Speed 
 
      
 
    “Something important?” she asked. 
 
    It was a big bonus. “Something important. But nothing you need to worry about.” 
 
    Another vibration came through my pocket. I pulled my phone out and saw Alisa calling me. “Hmm…” 
 
    “Hey, Champ. You busy?” 
 
    “I’m with Jade right now.” 
 
    “Perfect. Something came up.” 
 
    “This got something to do with the mission?” 
 
    “Kinda. But I think we should meet up as soon as possible. Bring Jade along with you.” 
 
    “What’s going on—” 
 
    The call ended before I could finish. I rolled my eyes and leaned back in my seat. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Jade asked. 
 
    “It’s Alisa. Something’s always wrong with her. She said she wanted to meet up.” 
 
    “Could be important.” 
 
    “If it was important, Redgrave would’ve sent us a message. You know he’s still busy trying to figure out what’s going on with that Herald we saw. Don’t think he’ll have an answer soon, even if he’s been working all day and night on it.” 
 
    “So you’re just gonna keep Alisa waiting?” 
 
    “We’ve got more important things to do.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Yeah. Drinking our coffee and enjoying our moment. Like everybody does.” 
 
    Jade’s grin grew. She shrugged and took a sip of her latte. “I suppose there’s no harm in relaxing for a little bit longer. Life doesn’t always have to be so stressful.” 
 
    “For just a little while, anyway.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30: The VIPs 
 
    After deciding to take a day off from the gym, I figured I might as well go with Jade to deal with whatever Alisa was talking about. Even though Alisa mentioned how important it was, there was no telling if it was the big deal she implied. 
 
    A short cab ride north of town and we were up a few city blocks. The office buildings were a little fancier. There were some homeless folks on the street with the businessmen and women doing their best to ignore them as they walked by. It was a little more crowded on the sidewalks, too. 
 
    “I wonder…” Jade started. “What’s she thinking?” 
 
    “Don’t try to figure out what’s running through Alisa’s mind. For all we know this could be a trick and she’s turning us into Castleberry.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you could even think that.” Alisa’s voice suddenly came from behind me. She had her hands on her hips, her eyebrows raised like she was about to give a child a scolding. “We’re a team. And I’d never turn my back on the team.” 
 
    “Or the money you’re getting from missions.” 
 
    “Well… I won’t lie about the money being nice.” The big grin she had didn’t make me feel any more comfortable. “But I still meant what I said about being a team. And I’ll prove it to you now. In here.” 
 
    She directed us to the nearby storefront. I looked into the windows and saw the mannequins with wedding gowns on display. 
 
    “Um… Is this what I think it is?” Jade said. “I don’t know where you got that idea from—” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing like that. C’mon!” Alisa practically pushed Jade and me into the store. Seeing the wedding gowns made me resist a little bit but I figured I’d wait until I got all of the details before making a break for it. 
 
    Inside, the small shop was as quaint as any storefront on the block. The walls were striped pink and white. A ceiling fan spun quietly, drowned out by the sound of a few sewing machines running. There was a scent of perfume in the air. More wedding dresses were on display. A few women were off to the side in their gowns, examining their reflections closely to find the tiniest imperfections. 
 
    I kept looking to make sure I was seeing things right but the view didn’t change. “Alisa… Why did you take us to a bridal store?” 
 
    “It’s not just a place for weddings,” she said. “They do men’s outfits, too.” 
 
    “That… doesn’t help.” 
 
    Alisa walked over to one of the seamstresses. The older woman got up then peered over at Jade and me. A smile came across her face as she walked up. 
 
    Just an elderly woman with short, curly gray hair and wrinkled cheeks. Her eyes were hidden by some thick-framed glasses. She was hunched over slightly, probably from spending so much time working on her machine. The small woman seemed harmless. Seemed harmless. Not knowing what Alisa was up to, I had to assume anything. 
 
    “What do you think?” Alisa said to the woman. 
 
    She took a step toward me and looked up. Then she started walking around me, tapping the side of her face with her index finger. She had a look on her face like a woman judging a beauty pageant. 
 
    The old woman switched over to Jade, who was just as confused as I was. 
 
    “Interesting…” The woman moved back next to Alisa. 
 
    “Can you do anything?” Alisa asked. 
 
    “Certainly. Both of them have such perfect physiques. It would be a pleasure.” 
 
    “Um…” I scratched the side of my head in confusion, not sure if I was supposed to get mad. “You know, I’m standing right in front of you and I can hear you.” 
 
    “Just let me know what you’re looking for and I can get started.” The old woman shuffled back to her machine where a couple of other women were working next to her. 
 
    “I knew you’d be perfect.” Alisa’s grin grew even wider. 
 
    “I don’t know what you think happened this morning,” I said. “But this is the last place we need to be.” 
 
    “Cool it. I’m not talking about putting you two into wedding dresses. But you do need to be in something else.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” The confusion on Jade’s face kept growing, her brow wrinkling as she crossed her arms. 
 
    Alisa’s smut attitude didn’t go away. “I got to thinking about the last mission we were on. When we were walking along the coast and then roaming through the jungle. How our clothes got soaked from the water and dirty from the sand. My outfit was so dank and dirty… it was gross. 
 
    “So, I thought maybe on the next mission we could wear something else. I’m talking about some uniforms!” Alisa threw her hands up into the air. 
 
    But all Jade and I did was look at one another. It was hard to tell if Jade was more worried or confused. Probably both. 
 
    “I’m not wearing a uniform,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t mean an ordinary uniform like some private school,” Alisa said. “I’m talking about an outfit. Something built for what we’re doing. Since we’re not LOD official and Redgrave has made getting us armor his last priority, I think we should have something else.” 
 
    “So you took us to a wedding dress seamstress?” 
 
    “That’s just it. Beatriz isn’t just some seamstress putting together wedding gowns. She works with all types of materials. She can put something together that would protect us. I’m talking grade-A stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Sounds perfect. Imagine me running into Anarchy in a button-up tuxedo.” 
 
    Jade put her hand over her mouth to hide her smirk. 
 
    “Ha ha,” Alisa said with an eyeroll. “It doesn’t have to be a tuxedo. And maybe uniform was the wrong word. But we need every edge we can get. Think about it. Imagine instead of wearing some jeans and going shirtless, you had a wet suit on the coast. You would’ve been able to wick away some of the water. You might’ve been fast enough to swim across before that octopus got to you.” 
 
    “Wait… Beatriz over here can put together a suit?” 
 
    “Duh! That’s what I’ve been telling you the whole time. I mean, she’s not a metal worker but you wouldn’t wanna be wearing metal anyway. Like I said, if it can give you an advantage, wouldn’t you take it?” 
 
    I thought it was a joke but suddenly found myself pondering the possibilities. 
 
    “She does have a point,” Jade said. “We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Alisa walked up and put her hands on my shoulders. “Think about it. You’re wearing a suit. It might not protect you from the Shadows but it might protect from the hazards of the environment. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with looking cool. We’re important. The VIPs. The Omegas but not actually Omegas. We gotta show these asshole Shadows who’s boss.” 
 
    I looked at the hands on my shoulders in confusion. I wasn’t on-board. I didn’t see how it would make much of a difference. But the enthusiasm in Alisa’s blue eyes made it hard for me to disappoint her. “I’ll think about it,” I sighed. 
 
    “Just let Beatriz take your measurements and she can put something together quick for you. A test run. If you don’t like it, you can scrap it. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “I said I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Champ.” 
 
    “Just make sure—” 
 
    My communicator suddenly vibrated on my arm. The same happened to Jade and Alisa. I looked down at my touchscreen and saw the message from Redgrave. 
 
    “Meeting. ASAP.” 
 
    Jade and Alisa stared at me. I knew they saw the same message I did. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I don’t ever recall seeing a worried look on Redgrave’s face. Maybe his face was so wrinkled and his eyebrows were too thin for me to notice. The blunt tone of his message told me this was serious even though he was smiling politely as usual. 
 
    Jade and Alisa stood opposite from each other in the small warehouse room as we all waited for Redgrave. 
 
    The old man tapped and swiped on his tablet before nodding. “I’ve looked into the LOD databases. Searched for more information on the records. I realized my initial assumptions were correct. The Heralds have arrived and are aware of Earth’s resistance.” 
 
    “Resistance?” Alisa said. “Resistance to what?” 
 
    “To being destroyed. That is their goal. Simple annihilation. And stronger Heralds have been discovered. Just like the one you encountered.” 
 
    “Tell me you’ve got some good news for me,” I said. 
 
    “I searched more. Apparently, they were able to strengthen their weapons. In the Vegas District, an operation was performed with weapons tempered with Potent Mana.” 
 
    “Potent Mana,” I said. “Okay. We get some Potent Mana and the next time I see that asshole, I’ll punch a hole in his chest.” 
 
    “Finding the Potent Mana is only our first dilemma. The issue would be applying it to your weapons. I’m afraid I’m not as skilled as a seasoned engineer. My expertise is limited exclusively to your gauntlets.” 
 
    “So… you can’t do it?” 
 
    “I can. But it would take considerable time. Time we may or may not have.” 
 
    The clock was ticking as soon as this whole thing got started. Losing a day with Castleberry coming after us was cutting it even closer. 
 
    “I also discovered another dilemma,” Redgrave said. 
 
    “The hits just keep on coming…” I sighed. 
 
    Redgrave moved over to the map of our mission. The blinking blue dot was only a quarter of the way from our destination but it still seemed so far. 
 
    “I may have figured out why your father’s signal was lost. I underestimated just how erratic the environment of Anarchy was. A human made up of simple matter could only last so long without proper preparation. If we were to acquire some Potent Mana, I could apply it to your Recall Boxes to fight the distortion of Anarchy. It would give you certainly more time to rescue your father.” 
 
    “I don’t see what other decision we have to make,” Alisa said. “We need Potent Mana.” 
 
    “Indeed. I’ve been able to locate a source for it.” He drew a line with his finger on the display, moving up and away from the path we were following. “A lone dimension in Pandora. The Mana density is strong. I’m certain you’ll find what you’re looking for here.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Jade said. “We go for the Potent Mana now.” 
 
    The choice was made without even having to say it. “We’ll head out for it now,” I said. “What exactly am I looking for?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. Potent Mana is as its name suggests. Powerful enough to contain all of the elements of every source of Mana. What I do know is you’ll know it when you find it. Because of the haste I located this world, I can’t offer you any details on it. But there’s a mission on file in the database. I’ll send it to your communicator now.” 
 
    I walked over and slid the gauntlets on. The touchscreen display on the side lit-up blue with text. 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Acquire Potent Mana 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    “If it’s where you say it is, we’ll bring it back.” 
 
    “Good luck, Slayer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31: The Undead Depths 
 
    One moment you’re having coffee and trying to avoid being fitted for a tuxedo. The next you’re in an open field at midnight. 
 
    The full moon shined through the dark clouds floating by. The wind blew through the tall grass and made it sway like the forest of trees in the distance. There was something out there in the woods, watching and waiting for a moment to pounce.  
 
    My surroundings were something out of a movie where everybody died in the end. Any man who had any sense would’ve turned around and run back through the Junction Gate. That wasn’t gonna happen to me. 
 
    “Okay…” Alisa shifted her eyes left and right, her hand cannon already aimed forward. “Potent Mana. Just our luck it’s in a place that’s spooky as shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Scared of the dark?” I gave her a smirk to try and lighten the mood. 
 
    “Pfft! Nobody’s scared of the dark… The problem is what’s waiting in it…” 
 
    “Looks like we’re about to find out.” Jade stepped forward at the structure in front of us. 
 
    The entrance to a cavern had been carved into the mountainside about fifty yards away from us. Couldn’t really see deep into it with how dark it was. I glanced at my communicator and saw the blinking dot pinpointing our destination. 
 
    “Getting a reading up ahead. That’s what we’re looking for. Let’s move.” I slammed my knuckles together with a clang then moved through the grass. 
 
    I got to the entrance and saw the torch lighting the pathway. The cavern was narrow with only one way to go. More bright flaming torches on the wall appeared to light our descent. 
 
    I stayed quiet and walked forward. The musty smell of the cavern walls filled my nostrils. The rocks around me were dusty like nobody had walked through in ages. I left footprints with every step I took. But I kept my focus on the path, searching for the other end. 
 
    “Hope nothing comes at us now,” Alisa said. “Can’t fight in a narrow pathway.” 
 
    “At least they can only attack us one at a time,” I said. 
 
    “I’d agree if the Shadows were human like us. But they could be wolves. Or bears. Or lions. Or maybe giant bugs—” 
 
    “You made your point. Just be ready to fire with that itchy trigger finger of yours.” 
 
    Our descent didn’t last much longer. The cavern path opened into a smaller basin. More torches lit the walls and I was able to see how wide the space was. Above me, I could barely make out the cavernous ceiling from the flames shining up. 
 
    In front of me were three more paths continuing forward. “Three paths,” I said. “Three of us. We’ll find the Mana faster if we split up.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Jade didn’t hesitate in walking toward one of the paths. 
 
    “Hold on a second!” Alisa called out loud enough for her voice to bounce off the walls. “You really expect me to just walk down one of these paths by myself.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder and noticed she was trembling. “We can’t waste time. Redgrave needs to get started on this as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I know… It’s just…” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters,” Jade said suddenly. “It looks like a couple of these paths are caved in. There’s only one way to go.” 
 
    The paths on the left and right were blocked with boulders just like she said. Only the center one seemed to keep going with more torches lighting the descent. 
 
    “Hmm… I wonder if it was always like that or if something else caused a cave-in…” 
 
    “There’s something else over here.” Jade pointed toward the side of the center pathway. “There’s something carved into the wall… It says something…” 
 
    I squinted to try and make it out. “Those seeking the Mana will only find death in its place. Only the living will be able to receive it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great.” Alisa put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “If this place wasn’t already ominous enough… Whatever’s waiting for us down there can’t be good.” 
 
    “Itchy trigger finger.” I laughed to try and ease the tension I could see in her eyes. She managed to smile. It was a nervous smile but it was there. “Let’s go see what’s waiting for us.” 
 
    I headed down the path without hesitating. Alisa stayed close behind me with Jade watching the rear. 
 
    The air got mustier. Some combination of rust, earth, and something I couldn’t quite tell filled my nostrils. It was palpable, thick enough I could taste it. Deep breaths helped me stay calm as the darkness continued to peer back at me. 
 
    Creak… 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Alisa suddenly gripped my arm. 
 
    We stopped in our tracks and held our breath, waiting for it to come again. Some sorta creak. I didn’t know what it was but it was definitely there. 
 
    Creak… 
 
    Again it came through, this time a little louder. The torches didn’t go far enough to light the pathway entirely, so all I could see was darkness. 
 
    Creak… 
 
    Alisa’s hand trembled as she aimed her hand cannon. Jade gritted her teeth and charged her weapon. The green flames gathered around the tip of her staff. 
 
    “Light the way,” I said to her. 
 
    She gave me a nod then shot a green fireball big enough to take up the whole pathway. It screamed forward, burning all of the dust around it and scorching the walls. Her Solo Spark kept going and going… 
 
    “SCREEEEEECH!” 
 
    Some indistinguishable wail filled the air. Like someone screaming out. Someone yelling. The flames died down and the darkness returned. I kept staring with my fists up. 
 
    The seconds went by and still nothing. I didn’t blink, just waiting for something to appear. 
 
    “Maybe there’s nothing,” Alisa said. “Ha! Maybe it was just all in our head—” 
 
    “SCREEEEEECH!” 
 
    Another yell came toward us and along with it, something emerging from the darkness. A skeleton. A moving skeleton. And there was more than one of them. 
 
    “SCREEEEEEEEECH!” 
 
    They all screamed in unison as they charged toward us, tumbling over each other like an avalanche that was moving up. 
 
    “Let ‘em have it!” 
 
    Alisa and Jade fired immediately. Shots of energy and more flames shot forward, crashing into the skeletons and making them fall over. They slammed to the ground and exploded into Mana. But as soon as they were gone, there were just more skeletons stomping forward to replace them. 
 
    The ladies did their best to keep the skeletons at bay. But the flood was moving closer to us. Dozens of skeletons clawing and scratching their way forward, not caring about the damage they were taking. 
 
    “They’re not gonna stop…” I muttered to myself. “They’re not gonna stop. Shit…” 
 
    I stopped thinking and ran forward. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade called out and stopped firing to avoid hitting me. 
 
    CLANG! I raised my fist up and cracked the first skeleton in the jaw, turning it into Mana. Another jumped toward me and—BANG—I pounded it in its chest. The next one met the same fate. Same for the next. And the one after that. 
 
    I’d fought other men before and knocked them out. Felt their bones shatter from my punches. Watched the life leave their eyes as they went unconscious. 
 
    There was something off about fighting a skeleton though. Empty sockets instead of eyes staring at you. Long, ragged teeth ready to chomp on you. Loud shrieks you didn’t know where they were coming from. It might’ve been their robotic movement as they flailed and clawed at me. That was something I could never get used to. 
 
    But I kept punching. I fired lefts and rights at them like they were coming off a conveyor belt. 
 
    Jade and Alisa picked their shots when they could. 
 
    The flood kept coming. It was so overwhelming, they got to me. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    My gauntlets moved up and I rotated with lightning speed. The dust rose from the cavern floor. I barely had enough room to raise my arms. Everything around me was a blur but I was doing damage. The crunch of bones slamming against the steel and colliding with the cavern walls was loud enough I couldn’t hear anything else. 
 
    I held on for as long as I could, letting the ability ride out. When I regained control, there was only a single skeleton left. A hard right hand into its skull sent it flying down the path until it turned into Mana. 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t have to do that again.” Alisa sighed and wiped the beads of sweat from her brow. 
 
    We quickly resumed our walk to avoid getting stuck in our path. The descent took us down into a cavern basin that was larger than the previous one. The circular room was spacious, about the size of the main room at the Bloody Guts. It’d take me more than a few seconds to run across it. More torches lit the walls, giving everything an orange tint. Up above, there was nothing but darkness. Either the ceiling was too high or there was something up there I didn’t wanna think about blocking it. The floors were made of the same stone as the rest of the cave. There was something else though. Intricate patterns were carved right into the stone. 
 
    “This mean anything to you?” I asked Jade. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s important.” 
 
    “It must mean something,” Alisa said. “Look. There’s nowhere else to go.” 
 
    I looked around. The walls were the same in every direction. 
 
    “There has to be a way through,” I said. “Unless the other pathways were caved in for a reason… Everybody look around. Try to find something. A crack in the wall. A hole in the floor. A secret pathway or something.” 
 
    Jade and Alisa moved to the other sides of the wall. I examined the rocks in front of me and ran my hand over them. They were cold. Rough. Dusty. I kept searching for any sign of a way forward. 
 
    “Hey! I think I got something!” Alisa called out. 
 
    Jade and I headed over to the northern end of the room where Alisa was. She pointed at a small vertical line in the wall. 
 
    “Look… There’s something on the other side.” She grabbed one of the torches from the wall and held it up to the crack. I peered into it and saw a small spider skittering out. There was something else though. Something that didn’t match the rest of the wall. 
 
    “It looks like some sort of switch…” I said. 
 
    “Why is there a switch on the other side of the wall?” Alisa asked. 
 
    “Maybe it’s because we aren’t supposed to flip it.” 
 
    Who was I kidding? I knew we weren’t supposed to flip it. But it was the best option at the moment. 
 
    “Stand back.” I readied my gauntlets as they gave me space. I reared back then sent a right fist into the cavern wall. The rocks crumbled from the punch. Another punch chipped away more of the rocks. I kept pounding my fist into the wall and revealed more and more of the switch behind it. An entire chunk of the wall was cleared out until I could see all of it. A gray iron lever like a car shifter was dug into the wall. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” I grabbed the lever and pulled. It barely budged, probably stuck in place from not having been used. But I kept pulling until finally managing to shift it down. 
 
    “You see anything?” 
 
    They both looked around. But the basin remained silent except for our breathing. 
 
    “Maybe you have to move it a few times,” Alisa said. 
 
    “What?” Jade said. 
 
    “You know, you’ve gotta like… wiggle it back and forth. Get the juices flowing or something.” 
 
    I shrugged and moved the lever back up. Then back down. Then back up. 
 
    And still there was nothing. 
 
    “Hmm… I was sure that would work.” Alisa twisted her lips and turned her head sideways as she examined the lever. “Maybe—” 
 
    The room began to rumble all around us. The floor and walls shook. Dust and pebbles began falling from the ceiling. The rumbling stopped as quickly as it started and again the room was silent. 
 
    The room hadn’t changed. The walls were still intact. The ceiling was still dark. 
 
    “Maybe if you keep doing it—” 
 
    “SCREEEEEEECH!” A sudden shriek from the ceiling cut Alisa off again. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Something came from the darkness above and landed right in front of us, thudding against the cavern floor and shaking the room. It was another skeleton. But this one was different. Tall enough I had to tilt my head back to see its head. It had to be at least twenty-feet high. Its yellow bones didn’t look as frail and vulnerable as the others. And on its body was what looked like dull, rusted medieval armor. Then there was the sword in its hand. A piece of shining steel that was at least three meters long. Its edge wasn’t sharp but it was thick enough I didn’t wanna know what it was like getting hit by it. 
 
    “That thing’s a lot bigger than me,” I said. “But it’s still not big enough.” 
 
    I gave Jade a look. She nodded and raised her staff. 
 
    “Go get ‘em, Champ. I got your back.” Alisa pulled her cannon up and fired off a shot. The energy bounced off the skeleton’s chestplate and made it take a step back before it lurched forward, dragging its sword against the ground in the process. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I ran forward with my fists up. 
 
    Jade sent a Solo Spark at the skeleton. The giant fireball consumed its whole chest and made it stop in place, giving me enough time to slam a right hand into its knee. 
 
    The skeleton roared as it swung its sword down on me. 
 
    “Shit!” I raised my gauntlets up. “Power Shield!” The blue barrier came up just before it landed. I absorbed the blow but the weight of it reverberated through the rest of my body. 
 
    Alisa and Jade fired more shots to keep it off-balance. Another hard right hand to its other knee made it stumble. That’s when I noticed something. I hit it hard enough to make its bones shift out of place. 
 
    “Chop it down… Alisa! Jade! Stun it!” 
 
    “Zero Blast!” Jade fired a stream. The blue and white energy hit the skeleton’s arm. The icy frost slowed down its movement as it tried to swing again. Alisa fired a charged stun shot to keep it in place, giving me enough time to hit its leg again. The bone went flying into the side of the wall. 
 
    The skeleton stumbled down, low enough for me to grab its chestplate. 
 
    “Keep it off me!” 
 
    Jade and Alisa blasted its arms to stop it from trying to swing at me. I used all of the strength I had and managed to rip the skeleton’s armor free. That’s when I saw it. Something inside of its ribcage at the center of its chest. A glowing orb, pulsing with energy. Red like Mana. 
 
    “Is that—” 
 
    “AAAAHHHH!” The skeleton suddenly roared. It threw its arms up and broke free from the stunning shots, sending the stream right back to Jade and knocking her down. 
 
    It quickly raised its sword and brought it down. I wasn’t fast enough to activate my shield. I moved out of the way but not completely. The dull blade dug into my skin and drew blood instantly. 
 
    “Shit…” I grunted through gritted teeth, trying to ignore the stinging pain. 
 
    The skeleton stood up on one foot then leaped up to kick me in the chest. I went flying into the wall, slamming into it so hard I lost my breath. 
 
    “Damn…” I got kicked by a one-legged skeleton. I would’ve laughed about it if I wasn’t struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Hey!” Alisa grabbed my arm and helped me to my feet. “Holy crap… Your arm…” 
 
    “Just a little blood.” 
 
    I looked at the skeleton as it straightened up. Then its leg on the other side of the room started to move. The bone began floating forward before reconnecting itself back to the rest of it. 
 
    “It put itself back together,” Alisa said. “How the hell are we gonna beat that thing if it’s already dead?” 
 
    “It’s not dead… That thing in its chest. If I could just get to it…” 
 
    “I can only stun it for so long. Jade’s blasts aren’t slowing it down long enough.” 
 
    “I only need a second. I just need the perfect shot. Jade!” 
 
    The Harbinger slowly got back up to her feet. She reached for the staff on the ground and looked over to me. 
 
    “Aim for its legs.” 
 
    She gave me a nod and sent a Solo Spark at its legs to draw its attention. She switched to a Zero Blast and managed to slow its path though it stayed in pursuit of her. 
 
    “It’s gonna try to grab me,” I said to Alisa. “Counter it.” 
 
    “What? I don’t know—” 
 
    “When it swings. Time your shots. Okay?” 
 
    Despite the uncertainty in her eyes, Alisa gave me a nod. I clenched my fists and ran forward just before the skeleton swung at Jade. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I put up a barrier just in time to block it. The weight of the blow knocked me over a few steps but I was still right where I wanted to be. 
 
    Jade kept freezing the skeleton’s legs in place. I hammered its knees again, forcing it to bend down. I didn’t need to break it. I just needed to get close. 
 
    “Keep going!” 
 
    Jade focused the stream of energy up the skeleton’s legs. I stomped my feet into its frosty bones and started climbing it. My fingers dug into its ribs as I pulled myself up. 
 
    “AAAAAAAAHHHH!” 
 
    The skeleton yelled out and swung as I hung from its chest. Its blade stabbed me in my side. The sharp pain was followed by more blood pouring from a new wound like a faucet. But I held my grip as I neared the glowing orb in its chest. 
 
    I kept climbing, high enough to see the red energy pulsing in its chest right in front of me. I just had to get through its sternum. 
 
    One hand gripping its bones, my other hand moved back and slammed into its chest. CLANG! 
 
    “AAAAHHHHH!” 
 
    The skeleton yelled out loud enough to shake the entire room. Cracks appeared in its bones. CLANG! I threw another punch and the bone couldn’t resist my steel. CRUNCH! Another punch and more lines appeared until the bones started chipping away. 
 
    I looked up at its empty eye sockets. It stared at me. There was no expression on its face but that didn’t make it any less menacing. 
 
    “Enzo!” Jade yelled. “I can’t hold it for much longer!” 
 
    “I just need one more…” 
 
    The skeleton tossed its sword to the ground. It started reaching for me with both of its hands. 
 
    “Alisa! Counter!” 
 
    She fired right as the skeleton grabbed at me. The tips of its bony fingers grazed against me before it pulled away because of the stunning shot. 
 
    “Now!” I slammed my fist into its sternum and—CRUNCH!—shattered the bones completely. As soon as I saw the glowing red energy in front of me, I reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    “AHHHHHH!” 
 
    The creature roared, trying to shake me free. The damn thing was stuck in place. Barely giving. 
 
    “C’mon…” I clenched my jaw and pulled until suddenly tugging it free. 
 
    The bones all around me collapsed and I went tumbling to the cavern floor with a thud. 
 
    “Dammit…” I groaned as Jade and Alisa helped me up from the ground. 
 
    I watched as the skeleton’s bones turned into dust then faded into Mana to collect. But more important was what was in my hand. A small red jewel glowing with energy in my palm. 
 
    “What the…” It suddenly shifted and turned blue. 
 
    “That’s weird,” Alisa said. “It changed color…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We got the Potent Mana.” 
 
    “That’s… not Potent Mana.” Jade took it from my hand and looked at it closer. “This is a Core.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve seen Cores before. You have, too. Look at it. Redgrave said we’d know what it was when we found it. Does this look different to you?” 
 
    “Even if it’s just a Core, it’s still useful,” Alisa said. “That’s what you use to strengthen the gauntlets, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But that’s not what we’re looking for.” 
 
    I took the jewel back from Jade. All that trouble and we still hadn’t found what we were looking for. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    I looked around the room and it quickly caught my eye. The lever on the side of the wall. “Maybe…” 
 
    I moved over to it and examined it closer. At the top of the lever, there was a small hole. “There’s a compartment here… Big enough for…” The Core we found quickly found its place on the lever. I tugged it down and the room began to rumble again. 
 
    On the other side of the cavern, the wall began to shift. A small stone doorway appeared. Inside, there was a light coming from it. Purple. Red. Green. Blue. It seemed like every color of the rainbow was shining. 
 
    We headed toward the doorway to see where it led. But there was no pathway. There was only a small podium carved out of stone. And on top of it, there was a jewel, shining with every color I could imagine. 
 
    Jade picked it up. She stared at it for only a few seconds before turning to me with a smirk. 
 
    I finally let out the sigh I’d been holding this whole time. “Let’s get back to Redgrave.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32: Habits 
 
    The bright crimson blood leaking from the gash on my arm pulsed with every thump of my veins. The stinging pain from it wasn’t as bad as the feeling I got from staring at it. Redgrave didn’t seem to mind one bit, buzzing over the wound with his dermal regenerator. The blue beam sealed up the injuries inside and closed my skin until it was back to normal with a few drops of blood. 
 
    “Good as new.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” I let out a deep sigh and walked over to the display tablet to the side to level. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 32 Slayer 
 
    (4 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 23 
 
    Speed 16 
 
    Durability 17 
 
    Control 16 
 
      
 
    Just four levels. After all those skeletons and the giant one, you’d think there was more. Now wasn’t the time for complaining though. The job we needed to do was done. I confirmed the levels and went over my new stats. 
 
      
 
    Strength 24 (+1) 
 
    Speed 17 (+1) 
 
    Durability 18 (+1) 
 
    Control 17 (+1) 
 
      
 
    A balanced wave of levels had me satisfied. 
 
    “Sorry about that Core,” I said. “It was stuck in the lever.” 
 
    “No troubles. I’m still processing the last Core you recovered from the Fiend. I’ll get to work synthesizing the Potent Mana.” Redgrave looked over the shimmering jewel at his workstation without missing a beat. I thought about telling him to take a break but there wasn’t much time left. The old guy probably wouldn’t have listened to me anyway. 
 
    “You sure this’ll work?” I asked. 
 
    “When it comes to Pandora, nothing can ever be done with absolute certainty. But I’m confident. I’ll temper the gauntlets as best I can and you’ll be able to deal with the Herald you encountered. In the meantime, I suggest you get some rest.” 
 
    “That’s funny. I was just about to tell you the same thing.” 
 
    He smiled without taking his eyes off his tools. “Oliver was the same way. Looking out for me just as I looked out for him. I suppose I was the one who failed in that regard…” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll make it up to him.” 
 
    Jade and Alisa stood next to the exit of the warehouse. 
 
    “It’s still early,” Jade said. “We’re not usually done making progress at this time.” 
 
    “I’d take you back to Beatriz but I’m sure she’s done for the night.” 
 
    “Still on about that tuxedo, huh?” I said. “How about we get a meal and call it a night?” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Alisa twirled the noodles around her fork into a massive ball the size of her mouth. Actually, it was bigger. She managed to squeeze it in, covering her lips with sauce in the process. 
 
    I wasn’t about to make fun of her. Not when I was as hungry as hell. I took a big bite of my burger and let out a sigh. 
 
    “There you go, Champ.” Alisa gave me a wink. “Fighting off a herd of skeletons can make you work up an appetite. Let’s see how much you can eat.” 
 
    “I don’t eat as much as I used to.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. Holding pads for someone isn’t as hard as throwing the punches yourself.” 
 
    “One of the reasons I decided to stop. It’s not all about the fame, glory, and riches.” 
 
    “You’re a regular stand-up guy. How about you, Jade? Would you ever be a pro fighter?” 
 
    Jade chewed on a forkful of her salad, her lips twisted as she thought about it. “I don’t know. I suppose I’m already a fighter in a certain way, being an Omega.” 
 
    “I can see that. What’s the best part of being an Omega? The money? The fame? Or is it the levels and picking your own class like the commercials always talk about?” 
 
    Alisa leaned forward as she chewed. Her eyes widened in anticipation. 
 
    Jade smiled softly. “It’s not any of those. Maybe it was before I applied. But when I was there, I realized the most satisfying thing was just… doing it. I was actually making a difference. For the good of humanity.” 
 
    “You two,” Alisa sighed. “Such altruistic goodie two shoes. I’m having a little trouble keeping my spaghetti down.” 
 
    “What’s important to you? The money?” 
 
    “What else matters? As a wise man once said, money rules the world. Omegas get a pretty decent stipend. Or so I heard. Maybe I should apply. I mean, I’m already pretty good at it and I haven’t even had any formal training.” 
 
    “Fighting in a squad is a little different. You don’t have a Slayer to fall back on.” 
 
    “Maybe Redgrave should commission those gloves to the Legion. Imagine a whole army of Omegas with gauntlets. Those Shadows wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    I laughed at the maniacal look in Alisa’s eyes. “Redgrave’s getting older. The man spent years making a single pair of the gauntlets. They’re handcrafted tools made for a specific person. I don’t think he has the energy or the time to do it.” 
 
    “Well, if the Legion is who I hear they are, they shouldn’t have any problem figuring out how to make ‘em again. If I was in charge, I’d divert all resources to making another Slayer.” 
 
    Alisa slurped up another satisfying heap of spaghetti. Opposite from her, Jade did her best not to make a mess with the salad she ate. I chewed on my burger contentedly at the end of the booth. 
 
    The diner was a little more crowded at this time. More of the tables were filled and the conversation was chattier. Ruthie actually had to walk around and do more than look like she was working. But everybody minded their own business and we could talk freely about the mission without anybody overhearing. 
 
    Jade looked at the communicator on her wrist. “The map… It’s amazing to think of how much progress we’ve made. Anarchy is close enough it fits on the same side of the display.” 
 
    “It’s funny,” Alisa said. “We’ve been working so hard to get to our destination. After we’re done with this, I’m gonna miss it a little bit. Not the whole fighting skeletons and giant squids but working with you guys. It’ll be all over once we find your pops. Hell, this whole thing with Pandora could be over once you shut everything down. It’s kinda sad.” 
 
    My focus hadn’t changed. This was all for my dad. Looking into Alisa’s eyes though… There was some disappointment. And I felt it, too. 
 
    “It’s a habit,” I said. “When I was a fighter, I went through the same routine. I’d sign up for a fight. Then I’d go through a training camp. Four weeks. Six weeks. Sometimes eight. I’d push myself, losing weight, dieting, sparring, running. The fight would come. I’d let it all go until it was over. Take a break for a few days then you’re back in the gym, looking for another fight and scheduling another training camp. But the time between fights… sometimes I asked myself ‘what now?’” 
 
    “What happened after you retired?” Jade asked. 
 
    “It was weird. I went to the gym and went through my usual workouts. Didn’t push myself as hard. I tried but I couldn’t. There was no opponent to measure myself against. No purse I was being rewarded. No belt to aspire to. I was training just to train.” 
 
    “Must’ve been rough,” Alisa said. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to do. Thought maybe I retired too soon. Kept going though. Before I realized it, I was training people. Seeing their progress. Watching them improve right before my eyes. That became my habit. Just replaced something old with something new.” 
 
    The table fell silent again. Alisa tapped her plate with her fork like something was on her mind. 
 
    “This is different though,” she said. “You were a fighter. You’re not fighting but you’re still training. How am I supposed to go from battling the threat to humanity to… my life?” 
 
    “You could always join the Legion,” Jade said. 
 
    “I could… But you said it yourself. There are no Slayers.” Alisa looked at me, a half-smirk on her lips. Her eyes were filled with the same disappointment I saw earlier though. 
 
    I knew better than to try and get caught up. I couldn’t lose focus. Couldn’t distract myself from the goal. 
 
    Jade gave me the same look Alisa did. She tried hiding it but I could see it in her eyes. She was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Neither of them gave me much of a choice. 
 
    “My father used to tell me that you can’t control what happens in the end. But you can enjoy the now. We’ll get to Anarchy and smash it. That doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends.” 
 
    Jade nodded slowly as her smile came back to her. “Yeah… You’re right.” 
 
    “I got an idea,” Alisa said. “I say we get together. We save your pops then finish with Anarchy. But we still hang out. It can be right here in this diner. Something simple just to remind us of everything we’ve been through.” 
 
    “I’ll remember all of this. Hanging around you two is special enough.” 
 
    They both looked at me. All of this was hanging on my answer. I hadn’t let either of them down before. Couldn’t do it now. 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay… Something simple.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the Fancy Diner lasts as long as we’re around.” 
 
    “It’ll take more than a broken foundation and some rats in the walls to take this place down.” 
 
    “Wait…” Jade closed one eye in disgust. “There are rats in this place?” 
 
    I took a bite of my burger but it wasn’t enough to hide my smile. Alisa burst into laughter, making her whole body shake. Jade sighed before laughing just the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33: The Alisa Bonus 
 
    Alisa called me the next morning to meet up with her. Said it was important, as everything was with her. Our mission had exhausted me more than any training camp I’d ever been through, so taking another day off from the gym wasn’t a problem. 
 
    My body was changing as much as any workout would change it. My muscles were swelling and getting firmer. I was lighter on my feet. I could throw a punch faster and harder than ever before. Felt like I could take a better shot, too. Not that I was in the mood for testing it. 
 
    I sat outside of the Starbucks and pressed a finger into my bicep. The vein ran over the round muscle that was as hard as a rock. “Crazy…” It was no wonder why guys who served as Omegas weren’t allowed to compete. The advantage was so lopsided it wouldn’t even be a contest. All of their glory had to come from serving humanity. The rest of us were just mere mortals. 
 
    “Pretty buff.” Alisa walked up to me and smiled. The blond had her hair tied back over her head in a messy ponytail. No makeup on her face. Her light-blue shirt was wrinkled. She looked like she just jumped into her shorts and sneakers then headed over here. The slight bags underneath her eyes told me she didn’t get enough sleep. 
 
    “Where’s my frap?” 
 
    “Your frap? You didn’t ask for anything.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’d tell you to meet me at Starbucks if I didn’t want a frap?” 
 
    “You want a frap, go get one.” 
 
    “Lemme borrow some money.” 
 
    “What?” I laughed at her. It was probably a good ten seconds before I realized she wasn’t gonna laugh with me. 
 
    “Castleberry,” she said. “Remember our deal.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I sighed as I pulled a ten out of my pocket. She swiped it from me and disappeared inside the store. 
 
    I looked out toward the streets next to me. There were a couple other storefronts lining the roads where the traffic was moving through. All of them looked like they’d seen better days. Of course, nobody was actually dumb enough to invest in any of them. Everybody got used to how broken-down Newmire looked. It’d always been that way. At least the weather was okay with the sun out and the clouds clear. 
 
    Alisa showed back up and plopped into her seat in front of me. Her lips wrapped around her straw as she leaned forward across the table. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Good?” 
 
    The satisfied smack of her lips was loud. “Nothing better than a mocha frap. Doesn’t matter what Starbucks you go to. You always get what you want.” 
 
    “You said this was important.” 
 
    “What’s more important than a Starbucks frap?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and sank into my seat. My fatigue was enough to stop me from getting annoyed. 
 
    “You’re tired,” she said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “That’s why you need a little caffeine and sugar to put some pep in your step.” 
 
    “I’m good…” 
 
    Alisa let the straw fall from her mouth. “This whole mission… It’s tiring.” 
 
    “We finished earlier than usual the other night. You had time to sleep.” 
 
    “…Don’t act like spelunking into dark caves and fighting skeletons is a normal day at the office. I’m seriously exhausted.” 
 
    “After how far we’ve come, it’s not surprising. It’s almost over, Alisa. We’re right there.” 
 
    “Yeah… There’s something else I needed to tell you about though. Something serious.” 
 
    She looked around. The tables outside the coffee shop were full but everybody was minding their own business. But Alisa still whispered. 
 
    “It’s about Castleberry. He talked to me the other day.” 
 
    “The other day? Did you plan on telling me this?” 
 
    “I’m telling you now. He asked me if I got a location on you. He knows I’ve been spending time around you. Told him I was trying to get close and get the info. Told him I needed more time.” 
 
    “And did he buy it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “With a man like him, you never can tell. The guy’s only got one facial expression. I bet if you ripped his skin off, you’d find out he’s just some robot built in an LOD lab.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility…” 
 
    “He told me he’s coming after you. And he gave me a little more incentive to turn you in.” 
 
    Alisa’s focused stare was something I didn’t usually see from her. The blond was always so carefree I knew something was up. 
 
    “And how much is this incentive of his?” 
 
    “Twenty-five thousand.” 
 
    Twenty-five Gs. I couldn’t compete with that. I made an honest living in Newmire and it wasn’t exactly hard to do that. For a moment, I thought that was it. Alisa would take his offer and that’d be the end of it. They’d scoop up all of us and the mission was over. 
 
    There was no harm in making sure though. 
 
    “You gonna take it?” 
 
    Alisa’s eyes narrowed. Her brow furrowed like she was about to blow. “I thought you knew me by now.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of money. I couldn’t ask you to turn it down. Even with everything on the line.” 
 
    “The money’s important… But I’m already in too deep. I’m with you until the end.” 
 
    “Good—” 
 
    “As long as we can come to an agreement.” 
 
    There’s always a catch. Especially with someone like Alisa. 
 
    “What is it now?” I asked. 
 
    “I want money.” 
 
    “You’re already getting money but if you want twenty-five grand…” 
 
    “I don’t need that much. I just want your share. Every mission we finish. It’s a nice chunk of change. We all get the same rewards but I want yours, too.” 
 
    Raising her asking price. It was a little strange. But nothing I couldn’t accommodate. Small price to pay to get this done. Whatever it took. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can get you Jade’s mission rewards. She’s got debts to pay. But if you want my cash, it’s yours. I would’ve given it to you if you asked nicely.” 
 
    “I did ask nicely.” She grinned and put her straw back between her lips. 
 
    “You have a way with words.” 
 
    “There’s something else I want.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. Alisa knew she had me right where she wanted me. I wasn’t in any position to refuse. Might as well keep playing along. 
 
    I held my hand out to her. “Yes, your majesty?” 
 
    “It’s pretty dull around Newmire. Nothing exciting ever happens. And as you know, fighting in Pandora is dangerous and exhausting. I’d like to take a break.” 
 
    “You’re taking a break now.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I mean… Really take a break. I want…” Seeing Alisa suddenly so sheepish was weird. Her eyes shifted to the side like she couldn’t look at me straight. “I want you to take me somewhere special. You know, take me out.” 
 
    I froze in place. I couldn’t move so I could go over it in my head. Even after thinking about it, I still wasn’t sure I heard her right. 
 
    “You mean… like a date?” 
 
    She sighed. “You can call it a date if you want. I just want something to make me forget about everything for a moment. I’ve never had a guy treat me special before. I don’t see anybody around. You can do it.” 
 
    “Hmm… You know we can’t afford to take too much time off. Not with Castleberry closing in on us. It might have to be after we get to Anarchy.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find the time somewhere.” 
 
    Alisa wasn’t giving me a choice. But all of her demands were possible. They were better than the alternative, too. She seemed satisfied with our arrangement, sucking on her frap endlessly while she watched the people walk by us. 
 
    “One more thing,” she said. 
 
    I clenched my jaw to stop myself from jumping up from my seat and flipping the table. 
 
    “I need the night off. I’m… I’m really tired. I don’t think I’d be much help to you and Jade if you went in tonight.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, grateful her last request wasn’t as crazy as the others. “Get some rest. We’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks, Champ.” 
 
    Alisa didn’t smile as she looked off into the distance. She just silently sucked on her drink while the city walked by. 
 
    I sank deeper into my seat with my arms crossed. My eyes started to get heavy. My head started to droop. I was more tired than I expected. 
 
    Suddenly, my communicator rumbled and woke me up. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 4: 10% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 3: +5 to Speed 
 
      
 
    After the quick confirmation, I put my head back down and rested in the peaceful ambiance just outside of the coffee shop while Alisa enjoyed her drink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34: Homestretch 
 
    “Let me get this straight. Alisa wants you to take her out on a date?” Jade stared at me, catty eyes narrowed and arms crossed. She was a police detective interrogating me. Her lips were quivering like she was trying to hold back a laugh though. 
 
    I put my head down and stared at the small stat boosts I received. 
 
      
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 36 Slayer 
 
    (0 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 24 
 
    Speed 22 (+5 Synergy Bonus) 
 
    Durability 18 
 
    Control 17 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a date,” I said. “She just wants to hang out and have a moment. And not one that involves traveling through a dimensional gate and fighting monsters.” 
 
    “Hanging out and having a moment. That sounds like a date.” 
 
    “Not a date… Why? You jealous?” 
 
    Jade didn’t bother holding her smile any longer. Her body shook with a laugh. “Why would I be jealous?” She moved in close enough I could smell her. Some kinda faint perfume on her neck. It was almost enough to distract me from her breath on my cheek. “I’m more than willing to share.” Her whispered words floated into my ear. 
 
    For a second, I forgot I was in a dusty storage facility. I knew better than to let a woman make me lose my focus. 
 
    Jade pulled away from me, her eyes locked on mine as she sauntered toward the workbench to take care of her staff. Her body was slim but she moved her hips in a way that would’ve made any man stare. 
 
    I shook away all of the lingering thoughts she was making me have then headed over to Redgrave. The scientist finished polishing off the gauntlets and stepped away from the table. 
 
    “Try them on.” 
 
    My hands slipped into the rubbery grip inside and the material tightened around my fingers. The display lit-up blue. 
 
      
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
    Added Core Abilities: 
 
    Revolver Drill 
 
    Swing both gauntlets 360-degrees, hitting targets on all sides 
 
    Power Shield 
 
    Activate a frontal energy barrier that blocks damage 
 
    Seismic Quake 
 
    Strike the ground to cause a tremor that stuns all grounded enemies 
 
      
 
    “I was finally able to apply the Core you gathered from the Sepia Fiend. Another ability has been activated.” 
 
    “Should be useful… The Potent Mana?” 
 
    He shook his head, a bit of disappointment in his eyes. “It’s proving to be more troublesome than I realized. I don’t have the skill of a crafting engineer, so I’ll need more time. I promise you I won’t stop working until it’s done.” 
 
    “I know. We’re not at Anarchy yet. Until then, I think the gauntlets will do. Speaking of which…” 
 
    Redgrave and I walked over to the map. The digital display was wide but most of it had been traversed. Only a few lines remained connecting the blinking blue dot to the red one. 
 
    “You’re getting closer,” he said. “As you get closer, the fork is starting to thin. You only have two paths to follow.” 
 
    “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “The Wild White Plains are the first zone. A grassy field. It shouldn’t be difficult for you to traverse, even with the snowfall.” 
 
    “Snow… Haven’t been to the mountains since I was a kid. That’ll be something different.” 
 
    “Get to the end of the plains and you’ll encounter the Glacier Lion.” 
 
    “A lion? That doesn’t sound too dangerous. Something tells me this thing isn’t ordinary.” 
 
    “The LOD bestiary can be spotty at times. I can’t offer you any further insight.” He moved his finger to the other path on the map. “Your other option is the Crystalline Flatlands. Flat, earthy terrain that has been frozen from the cold.” 
 
    “Wait… Both options are freezing?” 
 
    “That’s correct. There’ll be less snowfall but the temperature won’t be any more hospitable. Diamond Demons guard the end of the zone.” 
 
    “Diamond Demons? As in more than one?” 
 
    He nodded. “They’re not large but a swarm of them could equal the size of any beast you’ve ever faced.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Jade walked up next to me and examined the map. “Snow or ice. At least the decision is a little easier. What’s your call?” 
 
    I stared at the blinking blue dot and the paths leading to the next destination. The truth was, I was only more determined to get where we were going. I could’ve flipped a coin and been fine with it. 
 
    “We’re on the homestretch,” I said. “Nothing is gonna be easy. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “If I might make a suggestion,” Redgrave said. “The next zone you’ll be traveling to will be quite harsh. I recommend minimizing your time, especially considering it’s only the two of you.” 
 
    “Good advice,” Jade added. “No need to hurry.” 
 
    Redgrave bowed his head and smiled. “Good luck, Slayer.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The clouds billowed across the sky with only a hint of the sun managing to peek through. The light-blue tint in the air was mostly blocked out by the snowflakes drifting down. There wasn’t enough of them to block my view but there seemed to be no end to it. The grass was covered in a thick layer of powder. Blankets of the soft snow covered the trees in the forests to my sides and behind me. There was nothing but a blank slate in front of me. A bluish-gray horizon that seemed to head toward nothing. 
 
    I let out a deep breath and the steam wafted from my mouth. My hand out, I caught some of the flakes on my palm. There was something peaceful about the snowfall. Seeing all of the flakes gently flowing in the breeze and blanketing everything… But damn was it cold. 
 
    “Shit. We should’ve been better prepared for this.” My pride wouldn’t have let me back out though. Not when we were only just getting started. 
 
    Jade was wearing a pair of jeans and a tank-top. No matter how confident she tried to look, I knew she was cold, too. Her pale skin almost matched her surroundings. And her green eyes seemed that much more striking. 
 
    She smirked as she caught some of the snow in her hand. “It’s definitely cold. We should warm ourselves up.” 
 
    “Is that right—” 
 
    She held an index finger up. “Not in the way you’re thinking. I’m talking about getting to our destination.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” I gave her a wink. Her grin hadn’t left her. But now wasn’t the time for that. “The map says we’re heading the right way. Looks like it’s a straight shot through the plains.” The Wild White Plains were definitely white at least. Now it was time to see if they were wild. 
 
    I walked forward then moved into a jog. The synergy bonus I got made me feel even lighter on my feet. The weight of the gauntlets on my hands was barely noticeable. It was like they were a part of me at this point. 
 
    Jade and I kicked away the snow, plowing through it without much trouble. The soft wind whistling by me was drowned out by our huffs and puffs. 
 
    “This reminds me of road work,” I said. 
 
    “Road work?” 
 
    “Before a fight, during training camp. You always gotta run. It’s the best way to build your endurance. When you’re going toe-to-toe with a guy, you gotta do everything you can to make sure your gas tank is as big as possible. Haven’t run in a long time.” 
 
    “We’ve got bigger fights coming up. We need as much training as we can get.” 
 
    “Even with the snow, it’s a lot easier to run.” 
 
    “That’s Red Mana for you.” 
 
    Jade kept pace with me as we crossed the plains and made footprints in the snow. There was a trail behind us but our surroundings didn’t change much, so it was hard to tell if we’d made any progress. Sweat dripped down my brow and my body warmed despite the bitter cold. 
 
    I breathed hard through my nose to keep my focus. Even if we didn’t encounter anything, we wouldn’t get to the end in just a few minutes. 
 
    A burst of energy cracked the sky. 
 
    Of course, things were never simple in Pandora. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and watched the swirls of white energy form. Jade lowered her staff down and pointed it forward. 
 
    “If I’d known we’d be wandering through the snow, I wouldn’t have leveled my Zero Blast. Whatever is waiting for us probably has some resistance.” 
 
    “They might be cold but you can always get colder.” 
 
    The energy flashed in a blinding light and disappeared in a snap. I stared through the falling snow, searching for whatever it was. Goblins. Lizards. Skeletons. I didn’t find anything. 
 
    “You see anything?” I said. 
 
    “Nothing but the snow.” 
 
    “I saw that energy. There have to be Shadows here—” 
 
    The ground rumbled. The snowy grass in front of me began to rise in small divots. The powdery flakes fell off the clumps of grass as clawed white fingers rose from the ground. They dug into the snow and pulled up the rest of the arm attached to it. More of the figures emerged all around me. 
 
    “Goblins,” I sighed. 
 
    White-scaled creatures stared at me with their empty blue eyes, shimmering like jewels. The claws on the tips of their toes and fingers were sharpened to a piercing point. And their crude stone hatchets and wooden clubs looked dangerous. But these ones were different. They wore some type of leather armor to cover their bellies. 
 
    “Armor,” Jade said. “It looks like these guys are serious.” 
 
    “Twenty… Twenty-one… Twenty-two… They might be serious but so am I.” 
 
    The white goblins circled us. They were waiting just for the right moment. 
 
    “How do you want to play this?” Jade asked. 
 
    “I always liked going on the offensive. After you.” 
 
    I held my hand out to her. She smiled then twirled her staff around. She slammed it into her palm and sent a Solo Spark right at one of the unsuspecting goblins. The massive green fireball was as big as the goblin and consumed it whole. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” It screamed in pain before exploding into Mana. 
 
    “So much for armor,” I said. 
 
    “Gaaaaah!” The goblins yelled and charged in unison with their weapons raised. 
 
    “Let’s try this out. Seismic Quake!” 
 
    My gauntlets shot up above me then—WHAM—they smashed into the ground so hard the snow went flying up. The plains shook and all of the goblins lost their balance. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I dashed forward while they tried to regain their footing. The added speed boost from my synergy meant I covered the distance fast. One goblin got its head knocked off before it could react. Another took a punch to the jaw. I swung at the nearest goblin and caught it right in its chestpiece. 
 
    “Aaaaah!” The armor didn’t provide much protection as the goblin went flying into a couple more trying to regain their balance. 
 
    “Set ‘em up… Knock ‘em down!” Jade spun her staff in her arms like she’d been doing it for years. Every blast hit its mark, hitting the goblins in their chests and igniting their whole bodies. Those that managed to survive the burns were easy pickings for me to slam my fists into. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Another burst of white energy filled the sky. I expected more goblins to climb up from the snow and they did. But along with them, white vultures flew down from the sky. 
 
    “Buzzards,” I muttered. 
 
    “Caw-caaaaw!” A dozen shimmering white birds swooped down and headed right for me. Their white beaks pointed down like long daggers. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I raised my gauntlets up to block them just before they got to me. Sharp thunks against my blue barrier made me dig my feet into the snow to hold my place. 
 
    “Gaaah!” A goblin swiped with its axe and caught me from behind, digging the dull edge into the back of my leg. 
 
    “Dammit,” I grunted and spun around to hammer the goblin with a backfist. 
 
    Another goblin came and swung its club at my knee. The hard thud didn’t buckle my leg but damn it didn’t feel good. 
 
    “Motherfu—” I leveled it with a right hand that snapped its neck in two. 
 
    The vultures circled above to gather for another dive. 
 
    “Jade! Get those damn birds!” 
 
    She knocked away a nearby goblin with her staff then aimed up. The green energy flowed like smoke and gathered around her tip. She was charging a big one. 
 
    The vultures were lowering down, trying to pick their spot so I wouldn’t have time to react. The goblins trying to cut and club me down made it hard for me to focus. 
 
    Speed. Power. Those were all good. But nothing beat timing. 
 
    The buzzards went into their movement. 
 
    “Solo Spark! Now!” 
 
    I called it out as soon as I saw it. 
 
    Jade grunted and fired. WHOOSH! The fireball bigger than her whole body shot through the sky, ripping through the snowfall and growing big enough to consume the whole flock. The birds moved so fast they couldn’t stop their momentum as they ran right into the flames. Ash and smoke filled the sky as Mana rained down on the snow around me. 
 
    Only a few goblins remained but they were relentless, jumping for me at the same time from all sides. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    My gauntlets moved up and caught all of the goblins before they could reach me. Their armor couldn’t save them. 
 
    I regained control and sighed as I looked out at the Mana surrounding me. They put up a fight but it was the abilities I used that drained me more than anything. Without the adrenaline of a fight, I remembered just how cold it was. 
 
    “You okay?” Jade glanced at the blood coming from the back of my leg. 
 
    “Nothing serious. The next checkpoint is just ahead. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 35: Secrets & Promises 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 39 Slayer 
 
    (0 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 24 
 
    Speed 22 
 
    Durability 20 (+2) 
 
    Control 18 (+1) 
 
      
 
    There weren’t any more encounters before the first checkpoint but the snowfall and cold were enough to force Jade and me back to the dusty confines of the storage warehouse. 
 
    Three levels added a couple of points to my durability. Hopefully it’d make the next trip to the plains a little less annoying. 
 
    Redgrave sealed the wound on my leg and I was as good as new. 
 
    “I’m heading over to Tim’s tonight,” Jade said to me. “I’ll spend one last night at his place before I pack my things and go over to yours. You sure you have room in your apartment?” 
 
    “It’s not some lavish penthouse suite but you’ll have a roof over your head.” 
 
    “We just spent an hour in the snow. Anything sounds better right now.” 
 
    While Jade walked over to put away her staff, Redgrave stayed busy at his workstation to prepare the Potent Mana. 
 
    I was planning on taking a break for the rest of the night when my phone vibrated in my pocket. Alisa’s number appeared. I already knew it was strange because it was late. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Enzo… Are you busy?” 
 
    “Jade and I just got back. What’s up?” 
 
    “I… I was wondering if you could come visit me.” 
 
    The tone of her voice was off. Alisa was always in a good mood. 
 
    “I’m at the hospital.” 
 
    “Did you say—” 
 
    “Yeah. On Central Ave. Can you come over? I’m okay. It’s just… Do you mind?” 
 
    “…I’ll be right over.” 
 
    I lowered the phone slowly. Maybe I didn’t hear her right. Or maybe I was just hoping it was a mistake. 
 
    Jade raised an eyebrow at me. “Who was that?” 
 
    “It’s Alisa. She…” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
    “She said she was. I’ll go find out for sure.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The hospital on Central Avenue was a place I’d been to often. Most of my visits involved routine checkups with a doctor before and after my fights. They never had any bad news for me. I knew I was one of the lucky ones because of it. 
 
    Alisa sent me a text saying where she was. Knowing she wasn’t in the emergency wing made me a little relieved. 
 
    I found her in the main hall waiting room. Her hair was messier than usual. She never wore much makeup but it was even more obvious with how tired she was. Her clothes looked like she just grabbed the first pair of sweatpants and sweatshirt she could find. 
 
    I took a seat next to her but she didn’t respond immediately. She just stayed staring at the ground. Her mind was somewhere else. 
 
    She finally let out a soft sigh before looking up at me. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “You know it’s not a problem for me.” 
 
    “I know what it’s like to finish a mission. Redgrave might be able to regenerate your injuries with that fancy doodad of his but it’s exhausting.” 
 
    “I’ve been pushing myself ever since I was a teenager. Running. Fighting. I’m used to it.” 
 
    Alisa stewed in her chair, her fingers fumbling with each other. “You ever get so tired you think about giving up? In the end, you know you can’t. But do you ever just think about it? Like you’ve just had enough and maybe you want some of the freedom of not having a burden?” 
 
    That wasn’t the Alisa I knew. There was no enthusiasm in her voice. No excitement in her eyes as she stared at the ground. She wasn’t even tapping her legs. Just sinking into her seat, not budging. 
 
    “We’ve all been through some shit,” I sighed. “You just have to keep going. The world keeps spinning. Life keeps going even if you try to stop it.” 
 
    “Hmm…” A half-hearted smile crossed her lips. “Never thought I’d hear something so poignant from you.” 
 
    “Back when I was still fighting, there was another guy training at the gym. Tristan. He was one of the better fighters.” 
 
    “Better than you?” 
 
    “I was an ordinary fighter, so that’s not much of an accomplishment. But yeah, he was better than me… One weekend he’s got a big fight. If he wins it, he could be a contender for a championship. Local league but it’d get some national eyes on him. It was his big break.” 
 
    “Something tells me he didn’t do very well.” 
 
    “Just the opposite. Tristan was beating the guy bad. Winning the fight in a landslide. Late in the fight though, he threw a kick. Must’ve planted his leg wrong. Everybody who was at the fight said they heard it. Something popped in his knee.” 
 
    “Ouch…” 
 
    “Fell right on the spot. His opponent won by technical stoppage.” 
 
    Alisa scoffed. “Losing a fight you already won. That sucks… What happened to Tristan after that? He okay?” 
 
    “He tore his ACL. Doctors told him it was gonna be at least a year of rehab. And that’s just to get him back on his feet so everything was normal. Probably take more time to get back into fighting shape. 
 
    “Tristan though… You wouldn’t have known he was injured. Pushed himself. Did all of the rehab work they asked of him. He was working harder than anybody else and that was just to get things to normal. 
 
    “I saw him in the gym one day. Light walking on the treadmill. He was moving gingerly. Asked him how he was doing. You know what he did?” 
 
    Alisa finally turned her head up and looked at me. She was staring at me intently, waiting for my answer as she shook her head. 
 
    “He smiled. He smiled bigger than I’d ever seen from him.” 
 
    “That’s weird…” 
 
    “I thought so, too. He told me he cried when it happened. Imagine a 200-pound guy that was all muscle breaking down in tears.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” she said with a soft laugh. 
 
    “He was devastated. But all of the rehab and training and sacrifices he made… He was all doing it to fight again. But he realized he didn’t need the fighting. He was happy with his life. He was grateful for that. That’s why he smiled.” 
 
    “Right…” Alisa sank deeper into her seat. She didn’t seem as sad as before but she was still distracted. “There a reason you told me that?” 
 
    “It’s just like you said. Tristan was on top. Then he hit the bottom. He pushed himself because he wanted to get back in there. But he realized that wasn’t what made him happy. That’s what you have to do sometimes. Just keep going and find something you don’t know you’re looking for. You never know what’ll happen…” 
 
    Alisa didn’t move. I kept waiting for her but there was nothing. So I figured I’d give her some space. 
 
    “I’ll be outside if you—” 
 
    “Wait. There’s something I need to tell you. Just… keep this between us, okay?” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    She was older than she looked. Her face wrinkled and her cheeks sunken in. Her hair gray and thin. Her arms were frail, just bones with skin hanging off of them. Her eyes were closed and her mouth half-open. The machines monitoring her vital signs beeped steadily. 
 
    Alisa stood at her bedside. She was a statue. Eyes unblinking, she just stared at the woman. 
 
    I waited at the side of the room and watched as Alisa reached out to put her hand on hers. 
 
    “Auntie…” Alisa whispered. “I’m still here. Everything will be fine, you hear me. Everything will be…” 
 
    Alisa swallowed when her voice started to crack. She clenched her jaw and forced herself to smile. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She squeezed her hand tight around the woman’s hand then gently set it down on the bed. 
 
    I stepped outside of the room and waited a few seconds before Alisa came out. She looked up at me, half-exhausted but still smiling. Her eyes were glazed over but there was no threat of tears leaking out. 
 
    “Aunt Agnes,” she said. “She’s not…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “She’s sick. The cancer’s affecting her immune system. Everything is piling up together. She’s getting worse by the day.” 
 
    “Is there anything…” 
 
    Alisa shook her head, a solemn look in her eyes. “It’s too late. It’s not a question of if, but when.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alisa.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. She’s old. She lived a good life. I just wish there was more I could’ve done for her. She… She was the one who was always there for me. Not mom. Not dad. Just her.” 
 
    “…I’m guessing this has something to do with why you want the money.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m not exactly making it big. Just quit my job at the cafe because I couldn’t afford to pay the medical bills. Thought about applying to the Legion but couldn’t leave. Going over to the Pussycat Club crossed my mind. Not much of an exhibitionist though, believe it or not. So I went to the gym… Thought maybe I could get a fight or two and make money that way.” 
 
    “You got that in you…” 
 
    She stared at the door to her aunt’s room and sighed. “She doesn’t have much longer. But I told myself I’d spend every last dollar I had to make sure she’s comfortable.” 
 
    “Castleberry could help you out with that.” 
 
    “He could. And to be honest with you, I thought about taking his offer…” She smiled at me suddenly. “It’s not about the money though. It was never about the money. It was about my aunt. Hearing the story about your pops… I could never take away someone else’s chance to be with someone important. I’d just be a hypocrite.” 
 
    Shit. Never expected her to tell me something like that. But damn did it make me realize how fortunate I was. It was all just some terrible luck for all of us. 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and looked her right in the eye. “Thanks, Alisa. I couldn’t have gotten this far without you.” 
 
    “You could’ve. But let’s get this mission done and you can pay me back later.” 
 
    “That’s a deal… Jade and I will be hitting the warehouse early tomorrow. Cover as much ground as we can.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Make sure you bring a jacket.” 
 
    “Why? Wait… Never mind. I don’t wanna know.” 
 
    We shared a laugh. For a moment, we forgot about all the bullshit we had to deal with. 
 
    Alisa’s smile left her quickly as she looked at the door. “I’m gonna spend some more time with her.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    I gave Alisa her space and headed down the hallway. Just as I got into the elevator, my communicator rumbled against my wrist. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 4: 10% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 4: 10% speed increase to all basic attacks 
 
      
 
    Faster attacks. First thing tomorrow, I was gonna find out just how much faster they were. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 36: The Challenge 
 
    WHAM! My right fist shot like a rocket, cratering in the goblin’s face. The crunching snap of its skull breaking was as loud as its cry of pain. The streaks of blue blood spilled on the snow before the rest of the creature burst into Mana. 
 
    I held my hands out and collected my rewards without thinking too much about it. 
 
    “Poor guy.” Alisa looked down around the ground. The only evidence of a fight was the small divots in the snow from the goblins’ fallen bodies. There was enough snowfall to cover it all quickly though. 
 
    “Poor guy?” I said. 
 
    “You creamed him pretty bad.” 
 
    “I’ll be more gentle when I’m killing the next one.” I chuckled at her and proceeded down the trail. 
 
    The snowfall continued but it was gentle enough not to bother me. The sun was more visible through the clouds but I couldn’t feel any of its warmth. The breeze whipped all of the snowflakes forward, so I didn’t have to worry about them hitting my cheeks. I was a little more prepared than usual though. 
 
    Early in the afternoon, we gathered back in the storage warehouse and resumed where we left off in the Wild White Plains. Jade and Alisa walked just behind me. Both of them were more adequately dressed for the cold. Their thermal jackets and jeans covered them up entirely. Their boots had more protection for the snow. I knew they were still trying to stay warm though because I had a long-sleeve shirt on and it was cold as shit. 
 
    An hour along the trail and we only encountered two goblin groups. The battles were the only thing keeping me warm and stopping me from focusing on the cold. The bleak, bluish-gray horizon in front of me didn’t change. I kept trudging through the snow with my head down and my fists clenched. 
 
    Every step was one step closer. I’d get to the end of the zone no matter what. 
 
    “We already finished one of the missions,” Alisa said. 
 
    I glanced at my communicator. 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat 50 Shadows 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
    Completed 
 
      
 
    Gain 5 Mana Levels 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    Defeat the Zone Shadow 
 
    Reward: $1,000 
 
      
 
    Redgrave loaded us with all of the missions we were eligible for. It was a lot easier to take them knowing what Alisa was doing with the money. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem to finish,” I said. “Early start means we’ve got the rest of the day to get this done.” 
 
    “Through rain, sleet, and snow,” Alisa said. “How about that?” 
 
    “How about what?” 
 
    “The Post Office. That’s us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Our squad. We can call ourselves the Post Office. Through rain, through sleet, through snow. You know, that’s their motto.” 
 
    “I know what their slogan is… I don’t think the Post Office is what we should be calling ourselves.” 
 
    “You got a better idea?” Alisa’s slightly annoyed tone made me chuckle. I turned around and saw Jade smirking to herself. 
 
    “I don’t have a better idea,” I said. “But the Post Office… Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Alisa said. “You’d have to admit, it’d be cool to have a name for our group.” 
 
    “Group names are kid stuff.” 
 
    “How about we call ourselves the ‘Group That Gets Things Done’?” Jade said. 
 
    “Speaking of not rolling off the tongue…” Alisa let out a deep sigh and pushed forward through the snow. 
 
    A few more minutes of the blistering cold and the snow began to pick up. Didn’t think anything of it at first but the wind started to blow harder. 
 
    “Shit…” I put my hand up to block the snow. The wind was so strong it took more effort to pick my feet up. Suddenly, there was nothing but white all around me. I could barely make out Jade and Alisa behind me. 
 
    The display on my communicator blinked to indicate the path going forward. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Alisa shouted out. 
 
    “It’s just a little weather,” I said. “Keep moving! Follow the map!” 
 
    I dug my feet into the snow as it continued to pile up around me. Soon it was up over my ankles and I had to pull my feet out with every step. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the air but the snowstorm had gotten so violent I couldn’t see any of it. 
 
    “There’s a checkpoint just ahead! Let’s go!” 
 
    I kept my gauntlets up and activated my Power Shield. The barrier blocked the snow and gave me some relief. 
 
    “Should’ve done that sooner…” 
 
    Alisa and Jade moved behind me as we kept walking forward with no clear path in front of us. 
 
    “Hold on,” Jade said. “Something’s happening…” 
 
    The violent winds began to slow. The snow became gentle. Even the sun managed to shine a little brighter than usual. Everything began to clear around me, giving me a view of the snowy forests in the distance around me. The snow had blanketed everything as far as I could see. 
 
    But my eyes were focused on the figures that had emerged from nowhere. White goblins in scrappy leather armor surrounded us. They were more than fifty yards away but they were in every direction. Must have been a hundred of them. At least. 
 
    They all locked their empty blue eyes on me, their makeshift weapons by their sides. They were all motionless. Trying to get me to make the first move. 
 
    Alisa raised her gun. “What kinda ammo does this thing have?” 
 
    “It’s energy-based,” Jade replied. “It’s infinite.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’m gonna need it if you expect me to shoot every one of these guys. Have we ever fought a hundred goblins before?” 
 
    “Not all at once.” I punched my gauntlets together. “Looks like a good workout though.” 
 
    More lines of white energy formed in the sky. Giant circles of light flashed and even more goblins poured out, doubling the ones that were already out. 
 
    “Make that two hundred,” Jade said. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I wasn’t worried about taking a goblin on. They were savages who used their aggression to compensate for any actual ability. 
 
    This was different. A whole sea of them could just drown us without actually having to do anything. 
 
    “Uh… How big of a fireball can you shoot?” Alisa asked. 
 
    Jade exhaled a deep breath then looked at me. A focused acceptance of what she had to do was in her eyes. A real test for all of us. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky, loud enough to shake the ground. The goblins remained motionless as they stared up at the white energy forming. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and watched the figure emerge. The outline of another goblin floated down from the sky among the snowflakes. But as it got closer to the ground, it became clear it wasn’t just another goblin. 
 
    The creature stood seven-feet tall. Its arms. Its legs. It was three times as thick and muscular as the other goblins. Even its white leather armor seemed more durable. Its smooth forehead protruded out slightly, just above a pair of blue eyes that were staring right at me. 
 
    In its right hand, a giant, jagged blade that was as long as its body rested in the snow. The sword was wide and rusted. Its edge was dull and blunt but the goblin looked big enough to swing it with enough force to cut. 
 
    The snow drifted gently on top of the giant goblin’s bald head. The scene was serene. Quiet except for the soft wind whistling by. 
 
    “That’s weird,” Alisa shifted her eyes left and right along with her hand cannon. “None of them are moving. They’re all just… staring.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jade said. “They could swarm us right now and it would be hard to hold them off.” 
 
    The giant goblin stepped forward through the snow, dragging its blade behind it. But it only moved a few steps before stopping. 
 
    Its blue eyes didn’t have any pupils. It was looking right at me though. I could feel it. A stare as cold as my surroundings. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Alisa said. 
 
    The goblin raised its hand up. Its three long, thick fingers had nails like claws on the end of it. It closed its hand except for one finger, keeping it extended and pointed at me. 
 
    “Is he pointing at you?” Alisa said. “Because it looks like he’s pointing at you.” 
 
    “I think he is…” I took a step forward and the giant goblin matched me. 
 
    “Hmm…” Jade lowered her staff. “I think he’s challenging you. All the other goblins. Their weapons are lowered. They don’t look like they’re ready to attack.” 
 
    “You ever fight someone that big, Champ?” 
 
    “Middleweights don’t get that big. Never fought above my weight class. But I never had these before.” I clenched my fists together. The adrenaline burning inside of my gut was something I hadn’t felt since I was getting ready for my last fight in the cage. Didn’t realize how much I missed it. 
 
    “He’s a goblin warrior,” Jade said. “Representing everybody else. If you beat him…” 
 
    “The only way forward is through him. If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Alisa lowered her gun and sighed. She smiled despite the uncertainty in her eyes. “Go get ‘em, Champ.” 
 
    Alisa and Jade slowly backed up toward the circle of goblins around us. 
 
    The goblin giant kept moving forward until he was only a few meters away from me. Its muscled arms were thick and sinewy. Every inch of its white scales was stretched tight over its body. The bastard looked like it spent all day in the gym. 
 
    Dangerous weapon. Strong armor. The asshole had size on me, too. But I wasn’t gonna go down. 
 
    “All right.” I raised my fists up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I started circling it, searching for my spot to attack. Just one wrong move was enough to be the end. 
 
    The goblin warrior moved its feet to keep its eyes on me, its wide sword resting on its shoulder. Its armor was something a gladiator wore, only made out of leather. A chestplate. Pauldrons. Faulds. Boots. Along with its head, only its arms and legs were exposed. 
 
    It moved slowly then quickly swung down at me with a massive cleave. I shifted to the side and the blade pounded into the grass, sending a cloud of snow and dirt into the air. I countered with a right hand and caught it right in its side. 
 
    WAP. The punch was enough to make it take a step back but its armor absorbed some of it. 
 
    The goblin steadied itself and raised its sword back on its shoulder. Didn’t do much damage with the first punch but it wouldn’t take long for them to add up. 
 
    Another overhead slash and I rolled out of the way, this time hammering the giant in its knee. It let out a grunt and reached up with a fist of its own. I took it right in the chest and went stumbling back a few steps with my feet sliding through the snow. But I stayed up, just in time to see another cleave. 
 
    “Power Shield!” 
 
    CLANG. I brought my gloves up and the blue barrier stopped the sword from splitting me in half. The giant pressed its weight down on me, trying to break through it. Its eyes narrowed and its teeth gritted. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and pushed back. “You won’t get through, asshole.” I used all of my strength to make it stumble back. Its sword went flying back over its head, giving me more than enough time to run up and slam my fist into the same knee I hit before. Another grunt of pain and it wobbled, low enough for me to wallop it in the jaw. 
 
    “That’s it, Champ! You got this!” 
 
    Left and right hands hammered the goblin’s face, drawing dark blue blood from its nose and mouth. 
 
    “Finish it!” 
 
    Jade’s cheers pushed me even more. BANG. BANG. BANG. I cracked the giant over and over. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” 
 
    The goblin roared loud enough to make me back up a step. A momentary daze and I was watching its sword move toward me. The blade caught me right in the thigh. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I punched the sword away and moved back. The blood leaked from my leg and on the outside of my jeans. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” 
 
    The goblin didn’t give me a chance to rest. It leaped into the air with its sword reared back. 
 
    In a fight, you only had a split-second to react. It was after the fight you’d know whether or not you made the right decision. 
 
    I didn’t play it safe. Instead of activating my barrier, I threw a right fist as hard and fast as I could, trying to beat the giant to the punch. BANG. The gauntlet clanged against its sword. The massive blow reverberated through the rest of my body and made both of us stumble back. But the giant fell back even more. 
 
    A split-second. 
 
    That was all I needed. I rushed forward and before the goblin could raise its blade—CLANG—I cracked it in the jaw and turned its head sideways. Its fangs cracked and more blue blood sprayed on the snow. 
 
    The goblin stayed on its knees as I hammered away on its face. Right hand after right hand, I used my other hand to keep it sitting up so I could punch it until it had nothing left. The goblin was near lifeless, its arms at its side, its weapon on the ground, and its face a mask of blood. 
 
    “You’re doing it, Champ! Let’s go!” 
 
    I reared back with my fist. Heart racing. Lungs burning. I used all my endurance until I had one punch left. 
 
    “Any last words, asshole?” 
 
    The goblin narrowed its eyes at me. Its brow furrowed in anger, it spit blood out to the side. “You are not strong enough.” 
 
    My whole body froze up. I thought I heard it talk. A deep, gravelly voice. The goblin’s lips moved. I saw it. I heard it. But I still didn’t believe it. 
 
    “What?” I moved my hands away in confusion. 
 
    “You are not strong enough. But I sense in you what they fear. Relentlessness despite inevitable doom. Foolishness.” 
 
    It spoke. It definitely spoke. I was so confused I let it go from my grip. 
 
    The goblin worked its way back up to its feet. I was too puzzled to try and stop it. It picked up its blade but showed no signs of attacking me. Instead, it held its hand out and a red energy began to swirl around in its palm. Red Mana. The goblin dropped it on the ground and slowly walked to the side where the hundreds of goblins were gathered. 
 
    I watched them all as they walked away before fading into the air like mist. 
 
    Jade and Alisa ran up to me. Their eyes were wide, filled with the same confusion I had. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I said. 
 
    Jade nodded her head slowly. 
 
    “It talked,” Alisa said. “I didn’t know Shadows could talk.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I looked back down the path in front of us. “Doesn’t matter now though. Let’s keep going and—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked the sky and the wind blew the snowfall in every direction. 
 
    “Now what?” I grumbled through gritted teeth. 
 
    I expected another flood of goblins to come pouring out. But there was only one figure. A four-legged beast. It leaped from the sky in a flash and crashed into the snow. 
 
    A frosty blue mane. Icy white fur. Fangs as long as daggers. Claws sharp enough to punch a hole through metal. Even its white tail whipped back and forth and wiped away the snow behind it. I only had to look at it for a second to know what it was. 
 
    “Glacier Lion.” 
 
    It wasn’t just the shade of it. The thing was probably five times the size of a regular one. Even tamers had trouble with regular ones. This bastard was gonna put up a fight. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Alisa glanced down at my leg. 
 
    “Just a flesh wound.” 
 
    “Uh… It’s dripping down your jeans.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of HP. Still time before I go unconscious.” 
 
    The lion locked its empty white eyes on me as it moved forward. I’d never seen anything look so much like a predator than right now. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Plan never changes. Keep your distance. I’ll engage.” 
 
    Jade raised her staff and charged a fireball. The green flames surrounded the tip of her weapon and fired. The Solo Spark zoomed forward and caught the lion clear in the face. 
 
    It roared in pain and its legs wobbled in a daze. 
 
    “Go!” I ran forward as fast as I could. The creature was so big I had to jump to hit it. But I got just enough air to clock it right on the side of its head with a left hook. 
 
    It stumbled back again but swiped at me. Its massive paw caught me in the chest. Its claws ripped through my shirt and drew blood instantly. 
 
    “Dammit…” I moved back to avoid another swipe. It stopped mid-swipe when Alisa caught it with a charged shot. 
 
    The lion immediately shifted its attention to them and began charging forward. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” 
 
    Alisa and Jade fired to keep the lion back but two blasts weren’t enough to stop its momentum. It pounced on Jade and snatched at her. She stuck her staff up and barely blocked the lion from biting her head off. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” 
 
    “Get off!” 
 
    I ran up and slammed the lion in its hind leg. It didn’t matter how big it was. Even this giant asshole couldn’t take a blow from the gauntlets. 
 
    The lion roared and whipped its tail hard enough to knock me back a few paces. It kept its attention on Jade as it pinned her down with both of its front paws. 
 
    “Get off her!” Alisa let off another blast that caught the side of the lion. Steam rose from the singed white fur but it wasn’t enough to free Jade. 
 
    “Try this on for size.” I raised my gauntlets up and slammed them into the snow. The Seismic Quake made the ground rumble. The giant creature moved away from Jade and lost its footing. 
 
    “There we go. Help her!” 
 
    Alisa rushed up and grabbed Jade out from underneath the beast. I sent another right cross into its hind leg, finally forcing the lion to turn its attention back to me. 
 
    It snatched at me with its teeth. But my reflexes were enough for me to counter it. WHAM. Both gauntlets shot forward and caught it in the mouth. Its fangs shattered, splintering in every direction on the snow. I followed up with a few more punches to knock the creature’s head left and right. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    I called out and Alisa and Jade immediately responded. Another Solo Spark and more gunfire caught the lion in its side, forcing it to sit. 
 
    That was all I needed. I ran up and caught the lion in its chin, knocking its head back. It swiped again at me but I was already bleeding so much, I was numb to the claws digging into my chest again. 
 
    I kept pressing forward. Teeth gritted and jaw clenched, I grabbed the beast’s mane and pulled myself up to crack it right on the side of the head. 
 
    It rolled over onto its back and exploded into the biggest shower of Mana I’d seen. 
 
    The plains fell silent except for the wind once again. I stayed on my knees to catch my breath. Sweat dripped down my face despite the cold. I was bleeding badly. But I had more than enough in me to smile. 
 
    “Impressive, indeed.” 
 
    A familiar voice rang in my ears. I quickly turned around. 
 
    “Enzo!” 
 
    Jade yelled out but it was already too late. A pain in my chest. Not like the cut from a blade or sword. Not piercing like a bullet. Not blunt like a punch. It was something else, draining the life out of me. 
 
    I looked down at my chest and saw the hand digging into me. Long, pale fingers connected to a bony arm. Dark robes. A black hood. Shadows covering its face except for two glowing red eyes. 
 
    “Herald…” I barely managed to get it out. 
 
    Its red eyes narrowed as the pain grew stronger in my chest. 
 
    “Strong.” The voice from the figure was distant even though it was right in front of me. “But not quite strong enough. So much effort for certain demise.” 
 
    “Get off him, asshole!” Alisa fired two shots that went right through the Herald. 
 
    The Herald finally released me and I collapsed on my back. I kept my eyes on it but it vanished into thin air like mist. 
 
    Jade and Alisa rushed up and fell next to me. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” It was like everything had been drained from me. 
 
    I glanced at my communicator. Even though I felt like shit, there was some relief. My head dropped to the side and I saw the purple Obelisk form. Next to it, another gateway with blue energy resonating. 
 
    “Set the checkpoint,” I sighed. “We’re at the end of the zone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 37: The Duty Of An Omega 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 45 Slayer 
 
    (0 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 25 (+1) 
 
    Speed 23 (+1) 
 
    Durability 22 (+2) 
 
    Control 20 (+2) 
 
      
 
    Six levels. A new Core to upgrade the gauntlets. Reaching the end of the zone on the doorstep to Anarchy. Jade and Alisa didn’t suffer any major injuries. All my wounds, as bad as they were, were healed. 
 
    Still, all of it wasn’t very satisfying. 
 
    “Puzzling…” Redgrave scratched the growing scruff on his chin. “The goblin spoke to you?” 
 
    “I heard it,” Alisa said. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “It’s on record the Heralds are able to communicate with us. There’s no record of any other Shadows being able to communicate so coherently.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” I said. 
 
    Redgrave walked over to the display map and placed his finger on the blinking blue dot. “This is where you’re at in Pandora now. The only Omega who’s been able to get this far is your father. On the record, of course. Because you’re so deep into Pandora, it appears you’ve encountered a more advanced Shadow. A goblin who could actually speak.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold on a second.” Alisa put her hands up. “The Legion has been around for nearly fifty years. Are you telling me in all that time since the First Event nobody’s ever seen anything like this?” 
 
    “It’s the Legion Omega Defense.” Jade walked over to the map and pointed at the left side where we started our journey. “Omegas don’t venture into Pandora like we’re doing now. We only go into the nearest dimension where Shadows are threatening to come into Earth.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Redgrave added. “The Slayer Project was the first of its kind. To pick a dimension with no immediate threat but travel through it, moving from zone to zone, and getting to the deepest zone we could measure. There we hoped to find the source of the Shadows and end this threat. I’m certain that’s evidenced by your most recent encounter.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”Alisa still didn’t look like she was getting it. Frankly, I didn’t blame her. We were doing something nobody else had ever done. 
 
    “Your battle data has been recorded. Enzo is making tremendous progress, as intended. The gauntlets are able to do damage. But even upgrading your abilities, your damage has not been able to measure up.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it… I didn’t seem to hurt that lion very much without shooting my hand cannon a billion times…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I only need support. We’re right where we need to be. Talking goblins. Shadows. Whatever. We can finish this.” 
 
    Redgrave let out a deep sigh. “I’m afraid I’m still working on the Potent Mana. Unfortunately, it may be another day or two. Perhaps longer. Without it, I would strongly advise against venturing into Anarchy.” 
 
    “I’ll go in without it if I have to—” 
 
    “I regret losing Oliver.” Redgrave’s intense stare was more than I could ever remember seeing from him. He meant what he said. “My regret has driven me all these years to do this. I refuse to let you make the same mistake again. I know you want to save your father. But I will not lose you, as well.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and sighed. My frustration stewed inside of me. But that’s all it could do. 
 
    Redgrave was right. 
 
    He put a hand on my arm and smiled. “Patience, Enzo… You’ve come a long way. I suggest you take some time to recharge. It may be the last chance you get.” 
 
    “I’m pretty tired,” Alisa said with a yawn. “I’ve got a long day tomorrow. I think I should get some rest. Take it easy, guys.” The blond walked through the portal connected to the other storage warehouse. 
 
    Jade walked up to me. “My things are packed. I figured now would be a good time to move into your place.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Right… Almost forgot about that.” 
 
    “We’ve all had a lot on our minds. Maybe this’ll be a chance to forget about everything else.” 
 
    “Yeah… Maybe…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    My apartment was nothing special. Some third-floor hole in a building in the middle of downtown Newmire between a couple of other old apartment buildings. The rent was cheap. I didn’t have to worry about any of the other tenants giving me shit. There were enough stores nearby to walk to and get the things I needed. And the gym was only a short walk away, too. The place served me well. 
 
    Jade coming over made me realize how barren it was inside. An old wooden coffee table sat next to a beat-up couch. A small shelf with some books I hadn’t read in years was off to the side. There was a faint smell of the gym but nothing overpowering. Of course, I was more used to it than her. 
 
    She didn’t seem to mind as she stood in my living room and looked around. “It’s pretty… sparse.” 
 
    “I don’t need much. Don’t watch TV. Not much of a gamer. Keep myself occupied with work.” 
 
    “What about when you’re at home?” She walked over to the window and looked outside. “I don’t imagine you just sit around and enjoy the view.” 
 
    “You knew as well as anybody how interesting Newmire can be at night.” 
 
    She laughed then took a seat on the couch. I grabbed a couple of bottles of water then tossed one over to her. 
 
    “No beer,” I said as I took a seat on the couch next to her. “Not much of a drinker either.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it for myself. Mr. Drake doesn’t know how to have fun except for an occasional visit to the Pussycat Club. I get it. Nothing wrong with a life of discipline. That’s how it is at the District.” 
 
    I leaned back and sighed. “The District… Life must be interesting over there. Being an Omega. Going into Pandora officially.” 
 
    “Pandora’s interesting but the life itself… You have to find something to keep yourself occupied. The dormitories are sparse. They keep us fueled with food but as far as recreation, there’s not much. My room is about as empty as this living room. I don’t think I’ll have much trouble adjusting.” 
 
    She laughed softly and took off her jacket. She didn’t show any damage from our trip into Pandora but her cheeks were a little red from being out in the snow for a few hours. The slight bags underneath her eyes were understandable. We were always tired after a run. 
 
    She took a sip of water then set the bottle down. “It’s strange. I don’t remember the last time I ever slept outside of Tim’s place. I mean, when I wasn’t serving as an Omega.” 
 
    “You and Tim. I know you guys weren’t a thing but…” 
 
    “I had my own room. We had a friendship. Had a friendship. Tim could never really get away from what he was good at.” 
 
    “Still can’t, apparently.” 
 
    “That’s just how it is for some people. Just like you.” 
 
    “Me?” I raised my eyebrows at her. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your father was a fighter. You became a fighter. You turned into a trainer after you stopped fighting. And now you’re… still fighting. In a different way.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it…” I laughed at the thought. I was following in my father’s footsteps literally. Guess I couldn’t have planned it better myself. 
 
    I didn’t think much more of it but Jade was staring at me. The only light came from the kitchen nearby and the streetlight from outside. The shadows crossed her face, so I could only see half of it. But her eyes still stuck out, deep green and focused. 
 
    “I have to tell you something,” she said. 
 
    “This sounds serious.” 
 
    “It’s not serious. But it is important. I…” She looked away. Jade wasn’t one to be sheepish, so it was definitely strange to see her acting that way now. “You know why I became an Omega.” 
 
    “A chance to fix things. A last resort.” 
 
    “I’d rather become anything than end up nothing. I realized how important it was to be an Omega. And I was good at it, too. Even though I was only just a Bronze, I felt like I was meant to do it. That’s the reason I answered Dr. Redgrave’s ad. That’s why I believed his story.” 
 
    “Anybody would have to take a big leap to believe it.” 
 
    “I still had my doubts even when he gave me all the details. Then he told me to recruit you. I knew it would be hard but honestly, I didn’t care. I had to do it.” 
 
    “I remember what you said. That’s the whole point of being an Omega.” 
 
    She nodded softly. “Dr. Redgrave gave me a chance to keep doing what I wanted to do. But after everything we’ve been through and how far we’ve come, I realized something else.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I…” She swallowed so hard I could hear it. Her eyes stayed looking to the side until slowly moving toward me. “I care about you, too. And your father.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. Never liked moments like this. They were important but they were uncomfortable, too. 
 
    “I appreciate that, Jade. Thanks—” 
 
    “You don’t understand. When we’re Omegas, we’re told we’re the last line between existence and extinction. All of humanity is at stake. I never had anybody important in my life except Tim but he only cared about me to feel good about himself. You though… You put a face on everything I was fighting for.” 
 
    Jade stared at me, her eyes slowly narrowing. I didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry. I reached out and put my hand on top of hers to try and calm down whatever emotions she was feeling. Or maybe I was just trying to deal with the tension I was feeling myself. 
 
    My communicator suddenly vibrated and the tension was broken for a moment. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 5: 20% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 4: 10% speed increase to all basic attacks 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be where I’m at without you,” I said. “Thanks, Jade. I mean it—” 
 
    She suddenly put her face to mine. Our lips pressed together and our tongues tangled. Wet, sloppy kisses echoed through my living room. Her lips were soft, delicate enough to remind me what it was like to be close to a woman. And her scent was subtle but fragrant, too, even after spending hours in the snow. 
 
    I put my hands around her back and pulled her closer. She reached up and caressed the sides of my face then gently pulled me away. 
 
    I stared into her foxy eyes. Gorgeous green eyes intense and seductive. Black hair flowing down the sides of her face. Pale cheeks slowly beginning to turn pink. 
 
    Couldn’t remember the last time I’d been with a woman. A few years at least. But I knew for damn sure she didn’t look as good as Jade did now. The fatigue of running through Pandora wasn’t enough to stop me. 
 
    There was one last moment. Breaths held. Eyes unblinking. Bodies still but hearts racing. Some clarity to stop. But it was only an acknowledgment from both of us to go further. I was gonna take her and she was gonna let me. Nothing had to be said. 
 
    My face rushed back to hers and I searched for her tongue with mine. Nothing more to think about. Nothing else to do. Nothing to try and stop it. 
 
    My hands roamed for her top and pulled it over her head. She returned the favor and tossed my shirt to the side. Our lips searched for each other, smacking together in between moans as our hands roamed down toward our jeans. 
 
    I unbuttoned and zipped her down. Jade climbed out and kicked her pants away like they were on fire. 
 
    I couldn’t get out of my pants fast enough. I was straining against my damn boxers. She pulled my jeans and underwear down in one quick motion, freeing my length. 
 
    My instincts made me stand up while she sat in front of me. Her eyes locked on mine for a second before her tongue twirled around my shaft. A soft, wet tease made me twitch. I exhaled a deep sigh when she sealed her lips around me and moved forward with no hesitation. 
 
    Hard gasps caught in her throat as she swallowed. Back and forth… Back and forth… I could hardly believe it for a second. Jade was bobbing her head on me like she was trying to consume me. Thirsty swallows and gulps were held down as she gripped my waist to brace herself. 
 
    I reached down and put a hand on the back of her head. Her black locks were silky smooth underneath my touch. 
 
    Her warm mouth tightening and pulling me in. The sounds of her throat slurping on me. Even the smell of her feminine scent wafting into my nose grew stronger. And the way she looked at me. Deep green eyes piercing through the darkness of my living room. 
 
    I couldn’t wait. 
 
    Jade was strong. Her body was so fit and slim. I grabbed her arms and moved her onto my couch to get a good look at her. Athletic curves from her waist to her hips. A bra straining to hold back a pair of breasts that were more than a handful. Pale, smooth-skinned legs that stretched all the way to the end of the couch. 
 
    She breathed hard through her mouth, her eyes locked on mine as she reached behind to unhook her bra. I gripped the waistband of her panties and pulled them down at the same time. 
 
    Seeing her body pale and bare only made it more impossible to turn back. 
 
    I climbed on the couch between her legs. Her mound was smooth except for a line of dark hair. The pink slit slick with anticipation made me twitch again. 
 
    My head moved down and my lips kissed one of her breasts. I couldn’t fit it all into my mouth but that didn’t matter. My hand kneaded the other as I sucked on her. She gasped a throaty sigh as her whole body arched. 
 
    “Enzo…” 
 
    Her voice was soft. Distant. Needy. I climbed deeper into her legs, searching for her opening with my length. There was no point in waiting. I pushed my tip and plunged the rest of my shaft hard into her. 
 
    Jade’s whole body seized up. Her hands gripped my back and her nails dug into me. Her legs wrapped around me like I was caught inside of her. I was in control but she was taking me in, swallowing me like prey into a trap. 
 
    My hips bucked hard against her. The sound of our bodies clapping grew louder with every thrust. My hilt slammed against her folds and made her groan each time. 
 
    “Enzo…” 
 
    Her sweaty body pressed underneath me. Soft C-cup breasts pushed against me. Her wetness was leaking out of her, making it easier to slide into her tightening walls. 
 
    Everything was building up inside of me. I couldn’t hold back. My hips moved like pistons, ramming in and out of her. I was giving it to her so hard the couch started to shift. The neighbors were gonna complain about the noise but I didn’t give a damn. Some athletic, gorgeous, raven-haired beauty was on the edge and I was gonna fall over it with her. 
 
    “Jade…” I gritted my teeth. One last moment of clarity before I thrust into her. My whole body tensed as I came. Thick spurts of my seed spilled out and wet her insides. I grunted through the pulses, holding her so she couldn’t move. 
 
    She squirmed underneath me though. The writhing of her body suddenly turned into hard spasms. A whimper stuck in her throat before finally getting out. I’d heard her grunt when she was in battle. Focused screams against the Shadows of Pandora. But this was different. Pure ecstasy. A feminine moan that only an orgasm could bring. 
 
    We both finished coming and our bodies collapsed. I stayed on top of her, listening to the sound of her ragged breathing matching mine. Sweating. Hearts racing. Throats dry. We were done. But even with my senses back, I didn’t regret it for a second. I pulled up just enough to see the smirk on her lips. No regrets from her either. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Jade was a few inches shorter than me but she was taller than most women. Her long, silky legs made her look slimmer, too. Her waist was thin and her stomach was defined. She wasn’t a waif though. If anything, her round, perky breasts were proof of that. They were big enough some probably thought they were fake. She wasn’t that type though. 
 
    She stayed on her side, her eyes closed as she rested on the couch. I admired her slender, naked body for a moment before turning back out toward the window. I’d been in Newmire long enough that nothing excited me. So it was always relaxing when I had the time to stare. 
 
    “See anything interesting?” 
 
    Jade moved next to me suddenly. Her hands wrapped around my waist as she moved in for a kiss. Three rounds on my couch apparently weren’t enough to tire her out. 
 
    “Just you,” I said. 
 
    “I know you’re thinking about the mission, too. Your father… Enzo…” She put her hand on my chin to make sure that I was looking at her. “We’re right there. Redgrave will get this done. Then we’ll get it done, too. I’m with you. Until the end.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled softly and leaned in for another kiss. 
 
    She giggled and pulled away from me. 
 
    “Something funny?” I asked. 
 
    “No… I was just thinking about the time I first saw you.” 
 
    “You mean when you were stalking me?” 
 
    “Just trying to get a read on you. Never thought it’d get to this point.” 
 
    “…Never worry about the destination. Just enjoy the now.” 
 
    Jade rested her head against my arm. I turned back toward the window and looked out onto the city. 
 
    We were there. All we had to do was finish it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 38: Sparring Session 
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
    Added Core Abilities: 
 
    Revolver Drill 
 
    Swing both gauntlets 360-degrees, hitting targets on all sides 
 
    Power Shield 
 
    Activate a frontal energy barrier that blocks damage 
 
    Seismic Quake 
 
    Strike the ground to cause a tremor that stuns all grounded enemies 
 
    Earth Heave 
 
    Tear the earth from the ground and use it as a projectile 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, the Potent Mana is still being synthesized. As you know, in addition to applying it to your weapons, I must also have enough to use on your Recall Box to stabilize your essence when you’re in Anarchy. In the meantime, I’ve applied the Core you gathered from your victory over the Glacier Lion.” 
 
    “You don’t need to explain it to me, Redgrave. I know you’ll get everything done as soon as possible.” 
 
    The bright-blue display on the side of my gauntlet listed my newest ability. It didn’t change my mood though. I was restless. Helpless. Just waiting for Redgrave to give me the green light. All I could do was wait. 
 
    “I know you’re eager,” he said. “Believe me, there’s no one who wants to finish this more than me. I’ve seen tremendous growth in you. The amount of levels you’ve gained would be out of the ordinary if you were an Omega.” 
 
    “Never cared about being an Omega. The stats are nice. I’m in better shape than I’ve been in a long time because of the Red Mana. But I don’t plan on using these gauntlets any longer than I have to.” 
 
    “You will, however, have to use them as efficiently as possible. Since you appear to be quite eager, I’ve found something for you to do.” He walked over to the display map and pointed at the spot at the top of it. “I’ve located a Junction. It’s off the path, which means you’ll be able to close it. It’s not an immediate threat but the LOD will appreciate you doing this regardless.” 
 
    “Don’t care about the Legion. But nothing wrong with a little sparring. Gain some levels. Test my new ability. Get warmed up. What can you tell me about it?” 
 
    Redgrave looked at his tablet. “The Volcanic Valley. It will be quite warm, as the name suggests. The enemies will also be significant.” 
 
    “More goblins?” 
 
    “Possibly. But the environment seems less inviting to the usual suspects, if the guardian waiting for you is any indication. The Magma Spider protects the Obelisk.” 
 
    “Magma Spider. The gauntlets are strong enough to take it down.” 
 
    “As intended.” He tapped and swiped on his tablet again. “More missions to keep you occupied.” 
 
      
 
    Available Missions 
 
    Defeat 5 Great Shadows 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    Gain 1 Mana Level 
 
    Reward: $100 
 
      
 
    Defeat the Magma Spider 
 
    Reward: $2,000 
 
      
 
    Redgrave gave me a kind but confident smile before heading back over to his workstation. 
 
    I walked over to Jade, who’d just finished polishing her staff. 
 
    “Alisa?” 
 
    Alisa decided to spend time with her aunt. Couldn’t tell Jade that though. 
 
    “Still got some business to take care of,” I said. 
 
    “Business?” Jade raised an eyebrow at me. She managed to look seductive even though I knew she was serious. 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with Castleberry. We got her loyalty.” 
 
    “I trust her, too. It just feels like everything we do… being this close to the end…” 
 
    “I don’t wanna take any more chances than you do. If Alisa’s gonna flip on us, it’s probably having Beatriz sew us some suits we don’t wanna wear.” 
 
    Jade laughed softly, the intensity in her eyes gone quickly. “What’s next?” 
 
    “The Volcanic Valley. Shouldn’t be much walking but it’ll give us a challenge.” 
 
    “Whatever we need to do to prepare.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The sky was layered with red and dark orange like it was on fire. Floating above it, black and gray clouds blocked out the stars or the moon or the sun or whatever was up there. There was no telling what time of day it was. But whether or not the sun was out, it was still hot as shit. 
 
    Not hot like the Arid Flats. No, this heat wasn’t dry. It warmed my skin and made the sweat drip from my brow instantly. I was standing in a damn furnace. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to tell where the heat was coming from. The peaks in the distance exploded. Lava erupted into the sky and the ground shook. Steam hissed to add to the dark clouds gathering above. The fiery red lava trailed down the mountainsides, threatening to burn everything in its path. 
 
    We were a good distance away but that didn’t give me any comfort. All of my surroundings had seen better days. The trees were blackened, burned, and melted down to barely recognizable twisted shapes. What I guessed was brush and leaves were just ash that covered the entire valley in soot. 
 
    It looked like hell. It felt like hell. Breathing was like sticking my face in front of an exhaust pipe. I could even taste some of the smoke all around us. 
 
    “Either Redgrave’s got a sense of humor or he’s really trying to prep us for whatever the hell is waiting for us in Anarchy.” The sweat dripped down my brow and over the rest of my body. It was a good thing I decided to only wear a tank-top and some jeans in here. 
 
    Jade wore a similar outfit, a small top, and some jeans, with her body already glowing with sweat and we hadn’t even taken a step. “At least there’s only one way to go. Short Junction. We find the Obelisk, smash it, then we head back. Standard procedure.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Shadows here will make it that simple for us. But there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    I walked forward across the blackened valley. Every step, the ash crunched underneath my feet. The volcanoes in the distance continued erupting to remind us of their presence. The damn wind kept blowing the smoke in our direction. 
 
    “Road work,” I said. “The training is always harder than the big fight. Just like I told you. Up for it again?” 
 
    I gave her a look. It took a few seconds, but the smirk formed on her lips. 
 
    I moved into a sprint and Jade rushed after me. Never ran through this kind of heat before. Shit was agonizing. Like running inside of a sauna. But there was something satisfying, too. Pushing myself to my limits and ignoring my dry throat and all the sweat pouring down my face. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder shattered the sky and the ground rumbled. I ground my feet to a halt and dug my heels into the ash. Jade drew her staff and pointed it at the sky. There were so many dark clouds billowing, I wouldn’t be surprised if some birds or something worse came swooping down. 
 
    The ground kept shaking until the earth cracked. Black chunks of rock started to rise. I waited for something to climb out. Some lizard’s claw or some goblin’s hand. But there wasn’t anything. The ground just kept coming up in chunks until there were divots in front of us. 
 
    “You see anything?” I asked. 
 
    Jade shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe they’re invisible… But I can’t hear anything—” 
 
    Another rumble made the ground shake. Then the weirdest thing happened. The chunks of black rock started moving on their own. They fell on top of each other like something invisible was building them. Legs. Arms. A headless torso. An entire body made out of blackened earth. 
 
    There were five of them, each of them at least ten-feet tall and as wide as trucks. They were motionless statues of rock and earth, their arms and legs thick. 
 
    The black figures blocked the path of the valley forward. But even if there was another way around, I wouldn’t have taken it. 
 
    “Rock golems,” Jade said. “Read about them in the bestiary but never saw them for myself.” 
 
    “Golems… Let’s try this out.” I bent down and activated my Earth Heave. My fingers dug into the dirt. The gauntlets moved as deep as they could until they disappeared into the ground. I strained slightly as I pulled up a boulder of dirt the size of my torso. 
 
    I put the rock over my shoulder then hurled it forward. WHAM! The chunk of dirt went sailing forward and slammed into the closest golem’s torso. It stumbled back a few steps, leaning back and teetering like it was about to fall over. Slowly, it began to tumble and landed on its back like a tree that had been cut down. 
 
    “Timber…” I looked at the other four golems and they remained motionless. “No… That was too easy—” 
 
    The golems suddenly raised their arms and began stomping forward. 
 
    “Zero Blast.” 
 
    WHOOSH! Jade nodded and fired as soon as I gave her the command. The ability was stronger and even louder than before, the blue and white beam thick enough to engulf a whole goblin. I could feel the icy frost of the energy as it sailed by me and slammed into one of the golems. The ice froze its chest and slowly began to spread through the rest of its torso but it continued its pursuit forward. 
 
    “Keep it in place.” 
 
    Jade moved her staff down and caught one of its legs. The golem slowed until one of its feet was frozen to the ashen ground. 
 
    “Perfect.” I ran forward as fast as I could and hammered the golem in the leg with a straight right hand, shattering it into pieces. The giant fell forward slightly and balanced on one leg but it couldn’t take the second right hand to knock it down completely. 
 
    “Shit!” I rolled out of the way as two golems slammed their fists into the ground. The massive thud sent dirt and ash flying into the air but I just managed to avoid them. 
 
    The third remaining golem was waiting for me though. It reared back with both hands over its head and brought them down. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I activated my barrier and stopped the weight from crushing me. 
 
    Jade fired another Zero Blast to freeze the golem’s legs in place, giving me the chance to deactivate my shield and smash through its legs. It struggled on the ground but another punch to its torso turned into Mana. 
 
    The two remaining golems continued stomping toward me. I was already warmed-up and sweating, so it wasn’t a problem for me to move out of the way. They were big but they were slow. I circled the field while Jade took them out from a distance. Her icy blasts froze them in place and made them easy work. 
 
    WHAM! One golem down. WHAM! Then the next. I didn’t take any damage but I was sweating even worse than before. 
 
    “Shit…” I sighed. “I don’t suppose you could make a glass of water for me to drink.” 
 
    “If you drank water right now, you’d just sweat it out in a second.” 
 
    “Good point.” I looked at the empty path ahead and nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I resumed my jog through the valley with Jade trailing behind me. We weren’t getting much closer to the mountain peaks but the amount of warmth was growing. The sky was burning and ash started to come down like black snowflakes. 
 
    I kept moving until I saw something near the horizon. Purple energy resonating. A lone monument all by itself. 
 
    “The Obelisk,” Jade said. “We take that thing down and this Junction gets shut down.” 
 
    “Everything’s already been burned to hell, so I don’t think it’ll be missed much.” 
 
    Seeing the Obelisk gave me a second wind and I ran even harder. The Obelisk was just a few meters away. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The nearest peak in the distance erupted like a bomb going off, loud enough to make the ground shake. I stopped for a second to regain my balance then sighed. 
 
    “Never gonna get used to that—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The ground shook hard enough to make Jade and I stumble into each other. I wrapped my gauntlets around her arms and held her up. 
 
    “You all right?” I said with a growing smirk. 
 
    She wasn’t smiling though. She was just looking over my shoulder, eyes narrowed. That look of intensity. I’d seen it before. 
 
    I slowly turned around when I heard something moving behind me. There it was about thirty yards away from me. A black spider the size of a small house. Its skin was smooth with a dull shine. Its eyes were as black as the rest of its body, distinguishable only by the slight gloss they had. Its legs dug into the ground and kicked up some of the dirt. Its mouth opened and I saw dozens of sharp white fangs waiting to cut through me. 
 
    “Magma Spider…” I sighed. “Redgrave didn’t say it was a hundred times as big as a normal one.” 
 
    “You should’ve already assumed that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Does it matter how big it is?” 
 
    Jade still looked as intense as ever. After what we did the other night, she could’ve distracted me. But the grin on her lips wasn’t because of that. No, she knew something else was coming. 
 
    “SCREEEE!” 
 
    The giant spider squealed and suddenly flames gathered in its mouth. A giant red fireball shot out and came racing toward us. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I threw my gauntlets up and the fireball ricocheted off the barrier. “Asshole tried to catch me off-guard…” 
 
    The spider kept its mouth open. Red and orange lava began pouring out. The ground bubbled as it spilled all around the spider. It didn’t stop spraying the ground until it was surrounded completely. 
 
    “The floor is lava,” I said. “That’s gonna make it tricky to get to…” 
 
    “I wonder…” Jade fired a Zero Blast and started freezing the lava on the ground. The ice hissed into steam but the molten lava oozing from the spider’s mouth began to harden. 
 
    “That’ll do. Clear the path for me, Jade.” 
 
    I ran forward and blocked another fireball with my Power Shield. The spider screamed again and more of its lava spilled out. Some of it caught me on the arm. Just a few drops burned through my skin and stung like hell. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    The massive creature swung with its giant legs and I just barely managed to roll out of the way. 
 
    “Let’s go, Jade!” 
 
    She sent another cold blast to the lava and hardened the ground, giving me another path to move around the spider’s back. I got near its back legs and started swinging. BANG! One punch. BANG! Two punches. BANG! Three punches. The bastard was huge but its legs still crunched from the power of the gauntlets. 
 
    “SCREEE!” 
 
    The spider spun around quickly and caught me with two legs. I stumbled back, my feet ripping through the ashen ground and sending more dirt into the air. 
 
    Its eyes locked on me, the spider stomped forward but a Zero Blast to its side turned its attention. It quickly spun back around and started charging right for Jade. 
 
    “Dammit.” I reached my hands into the dirt and pulled out a chunk. 
 
    Jade stood her ground, her staff at her hip as she blasted the spider right in its face with a concentrated beam. It slowed but kept moving forward. 
 
    “Get away from her!” I sent the chunk of dirt sailing and—CRACK—caught the spider in the back to slow it down. “Not done yet!” 
 
    I ran forward then jumped in the air before pounding the ground with a Seismic Quake. 
 
    “SCREEEE!” The spider squealed again as it tried to regain its balance but it was stuck in place. That wasn’t enough to stop it from opening its mouth and sending more magma into the air. 
 
    “Oh, shit! Get to cover!” 
 
    Jade darted off to the side of the open valley as the lava fell on the burned land like fiery rain. My Power Shield did enough to stop the lava from burning through me. It felt like ages before it finally stopped. 
 
    I survived without taking much damage but now the ground was littered with pools of bubbling lava. Just one wrong step and… Well, I didn’t wanna think about what would happen to my feet. 
 
    The spider didn’t relent. It just kept spraying the ground all around it. Jade tried to pick up where she left off but fireballs from the creature’s mouth forced her to back off. 
 
    I had to do something. Get close enough to punch it. Some combination of my abilities. 
 
    The fatigue was getting to me. The heat was making me sweat like crazy. I was running out of time even if the spider wasn’t going right after me. 
 
    I had only one chance at this. It was a risk I had to take. 
 
    “Jade!” I called out to the other side of the valley. “I just need a path. One path!” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. Her Zero Blast slammed into the ground right in front of me, freezing the ground and the lava burning through it. She moved the beam forward in a line headed right for the spider. 
 
    I walked forward through the hardened magma as the spider turned its attention toward me. 
 
    “SCREEEEEEEEE!” 
 
    “Power Shield!” 
 
    A fireball came flying toward me. But I kept my barrier up and blocked it, moving through the path Jade made for me as my endurance drained. 
 
    Twenty meters away. Fifteen meters. Ten. 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    I leaped into the air and—CRASH—activated a Seismic Quake that shook the ground. The spider stumbled in its place unable to move. 
 
    “Hit it!” 
 
    I called it out and Jade moved her beam right to the spider to slow it down. I jumped over the last pool of lava in my path and landed right in front of the spider. 
 
    The creature stared back at me with a dozen blinking black eyes. It opened its mouth with a hiss and I saw the lava beginning to gather. 
 
    “Not this time.” I slammed my teeth into its mouth and cracked its razor-sharp teeth. The spider stumbled back but I kept moving forward. WAP! WAP! WAP! Left and right hands bashed its face in. 
 
    Jade’s beam kept slowing it down, making it easy to parry away its swipes. I hit its limbs hard enough I heard its bones break. 
 
    The spider stumbled in its place as my assault continued. Hard crosses to its face spilled blood around the lava around us. 
 
    “SCREEE!” 
 
    The creature suddenly rose with its front legs up. But that just gave me the perfect spot to hit. I aimed right at its underside and swung. CRACK! The weight of the gauntlet ripped through its soft belly until I was tearing through its insides. I kept pushing, trying to rip through the spider completely but it suddenly exploded into a shower of Mana. 
 
    The colorful orbs of red, green, and blue energy joined the ash continuing to float down. The remnants of the spider disappeared, both its boiling lava and steaming blood gone completely. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief as Jade walked up next to me. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She looked over at the nearby Obelisk and sighed. “Never better.” 
 
    “It’s too hot. Let’s close the Volcanic Valley.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 39: Final Warning 
 
    Enzo Drake 
 
    Level 48 Slayer 
 
    (0 levels available) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 25 
 
    Speed 23 
 
    Durability 23 (+1) 
 
    Control 22 (+2) 
 
      
 
    I double-checked my communicator to make sure I was reading it right. Would’ve thought beating a giant spider and some golems was worth more than three levels. Didn’t care too much though. Not with my body trying to recover from standing next to some active volcanoes. 
 
    The glass of water disappeared. I was so damn thirsty I started crunching the ice. 
 
    Jade sat across from me and gulped on her drink just the same. 
 
    “Uh… Kids these days… I’ll leave the pitcher here.” Ruthie looked confused at both of us before stepping away. 
 
    Jade and I washed away all of the soot and sweat that had built-up on our trip to the Volcanic Valley. Then we headed out for some food to relax for the rest of the day. 
 
    It was a quiet afternoon in The Fancy Diner. All the patrons were the same kind of people you’d expect from downtown Newmire. Just honest city folks looking for a meal and a place to relax. It was exactly the kind of scene I needed to forget about all the shit I just saw. 
 
    I was tired but I was thirsty and hungry. A bite of my burger and some fries satisfied me just as much as the water I’d gulped down. 
 
    Jade poured herself another glass and sighed. “This is what it was like at the District. We would spend all day training, fighting, practicing… Then we would get time to ourselves. We refueled with a good meal then put our heads down to get ready for the next day.” 
 
    “You didn’t get bored with it? Or tired? Or both?” 
 
    “We had our days off from time to time. Sometimes the Junction Room would get shut down for maintenance. It was exhausting but it was satisfying. You know what it’s like. You ever get tired of going to the gym?” 
 
    “Never really thought about it. Just something I always did.” 
 
    “That’s how it was for us. Most recruits who weren’t good enough to make it as an Omega left eventually. It’s an easy decision to make one way or the other.” 
 
    I took another bite of my burger and looked out the window. “Easy decision…” 
 
    “You ever think about it?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About… being an Omega.” 
 
    “Hmph.” I scoffed at the thought. “I was always sorry for every poor bastard who decided to suit up and join the cause. Drawn in by fancy brochures and ads on TV. No chance…” 
 
    I picked up my burger for another bite but Jade was staring at me, not eating or drinking. Just focusing her eyes like she meant it. 
 
    “You were serious, huh?” 
 
    “You’re good at it, Enzo. You’re strong. You know how to fight. And you’ll have a leg up on other new recruits.” 
 
    “As soon as I pull my dad out, that’ll be the end of it. I’m pretty sure the Legion is gonna be pissed anyway. Doubt they’d wanna just throw me a uniform and sign me up after the shit I’m doing behind their back.” 
 
    “If that’s the way you feel—” 
 
    “That’s the way I feel. I…” 
 
    Jade was always headstrong. I never met a woman as determined and intense as her. But now I could see how bothered she was. I let out a sigh to stop myself from getting worked up. 
 
    “I know what it means for you to be an Omega. It’s important to you. And I support that. But I’m not an Omega. I’ll never be an Omega. That doesn’t mean we can’t be cool.” 
 
    She didn’t take her eyes off me. I was almost worried for a second. But a smile came to her lips and she nodded slowly. “…I was just thinking. It’d be nice to fight alongside you again. Officially. You should see how tight my armor suit is.” 
 
    “What’s the point of seeing you in armor when I’ve already seen everything on underneath?” 
 
    “Not at the table, Mr. Drake.” She gave me a wink and poked her fork at her salad. 
 
    I chuckled and picked up my burger for another bite. “You know… I’ll admit. It would be kinda nice to keep doing something active…” 
 
    Jade moved her stare over my shoulder. She’d stopped eating. She was barely moving. 
 
    “Jade?” I turned around and saw him. 
 
    Castleberry slowly made his way toward our table. I hadn’t seen the asshole in so long, I almost forgot what he looked like. But a bald, flat-nosed bastard in a suit always seemed to make himself stand out. 
 
    He walked right up to us then looked down at me. “Mr. Drake.” 
 
    “Agent Castleberry. What brings you to the Fancy Diner?” 
 
    “I came here to see you.” 
 
    “You came here to see me? How did you know I was here?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. His eyes shifted toward Jade, who was sitting quietly with her arms at her side. She stared at him so hard it was clear she didn’t care what he was thinking. 
 
    “Agent Castleberry,” he said to her. “And you are?” 
 
    “…Jade.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Jade. You don’t mind if I speak to Enzo for a moment, do you? It’s important business involving the Legion Omega Defense. You’re familiar with the LOD, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jade swallowed and nodded. “He’s all yours.” 
 
    I headed out of the diner, listening to Castleberry’s loafers click right behind me. 
 
    The streets of Newmire were bustling with all kinds of traffic. People were out in the middle of the day to get their errands done. Some kids played at the park across from me, grateful they were out of school for the day. 
 
    I stuck my hands in my pockets and stared at the ground. From the corner of my eye, I saw Castleberry move right next to me. 
 
    “Newmire. It’s a nice town.” 
 
    “I’ve lived here my whole life,” I replied. “You don’t have to patronize me. It won’t hurt my feelings if you call it the shithole it is.” 
 
    “No, it’s true. People think of Los Angeles and they imagine the bright lights of Hollywood. Here in Newmire though… The people are real. Honest. Hard-working.” 
 
    “Stop by at night. You’ll see some thugs working hard, too.” 
 
    “There are punks and thieves in every city. Newmire is special. Nobody here thinks they’re better than anybody else.” Castleberry’s tone never changed. It was like every word was hitting the same note. He could’ve been saying the friendliest thing in the world but it sounded like he was giving me bad news. 
 
    “That incident with the Omegas you had. You’ll be happy to know those gentlemen are heading back to their District to resume their duties. They’ll be reprimanded appropriately. Incidents with civilians are highly frowned upon.” 
 
    I chuckled at the thought of those three assholes getting punished. “Good to hear the Legion runs a tight ship.” 
 
    “But what’s even worse than attacking a civilian is for a civilian to act like an Omega themselves. Venturing into Pandora. Upsetting the balance. Going through uncharted territory. It could draw unknown threats that could put the whole planet at risk. Billions of lives…” 
 
    “Hmph… It’s funny. Omegas have been going at it for what now? Forty years? And still people are being recruited. People are retiring. And there’s still a threat. I wonder if there’s even a threat at all.” 
 
    “The threat exists. The Legion has been fighting since the beginning. They’re the only reason this planet hasn’t been overrun and nobody’s died since the First Event.” 
 
    “Somebody died. Most people don’t know about it though.” 
 
    I slowly turned and looked at him. Castleberry stared back, no smile, just a cold hard gaze. 
 
    “The LOD will do everything in its power to safeguard the lives of every civilian on Earth. That includes you.” 
 
    “Stop telling me about what the Legion does and doesn’t do. I’ve got nothing to do with it—” 
 
    “You’ve got one chance, Enzo.” He cut me off suddenly and raised his index finger. “Whoever’s a part of the unauthorized Pandora activity will be punished severely. I’d advise you to tell anybody you happen to know who’s involved to stop immediately.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to budge. Not even with some big-nosed bastard trying to intimidate me. Not after I’d already come this far. 
 
    “I got no idea what you’re talking about. You do what you have to do, Agent Castleberry. Protect the families living here on Earth. I’m just an ordinary civilian living a peaceful life with his family… Well, I would if I had one.” 
 
    Castleberry took a step back and lowered his finger. “One chance.” He kept backing away before turning around and getting into a nearby car. 
 
    I watched it move through the traffic until eventually turning around the corner. 
 
    A sigh escaped me, making me realize how tense I was this entire time. 
 
    Castleberry was gunning for me this whole time. He was close. None of that mattered though. Once I got to dad, I’d accept whatever consequences came after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 40: Calm Before The Storm 
 
    “Raspberry coconut swirl…” Alisa stuck her tongue out and licked her spoon before delicately eating the rest of her bite. Her eyes were lost. There were no other people around her. No buildings. No park. Not even me. Just her and her sorbet. 
 
    People walking by probably thought she was crazy. Some young blond in some shorts and a halter top eating sorbet like a serial killer. 
 
    I didn’t really care too much. For one thing, I’d gotten a good handle on what kinda girl she was. More importantly, I’d seen enough crazy shit at this point that I wouldn’t have blamed her for going insane. Even over just some sugar. 
 
    I ate a spoonful of pineapple sorbet and looked out to the park where some kids were playing soccer. “I remember what that was like. Just running around without a care in the world. Back when everything was normal. As normal as normal could be, anyway.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Alisa let out a sigh, her smile not just from her sorbet. “Even without mom and dad around, Aunt Agnes made sure I had everything I needed. Crazy to think I had such a normal childhood even though it… wasn’t.” 
 
    “You. Me. Jade. None of us were normal. Maybe that’s why all this has been working so far.” 
 
    “Maybe… How come Jade didn’t wanna come out for sorbet?” 
 
    “She’s taking a break at the apartment. We just finished a rough Junction.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I’m not too fond of spiders. I would’ve run in the opposite direction if I saw a giant one staring at me face to face.” 
 
    “This spider was a little different. It wasn’t hairy and creepy and crawly like a regular one—” 
 
    “Please don’t ruin my sorbet.” 
 
    I chuckled as she focused her attention back on her giant cup. 
 
    We sat on the bench in the park, just a few steps from the sorbet shop. It was getting later with the sun just beginning to go down. As the sky darkened and the traffic died down in the streets, the city around us started to get quiet. 
 
    “He talked to me,” she said suddenly. “Castleberry…” 
 
    She didn’t have to say his name for me to know who. 
 
    “Nothing new. Same amount of money to get details on you. At this point, it’s pretty obvious he knows something’s up.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it if he’s following us right now.” I looked around the park. Some cars parked along the curb had tinted windows, so it could’ve been any number of them. The Legion had enough resources to do it. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking.” Alisa paused, her eyes focused on the ground as she let out a soft sigh. “Aunt Agnes doesn’t have much time left. It’s weird. I visit her at the hospital every day. That’s my routine even though it’s so miserable to see her like that. But I’d rather do that than not see her at all.” 
 
    “You gotta appreciate whatever time you have left with her.” 
 
    “That’s just it. Whatever time I have left. What happens after that? When someone who’s been there your entire life is just… gone… What do you do?” 
 
    I shook my head. “When I found out dad was gone, I cried for weeks. Didn’t even wanna get out of bed. Just stayed in my room and hoped it was all some bad dream. My grandma was there for me. Cooked for me. Washed me. Eventually, I just… got up. The world didn’t stop for me. So I had to go along with it. Having my grandma there with me helped. By the time I lost her, I was ready for it. Just old enough to accept it and move on.” 
 
    Alisa swallowed a spoonful and clicked her tongue. “I guess that’s it. Just gotta hunker down and get over it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it’s easy. But you still have a choice. Give up or keep going. When you really think about it, it’s an easy choice to make.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” She smiled in relief. “I bet you hear that all the time in the gym. Pep talks for guys fighting and winning and losing and getting ready for more fights.” 
 
    “Ha! I’ve heard every cliché in the book. But that doesn’t make any of them less true.” 
 
    “What’s the best cliché for right now?” 
 
    “Good question…” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. All of the motivational pep talks and speeches I’d heard. Trainers. Coaches. Managers. Sparring and training partners. There was no end to the list of things I’d heard to get me up and keep me there. 
 
    “Hmm… How about ‘you gotta roll with the punches’?” 
 
    Alisa stared off into the distance and watched the kids play over in front of us. “Roll with the punches. Heard that before. What’s that mean exactly?” 
 
    “A punch is coming at you. All that velocity and momentum and acceleration and speed. It’s gonna hit you. You can’t stop it. But you can go with it. Don’t go into it. As long as you’re moving in the same direction, it won’t hurt as much.” 
 
    “Roll with the punches… I like that.” 
 
    Her smile grew even wider. Alisa might’ve had an enthusiastic facade full of energy, but I knew she was just a regular person inside. At least, she was trying to be. 
 
    “Can I tell you something, Enzo? I… I know you’re not too happy with me about asking for some extra cash.” 
 
    “I understand why you’re doing it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right. Taking something you earned. I mean, let’s be honest. You’re the one doing most of the work out in the field.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. You do your part.” 
 
    “I’d like to think that. Fighting with you and Jade… It’s special. I feel like…” She burst into a laugh that made me raise my eyebrows. “…I feel like I’m actually a part of something.” She stopped laughing and turned to me. She wasn’t smiling her mischievous smirk. She wasn’t trying to deceive me. She just looked at me like she meant it. 
 
    “I’m with you ‘til the end, Champ. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Yeah… Thanks.” 
 
    “No. Thank you. For giving me this chance.” 
 
    Alisa looked back out to the park and began spooning her sorbet like nothing had happened. She was eating so fast she finished before me even though her cup was twice as big. 
 
    My communicator vibrated just enough for me to take a glance. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 5: 20% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 5: 20% speed increase to all basic attacks 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna go see my aunt now,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not up to anything. I could walk you there.” 
 
    Downtown Newmire was anything but glamorous. Just a city with a bunch of old buildings that were better off demolished. Homeless folks lived in the alleyways while pushers tried to make it less obvious what they were doing. Every now and then a police cruiser would roll by but they never did anything unless they saw something blatant. 
 
    With the sun down and the streetlights up, most of the residents had gone into their apartment buildings. 
 
    Alisa and I walked through the emptying streets toward the hospital just in the distance. She didn’t say a word. Neither did I. I was just fine getting a chance to relax and forget about all of the bullshit for a second. 
 
    “There he is! That motherfucker!” 
 
    Peace and quiet never lasted too long in the streets if you waited long enough. 
 
    I spun around to see some familiar-looking thugs coming toward us. Greasy hair. Dirty faces. Teeth chipped and yellowed from obvious abuse. The same two punks who tried to mess with Alisa were flanked by a couple more guys. The four of them marched toward us like they were on a mission. 
 
    “That’s the one!” One of them pointed right at me. “This guy walking around, thinking he’s so tough. Let’s see how tough you are now that the odds are even?” 
 
    I looked at Alisa and she was just as confused as I was. “Uh… How is it even with two more guys?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s even now because you won’t be able to sucker punch me. Let’s see how you try dealing with all four of us—Ahhh!” The greasy-haired punk swung at me. Wide and sloppy as expected. I moved out of the way and cracked him in the stomach to knock the wind out of him. I pulled back a little bit because I knew the Red Mana wouldn’t make it a fair fight. It was still enough to make him crumple on the ground and whimper like a newborn. 
 
    “Get him!” 
 
    The other three all converged on me at once. The problem wasn’t being hurt by them. My increased durability meant I could probably take a hundred of their weak punches before I bruised. No, the problem was trying not to kill them by headhunting. 
 
    So I disabled them the best I could. Another hard punch to one’s stomach made him stumble and fall onto his back. The next thug was too slow as he took the same punch and ended up on top of his buddy. 
 
    The last one managed to get to me. He stood with his hands up, anxiously waiting for an opportunity. The way he fidgeted… I’d seen it before. It was more fear than anything else. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Maybe four on one doesn’t even the odds. Why don’t you do yourself a favor and get four more of your friends?” 
 
    “Or you could just walk away?” Alisa gave him a shrug. 
 
    The last man looked at his friend still struggling to get up to their feet. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” I said. “I can punch a lot harder than that…” 
 
    He let out a frustrated grunt before turning around and bolting back down the street. The other guys eventually got back up and ran away without me having to do anything. 
 
    I turned back to Alisa. “You just gonna stand there and watch?” 
 
    “You seemed to have everything under control. You know…” Alisa bit the tip of her index finger as she grinned. She inched toward me with a look in her eyes. I’d seen it before but never from her. “That was pretty hot.” 
 
    “Hmmm… Who would’ve thought beating up bums would turn a girl on?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you haven’t had a few girls looking your way back when you used to fight.” 
 
    “I had my moments.” 
 
    She reached her hand out and grabbed two of my fingers. I didn’t resist when she tugged on me. “C’mon.” 
 
    She skipped into a nearby alley with me trailing behind her. Her girlish giggles echoed against the brick walls. The sounds of the city behind us slowly started to disappear. We ran by all of the dumpsters and trash and stray cats looking for scraps. We moved deeper between the buildings until the streetlights barely lit the path. 
 
    My curiosity finally got the best of me. “Where are we—” 
 
    Alisa moved close, pouncing on me with a kiss. Her lips were soft but forceful. She tugged on mine, desperate to have me closer. Her breaths were whispers on my tongue. 
 
    I reached up and cupped her face to hold her close before gently pulling her off. I looked into her blue eyes. There was someone young and devious. But innocent, too. Vulnerable. If I saw her walking the streets, she would’ve just been some cute blond. Enough to get my attention. Now she was something more. 
 
    “You okay?” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “I’m fine. I just… I wanna forget about everything. Our troubles. Our losses. Our hopes and failures. I just wanna… feel something else. For a moment. Just right now. Do it for me, Enzo… Please…” 
 
    That stare of hers had me focused. My mind was clear. I didn’t give in to my instincts for a second. But just a second. She wanted it more than I did. So I gave it to her. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her small waist and pushed her up against the side of the building. She moaned into my mouth as she began frantically working the top of my jeans. I was straining hard against my boxers and she freed me quickly, grabbing my shaft and pumping me with rapid strokes. 
 
    My hands unzipped her jean shorts and tugged them down. A pair of cotton panties blocked the rest of the way. Couldn’t tell what color they were in the darkness of the alley. Didn’t really matter because they were already down to her ankles with her shorts. 
 
    I cradled one of her legs in mine and stepped between her. Our eyes locked on each other as I searched for her warmth. My shaft was twitching in anticipation. 
 
    “Give it to me—Ahh…” A strong exhale followed by a whimper escaped her as I plunged into her. I buried into her completely, enjoying the tight wetness. 
 
    My hips had a mind of their own. I thumped my body against hers like I was trying to pound her into the wall. 
 
    Alisa wrapped her hands around my neck and held on. Balancing on one leg with her other wrapped around my back, the blond groaned with every forceful thrust I gave her. 
 
    Never did it in an alley before. Never did it anywhere outside, in fact. Somebody could’ve walked by at any moment. Couldn’t imagine there was any excuse for having a girl pinned up against the wall with one leg in the air. Didn’t care though. The freedom I had with her now was like nothing else. 
 
    “That’s it… Just like that… I want it… I wanna…” 
 
    Her eyelids started to flicker. I could barely make out half of her face from the streetlight shining into the alley. She was there in front of me though. The taste of her lips as she licked mine. Soft breaths as she tried to stay quiet. The gyrating of her hips as she met my thrusts. Even the way her small frame heaved. Didn’t matter she was still wearing her top because I could see her breasts moving to my rhythm. 
 
    “Enzo…” 
 
    She tightened around me, making me twitch in response. 
 
    No point in holding it much longer. The pleasure was too much. 
 
    Her nails dug into the back of my neck as her jaw dropped. Her moan caught in her throat before finally forcing its way out. The small, fit body shivered underneath me with an orgasm. 
 
    I fell over with her. Thick pulses emptied into her slit, wetting her insides even more than they already were. Alisa had a more petite frame compared to Jade but the way she held me was just as strong. One hand holding her leg up, my other hand pressed against the wall behind her to brace myself. 
 
    I gave her everything I had. My muscles contracted and squeezed every last drop out before my fatigue hit me. 
 
    Alisa dropped back down to her feet. I rested my forehead against hers as we both caught our breath. Her eyes narrowed as a grin came across her lips. 
 
    “I’m with you, Enzo. Until the end.” My lips moved to hers for one last, messy kiss. 
 
    The back alleys of Newmire weren’t the most pleasant place to be in. But for a moment, there wasn’t anywhere else I’d rather be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 41: Journey’s End 
 
    It was a sunny afternoon as Jade and I headed to the docks early the next morning. A day off from going into Pandora had me revitalized but the message from Redgrave was more energizing than anything else. 
 
    “We’re really doing this, huh?” Jade let out an anxious sigh. 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her even though she couldn’t fight her smile. “Redgrave is finished. Our weapons have been tempered with the Potent Mana. Our Recall Boxes have been stabilized for Anarchy. This is what we’ve been waiting for this whole time.” 
 
    “It’s strange. To think that we finally made it to our destination. I always knew we would get here but now that it’s here… I’m not sure how to feel.” 
 
    “No celebrating yet. The hardest challenge is still ahead of us.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Alisa?” 
 
    I nodded. “She seems eager. She said she would be waiting with Redgrave for us. C’mon. Let’s not keep ‘em waiting.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until we arrived at the docks. The longshoremen were busy as usual, working the machinery to load and unload all of the ships coming in. There were hundreds of workers out but the area where all of the storage warehouse facilities were was empty. 
 
    “We shouldn’t rush into this,” Jade said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I mean, heading into the next zone. Make all of our preparations and triple-check them. Everything has to go right.” 
 
    “They make you do that at the District?” 
 
    “It’s only common sense. We can’t fail now. Not after we’ve come this far.” 
 
    The determined look in Jade’s eyes had never been so clear. I would’ve done this by myself if I had to. But she showed no signs of hesitation. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll…” 
 
    I looked toward the other end of the row of buildings and saw a couple of men in suits walking by. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Saw someone… Hold on a second…” I moved over to the nearest building and pressed my back against it. I slowly turned my head around the corner and saw three suits patrolling the pathway. All of them were wearing shades. And they were carrying weapons in their hands. The silver guns had digital displays along the sides like no handgun I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Don’t look like pistols. Jade… You recognize them?” 
 
    She moved next to me and checked. “Those definitely aren’t civilian weapons. We have security across the campuses but I never bothered to check what they were carrying. Omegas never did anything to have to be restrained. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Either those guys are with the Legion or we’ve got bigger problems than we realized.” 
 
    “Do you think Castleberry is making his move now?” 
 
    Jade and I stared at one another. I didn’t know what to tell her. A second of doubt and I realized this shit wasn’t gonna be so simple. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “All we have to do is get to the right warehouse and we teleport to where Redgrave and Alisa are waiting for us. Even if they come chasing after us, they won’t know where we are. There are too many warehouses for them to check.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t underestimate Castleberry. This trip to Anarchy might take long. By the time we get back, he’ll be waiting for us—” 
 
    “By the time we get back, my father will be with us. As long as we save him that’s all that matters… Right?” 
 
    Jade exhaled a deep breath through her nose. It was a big ask of her. Not knowing what was gonna happen next. She was making a sacrifice. For me. 
 
    “Jade—” 
 
    “Your father is all that matters. We’ll finish this mission no matter what.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and looked at my communicator. “I should give Redgrave a head’s up to know Castleberry’s got his goons on the docks. In case anything happens, we need to be ready to get through the Junction as soon as possible.” 
 
    “So much for triple-checking to prepare…” 
 
    I sent Redgrave and Alisa a message to make sure they were ready. They acknowledged and said they’d be ready to move as soon as we arrived. 
 
    I turned back toward the patrolling men in suits, watching them pace back and forth as they searched the nearby buildings. 
 
    “Now comes the tricky part… We need to sneak past these guys as quick as possible. They’re gonna chase. We need as much space as we can get.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you move on the battlefield. You’re fast enough.” 
 
    “Not interested in trying these guys. It’s a few buildings away. Stay low and follow my lead.” 
 
    I crouched down as low as I could and waited for my moment. As soon as the guards turned their back, Jade and I darted toward the next row of buildings and hid between them. I looked around the next corner to find even more of the men in suits kicking in the doors of storage warehouses. 
 
    “They’re searching every building,” Jade said. 
 
    “They won’t find anything. Not if we get to where we’re headed first.” 
 
    I sprinted across the next row of buildings and ducked behind cover. There were more of the guards patrolling. If I had any doubts about someone looking for us, now it was obvious. 
 
    Jade and I kept moving, working our way across the dozens of buildings to avoid detection. 
 
    “Check every warehouse! Make sure you search every corner!” They shouted at one another as they continued their search. 
 
    We were moving as fast as we could. Staying quiet and watching our backs made my heart race. The sun shining overhead made my brow sweat more than usual. I was getting closer. Too close. Couldn’t stop. 
 
    We managed to get to the last row of buildings where the storage warehouse with the teleporter was. Three suits were on the opposite end. 
 
    “Looks like they’re going down the line,” I said. “They won’t find anything but…” 
 
    “We have to get into that warehouse on the other side. What do we do?” 
 
    We had two options. Wait until they searched the building we were trying to get into. They wouldn’t find anything because Redgrave only activated the teleporter when I gave him the signal. Once they were gone, Jade and I could rush in and disappear before they knew it. 
 
    Or we could make a break for it now. They’d see us but we had enough of a jump for them not to be able to follow us through where Redgrave and Alisa were already waiting. 
 
    The clock was ticking. The entire docks were flooded. I didn’t know how much time was left. I couldn’t take any more chances. 
 
    “Enzo?” 
 
    “Hold on.” I raised my communicator up and sent a message to Redgrave. “Activate the teleporter in twenty seconds. That’ll give us enough time for us to get through but not these assholes. We’re going for it… You ready?” 
 
    Jade gave me a half-hearted smirk and shrugged. “I don’t think there’s any way I can prepare for this.” 
 
    One last deep breath helped me focus. I closed my eyes for a moment then sprinted out toward the warehouse at the end of the row of buildings. 
 
    “Hey! You! What are you doing?” 
 
    They shouted out as soon as Jade and I shot out from between the buildings. I rushed to the storage warehouse as fast as I could and kicked the door in. 
 
    I bounced up and down inside of the dusty warehouse, waiting for the portal to appear while the footsteps outside grew louder and louder. 
 
    “They’re in here!” 
 
    The blue waves of energy took shape in front of me. I grabbed Jade’s wrist and jumped with her through the portal as fast as I could. The energy closed behind me and I was back in another warehouse. All of Redgrave’s equipment and machinery was all around me. And Redgrave himself stood next to his workstation along with Alisa. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” I sighed. 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    I spun around after hearing the voice behind me. 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    The door to the storage warehouse was open. Several men in suits stood guarding it. And in front of them, he was standing there. Castleberry never changed his expression. But I knew how smug he was feeling. 
 
    “You’ve led me on quite a chase.” Castleberry pointed his weapon at me. I didn’t know what kinda damage that silver gun of his could do. Didn’t wanna know. 
 
    “How’d you get here?” I said. 
 
    “Brute force. There are thousands of storage warehouses here on the docks. But you underestimate the LOD. It took some time to search every building but we were able to narrow it down. Even Dr. Redgrave’s deception wasn’t enough. Though I’ll admit, his teleportation technology was a clever ruse. If the doctor is willing to share this technology, he can do his part in the war in Pandora and perhaps find some leniency.” 
 
    “He’s already doing his part. Whatever you’ve got planned, back off.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. I told you the penalties for unauthorized ventures into Pandora are severe.” 
 
    “This is crazy!” Alisa stepped forward. “We have a chance to end this! Why won’t you let us do it?” 
 
    “The LOD is responsible for the safety of all citizens. You can’t blame us for protecting you.” 
 
    “Protecting us while pointing your weapons at us,” I said. “The irony…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. These weapons aren’t lethal. My intentions are what I’ve stated all along. Now… I suggest you come along willingly and you may be granted some leniency. Trying to resist will only make the penalties more severe.” 
 
    The storage warehouse fell silent. The lights were dim. I could still see everything clearly though. Castleberry was blocking the exit with four suits armed with the same weapon as him. 
 
    To come all this way and not get the chance to finish it. The Junction Gate standing right next to me. My gauntlets resting right on the workbench. 
 
    “Dammit…” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I was too damn close. I couldn’t give up. Not now. There had to be a way. All I had to do was get to my gauntlets, activate the gate, and run through. Somehow… 
 
    I looked over at Jade. She gave me that focused, green-eyed stare of hers. A subtle nod told me enough. 
 
    Alisa looked hesitant. She was doing here best not to shake too much. But she stood her ground. 
 
    “Enzo…” Redgrave’s voice was soft behind me. I slowly turned around to see him smiling. “Everything will be all right.” 
 
    Despite that smile, there was some resignation in his eyes. If anybody wanted this as bad as I did, it was him. 
 
    There was no other choice. 
 
    “Come along now.” Castleberry raised his weapon up. “Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be.” 
 
    All I had to do was get to the gauntlets. Get to the gauntlets and I could do this. 
 
    “Let’s go already!” Castleberry raised his voice. 
 
    I immediately sprinted to the side to grab my gauntlets. Jade rushed over to her staff. 
 
    “Take them down!” Castleberry shouted. 
 
    BANG! BANG! BANG! Blasts of light filled the room and energy shot out from the four guards. 
 
    Jade grunted before she could get to her weapon, taking a blast that sent her flying against the wall. She fell to the ground with a thud and stopped moving. 
 
    “Watch out—” Alisa rushed forward to block a blast heading right for me and tumbled into a workbench when it collided into her. Her body went limp as she sprawled out on the ground. 
 
    I just managed to get to the gauntlets. I slid my hands in. But just before I could clench my fists, I felt it. A sudden stinging pain in the center of my back and spreading through the rest of my body. It made me tumble forward and my knees buckled as I tried to stay on my feet. 
 
    “Hit him again!” 
 
    More shots followed at Castleberry’s command. And again the pain shot through me. I gritted my teeth and tried to push myself up but it was no use. My body wouldn’t listen as I fell on my stomach. 
 
    The gauntlets slipped from my hands. I pressed my palms against the ground and tried to push myself up. 
 
    I turned my head to the side to see Alisa unconscious a few feet away from me. Across from her, Jade looked just as lifeless. 
 
    I rolled over on my back and looked up at the lights. But Castleberry’s ugly mug came into view. 
 
    “This is for your own good, Mr. Drake.” 
 
    My head dropped to the side. Redgrave stood next to his workstation as the guards turned him around and placed him in cuffs. They spun him around and he looked right at me. 
 
    I’d seen guys lose fights. I’d seen guys cry after getting knocked out. I’d seen people at their lowest. 
 
    But they were younger. Kids with a bright future still ahead of them. 
 
    Redgrave… He was an old man hiding the hurt I knew he felt. It was the last thing I wanted to see. 
 
    Castleberry made sure it was though. Another blast sent more of the pain coursing through my veins until everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 42: What Really Matters 
 
    The lights above had a blue tint. Bright but not blinding. Couldn’t have been fluorescent bulbs. The walls were made of silver tiles with a dull shine like they’d just been installed. The ground was polished and black. Marble or granite like you would find in a rich man’s mansion. It was only the size of my bedroom, but the entire room was fancier than anything I’d ever been in. 
 
    Off to the side, there was a small bathroom with a toilet, a shower, a sink, and all the toiletries I could ever need. I sat on the edge of the bed. It was softer than my one at home. I was a prisoner. There wasn’t any doubt about that. But they were trying not to make me feel like it with how comfortable my surroundings were. 
 
    At the center of the room was a small table with a couple of bottles of water on it. 
 
    The steel door with red lights lining it looked too heavy to punch through. Even if it wasn’t locked, there were probably some assholes on the other side waiting to fuck me up. No point in taking any chances. 
 
    My communicator was gone. Same for my phone. So I just sat there. My eyes closed, all I could do was lament everything that happened. One moment I’m just a few steps away from getting to Anarchy. The next, I’m waking up in some cell that was too comfortable to be Heaven. 
 
    I was still alive. I knew that much. Didn’t know how much longer that would be. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had gone by. I just sat and waited until something happened. 
 
    The steel door suddenly clicked. Green lights outlined it and it slid open. A couple of guys in black uniforms stepped inside. I’d seen the LOD logo before. An omega symbol stitched onto the left side of their chest. The guys had some sticks up their asses. The silver pistol-like weapons on their hips were enough to make anybody think twice about making fun of their posture. 
 
    Another man walked in. Now this guy wasn’t like the others. His black suit was tailored to perfection. Every crease. Every line. He looked like he was made of money. That wasn’t even mentioning the slicked-back black hair and the goatee that some barber probably spent more than a few minutes shaping up. 
 
    His leather loafers clicked against the floor as he stepped forward. He turned to the two men in uniform and nodded to send them away. The door slid closed with a thud and the man in the suit stood with his chest out and his hands behind his back. 
 
    I ignored his cold, focused stare, my thoughts still on trying to figure a way out. 
 
    “There’s no way out,” he said suddenly. His tone was clear and measured to make sure I’d heard him correctly. I sensed some sorta politician vibe from him. Wouldn’t surprise me if he was one. 
 
    He glanced at the table. “You should drink some water.” 
 
    “…Not thirsty.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether you’re thirsty or not. You were unconscious for several hours. It’s better to prevent dehydration than to deal with it when it’s already too late.” 
 
    “That’s funny coming from someone in the Legion. You guys sit back and let everything in Pandora come to you. So much for initiative.” 
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off me. A subtle smirk formed on the corner of his lips but not because he was in a good mood. 
 
    “If you don’t mind…” He grabbed one of the water bottles and helped himself. The room was silent so I could listen to him gulping the entire thing down. He let out a satisfied sigh right after he was finished. “Much better. Now… I suppose you have a lot of questions. You deserve answers. I’ll give them to you in the order you want them.” 
 
    I had no reason to trust him. Not with the way he was staring at me. This was some stupid game. I didn’t have much of a choice but to play it though. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Thomas Higashi. I’m a lead scientist and former personnel director working with the Legion Omega Defense.” 
 
    “Thomas Higashi…” I looked at the walls. “And I suppose we’re in some Legion building.” 
 
    “We’re currently in the Vegas District, in the southern part of Nevada.” 
 
    “Three-hundred miles away…” 
 
    “The Vegas District is the newest LOD facility. This is the first time I’ve ever visited. Every District is self-sufficient. But given the circumstances, I thought it was only appropriate I come and speak to you personally… Enzo.” 
 
    I didn’t look at him. I just stayed staring at the floor. So many damn thoughts were running through my head, it was hard to wrangle which one I wanted to focus on. Everything from slugging this prick in the mouth to asking him to just shoot me was an option. 
 
    I chose to stay silent. 
 
    “We’ve gone over the preliminary data of your ‘unauthorized’ ventures into Pandora. Quite impressive. You’ve made more progress than a low-level Omega would in such a short time span. Usually it takes a few more weeks to get anywhere near getting a Gold ranking. You did it in what looks like half the time.” 
 
    “The gauntlets did all the work.” 
 
    “Yes. The Slayer Gauntlets. I never thought I would hear about them… again.” 
 
    I slowly shifted my eyes back toward him. His expression hadn’t changed. He hadn’t moved, his hands behind his back as he looked down his nose at me. 
 
    “Oliver Drake,” I said. “My father…” 
 
    That was all I had to say to get a reaction from him. He slowly exhaled a deep breath through his nose. His brow furrowed in slight disappointment. 
 
    “Seventeen years ago. I was only a young scientist with the Legion back then, continuing the work my father did back in Japan. Dr. Redgrave was full of energy and excitement and enthusiasm. But he was a genius, too. He backed everything up with the data. When he presented the Slayer Project, everybody, including my father, had no choice but to agree to it. 
 
    “The Slayer Project needed a conduit, however. Someone willing to step up and do something unconventional. Omegas venture into Pandora knowing their lives are never truly at risk because of their Recall Boxes. Most of our research and technology went into regeneration to mitigate any losses. But it took a true Omega to step up and risk losing everything. 
 
    “There was a chance of no respawning. There was a chance of no do-overs. But the reward of possibly ending the war in Pandora was worth whatever risk. Oliver Drake was the only man suited for the job because he was willing to take the risk without hesitating.” 
 
    “And it looks like that risk didn’t pay off.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I shook my head, smiling to stop the anger from bubbling inside of me. “My father risked everything and what did it get him? Nothing has changed. Pandora is still a threat. But you know what bugs me even more? He doesn’t even exist. Redgrave told me you wiped him from the record books. All that’s left of him are some classified files nobody will ever see. I’ve got all my memories of him but I was so young the last time I saw him, I wonder if even those are real…” 
 
    There was no point in crying over it now. I got all of that out when I was a kid. All I could do was shake my head. One of the guys responsible for what happened was standing right in front of me and he didn’t care. 
 
    “What did Redgrave tell you?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t already know? Or has my father been erased from the record books long enough that you don’t remember?” 
 
    “Hmm… I see… I’m certain Redgrave told you your father may still be alive in Anarchy. His Mana may be preserved in the chaos of the farthest, uncharted dimension on record.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why nobody in the Legion has bothered to go after your father? Do you think Redgrave is the only individual, after seventeen years, who would consider maybe there’s a chance to save him?” 
 
    It was a good question. The fact that Higashi was asking me meant he had an answer he was just dying to give to me. 
 
    “It isn’t a simple matter of going into Pandora and killing every Shadow and destroying every Obelisk we come across. There are powers at work. Greater powers we’ve only just begun to understand, even after forty years of research since the First Event. Whenever an Omega ventures into Pandora and gains levels, it upsets that balance that already existed. It draws the attention of those that want to destroy all of us.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Draw ‘em out and kill ‘em. I don’t see what the problem is.” 
 
    “The problem is the Shadows we’ve detected are stronger than we could anticipate. There are Omegas on record who have leveled into the hundreds. But even Red Mana is no match for age. As they’ve gotten older, their power becomes limited. And with limited power, they have less of a chance to challenge the greatest Shadows. And that isn’t even considering the Heralds who have only just made their presence known.” 
 
    Higashi spoke every word with conviction. It was no surprise someone like him was at the top of the food chain. 
 
    “If you venture into Anarchy, there’s no telling what kind of threat you’ll draw the attention of. The Heralds will see this aggression and may launch a counterattack we are ill-prepared for. Not to mention that Anarchy itself is unstable. Humans weren’t meant to exist in such a dimension. It’s the reason Oliver… was lost.” 
 
    I got up from my seat and took a step toward him. “Redgrave figured it out. He can keep my essence stable—” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve reviewed all of his theories. It’s possible, for a short time, you would be able to exist in Anarchy. But only temporarily. And that’s only one part of the equation. The threat level will increase if you attempt this.” 
 
    Higashi kept staring hard at me. The guy was a fucking statue. I put my hands on my hips and sighed in frustration. 
 
    “What if it was your father? What if you lost somebody you were close to in Pandora?” 
 
    “My daughter is a proud Omega. This is in spite of my personal protests against it.” 
 
    “Your daughter… What if she ventured into Anarchy? What if she was gone? Wouldn’t you do everything you could to try and save her?” 
 
    I took another step toward him. I wanted to look him right in the eye. I wanted to hear him say it. Say that I was right and I had to do this. This was the chance I had to take. 
 
    But Higashi didn’t give me the answer he knew I wanted to hear. “Oliver Drake knew the risks. He was willing to go through with it anyway.” 
 
    “I’m not just gonna sit here and accept it. I’m gonna do something about it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not an option.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t—” 
 
    “What about your friends? Your companions? Are you willing to risk them, too?” 
 
    Jade. Alisa. Redgrave. I’d almost forgotten about them. I wasn’t about to take them for granted. 
 
    “They’ve got nothing to do with this. I’ll go into Anarchy by myself.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. You’ve inspired a sense of loyalty from them. I don’t know what it is you did but they’re as adamant about continuing this venture as you are. I want you to consider them for a moment.” 
 
    “What’s there to consider?” 
 
    “If you continue your pursuit, the LOD will be forced to take action. All of you will be punished. But the LOD isn’t so short-sighted. Which is why we’re willing to make you an offer. You’ve done your part for humanity even though your goals were different. Miss Conrad is already an Omega. She’ll be allowed to maintain her status and carry the title. Miss Bosworth will also be given the opportunity to take the oath as well. And the same offer is extended to you.” 
 
    The thought of becoming an Omega made me wanna puke all over his fancy suit and punch him at the same time. I clenched my fists, just holding on for as long as I could because I knew I couldn’t do anything. 
 
    “Think about it,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t need to.” 
 
    He took a step back from me. A frown on his lips, Higashi looked me up and down with disappointment in his eyes. 
 
    “Your emotions are running high. Take a moment to gather yourself. Calm down. Relax. Once you’re able to think with a clear head, you’ll see how unreasonable you’re being now.” 
 
    He turned around and walked toward the door. The green lights around it all lit up. 
 
    “Just ask yourself this. If your father was here, what would he say to you? Would he tell you to risk yourself going after him?” 
 
    It was obvious what he was trying to do. I wasn’t gonna fall for it. 
 
    “I won’t answer a hypothetical about my father when you won’t do the same for your daughter.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    Higashi straightened his suit jacket then walked out with his escort. The door slammed shut like a vault and the lights around it turned red. 
 
    I stood there and stared at the door. All of my emotions came back to me, swirling around inside of my head. But more than anything else, I was numb. 
 
    I was on the doorstep to Anarchy. The door was closed though. And I couldn’t think of any way to get it open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 43: Sneak Attack 
 
    I lost track of time. Could’ve been any time of the day outside. All I could do was lie on my bed and stare at the lights. They seemed to keep adjusting so it was never too bright in the room. My thoughts were the only thing stopping me from going crazy. At least when I finally lost it, I wouldn’t be bored. 
 
    My eyelids started to flicker when the door beeped. I watched the green lights outline the door as it slid open. Two armed men in black Legion uniforms stepped in. A couple of bald bastards with beady eyes. They had to make it a point how tough they were by not smiling as they pointed their weapons at me. 
 
    “Move it.” 
 
    I thought about asking them what this was all about. Maybe I had a chance to escape. Then again, I had no idea where the hell I was. 
 
    “Don’t even think about trying anything,” the other man said. “These things can take down people higher level than you.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna try anything. Let’s go, assholes.” 
 
    They escorted me into the hallway. It was the same as my room. Polished steel walls. Bright boxed lights shining above. A black granite floor that squeaked from my sneakers twisting against it. 
 
    We walked down the hallway until moving into what looked like the main hall of the building. The circular room was wide, like standing in a hotel lobby. I could see all of the floors above me. Everything seemed to be made of glass and steel. Digital displays on the walls had all sorts of information and numbers I didn’t bother trying to figure out. In the center of the granite floor, the LOD symbol was emblazoned in gold on the tiles. 
 
    All of the displays. The shine on everything. There was even that new electronic smell in the air. This wasn’t some ordinary building. No, we were definitely in something LOD funded. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    They pointed me toward another sliding glass door. I stepped in and realized it was an elevator. Our ascent to the fourth floor was brief but another short walk down the hallway gave me another chance to look around. 
 
    “You assholes gonna tell me what this is all about?” 
 
    “Stay in line. Keep moving.” 
 
    “There’s no line…” I muttered. 
 
    We came upon another set of glass double doors. They slid open and I looked inside the room. It was spacious from what I could see. But when I stepped inside, I realized it was even bigger than I thought. 
 
    “Holy shit…” 
 
    My jaw dropped when I saw it. The room was as long as a football field with four more floors. More Junction Gates than I could count were on each of the floors, all of them resonating softly with a blue, red, or green pulse. On one side of the room, a giant digital display the size of a movie theater screen had more unintelligible numbers and information on it. 
 
    The room was definitely where the Legion conducted their operations. I’d been spending so much time in that warehouse I didn’t realize what it would take to monitor dozens of Omegas who were fighting at the same time. I got my answer. 
 
    My eyes shifted around, trying to take in the bright lights and the fancy LOD technology. I was so distracted I didn’t even notice Jade and Alisa standing a few meters away. They were escorted by a couple of guards themselves. Neither of them looked too happy, obviously. 
 
    Off to the side of the room, Dr. Redgrave worked on his tablet. One hand holding the device up, his other hand tapped and swiped on the display like he was hard at work. 
 
    There were a bunch of computers and digital displays next to him. Monitoring equipment like it was an air traffic controller’s room. Another scientist in a white lab coat examined the monitor in front of him. His hair was thin and white, going in every direction like there was a fan blowing except there wasn’t. 
 
    My escort moved me over to Jade and Alisa as they waited for whatever Redgrave was busy doing. 
 
    “You all right?” I asked them. 
 
    Alisa gave me a half-hearted smile and shrugged. Jade stayed calm and composed as she nodded. Neither of them was in bad shape, so I took that as some kinda victory. 
 
    The guards escorted us over to the work area where Redgrave and the other scientist were busy at. I immediately noticed the gauntlets sitting on a table off to the side. How could I not notice a pair of steel gloves just sitting there? Of course, the light bulb flipped on in my head. If I could get to them, I had a chance. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it.” One of the bald guards behind me poked me in the back with his barrel. “I see you eyeballing those things. You make one move and you’ll wake up back in your room.” 
 
    I turned my head and shrugged at him. “I wouldn’t even try.” 
 
    Redgrave finally looked up from his tablet and bowed his head to me. He let out a deep sigh before a slight smile cracked the corner of his lips. “This is him.” 
 
    The other scientist turned his head up and shuffled over to me. He was as old as Redgrave. His posture wasn’t much better. His face was wrinkled and the empty spots on his head were covered with liver spots. His white hair looked even wackier up close. 
 
    He looked me up and down, his eyebrows dancing up and down and threatening to knock off his glasses. “So… You’re the Slayer.” 
 
    “I’m the Slayer,” I replied. 
 
    “This here is Dr. Bonet,” Redgrave said. “He’s one of the lead scientists here at the Vegas District.” 
 
    “We’re the newest LOD District but we’ve made some remarkable advancements. The Omegas here are doing a commendable job.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are,” I said. “But you’re telling me something I don’t give a shit about.” 
 
    “Perhaps not.” There was a slight smugness in Bonet’s tone. I guess all smart guys had that kinda attitude because they earned it. “I know you have no interest in becoming an Omega yourself. That doesn’t mean you can’t lend your efforts in the war against Pandora. I’m attempting to recover the battle data from your attempt to travel to Anarchy. Most of it is recorded in these.” 
 
    He held up three communicators in his hand. 
 
    “Dr. Redgrave managed to encrypt the data so that it can’t be read unless it’s reading your Mana signatures. Remember. They’re only communicators. So don’t attempt anything.” 
 
    Bonet handed Jade, Alisa, and me our communicators. My touchscreen display lit-up but none of the information on it had changed. 
 
    “Now… If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll download the data into our database. The information on the environments you traveled to will be available to others. Any new Shadows you encountered will also be entered into our bestiary. I know you have no interest in assisting the Legion in an official capacity. Perhaps you’ll find some consolation in knowing your efforts will assist others.” 
 
    “I don’t find any consolation in at all,” I said. 
 
    Bonet frowned and his eyebrows sagged a little. “Stand by.” He walked over to one of the digital monitors and began swiping his finger on it. I glanced at it and watched the data being transferred wirelessly from my communicator. 
 
    Alisa had her head down, her hands behind her back like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. Jade stared straight ahead with no emotion on her face. Both of them were wearing jeans and plain t-shirts, which made me chuckle. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Alisa said. 
 
    “Nothing. I was just thinking how out of place you two look in this room.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly dressed for success either, fancy pants.” 
 
    “Never said I was.” 
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve ever been in a Junction Room,” Jade said. “Never thought I’d be in here with you two. Shame the circumstances aren’t any better.” 
 
    I managed to forget about everything else happening long enough to smile. 
 
    I looked over at Redgrave and he was just staring at me. The guy probably had more to lose than any of us. He had every reason to be stressing out. But he was so calm, I almost thought something was wrong with him. 
 
    “There we are,” Bonet said. “Your data has been uploaded. It’ll be interesting to read the statistics of the Slayer. Your damage output should be remarkable. You’ve experienced tremendous growth faster than most Omegas. Perhaps we’ll offer a new class for Omegas to choose from.” 
 
    “Good luck getting your engineers to make some gauntlets,” I said. “Blueprints for them have been destroyed. You’re looking at the last pair on that table over there.” 
 
    Bonet looked over at Redgrave. “Yes… I suppose we’ll have to do more research to see if we can reverse engineer them. Regardless, I thank you again, Mr. Drake. And your companions as well. I know the offer to become official Omegas has been presented to you. I do hope you take time to consider it.” 
 
    “All the time in the world won’t change my mind.” 
 
    “Stubborn. You’d do well as an Omega. Now… If you’ll just give me your communicators—” 
 
    “Hold on one moment.” Redgrave interrupted him and stepped forward. “There’s one more thing I need to do.” 
 
    Bonet’s eyebrows danced again. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I need to remove the lock. Since they won’t be needing them anymore, I’ll take this moment to de-sync them. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Bonet looked down his nose at Redgrave. One of his eyes started to close as he leaned forward. Redgrave stood his ground as the strange scientist began looking at him like he was trying to stare at his insides. 
 
    “…All right,” Bonet said with a nod. “Remove the lock.” 
 
    Redgrave shifted his eyes toward me. He didn’t blink. He just kept looking at me long enough for me to realize something was up. 
 
    I looked back over at the gauntlets but there was no chance I could get to them. I kept searching, wondering if there was something he wanted me to do. But I couldn’t find it. 
 
    “Dr. Bonet,” Redgrave said. “There’s just one more thing I needed to tell you before I unlock their communicators.” 
 
    “Eh? And what’s that?” 
 
    Redgrave sighed a deep breath then shrugged as he began tapping on his tablet. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re sorry?” Bonet twisted his brow. “Sorry for what—Ahhh!” 
 
    ZAP! A sudden line of blue electricity shot out from Redgrave’s tablet and gave Bonet a jolt, making him violently spasm in place before he fell to the floor. 
 
    The electricity bounced around the room. It zoomed from one guard’s weapon to the next, giving them the same jolt that Bonet felt. In the blink of an eye, they were all out on the ground and unconscious. It happened so damn fast I wasn’t sure I was looking at it right. 
 
    “What the hell?” Alisa looked down, her mouth half-open. “Did that just happen?” 
 
    “I always have a contingency,” Redgrave said. “I created a program to target hostiles in case a situation like this arose. It went straight for their weapons and disarmed them.” 
 
    “It did a little more than disarm them…” 
 
    “What about Dr. Bonet?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Bonet took the initial shock. After that, the energy moves from every weapon in the vicinity until dissipating because it has no other targets.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do this back at the docks?” Alisa said. “Could’ve saved us a lotta trouble…” 
 
    “Castleberry had enough agents on the docks I couldn’t stop them all. Even if you made it through the Junction Gate, someone would have come after you to stop you. I can control the Junction Room from this station and prevent anybody from accessing it for the time being. It should give you enough time to do what you need to do before they’re able to send somebody in after you. Now…” 
 
    Redgrave tossed a Recall Box to all three of us. “Put these on. I’ve made the modifications with the Potent Mana to keep you stable in Anarchy. You should be able to last in there for at least an hour. But that’s pushing it. Conservatively, I’d say it’s less.” 
 
    I strapped my Recall Box on then walked over to the gauntlets. My hands slid in and the soft silicone material molded around my fingers. “Never thought I’d miss this… You tempered these, too?” 
 
    Redgrave nodded. “You’ll be able to damage Lynx if you encounter him again.” 
 
    “Lynx?” 
 
    “I had a chance to look through the database. The data of your encounters matched what they had on file. They’ve begun classifying all of the Heralds. This is not the first time they’ve come across him, though the previous encounter was only in passing.” 
 
    Alisa picked up the hand cannon on the table and twirled it around. “We got our weapons back. Everything’s been modified. Now which gate do we go through to get where we’re going?” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I sighed. “Alisa… Jade… I never thought it would get this crazy. I’m going after my father. You don’t have to do this. The type of trouble you’ll get in—” 
 
    “Oh, save it, Champ. I’m already in too deep. You really expect me to stay behind now? I know you’re not that dumb.” 
 
    I looked at Jade and she smiled. “It is pretty dumb for you to expect us to stay behind now,” she said. 
 
    “I guess it is,” I said with a laugh. “Redgrave?” 
 
    “I have the coordinates mapped to your last checkpoint.” He began tapping frantically on his tablet and the nearest Junction Gate at the side of the room began to pulse with a brighter blue energy. The circle of steel began to rotate and power up. 
 
    I walked right up next to it with Alisa and Jade right behind me. 
 
    “This gate will lead you into the Spectral Wasteland,” Redgrave continued. “I’m afraid I can’t give you any more details on what you’ll encounter or how the environment will treat you. But if you make it through this zone, Anarchy will be next.” 
 
    The pulsing blue gateway stared back at me. I was staring at the surface of the water, wondering what was at the bottom of the sea. I couldn’t see anything though. Not even my own reflection. 
 
    “Will you be okay?” I asked Redgrave. 
 
    “I’ll monitor your activity from here. I’ll have these men bound before they regain consciousness. Anybody attempting to enter this Junction Room will have to go through several locks I’ve encrypted. Nobody knows the Junction Room servers better than I do.” 
 
    “Almost like you planned this.” 
 
    The old man gave me a wink to remind me maybe he wasn’t so old. “You’ll only have one shot at this,” he said. “A single attempt. If your HP falls to zero, your Recall Boxes will activate and you’ll be transported to the Medical Bay for recomposition. I doubt they’ll allow you a second opportunity to attempt it.” 
 
    “One chance,” I sighed. “That’s all we’ve ever had.” 
 
    He moved next to me and raised his chin. A deep sigh escaped him as his eyes widened. “I want you to know I’m truly sorry for what happened, Enzo. I failed your father. Seventeen long years my mistake has eaten me up inside. For some reason, fate gave this old fool a chance to right his wrong. I’ve done everything possible to get to this point. Unfortunately, I can do no more. It’s up to you to finish it.” 
 
    Redgrave’s eyes began to glaze over. He swallowed loudly to maintain his composure and not let any of his tears leak. 
 
    I put my gauntlet on his shoulder and look him right in the eye. “If my father is in Anarchy, I’ll find him.” 
 
    He straightened up and nodded. “I leave it to you, Slayer.” 
 
    I turned back toward the energy pulsing in front of me. One last breath filled my lungs before I stepped through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 44: Journey 
 
    There was something in the air. Smelled like oil or gasoline. Something burning. There weren’t any fires from what I could see though. No ashes either. 
 
    The scene wasn’t anything pleasant though. Dark forests surrounded me in every direction except for the path ahead. Crumbled statues of gods or goddesses. Broken monuments built to worship some deity. It was a cemetery courtyard, devastated by age and earthquakes. It sprawled to the left and right of me and reaching all the way to the forests around me. 
 
    The sky was black with the gray clouds slowly drifting by. The moon was out and full but it was off. I blinked to make sure I was seeing it correctly. It glowed a bright green aura, casting its light on everything beneath it. 
 
    In the distance, there was a building. Some abandoned structure that looked like an old cathedral or church. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Alisa said. “Just looking at it gives me the heebie jeebies.” 
 
    Jade glanced at her communicator. “The readings on the map are going in and out. There’s some type of distortion here.” 
 
    “I could’ve told you that. Must have something to do with that green moon and how close we are to Anarchy.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny the uncertainty coursing through me. All these damn butterflies fluttering around in my stomach were more like hornets trying to stab their way out. I swallowed everything down and clenched my fists to keep my focus. 
 
    “This wasn’t supposed to be easy. But we can still do it.” I marched forward through the cemetery filled with broken headstones and crumbling statues. The carved stones were broken away, chipped, and cracked with ivy growing all over them. Some of the statues that still had their heads looked like they were staring right at me even though they were lifeless. Nude figures with the wings of angels held their mouths open in some kinda agony. 
 
    “These things are creepy,” Alisa said. “You think these things mean anything?” 
 
    “Keep your head down,” I said. “Stay focused.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can focus when these things are about to come to life and attack me.” 
 
    “We’re almost there. These statues are just statues.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    We moved closer to the cathedral in the distance and I saw just how large it was. Compared to everything in the cemetery we walked through, it was in a lot better shape. Four stories high. Its walls and roof black except for the glass windows that were strangely still intact. If it wasn’t for the paint job and the green moon shining on it, it wouldn’t have looked so ominous. With no encounters in the cemetery we just crossed, it was obvious something was waiting inside for us. 
 
    A set of wooden double doors stood in the archway entrance.  They were painted black like the rest of the building except for the handles, two giant rings made out of brass. 
 
    “We’re really just gonna waltz in here, huh?” Alisa said. 
 
    “Who said anything about waltzing?” I replied. 
 
    Alisa rolled her eyes and let out a sigh as she raised her hand cannon. Jade readied her staff, her eyes filled with more determination than I’d ever seen. 
 
    I looked back on the broken endless cemetery behind me one last time before grabbing one of the rings. It took some effort but the door slowly creaked open as I tugged on it. I kept pulling until finally opening it completely. 
 
    I stepped into the hall of the cathedral and saw the dozens of stone pews on both sides of me. The way the green moonlight shined in through the glass windows cast strange shadows on the floor. The ceiling was high but there didn’t seem to be anything above. 
 
    “Something could be lurking in here,” I said. 
 
    “You think?” Alisa replied. 
 
    “Just stay ready.” 
 
    It was silent except for our slow footsteps on the red carpet beneath us. The moonlight didn’t hit the corners, so it was hard to tell what was in the shadows. 
 
    The long carpeted pathway led to a plain-looking pulpit at the front of the chapel. We managed to get to it without anything happening. 
 
    I looked around the platform I stood on but couldn’t see anything. “There’s something here,” I said. “There has to be.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alisa said. “Maybe we made a wrong turn and missed something in the cemetery.” 
 
    “The map is distorted but this is the path it’s giving us.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Jade said suddenly. “Look at this.” She placed her palm on top of the stone pulpit. Her hand wiped away a thick layer of dust. She kept swiping until I could see it. Something was carved into it in big, bold letters. 
 
    FOR THOSE WHO FEAR DEATH, TURN AWAY. FOR THOSE WHO SEEK IT, FAITH WILL GUIDE YOU. 
 
    “Hmm…” Alisa tapped her chin. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m not afraid to admit I fear death… I’m guessing it doesn’t matter to you two.” 
 
    “We know this was suicide before we came here,” I said. “Only seems appropriate they’re reminding us.” 
 
    “Good point. Now all you have to do is figure what this second part means. Faith will guide us to where exactly?” 
 
    I looked around. There didn’t appear to be anything but black walls around me. “Faith…” I looked at the back wall. Solid black stone. The more I stared at though, the more a feeling I couldn’t shake grew stronger. I couldn’t explain it but it was there, making me more curious. 
 
    I walked over to the wall and placed my palm on it. “Solid…” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a switch,” Jade said. “Something that will make this wall rotate and reveal a path.” 
 
    I squinted when something caught my eye. I could barely see it. Still black. But it resonated. There was energy there. The same kind of energy I saw when I stared at the Junction Gate before I stepped through it. 
 
    “…No… This is the path.” 
 
    “What?” Alisa said. 
 
    “The wall. It’s not a wall. It’s a gate… This is energy.” 
 
    Alisa pressed her hand against the stone. “Feels pretty solid to me.” 
 
    “…Faith. We need to have faith. Only those seeking death can get through…” I backed up a few steps. 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Alisa put her hands up. “You’re not about to do what I think you are, are you?” 
 
    I gave her a shrug. “There’s only one way to get to Hogwarts…” 
 
    “We only got one shot at this. Maybe you should just try punching—” 
 
    I ran forward before she could finish. My eyes shut, I kept pumping my legs until I hit the wall. My legs kept moving though. I kept running forward. I should’ve hit it by now but I didn’t. 
 
    I opened my eyes and suddenly there was nothing but black all around me. “Holy shit…” 
 
    Fear. Confusion. Determination. Everything kept my legs moving until the darkness cleared. In the blink of an eye, I was back outside with the green moon shining above me. But there was no cemetery or broken headstones or eerie statues. There was only an empty dirt field the size of a soccer pitch surrounded by a black iron gate so high there was no way I could get over it. 
 
    “Whoa.” Alisa appeared from the wall behind me with Jade coming right after her. 
 
    Jade looked at her communicator. “The distortions are growing stronger. I can’t tell if the end of the zone is right in front of us or farther ahead.” 
 
    I squeezed my hand and noticed the tingling sensation like it was asleep. “I can feel it, too. I don’t think we’re gonna be able to get much farther though. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    “Now what—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky along with a bright green thunder. The gray clouds swirled in the air, billowing like smoke until a blinding flash of light made me turn my head away. I looked back and saw figures beginning to take shape on the dirt in front of me. 
 
    They were solid black. Arms and legs. But something was off. They weren’t quite human. Their arms extended too long. Their fingers had claws instead of nails. And their faces… They didn’t have faces. No eyes. No noses or mouths. Just an empty black mound on top of their shoulders. 
 
    Ten of them stood on the dirt before us completely motionless. Even without eyes, it still felt like they were looking at me. 
 
    “Ungh… Creepy…” Alisa shuddered and raised her gun. 
 
    “You ever see anything like these things before?” I asked Jade. 
 
    “These things… They look like Shadows. Literal Shadows. I don’t recall if there’s anything like this in the bestiary.” 
 
    “This is what happens when you venture too deep into Pandora,” Alisa sighed. “But a couple of Shadows ain’t gonna stop us. Ain’t that right, Champ?” 
 
    I clenched my fists and pounded my knuckles together. “Let ‘em have it.” 
 
    Alisa charged her hand cannon up and let off a volley of energy. White blasts of bright energy flew into the sky then came crashing back down to the earth. Some of them hit the ground and sent dirt into the air. Others hit their target and knocked the Shadows to the ground. But the ones unscathed stayed motionless. 
 
    “Let me try.” Jade stepped forward and charged a Solo Spark. WHOOSH. A massive green fireball shot out and engulfed one of the figures. The Shadow stood its ground as the flames consumed it. But then it suddenly vanished in a mist of smoke. It didn’t even leave any Mana behind. 
 
    “These assholes don’t seem to be responding to anything,” Alisa said. “But at least we can kill ‘em. Maybe we’re doing something wrong. Maybe we should go out there and shake their hands so we don’t have to fight.” 
 
    “Shake their hands,” I said. “That’d be an idea if they didn’t look like they wanna rip my arm off…” 
 
    I started walking forward and immediately the Shadows began to move. And they moved a lot faster than I expected them to. They fell on all fours and rushed at me like leopards chasing their prey. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Alisa fired a panicked shot and caught one of them clean, knocking it back and turning it into black mist. 
 
    Jade followed her lead and took another one down with a Solo Spark. 
 
    But there were still four more coming right at me. They surrounded me quickly and leaped into the air. 
 
    “Revolver Drill!” 
 
    My gauntlets came up and spun me around. Fists thudded against the Shadows as they neared me. Their bodies were as dense as rocks but I still managed to send them flying back. 
 
    I regained control and rushed forward to the nearest Shadow on the ground. A hard right hand to its chest made it fade into mist. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad—Ahh!” 
 
    The stinging pain of getting stabbed in the leg made me spin around. The Shadow had its claw digging right into my thigh, piercing me with each one of its long, sharp digits. But it was close enough for me to handle and I slammed its head to make it fade away. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Another burst of energy cracked the sky and more bursts of light blinded me. I regained my senses and saw more of the Shadows littering the open field. Dozens of them all came racing forward in my direction. 
 
    “Get my back!” I shouted as I ran in the opposite direction where Jade and Alisa were on the other side of the battlefield. 
 
    Alisa continued to send volleys into the sky while Jade sent fireballs to try and take out as much of the group as they could. 
 
    The Shadows kept marching forward through the energy coming their way. They headed toward me with a viciousness that was palpable. 
 
    “Let’s see how you like this…” I dug my fingers into the ground and started picking up the dirt. 
 
    The Shadows were gaining on me, moving close enough I could hear each of their four limbs digging up the dirt. 
 
    “C’mon…” I gritted my teeth and lifted a piece of earth twice the size of me. I hurled it forward and bowled over a group of the Shadows, sending them scattering in every direction. 
 
    But there were still more who continued their pursuit. Alisa and Jade couldn’t keep up. I wouldn’t have a chance to rest after this, so I had to save my endurance. There was only one way to handle the rest of these assholes. 
 
    “The old-fashioned way…” I charged forward to meet them with my fists up and cracked the first Shadow I came across right in the head. Another one leaped toward me and pounced. I grabbed it out of the air and pounded it in the chest to turn it into mist, but not before it managed to claw my arm. 
 
    Two more Shadows came from behind me but I spun around quickly and sent a backfist into one that sent it tumbling into the other. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    More Shadows poured from the sky as I tried to deal with the last few still trying to swarm me. I watched them race toward Alisa and Jade as they tried to keep them at bay. 
 
    “Shit…” I grabbed the nearest Shadow by its neck and punched it so hard in the head it vaporized into mist immediately. 
 
    Another Shadow slashed at my right arm and drew blood but wasn’t enough to stop my right fist in response. 
 
    The last Shadow clawed with both of its hands and cut my shirt enough to make it fall off. I returned the favor and cracked it in the chest to turn it into mist. 
 
    “Enzo!” 
 
    Jade shouted out as a Shadow descended on her. It pinned her to the ground as she tried to fight it off with her staff. The vicious creature slashed and swiped at her face. 
 
    Alisa wasn’t in any position to help as she was trying desperately to blast away all of the Shadows dancing around her shots. 
 
    “Dammit…” I ran forward as fast as I could as they pounced on Alisa. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The blond screamed in pain as she struggled with the Shadows clawing at her. 
 
    “Get off!” I moved close then leaped into the air before coming back down with my fists into the ground. CRACK. The Seismic Quake sent a rumble across the entire field. The Shadows all stopped and stumbled back to regain their footing. 
 
    “Asshole!” Alisa leaned back and fired at the Shadow right in front of her, turning it into dust. 
 
    Jade charged a Solo Spark and burned right through a group of Shadows trying to tear her apart. 
 
    The last few Shadows were too stunned to do anything, making them easy targets for me to run by. One punch was all it took to send them back where they came from. 
 
    The Shadows were cleared and we all breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Jade was cut above her eye and it was starting to swell shut. Alisa’s bronze cheeks dripped red. They were both sweating just as hard as I was. 
 
    “Please tell me we won’t have to fight more of those things,” Alisa sighed. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    We all turned our heads up toward the sky and watched the clouds form above. There was no light or energy though. The green moon continued to shine ominously above. 
 
    I kept watching, waiting for something to appear. My fists clenched and my heels digging into the dirt, I was on edge. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    The clouds began to stop shifting. But within the gray clouds, I saw something moving. A figure taking shape. It looked like a bird flapping its wings. And the more its figure took shape, the bigger it looked. 
 
    “That better be a bird,” Alisa muttered. 
 
    The flapping continued until suddenly—RAAAAAH!—a roar shook the air so violently the clouds cleared. 
 
    “Shit!” I grabbed Alisa and Jade and fell to the ground as it swooped down toward us. 
 
    The loud thud of it landing on the dirt behind us made the ground shake. I quickly pulled all of us back to our feet. A part of me was hoping I didn’t see what I thought I saw in the split-second it charged at us. I slowly turned around like it would help. But it didn’t help. 
 
    The thing was right there in front of me. 
 
    “Is that a…” Alisa was too surprised to even finish, so I did it for her. 
 
    “A dragon.” 
 
    The beast was covered in black scales that shined with the green glow from the moon. From what I could see, its hide was as thick as anything I’d ever fought in Pandora. The claws on its hind legs dug into the dirt, ripping up the ground like it was getting ready to charge. Its arms were short but still lethal with the razor on its fingertips. 
 
    The creature was already the size of a two-story house. Just its head was as big as a car. When it reared back and spread its wings, the thing looked twice as massive. 
 
    Empty white eyes focused right on me. “RAAAAAAH!” It let out another roar. Bright green flames formed in its mouth before they fired out. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I only had a split-second to react. I just managed to get the blue barrier up and stop the flames from hitting us. The pressure from the fire was enough to force me to dig my feet into the ground to stay standing. And the heat from the fire made me sweat even more than I already was. 
 
    I was eventually forced down to a knee but I held on long enough before the dragon finally stopped. It flapped its wings to send a gust of wind in our direction as it ascended back into the sky. 
 
    Alisa raised her hand cannon and sent a volley to chase it. Some of the blasts of energy hit the dragon but it kept circling above. 
 
    “Didn’t seem to do much,” she said. “I don’t know if I can help you in this fight.” 
 
    “You can still stun it,” I said. “Just gotta wait for an opening.” 
 
    Jade sent a Solo Spark at it. The fireball collided with the dragon enough to make it change its course but it didn’t show any signs of damage. 
 
    “As long as it’s in the air, we won’t be able to beat it,” I said. “Which means all we have to do is get it back down to the ground.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I like the idea of having that thing swooping down on us,” Alisa said. “It’s big but it’s fast.” 
 
    I clenched my fists, my eyes locked on it. “There’s an old saying. Timing always beats speed. Doesn’t matter how fast it is if I’m expecting it.” 
 
    “I’ll follow your lead,” Jade said. 
 
    “You haven’t failed before,” Alisa added. “I trust you now.” 
 
    “Wait for an opening,” I said. “Nothing in Pandora has been able to beat us. That isn’t gonna change now.” 
 
    I sprinted forward across the dirt and the dragon immediately changed its trajectory toward me. 
 
    “That’s it, asshole. I’m right here.” 
 
    I moved across the black dirt, as far away from Alisa and Jade as I could get. The massive beast didn’t have much trouble keeping up with me. 
 
    It slowly began its descent. The wind from its flaps grew stronger. I spun around and stood my ground, watching as it kept moving closer and closer. Its black scales continued to shimmer underneath the green light. White eyes focused on me. They began to narrow as the creature neared. 
 
    “Almost there… C’mon… I’m right here…” 
 
    I pressed my feet into the dirt and clenched my fists even harder to ready the hardest punch I ever threw. 
 
    “Right here…” 
 
    The dragon suddenly stopped in mid-flight and hovered just in front of me. 
 
    “What are you doing? What the hell are you—” 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAH!” A giant roar knocked me back as it turned around and immediately began zooming toward Alisa and Jade. 
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    I started running back but there was no way I could keep up with the dragon zooming across the sky. 
 
    Jade and Alisa fired in unison. Fireballs and blasts of energy clipped the beast’s wings and chest to slow it down but its momentum didn’t stop as it reached them. 
 
    Jade dived out of the way into the dirt, narrowly avoiding getting scooped up. 
 
    But Alisa wasn’t as fast. 
 
    “Alisa!” I shouted out at the sight of the dragon digging its massive claw into her. The pointed edges pierced through her stomach and poked out of the back of her chest. 
 
    Alisa’s jaw dropped and blood leaked from her mouth. “Ahh…” She grimaced in pain but managed to raise her hand cannon up just as the dragon held her to its mouth. 
 
    A blast of energy shot from her weapon, catching the dragon right in the eye and making it stumble back. Another point-blank shot made it move back again. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I got to the dragon and slammed my gauntlet into its hind leg. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” The beast roared in pain but not enough for my liking, so I banged it with another right cross. Its black scales cracked from the weight of my punch. 
 
    “Jade! Zero Blast!” 
 
    Jade was still on her back but she sent a Zero Blast from her back right at the dragon’s chest. A beam of icy frost began to freeze the creature’s scales. The dragon dropped Alisa from its grip and ascended back into the air to avoid Jade’s beam. 
 
    Alisa fell to the dirt on her side with a thud. I knelt down next to her and saw the blood pouring from the massive wound on her stomach. She coughed and a spatter of blood sprayed out. 
 
    “This is what it’s like, huh?” She smiled through all of the blood dripping down the sides of her mouth. Her eyes started to water as the smile slowly left her face. “Go finish this, Champ…” 
 
    I held her in my gauntlets and watched her eyes blink closed. The green light on her Recall Box blinked red and she vanished completely. 
 
    “Enzo.” 
 
    Jade’s hand was on my shoulder and I turned up to her. Over her shoulder, I saw the outline of the dragon flying against the backdrop of the bright green moon. 
 
    “I hit it hard,” I said. “Looks like I just have to hit it harder.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t plan on trying to draw its attention. It’s a lot smarter than we think.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how smart it is if it’s getting whaled on. I just need to get it to the ground.” 
 
    Jade straightened up and nodded. Her right eye was swollen shut from the cut above it. Her cheeks were bloodied. Her arms were the same. Her top had been practically slashed off of her, her bra exposed. Her hair didn’t have the same shimmer it usually did and it was out of place. But through all of the sweat and dirt and blood on her face, I saw the determination. 
 
    I turned back toward the dragon as it began another slow descent toward us. “It’s not getting away this time.” 
 
    The black dragon soared through the sky. Even with how far it was, I knew it could close the distance in a matter of seconds. The wings on its back flapped slowly and cleared away the clouds in its path. 
 
    I always imagined what a dragon would look like when I was younger. Every kid did. Seeing one now with its black scales shimmering underneath the bright green moonlight… I had to take a second to appreciate how majestic it was. Shame the damn thing was trying to maim and burn us to death. 
 
    Never thought I’d see a dragon. Never thought I’d kill one either. Now I was about to do both. 
 
    “That thing could just overpower us,” I said. “It’s not going to do that. It’s a thinker. The toughest opponents are always the one that know what they’ve got and how to use it. That’s what makes it so satisfying to beat ‘em.” 
 
    “I trust you, Enzo. Whatever you’ve got planned, you’d better decide quick.” 
 
    “There’s no telling what it’s up to exactly. It could go for you. It could go for me. Plan for both. I’ll try to draw its attention again. It comes for me, you hit it with the biggest Solo Spark you can muster. The last one hurt it. Keep it on the ground long enough and I’ll finish the job.” 
 
    “And if it goes for me?” 
 
    The only reason Jade was still there was because it went for Alisa. I couldn’t protect Jade. Not if I wanted to draw its attention. 
 
    She knew it, too. 
 
    “Zero Blast,” I said. “This thing is big. It’s angry. But it’s not invincible. I just need to land the right shot.” I clenched my fists to remind myself of the power I had in my hands. 
 
    Jade exhaled a deep breath through her nose and nodded. I didn’t know what the damn thing was gonna do. I smiled anyway. A lot of people did when they knew they were about to do something crazy. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    I ran across the open field and immediately the dragon changed its trajectory. The winged beast circled above me, ready to finish its descent at any moment. 
 
    “C’mon…” I moved about fifty yards away from Jade and stood my ground. 
 
    The dragon began swooping down. The thing was so damn big its wings started to block out the moon behind it. The wind from its flaps blew against my skin. 
 
    My soles dug into the dirt. I clenched my fists even harder, ready to swing. 
 
    “RAAAAAAH!” 
 
    The dragon swooped down and spun, quickly turning its attention to Jade. 
 
    “Jade! Go!” 
 
    She held her staff at her hip and fired her Zero Blast. The beam of ice shot forward and slammed into the dragon’s head as it moved toward her. But the blast wasn’t enough to stop its momentum as it kept zooming toward her like a bullet. 
 
    I ran hard, pumping my legs to try and catch up to her. 
 
    The dragon swooped down until landing right in front of Jade. Just its hind legs thudding against the ground were enough to make the ground shake. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” 
 
    The dragon reared back as Jade kept concentrating her frosty beam on its face. 
 
    I closed the distance to try and get close enough. 
 
    Thirty yards away. 
 
    The dragon opened its mouth to gather the flames, ignoring the ice coming at it. 
 
    Twenty yards away. 
 
    Jade gritted her teeth and stood her ground with her staff at her hip as it continued to fire. 
 
    Fifteen yards away. 
 
    I leaped into the air them crashed down with my fists into the blackened dirt. WHAM. The Seismic Quake sent a shockwave all the way to where the dragon stood and made it stumble. 
 
    “Keep going! Keep going!” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Jade yelled out like she was trying to draw even more energy from her staff. 
 
    The stunned dragon flapped its wings to regain its balance then turned its attention back to Jade. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” A giant roar echoed into the night sky. The beast followed it up with a blast of green flames aimed right at Jade. Jade held her position, trying to fight off the fire with her Zero Blast. The clash of energy sent sparks flying in every direction like fireworks. 
 
    “Back off!” I got to the dragon’s side and—BANG—slammed it with a fist hard enough to shift its weight. “Get away!” Another punch and it moved to the side again. The metal knuckles dug into its black scales but there was more resistance than anything I’d ever hit before. 
 
    The dragon’s flames were endless but Jade didn’t budge. The fire moved closer to her. It wouldn’t be much longer until she was overwhelmed. I had to do something and I had to do it now. 
 
    “Shit…” I muttered to myself then grabbed at the dragon’s scales. I started climbing up the side of its body, avoiding the flapping wing trying to shake me off. 
 
    “Enzo! I can’t…” 
 
    The desperation in Jade’s voice made me move even faster. I climbed up on the dragon’s back. Its shimmering black scales were impossible to get proper footing on, so I had to squeeze my hands around it to stay on top. 
 
    “Enzo!” 
 
    Jade screamed out again. The dragon stomped toward her with its mouth opening even wider. Still Jade kept firing. 
 
    I climbed the back of the dragon’s massive neck, inching closer to the top of its head. I moved close enough to its mouth. Just the heat from its flames threatened to melt my skin. 
 
    “Enzo…” 
 
    Jade collapsed to a knee just as I got to the dragon’s head. Her staff fell at her side and her beam stopped. The beast’s flames moved forward undeterred and engulfed Jade completely. 
 
    “No!” I just managed to get onto the dragon’s head. Its giant white eye was the size of a small boulder. But I saw the damage Alisa had done when she shot it, some black blood dripping down the outside of its eye socket. I was about to do even more damage. 
 
    “Get off her!” I reared back and slammed my gauntlet right into its eye. WHAM. The rest of its scales were firm but its eyeball was mushy and crushed under the weight of the gauntlet. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” The dragon roared in pain and finally pulled back with its flames. 
 
    It flailed its wings and tried to claw at me with its short arms but was unable to reach. I swung back and forth on its head, digging my fist even deeper into its eye socket. One punch. BAM. Then another. BANG. Then another. I wouldn’t stop until the inside of its head was mashed. The black blood sprayed against my face. The smell was so foul it made the gym seem like a rose garden. But I kept punching, holding on to the top of the beast’s head as it kept roaring and flailing wildly. 
 
    I punched a hole so damn big in its head, the dragon’s eye socket look like a crater on its face. 
 
    “I got you now, bastard.” 
 
    The dragon swiped me with its wing and knocked me down to the ground. The wind knocked out of me as I fell hard to the dirt. 
 
    “Shit… Can’t stop now…” 
 
    I turned around and the one-eyed dragon stomped toward me. Its mouth opened and more of its green flames began to form in its throat. 
 
    One last chance. 
 
    I did the first thing I could think of. My hands dug into the dirt and I picked up a mound of earth. I moved as fast as I could and hurled the giant chunk of rock and caught the dragon right in its mouth. Its head knocked back and its flames went out for a second. 
 
    That was all the time I had. That was all the time I needed. 
 
    I rushed back to the beast and slammed a fist into its chest. BAM. Another punch. THUD. Another. CRACK. Then another. Left and rights connected, breaking through its scales and revealing the soft, meaty flesh underneath. Blood spilled from its open wound. I kept punching, searching for what I knew was underneath. Then I saw it. Organs shifting around, bleeding profusely. Soft tissue exposed. And underneath it, a giant black heart thumping. 
 
    “Now I got you.” I dug my feet into the ground and shot forward with a punch aimed right at its heart. The steel collided with the exposed organ and made it explode. 
 
    The dragon’s roar was drowned out by the mound of dirt in its mouth. But it stumbled back, its legs buckling and its wings flapping in pain. 
 
    Another punch at the center of its chest made it drop to the ground, giving me the angle I needed to slam my fist into its other eye. I kept punching. My muscles were getting sore with fatigue. I kept punching. The sweat was covering my entire body. I kept punching. 
 
    I kept punching until—WHOOSH—the dragon suddenly vaporized, turning into a cloud of black mist that wafted into the air. 
 
    I didn’t take the chance to celebrate and rushed over to Jade. 
 
    She was still on the ground, her staff at her side. Her skin was black and blistered. Smoke rose from her burned body. Blood dripped from her open wounds. Her right eye was so swollen it didn’t look like it was there. 
 
    “Enzo…” 
 
    “Jade, I’m sorry—” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. You have to do this by yourself now. That’s how it was meant to be…” She squeezed her hand around mine before it went limp. The green light on her Recall Box blinked red and she disappeared in a flash. 
 
    I got back up to my feet and looked around the open battlefield. It was completely silent. There wasn’t even a wind whistling by. 
 
    But the silence was broken when there was a swirl of energy right in front of me. Some combination of purple or red. I couldn’t really tell with how green the moonlight was. Didn’t matter though. 
 
    The energy kept spinning around until it formed a circle just like I’d walked through so many times before. A portal to another dimension. 
 
    The last dimension. 
 
    Anarchy. 
 
    I walked up to the energy and stared into it like I could find what I was looking for. But there was only one way to find it. 
 
    One last deep breath. Maybe the last I ever took. I held it for as long as I could before digging my feet into the dirt and rushing through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 45: The Main Event 
 
    The sky was black but not empty. Clouds of purple and blue energy wafted through the air in every direction. Rocks drifted by like slowly moving asteroids. Beyond them, small circles of white light shine like stars. And even farther, what looked like comets shot past in the blink of an eye. I stared closer and noticed everything moving. Not it any particular direction though. The sky was rotating all around me. What stood out more than anything though. A giant planet. A perfect sphere. Something twice as big as the moon with a purple and red gradient, shining on everything around it. 
 
    Underneath my feet, the black dirt crumbled underneath my sneakers. The jagged rocks all around me formed some kinda mass that was about the size of the battlefield I’d just left. This land was moving though. There were no gates to keep me confined. There was just… empty space I felt like I could drift out into. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    I was surprised I could get the words out. I looked around in every direction and saw the spirals in the distance. They were something I’d only seen in YouTube vids and movies. 
 
    Space. I was out in space. Or something close to it, since I didn’t have any trouble breathing. 
 
    A chill shot through my spine and made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. My gauntlets shook. I raised one up and saw it vibrating. I waved my hand there was still an image of it left behind from where I moved it, like it was trying to slowly catch up. The tingling sensation I felt before was stronger. 
 
    “Anarchy…” 
 
    Redgrave said things were unstable around here. He gave me a timetable but there was no telling how accurate it was. I couldn’t take any chances. 
 
    I had every reason to be mesmerized by the endless space all around me. I was in-between worlds in a galaxy that didn’t appear to have an end. But I regained my focus when I remembered why I was here in the first place. 
 
    He lost my father’s signal here. There had to be some sign of him. Somewhere I could find him on this mass of rock drifting through space. He was hiding somewhere— 
 
    “And so, you chose to follow the path to your own destruction.” 
 
    The voice was slow. Somewhat distant. Measured. Full of loathing. I already knew who it was but I turned around to see it for myself. 
 
    The figure stood twenty meters away. Black robes draped all over it and a hood to cover its face. The only part of it exposed were its pale, lanky arms. The nails on the end of its fingers were white and sharpened into claws. 
 
    “Lynx…” 
 
    The figure slowly removed its hood to reveal the pale face. Black lined its eyes and trailed along its cheeks like veins. Eyes empty but with a faint red glow pointed in my direction. 
 
    “Lynx. Is that the name you’ve given me? The others mentioned your kind. Said the ‘Earth’ Dimension is particularly curious.” 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    “The others attempting to exert our will. I choose not to associate with them. They are old and archaic. Stuck in their ways and pledged to the dogmas of the ancients. There are others like me. Others apart from the collective. But there’s only one me.” 
 
    I didn’t have any clue what he was talking about. Didn’t really care though. This asshole knew my father and he was gonna start giving me the answers I was looking for. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific… No, wait… Perhaps I know who you’re speaking of. The one with the same weapons as you. Him.” His expression didn’t change and his voice was still full of loathing. “He was no match for me. I did to him what I’ve done to all those who step into my realm and challenge my will.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Look around you. This.” He threw his hands into the air. “All of this. This is my domain. Everything your eyes see. Everything you hear. Everything you taste on your tongue. I control it all.” 
 
    “You’re in control of a fancy floating rock in space. That’s… not very impressive.” 
 
    “Hmph. The others said you humans are flawed. So full of yourselves. To think you can defy the will of something greater than you. The fight you and your brethren put up is hopeless. Your destruction is inevitable. You don’t realize I’m one of the few who’s trying to save you.” 
 
    “Save me?” I scoffed. “How are you doing that?” 
 
    “Did you not read the message left for you? You are only here because you seek death. You have been warned to turn away. The one before you carved a path from your world, moving from one location to the next. Only to seek their own destruction. Now you repeat the same process.” 
 
    Lynx shook his head, his face still not showing any emotions. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll never understand beings from Earth.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to make friends.” I stepped forward and clenched my fists at my sides. “I’ll make you a deal. Tell me where the one who came before me is and I won’t punch your fucking head off your shoulders.” 
 
    “Hmph… Such arrogance.” His eyes shifted toward my gauntlets. “I can sense it in you. You have come better prepared than the previous one. But surviving in this realm is futile when I can destroy you on a whim.” 
 
    “This is your last chance. Where is he?” 
 
    Lynx began inching toward me. “You have been warned too many times not to come here. You are too far beyond the threshold to return.” 
 
    “All right, asshole. You wanna do this the hard way… Let’s do it the hard way.” 
 
    I ran forward and leaped into the air. WHAM. Lynx stood his ground as I came crashing down and slammed my gauntlets into the rubble at my feet. The entire giant rock we floated on began to tremble. Lynx shifted his weight slightly but remained in his position. 
 
    I moved closer to take advantage of his momentary stun and caught him hard in the chest. My right hand connected clean and sent him stumbling back a few steps. 
 
    He clutched the center of his chest as he widened his eyes at me. 
 
    “That’s right, motherfucker. Potent Mana.” 
 
    His brow furrowed with anger as his eyes widened and burned into a brighter red. 
 
    That was it. Now he knew I wasn’t messing around. 
 
    I moved to him again and swung. He responded by raising his palm up and firing a blast of white energy. My knuckles connected with it, knocking my right arm back. But I swung with my left to catch him off guard and clocked him in the chin. 
 
    His head turned sideways and a gash of black blood leaked from his lips. 
 
    “Any time you’re ready to stop, all you have to do is tell me where—” 
 
    “Ahhh!” Lynx quickly brought his hands together and pointed his palms at me. Another beam of blinding white light shot toward me. 
 
    “Power Shield!” I activated my barrier and just managed to stop it. But the strength of the energy pushed me back. I dug my feet into the ground and felt the dirt rising up over my ankles as the energy continued to move me back. 
 
    Lynx pressed forward, his eyes glowing even hotter. “Such arrogance. You are a curious being, indeed.” 
 
    I pressed my feet down even harder and clenched my jaw. My barrier stayed up as long as I could hold it until I regained enough of my footing to move forward. All I had to do was get close. Close enough to connect. 
 
    I inched toward him until he was in range. His palms were just in front of me. I gathered all of my strength and knocked his hands away and the blast stopped. I rushed toward him and—BAM—clocked him with a right cross that caught him right on the side of the head, knocking him down to one knee. 
 
    No cocky line. No celebration. No admiration of my punch. There was no time for that. 
 
    I was on top of him, cracking him on the back of the head until he was flat on his stomach. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. Left and right hands pounded his face into the ground. Dirt went flying in every direction as I tried to mash his head off his body. 
 
    I kept swinging but my fatigue was getting to me. My punches lost their steam and I eventually stopped to catch my breath. 
 
    My exhaustion forced me down to one knee. 
 
    “Huh…” 
 
    Lynx laid motionless in the dirt, his head crammed into the ground like an ostrich hiding its head in the sand. The sight of it was kinda funny. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Where is he?” I barked it even louder. 
 
    Lynx slowly began to stir. He pressed his palms into the ground and pushed himself up. He floated onto his feet and stared down at me. His face was cut and scarred. The lines of black trailing his cheeks were dripping with blood of the same color. His eyes were glowing still glowing red like fire burning in his eye sockets. 
 
    “You seek the one who came before you? Then you shall see the one who came before you.” 
 
    Lynx raised his palms and charged another blast. I activated my Power Shield and the blue barrier took the brunt of it. I held on but the barrier in front of me began to bend. The white-hot energy poured down on me like a stream. Suddenly, my blue barrier shattered and the blast consumed me. 
 
    The force of the blow sent me tumbling across the dirt. Every part of my body slammed into the ground before I slowly came to an unceremonious and painful stop. 
 
    “Shit…” I groaned as I pressed my fists into the dirt. 
 
    “You have made it this far.” Lynx started walking slowly toward me. “I suppose there’s some consolation in that. Honor, some view that as. But your purpose… I still do not know what it is except for certain doom.” 
 
    I popped up to my feet and swung with a right hand, trying to catch him off guard. But he blasted my hand away and connected with another palm blast that caught me in the chest. Again I went stumbling through across the rocks. My body was bruised and cut all over. My face was bleeding, I was sure of it. 
 
    But I got back up to my feet to throw a left hook. Lynx parried it with both hands then grabbed my throat. The amount of strength he had was surprising, making it hard for me to breathe. He lifted me from the ground and stared at me with his glowing, narrowed red eyes. 
 
    “You should have never come here. I will show you the folly of your choice.” 
 
    I threw a right hand and connected on his chin. His head turned but his grip didn’t loosen. He just kept squeezing until I felt my life draining from me. 
 
    My vision was going black. My strength was leaving me. I had to do something. 
 
    “Foolish human.” 
 
    He squeezed his hand tight around me and tossed me forward. I waited to hit the ground but I didn’t. I just kept falling. Tumbling through the sky like I just jumped from a plane. 
 
    My surroundings started to fade. Everything around me disappeared. I kept searching for something, anything, to grab onto. But there was nothing. Everything went black and even my own thoughts were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 46: Unleashed 
 
    “Wake up…” 
 
    A groan escaped my lips. 
 
    “Wake up…” 
 
    There was a voice. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from or who it was. 
 
    “Wake up…” 
 
    My senses slowly started to return to me. Then I realized who it was. My own voice was talking to me, trying to bring me back from the darkness I didn’t realize I was in. 
 
    A bright light forced my eyes open. I was laying on… something. My body pressed against it along with my cheek. I blinked to clear my vision and saw my surroundings. 
 
    Red waves of energy flowed from top to bottom with seemingly no end. It was all around me. Above me. Beneath my feet. At every side but there was no way for me to reach out and touch it. 
 
    I pushed myself up to my feet and realized how tired I was. My knees buckled not just from my fatigue but from all my injuries. Cuts on my face and scrapes on my body dripped slowly. Even my jeans were in tatters at this point. 
 
    I straightened up and looked down. There was no floor for me to stand on but there was something there because I wasn’t falling. A few taps with my toes confirmed it was solid. 
 
    Every direction I could walk looked the same. Just dark red energy flowing like I was in the space between what was real and what wasn’t. Maybe I was still dreaming. Maybe this was some hallucination and I was already dead. The way the flowing red lines moved made it look like some abstract version of Hell. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    My voice was lost in the darkness. There wasn’t even an echo. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Another pointless shout. Like anybody was actually gonna answer me. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    I squeezed the gauntlets around my hands then pounded the ground. No shake. No thud. No vibrations. Nothing. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was Lynx throwing me. Where I was now… I wasn’t any closer to figuring it out. 
 
    I closed my eyes. Slow breaths filled my lungs in an attempt to maintain my composure. Even if this was Hell, there had to be a way out. 
 
    But doubt began creeping its way into my head. I ran forward and shook away the thoughts. 
 
    It didn’t make a difference. My surroundings didn’t change. There was nothing but the energy surrounding me, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
    “What do I do? Where am I supposed to go? Shit… Dad…” 
 
    My heart sank in my chest. All this way. I couldn’t save him. I didn’t even get a chance to see him again. 
 
    That would’ve been enough. One last time before I ended up wherever I was now. 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    A sudden breeze blew by, brushing against my cheeks. I turned to the side to look where it was coming from but there was nothing. Maybe my imagination was getting the best of me. 
 
    Another wind blew from the other direction and I spun around. I saw something. Not clearly but it was there. I squinted and focused on one of the waves of energy. It pulsed differently from the others. Thicker. Almost like it was moving toward me. I took a step back and watched as the red energy formed right in front of me, slowly beginning to take shape. 
 
    I blinked my eyes not sure I was seeing it right… seeing him right. 
 
    “…Dad?” 
 
    It was him. His hair combed so perfectly on his head. His posture straight to make it always seem like he was puffing his chest out. His chiseled jaw. The perfectly trimmed mustache above his lips. He looked exactly the way I remembered him when I said goodbye. 
 
    He was wearing armor. Some kinda Omega gear. I could tell from the logo on the upper left side of his chest. And his gauntlets. They were just like mine. 
 
    But something was off. He was all red like he was made from the same energy all around me. His outline phased in and out like a ghost who wasn’t really there. But even just an image of him was enough. 
 
    I took a step forward, hesitant to get my hopes up. 
 
    “Dad… Is it you?” 
 
    He looked at me, his mouth twisting into a crooked smile. His eyes started to narrow. 
 
    “Zo? Is that you, Zo?” 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    He moved forward and wrapped his arms around me. He squeezed me tight. If he wasn’t real I didn’t care because I could feel something. I was ten all over again, standing on the driveway and waiting for him to come back. And now he was here. 
 
    He gently pulled away from me and gave me a beaming smile. I’d seen it so many times before but I never really appreciated it as much as right now. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he said. 
 
    “I’m here for you. I came here to save you. To get you out of Anarchy. Dr. Redgrave said you were still here. He told me there was a chance.” 
 
    “Dr. Redgrave… How long has it been?” 
 
    “Seventeen years.” 
 
    “Seventeen…” He put his hands on my shoulders. “Twenty-seven years old. You’re a man now… All grown up. How’s your grandma?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s been about ten years since…” 
 
    “Right… You an Omega now?” 
 
    “No. I’m a trainer at the Bloody Guts. I got a few fights under my belt, too.” 
 
    “Ha! My boy’s a fighter.” His proud smile grew even wider. “You use what I taught you?” 
 
    “Straight right hand. Won my first seven fights by knockout. Before I… Before I retired…” 
 
    “You retired? Already? You’re still so young.” 
 
    “I know… It’s just…” 
 
    My head dropped down as I stared at the invisible floor, waves of red energy continuing to flow underneath my feet. So many damn things were running through my head. I’d been holding it with me for so long. I thought I’d take everything to my grave. Now he was right here in front of me. I had a chance to tell him everything. But my emotions were getting the best of me. 
 
    “Dad… It’s not the same without you… It didn’t mean anything to me… I wish… I wish you were there to see it… I wish you were there for everything.” Something caught in my throat and it was getting harder and harder to get the words out. 
 
    He squeezed his gauntlets around my shoulders and forced me to look at him. I blinked to clear the tears welling in my eyes so I could see his smile. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he said. “You’ve accomplished so much. Just like I knew you would. Don’t let anything stop you from living your life, you hear me?” 
 
    “Dad—” 
 
    He shook me. “You hear me? Don’t stop anything for me, okay? Live your life. Don’t listen to anybody else. Not even what you think I might say. Understood?” 
 
    I nodded because I couldn’t get the words out. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Just like you did. I went from zone to zone. There’s a Herald there. Lynx.” 
 
    “Lynx. The pale man.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “I fought him, too. My body started to give out. Humans weren’t meant to be out here.” 
 
    “Redgrave realized the mistake he made after he lost you. He figured out a way to stabilize me so I could come get you. It’s only temporary though. We have to get out of here quick.” 
 
    My father’s smile softened but it was still there. “It’s too late for me.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This thing… Lynx… This is his dimension. He siphons Mana from everything crossing into his domain. He’s been doing that to me for the past seventeen years. Look at me, Zo. It’s been too long. I’m… I’m barely hanging on.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No… That can’t be. C’mon. I’ll carry you if I have to. Just follow my lead—” 
 
    I grabbed his arm but my hand slipped through him completely. I reached out again in a desperate attempt to hold him but the result didn’t change. 
 
    “My essence is fading,” he said. “I don’t have much time left. But you do.” 
 
    “No… No! I didn’t come all this way just to say goodbye. Dad, you can’t—” 
 
    “Listen to me, Zo. We’re in a cage right now. A cage you can break. I can give you what Mana I have left in me. I can strengthen your gauntlets so you can do it.” 
 
    “I won’t do it! I won’t leave you behind!” 
 
    “Dammit, Zo!” 
 
    He squeezed his hands tight around my shoulders to make sure I was looking at him. 
 
    “You have to do this. There are other people depending on you. This was the way it was meant to be.” 
 
    I turned away from him. The reality of the situation was slowly dawning on me. The reality I had no choice but to accept. I didn’t even fully understand it. The only thing I knew for sure was I had to listen to him, the one man I’d trust over anybody. 
 
    “What are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Huh?” I slowly turned toward him. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “…Superstar.” I hadn’t said it since I was child. The memories it brought back made me laugh. 
 
    “When your mother was pregnant with you, that’s what she called you. She knew you were destined for something amazing before you were even born. And she was right. I held on this long because I thought someone would come. You don’t know how proud I am to see that it’s you. To see you now. This is the greatest thing I’ve ever done. You are the greatest accomplishment your mother and I could have asked for. It would be impossible to ask for anything more.” 
 
    I’d lost my mother. The grandmother that raised me. Now my father was saying goodbye without saying it. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I’m always with you. Grandma… Mom… We’re all with you, Zo. Just because you can’t see us doesn’t mean we’re not there.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    He pulled me close and squeezed his arms around me as much as he could. “I love you, Zo.” 
 
    I put my arms around him. His body was fading in my grip but I didn’t let him go. My eyes closed but the tears still leaked down and wet my cheeks. 
 
    It felt like only a second before he pulled away from me. 
 
    “Use the gauntlets to break your way out of this cage,” he said. “Beat Lynx and get back and tell them there are others like him. That’s how we’re gonna win this war.” 
 
    I swallowed hard to regain my composure and nodded. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    He took a step back. His chin up, he smiled proudly. It was the same smile he’d been giving me this entire time. “What are you?” 
 
    “…Superstar.” 
 
    “I’ll always be with you…” He closed his eyes and his whole body began to fade into the dark red energy flowing all around us. I watched the energy slowly move toward me and into my gauntlets until it was gone. 
 
    There was nothing at first. But a second went by and my gauntlets began to shake more violently than they ever had before. The display brightened and I was able to read it. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with ENZO DRAKE 
 
    Oliver Drake - Level MAX: Unlock Slayer Overdrive 
 
    Jade Conrad - Level 5: 20% power increase to all abilities 
 
    Alisa Bosworth - Level 5: 20% speed increase to all basic attacks 
 
      
 
    “What…” I swiped through the touchscreen and saw the new stats of my weapon. 
 
      
 
    SP-002 SLAYER GAUNTLETS 
 
    *Amplified Melee Damage 
 
    *Amplified Strength 
 
    When Slayer Overdrive is active: 
 
    *Increased HP 
 
    *Amplify All Stats 
 
    *Amplify All Basic Attacks 
 
    *Amplify All Abilities 
 
    *Increased Endurance Loss 
 
    Added Core Abilities: 
 
    Slayer Overdrive 
 
    Unleash the true potential of the Slayer Gauntlets 
 
    Revolver Drill 
 
    Swing both gauntlets 360-degrees, hitting targets on all sides 
 
    Power Shield 
 
    Activate a frontal energy barrier that blocks damage 
 
    Seismic Quake 
 
    Strike the ground to cause a tremor that stuns all grounded enemies 
 
    Earth Heave 
 
    Tear the earth from the ground and use it as a projectile 
 
      
 
    “Slayer Overdrive…” 
 
    I looked around the darkness around me. 
 
    “Time to get out of this cage.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused my energy. I clenched my fists and felt the gauntlets beginning to shake. They were vibrating so hard I thought they were going to slip off. But I kept my grip until heat warmed my palms. 
 
    “Whoa…” I looked down to see the gauntlets glowing red hot like they were on fire. A rush of adrenaline flowed through my body. I felt stronger. My feet felt like I was floating on air. The red aura surrounding my weapons moved until it was outlining my entire body. 
 
    “Break outta the cage…” I ran forward and leaped high enough to jump over a building. With all of my strength, I reared back and swung. I didn’t know what I was aiming for but I hit something. The gauntlet shattered the ceiling like glass. My momentum kept moving me forward until I was flying back into familiar surroundings. 
 
    The stars were all around me with the purple-red sphere shining in the distance. I was at the center of the galaxy, floating through the air until I came back crashing down onto the rock where I confronted Lynx before. 
 
    And he was still there. His back was turned to me but it was so quiet he had to have known I was there. 
 
    “It appears you are more formidable than I anticipated.” He slowly turned back toward me, an expression of boredom on his face. “Unfortunately for you, being more formidable will not change the result. I will enjoy drawing the rest of your essence from you.” 
 
    “You should’ve taken the deal.” 
 
    My whole body was engulfed in some type of energy. A red flame aura surrounded me completely. I could feel how much stronger I was. Now it was time to put it to the test. 
 
    I dashed forward in a blur faster than I’d ever moved before. BANG. A right hand caught Lynx in the jaw like a bullet. A left hook cracked him in the same spot and turned his head the other way. 
 
    BAM. BAM. BAM. BAM. Right. Left. Right. Left. I rotated punches so fast my arms didn’t even look like they were there. 
 
    Lynx stumbled back, blood splattering from his mouth as he failed to keep up with me. I grabbed his robes to keep him from falling over then worked my fist like a piston, knocking his head so far back his neck snapped. 
 
    I wasn’t done with him though. Not like last time. His eyes were no longer glowing. His body was limp. All I needed was one last punch. 
 
    I reared back and landed an uppercut on the underside of his chin so hard his head separated and went zooming into the space above us until disappearing completely. His lifeless body fell to the ground and dark blood poured from the open wound on his neck. 
 
    With Lynx dead, I realized just how much the gauntlets were draining me. I breathed hard but stood my ground, knowing it wasn’t over. 
 
    “Now I just need to figure out a way to get the hell out of here…” 
 
    “I already told you. There is no escape from death.” 
 
    Lynx’s voice filled the air like it was coming from a speaker. I spun around but there was no sign of him no matter where I looked. 
 
    “Formidable. But still not good enough.” 
 
    His body on the ground began to stir. It moved like there was something inside of it moving it around. I stepped back and watched his remains stand up straight. Suddenly, a flash of red light from above zoomed down and cracked the body, splitting it in two like it was struck by lightning. The remnants of the pale figure fell to the ground but standing in its place was something else. 
 
    A Shadow like the ones I encountered in the Wasteland. Only this one was twice as big. Red energy engulfed its body like it was on fire. There was a warmth coming from the aura that grew stronger as it took a step toward me. 
 
    “Insignificant.” Lynx’s distorted voice came from the red Shadow. It had no mouth or any other facial features but I could still hear it clearly. “You will not survive.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna kill me. You can’t beat me.” 
 
    “You’re already dying. Look at yourself.” 
 
    I glanced down and saw my entire body beginning to phase in and out like a ghost. “Shit…” 
 
    “If I do not kill you, you will still die here. There is no escape.” 
 
    I couldn’t lose now. Not when I was this close. “You’re the reason my father isn’t here. You’re gonna pay, asshole.” 
 
    “You will not—” 
 
    WHAM. I dashed forward in the blink of an eye and caught the entity right in the chest with a left hand. The blow sent the Shadow stumbling through the dirt. I was on it quickly, pounding my fists down onto its back with the hardest punches I’d ever thrown. I hit it so hard I made a crater in the ground and sent dirt flying in every direction. 
 
    “Raaaah!” The glowing red Shadow screamed out and a blast of energy like a bomb went off sent me tumbling back. It cleared enough space to pick itself up from the hole I dug for it. 
 
    “Pathetic.” The Shadow raised its arms. Suddenly, the space above me began to move. Beams of red energy formed like portals appearing. A shower of red missile blasts came crashing down on top of me like meteors. 
 
    “Power Shield!” The barrier formed and burned red like the rest of my body. The weight of the meteors pounded against my shield but my Power Shield was strengthened as everything else was. Explosions of dirt in every direction made it hard for me to see anything beyond just a few feet. I held on until the bombardment stopped. The dust settled and energy began charging up in the sky. I couldn’t give him another chance to get ready. 
 
    “You gotta do better than that.” I stomped my way forward until I was close enough to get back to the Shadow and crack it in the head with a right hand. 
 
    The Shadow fell onto its back and readied another blast. But my barrier was back up to block it without much trouble. Another right hand sent it moving back before it could send more fiery meteors crashing on me. 
 
    I could sense the Shadow beginning to weaken as it slowed getting back up. But my body was beginning to fade. I was having trouble keeping my footing. Even my fists were harder to clench. 
 
    “This is my dimension! There is no escape!” 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    I zoomed forward but the Shadow was there to meet me, grabbing me by the throat and lifting me from the ground. I struggled to break free and my body continued to fade, making it harder to connect properly. 
 
    “It is over.” Lynx’s voice was filled with more loathing than before. “Return to your cell and accept your fate. Stop wasting your essence in this foolish attempt to defeat me.” 
 
    The Shadow squeezed its hand around my throat. Everything was slipping away. I couldn’t think straight and I could reach it with my punches. 
 
    I only had one chance left. My instincts took over and I kicked my feet up. I wrapped my legs around the Shadow’s arm and with all of my strength tugged and pulled as hard as I could. 
 
    “Gaaaah!” Lynx yelled out as I ripped his arm off completely. 
 
    I fell back to the ground as Lynx stumbled back. 
 
    A split-second. 
 
    That was all I had. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    My energy charged as much as I could. The red aura burning around me grew until an inferno was engulfing me. My fist clenched, I fired an uppercut right into the red Shadow. BAM. We both went flying into space, zooming through the clouds and past all of the stars. I held on for as long as I could then reared back, slamming the Shadow with lefts and rights as we floated in space underneath the purple moonlight. 
 
    “No… No!” Lynx screamed out helplessly as the Shadow’s energy began to fade. “You are not strong enough.” 
 
    The aura around the Shadow began to burn even hotter. A blindingly bright red energy full of fury and anger that would’ve made anybody back down threatened me. 
 
    But it wasn’t gonna stop me. “This one’s for Dad.” 
 
    WHAM. I cocked back and thudded a massive right hand into the center of the Shadow’s chest, punching a hole right through and vaporizing it into a cloud of red energy. It wafted like mist through the space around me before fading into nothingness. 
 
    Lynx wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I waited for his voice but it didn’t come. Everything down to his essence was gone. 
 
    “Shit…” I looked down as I tumbled back down to the ground. I managed to aim myself properly and land on my feet, sending more dirt and debris all around me. 
 
    My lungs were burning. My muscles were sore as shit. My vision was blurring. Sweat drenched my entire body. Cuts and bruises dripped out whatever blood I had left in me. And that wasn’t even the worst of it because my essence was still fading and my body was disappearing. 
 
    The ground suddenly began to rumble. It was so violent I had trouble standing up straight. 
 
    But then I saw it. A purple Obelisk forming just a few meters away from me. Next to it was a portal of blue energy. 
 
    With no time to waste, I used my last bit of strength to rush up to the Obelisk and shatter it into pieces with a lariat. I kept moving forward until I was able to tumble through the energy portal. I didn’t even care where it led me. Anywhere but here. 
 
    I stumbled forward. My feet kicked but there was nothing underneath me. My surroundings turned black until my momentum stopped. My face and body crashed against whatever it was in front of me with a hard thud. 
 
    I stayed in my position. It was hard. Cold. A quick glance and I saw I was against something polished. There was no other place I’d ever been to that had black granite like this. I wanted to pucker my lips and kiss it. 
 
    But when I opened my eyes and regained my vision, I saw something right in front of me. A black loafer so shiny I could see my reflection. My eyes worked their way up to see the suit and the man it was attached to. 
 
    Thomas Higashi stood before me, flanked by enough LOD guards to make sure I didn’t try anything. Not that I could. The red aura around me was gone and the gauntlets in my hands were nothing but charred metal husks, steaming like they’d just been pulled out of a volcano. 
 
    “Detain him.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and didn’t resist the dozens of hands grabbing at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 47: Consequences 
 
    After a brief trip to the building’s Med Bay, I was hustled back into my confinement cell. They gave me the same bottles of water as before and added a turkey sandwich with all the trimmings. The possibility of it being poisoned wasn’t likely since they couldn’t stop what I’d already done. Then again, maybe someone with the Legion was spiteful enough. I didn’t care enough to worry about it at this point. 
 
    I was in the middle of a bite as the green lights around the door lit up. Higashi stepped inside, just enough to make sure the door didn’t slide closed on him. 
 
    I kept eating like he wasn’t even there. With my injuries healed, all I could focus on was how tired and hungry I was. 
 
    “They’re fine,” he said. “Your companions. We recovered them in our Med Bay after their Recall Boxes activated. It appears Dr. Redgrave thought ahead and made sure they were synced properly.” 
 
    “Redgrave’s a smart guy. A real asset to what you’re doing. It’d be a shame if anything happened to him.” 
 
    “Dr. Redgrave and your companions will be dealt with accordingly. That’s not the issue we need to discuss at the moment.” 
 
    Higashi pulled out a chair and took a seat in front of me. I took another bite of my sandwich, my chewing the only thing breaking the silence. He had his eyes on me but I was more focused on the table. 
 
    “The data from your communicator is being uploaded into our database. It appears proper readings were able to be made, even with Anarchy’s instability.” 
 
    “Glad I’m helping you guys out.” I gave him a grin but he wasn’t in the same mood as me. 
 
    “Tell me something, Enzo. What did you see when you were out there?” 
 
    The thought of keeping my secret crossed my mind. There was no reason for me to do that though. “It was like being in space. Not on the moon like all of those videos. But the kind of space you see in movies and on TV and what you read about in books. So many colors. So many lights. Burning stars and comets shooting by. Asteroids floating in the air. I was floating on a rock myself.” 
 
    “Was that all you saw?” 
 
    “I saw the Herald I was gunning for. Lynx. He sent me somewhere. Some… prison. Can’t explain it really. It was like standing in an endless room of nothing but energy.” 
 
    “And your father? Were you able to locate him?” 
 
    I took another bite of my sandwich while I thought about it. The bittersweet feeling was hard to swallow. 
 
    “He was there. He told me…” 
 
    Higashi leaned forward. “What did he tell you?” His eyebrows raised just enough for me to see how curious he was. 
 
    “He told me Lynx was in control of that dimension. Lynx mentioned something about not being like the others.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “The other Heralds, I guess. The ones who are trying to come to Earth and kill us all. Some collective or something. Don’t know exactly what he’s talking about. What I do know is Lynx isn’t a threat. Crushed the Obelisk like Jade taught me and the world collapsed after I sent him flying through space.” 
 
    Higashi crossed his legs and leaned back in his seat. He stayed staring at me but I was more focused on how flavorful the turkey in my sandwich was. 
 
    “The gauntlets appear to have been rendered useless,” he said. “The engineers are examining them but they’re not giving an energy signature. It doesn’t appear they’ll be able to salvage them.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I guess the Slayer Project is officially over.” 
 
    “You have no idea. What you did was foolish, reckless, irresponsible, short-sighted, and selfish.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “It was also dangerous. The Legion has been studying Pandora for more than forty years. With the recent appearance of the Heralds and now your foray into Anarchy, you’ve drawn the ire of those who threaten us directly. It’s likely those who threaten to destroy us will ramp up their efforts to make sure we can’t make any advancements.” 
 
    “The others… That’s who Lynx was talking about.” 
 
    “That seems the most reasonable assumption. Since you are responsible for what happened to Pandora and the subsequent increase of the threat level, you must face appropriate repercussions. You and your companions will serve one-year in federal prison.” 
 
    My heart sank a little. Not because of the jail time. I would’ve spent the rest of my life behind bars if it meant seeing my father again. But Jade and Alisa and Redgrave… I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “I deserve it. But not the others. They were along for the ride. I convinced them to do it.” 
 
    “They’re all old enough to know the consequences for their actions. You do understand why unauthorized ventures into Pandora are prohibited, don’t you? If word of this were to get out, certain individuals all over the world would attempt to do the same. We can’t have people attempting to be ‘vigilantes’ unmonitored in Pandora.” 
 
    “Jade… She’s a real Omega. She’s only doing what she thought was right. Alisa wanted to do her part, too. Just like everybody else who wants to become a part of the Legion. And Redgrave… You already know about all of his contributions.” 
 
    “I’m well-aware of what he’s done. It’s the reason his sentence isn’t more severe.” Higashi got up from his seat and straightened his tie. 
 
    I thought about begging but I was too tired. That and I knew pleading with a man like him wouldn’t do anything except feed his ego. 
 
    “Enzo.” His tone had changed suddenly into something more relaxed. I wasn’t even sure it was the same man talking to me. “I meant everything I said about what you did. But there is no denying what you accomplished either. You did something nobody at your level has ever done before. Dr. Redgrave mapped a path for you and you ventured through it without hesitation. You might not realize it. You might even resent it. But every Shadow you defeated was helpful to our cause.” 
 
    I realized it but I didn’t resent it. I was more indifferent than anything else. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to the others in charge,” he continued. “Because of your actions, we’re willing to temporarily suspend your sentence. The same for your companions.” 
 
    A guy like Higashi never gave someone something without there being some strings attached. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The catch is you never do something like this again.” 
 
    I smirked at the thought. “I think my days in Pandora are done.” 
 
    “Just because you can no longer be the Slayer doesn’t mean you don’t have something to offer. The Legion will gladly take you in and allow you the opportunity to become an Omega… But perhaps it’s for the best that you’re not interested in continuing in a different capacity.” 
 
    Higashi already knew the response I was gonna give him, so he didn’t bother waiting for it. 
 
    “In the meantime, you’ll have a day to recover before you’re transported back to Newmire. Feel free to make use of the facilities in the Central Square.” 
 
    “How about you, Higashi? What are you gonna do now?” 
 
    “I have a lot of work to catch up with at the other Districts. Rest assured I am as vigilant as anybody associated with the Legion.” 
 
    Higashi moved back to the door and it slid open. He paused for a second before taking a step back to let the door close. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I said. 
 
    He didn’t respond immediately. Something was up. Judging from our conversation, I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. But he didn’t seem upset. 
 
    “Off the record, if it was my daughter who was trapped in Anarchy, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to get to her. I understand why you did what you did. I’m sorry you weren’t able to save him.” 
 
    Higashi was as serious as always. There was still some compassion in his eyes though. I couldn’t see why someone like him would lie about something like this. So I could be honest with him, too. 
 
    “His name was Oliver Drake,” I said. “He was an Omega. Do you remember Oliver Drake?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You make sure you tell as many people as possible. Let ‘em know what he did for the Legion, for the entire world, for humanity. How he put everybody else ahead of himself. How he took the risk nobody else was willing to take.” 
 
    “I’ll see to that. But he wasn’t the only one willing to take the risk. There was another Slayer who came after him.” He smiled as much as he could before bowing his head and finally leaving. 
 
    Things weren’t nearly as bad as they could have been. The others were safe. Higashi wasn’t that pissed. The gauntlets were gone but at least I made it to him. 
 
    I polished off the rest of my sandwich and smiled knowing I’d done as much as I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 48: Clarity 
 
    Even though my detainment was still official and the guards were keeping an eye on me, the atmosphere was a lot more relaxed than usual. I didn’t know if Higashi was in charge but he had enough power to make sure nobody messed with me while I was here at the Vegas District. 
 
    Not that I cared too much about starting any trouble. The sooner I got back to Newmire, the sooner I could go back to the ordinary life waiting for me. 
 
    I left my holding cell with an escort of guards and made my way over to some place called the ARC. Judging from the fancy treadmills and swimming pools, I figured it was some kinda gym. It was empty, since all of the Omegas were on leave at the moment. That meant I had the entire place to myself. 
 
    But a workout was the last thing on my mind. Even after napping for a few hours and getting my injuries healed, my trip to Anarchy left me more fatigued than anything. I felt like I did back when I was a fighter. 
 
    I knew the perfect place to recover after a fight was in a nice warm spa. The ARC had exactly what I was looking for. 
 
    Inside the small pool of water, I sank into my seat and enjoyed it all. The jets massaging my back and pressing the warm water against me. The steam rising and clearing my lungs. The room was small and might’ve been the most ordinary place in this whole LOD facility. I wouldn’t wanna be anywhere else. 
 
    My head fell back as I looked up toward the clear ceiling. The sky was bright and blue as a few clouds drifted by. My eyes closed on their own. The soft bells and chimes over the speakers made it even more relaxing. 
 
    “Nothing like a jacuzzi to ease the pain away…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    My eyes shot open to see Jade standing at the entrance of the small room. She had a towel in her hand but nothing else. The black bikini she wore didn’t leave much to the imagination. Her top was barely managing to keep her breasts from spilling out with how hefty they were. Her slim, fit frame on display, she showed off just how long her legs were. Smooth, pale skin covered every inch of her. There was some definition on her stomach. You couldn’t avoid having some muscle as an Omega. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” she said. “I’m glad you’re all right.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I’m glad you made it, too.” 
 
    She dipped her toe in the water of the small pool and gently lowered herself in. She kept her eyes locked on me the entire time, giving me a seductive stare I didn’t acknowledge. Or maybe it was just because of how foxy here eyes were. 
 
    “So… This is what it’s like to be an Omega?” I said. “You go through Junctions then you get to relax in pools like this. I can’t remember the last time I was in a jacuzzi this comfortable.” 
 
    “The LOD takes care of every Omega. It only makes sense they would give them a place to relax like this. I was told this ARC in particular was only recently constructed. The size of the pool. The temperature of the water. The sounds coming from the speakers. Even the view above. Everything was specifically tailored for maximum recovery. And if anybody needs recovery, I think you would be the one.” 
 
    Thoughts of Anarchy lingered in my mind but I bit my tongue. Jade seemed to understand as she just sat across from me without saying a word. She splayed her arms out and held the edge of the pool as her head rocked back. The steam rose and covered her but left her chest and face exposed. 
 
    My eyes started to close again when a voice came from the entrance. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Alisa skipping across the side of the room. The blond had her hair tied up in a bun, her black bikini matching Jade’s. She was shorter than Jade, so she didn’t have the same long-limbed look as her. But Alisa’s body was as athletic as it was petite. 
 
    She splashed into the water between Jade and me and took another side of the square-shaped pool of water. 
 
    “Ungh… This feels so good… It’s so hot. So relaxing… I wish I had one of these back home.” 
 
    “If you become an Omega, you can use this thing every day if you want,” Jade said. 
 
    “Become an Omega just to use the springs… There’s an idea. I’ll have to consider it.” 
 
    Jade and Alisa giggled at one another. I was too tired to react though the sight of them both smiling and uninjured was nice to see. 
 
    “I think it’d be a little weird though,” Alisa said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jade asked. 
 
    “It’s just us three right now. But aren’t there usually hundreds of Omegas in a District. These springs are barely big enough to hold four people. I figure they’d get pretty crowded.” 
 
    “Everybody gives one another space. It’s never been a problem.” 
 
    “Not to mention all the men and women coming in and out. Can’t imagine the people running this place encourages all the hanky-panky. I’d say that’s a hell of a distraction.” 
 
    Jade laughed and nodded. “In some cases, it’s just the opposite.” 
 
    The way Alisa’s eyes widened you’d think she just got told she won the lottery. “Really?” 
 
    “Think about it. Most Omegas are recruited when they’re fresh out of high school. Young teens. Twenty-somethings who are young enough to be in college. Fraternization is inevitable. And what better way to relax?” 
 
    “I can see your point. Didn’t think it’d be encouraged though. I mean, I just waltzed right in here. What’s to stop some guy from coming in and bothering me when I don’t wanna deal with him?” 
 
    “There are separate men’s and women’s springs. There are safeguards put in place to prevent access and maintain privacy. Since Enzo was the first one to arrive, it was up to him to stop us. It appears Enzo here had intentions of letting us come in.” 
 
    “Ha!” I scoffed. “Like I knew how things work around here. All I wanted was to sit in a pool of warm water, let these jets massage my back, and forget about everything that happened for a second before they ship us back to Newmire. I think I’ve earned a moment of peace.” 
 
    “A moment of peace.” Alisa grinned at me. It was the kinda grin you gave someone when you were up to something. “Since this is the last time we’ll be together in a District, I say we make the most of it.” 
 
    I would’ve asked her what was on her mind if it wasn’t so obvious. 
 
    She floated the short distance across the water right next to me and put her face to mine. Alisa forced her tongue into my mouth like she was trying to lick my throat. She might’ve been smaller than me but she acted like she was stronger. 
 
    “I suppose an accomplished mission deserves its reward.” Jade slowly moved toward me until she was on my left side, opposite from Alisa. “And you definitely accomplished your mission, Enzo.” 
 
    I turned away from Alisa toward Jade. Compared to Alisa, Jade’s kiss was soft and gentle. She’d lick my tongue with hers but pull away, teasing me just enough to make me move my face forward in search of more. 
 
    “You think the guards are still watching us?” Alisa asked. “They could come in at any moment.” 
 
    I looked over at her and smirked. “Would that stop you?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. Her mischievous grin said enough. Her blue eyes stayed locked on me as she reached underneath the water. A pair of shorts were all I had on, so it wasn’t much trouble for her to reach inside. With two girls pressing their warm, tight bodies against me, it was hard not to get my own body to react. I was already swollen and firm enough for Alisa to pump her hand around me. 
 
    Alisa worked her fingers on me like she’d done it before. She coiled around me, squeezing me with just enough pressure but not so hard it was painful. One hand on me, she worked her other hand behind her back to remove her top and reveal a small pair of breasts. My hand gripped one of them completely. Probably a B-cup. 
 
    While Alisa moaned as we had our hands one another, Jade leaned forward and trailed wet kisses along my neck until she was nibbling on my ear. 
 
    “I want you… Now…” Her whispers warmed the side of my face and made me even firmer in Alisa’s hand. 
 
    Jade didn’t even bother trying to ask me. She slipped out of her bottoms in the blink of an eye and her top was gone just as fast. Her swollen breasts were pale, matching the rest of her body. 
 
    “You’re a lot bigger than I thought you’d be.” Alisa stared wide-eyed at Jade’s chest. 
 
    “I try to keep everything close,” Jade said with a giggle. “It’s hard to fight when everything’s moving around… But now I’m free to let everything move around.” 
 
    “I’ve got him right where you want him.” 
 
    Alisa stopped stroking and held my length pointed up. Jade climbed into my lap and gripped my shoulders. We stared into one another’s eyes as she lowered herself down. 
 
    “Almost there.” Alisa guided me into her. First my tip was in Jade’s folds. That was enough for Jade to move down completely. 
 
    My whole body jerked from the tightness wrapping around me. My hands reached up and gripped Jade’s chest, holding the mounds of flesh like they would help me brace myself. 
 
    Jade leaned her head back and began riding me. Her rhythm was slow but she made me feel all of her. Up and down. Up and down. Up and down. The water splashed gently around us. 
 
    “Look at you…” Alisa put her hand on my chin and made me face her. “This is the only time I’ve seen you in such agony.” 
 
    I wasn’t in a position to argue. Jade felt so damn good I was definitely making a face. 
 
    “Yeah… Just like that…” Jade sighed as she leaned back and increased her pace. I lowered my hands to see her firm breasts heaving to her own rhythm. Her black locks were wet, swaying back and forth over the water as she pushed herself even harder. 
 
    Her hands gripped my shoulders tighter like she was trying not to fall off. I squeezed her waist and started driving my hips up and into her, trying to push her to an end I knew she was near. Our bodies slammed together beneath the water. I worked furiously until she suddenly seized up on me. 
 
    Jade’s violent spasms made her tighten around me. Her mouth hung open but nothing came out. Her moans caught in her throat until finally piling up enough to force their way out. She let out a stream of whimpers as she convulsed. I held her through her orgasm until she finally sank on top of me. 
 
    Her face red and wet, Jade fought back a grin as she leaned forward with a kiss to seal our moment together. 
 
    “My turn.” Alisa stood up and lowered her bottoms. A smooth mound with a pink slit just underneath looked as appetizing as anything I’d ever seen. She turned around and leaned over the edge of the water, presenting a perfectly pear-shaped backside for me to take control of. Alisa pointed her ass at me without any shame. And that just made me more eager to give her what she wanted. 
 
    Jade climbed off of me and floated to the other side of the small pool. She leaned back with her arms splayed out. “I’ll just watch, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    I didn’t need Jade’s approval but she gave it to me anyway. It was just more motivation for me. 
 
    I moved right behind Alisa and gripped her waist. 
 
    She turned around and smirked. “Be gentle.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, not sure I’d heard her right. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Of course not.” She stuck her tongue out at me. “Do I look like the kinda girl who—Ahhh!” 
 
    Alisa shut up when I plunged into her tight folds. Her groan was followed by a giggle full of delight. 
 
    I rammed into her without any remorse. I didn’t hold back. I just squeezed my hands around her tiny waist and thumped into her. My hilt clapped against her tight, firm ass. The water splashing around us made the sound of our bodies even louder. 
 
    “Yeah! Just like that! Harder!” 
 
    Alisa had no shame at all. She was demanding and begging all at the same time. 
 
    “Harder!” 
 
    She screamed it out, pleading with me to give it to her. 
 
    I pushed myself to try and meet her needs as well as mine. Every moan. Every whimper. Every plea. I moved harder and faster with every thrust. 
 
    My hips worked like a jackhammer and Alisa could do nothing but take it. 
 
    The sight of her tan, petite body in front of me was enough to make me fall over the edge. But I held on long enough to force Alisa into her orgasm first. 
 
    “Ahh….” She held back her moan as she started to shake. Spasms made her tremble in my grip but I only squeezed harder to make sure she didn’t fall off of me. 
 
    The blond kept writhing underneath, squealing like she was trying to break free before falling over the edge of the pool defeated. 
 
    “Oh… Enzo…” she sighed as she turned around. Blue eyes full of satisfaction, that devious grin of hers hadn’t gone away. 
 
    Jade floated up toward me as I stayed standing in the water. “Now…” She took my hand and led me up out of the water. “Your turn.” 
 
    Alisa followed her. For a moment, I wondered what they were up to. But they both fell to their knees in front of me to give me a quick answer. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I didn’t move. I just looked at them, watching as they took turns taking me into their mouth. Alisa swallowed me with a fervor like she was dying of thirst. Jade, on the other hand, used her mouth like she kissed me. Gentle teases. Soft licks. Trying to goad me into giving her what she wanted. 
 
    My whole body started to tighten up. My knees trembled. I reached down and put one hand on each of their shoulders. My grip signaled my end was in sight. 
 
    “Give it to us. C’mon…” Alisa stuck her tongue out as Jade stroked me. 
 
    Seeing the two of them so desperate forced me over the edge. I held my breath for a moment before finally letting my body lose control. 
 
    “Ungh…” A soft grunt escaped me as I came. Lines of my seed splashed out and landed on Alisa’s lips, trailing along her cheek. Jade directed me toward herself and the next line fell on her lips. I emptied myself completely on each of them, giving them both an equal share. 
 
    I enjoyed the sight of them with my white seed on their faces before they licked and wiped away the remnants. 
 
    “So… This is what it’s like to be an Omega?” Alisa said. 
 
    She exchanged mischievous smirks with Jade. “I’m sure we can do something like this back in Newmire. I mean, if Enzo is up to it.” 
 
    They both looked back up toward me. Satisfied and relaxed, it was impossible to say no. 
 
    I sighed a deep breath of contentment. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 49: What Life Has To Offer 
 
    One week later… 
 
    “Higashi put an offer on the table. Told me I could become an Omega just like Dad. I impressed him. I figure doing that with a guy like him must not be easy. It’s not every day some guy just picks up a weapon and goes into Pandora without any combat training. Turns out everything Dad taught me was good enough… 
 
    “It’d probably be a little different if I was working with the Omegas officially. Imagine me, walking around in a uniform and strapping on some armor. Probably have me pick up a sword and start stabbing helpless bunny rabbits. Nothing would compare to the things I’ve already seen. Maybe that doesn’t matter though. Maybe as long as I did my part, that’s all they would care about. I’d just be another Omega fighting the good fight.” 
 
    The warm sun made a bead of sweat drip down the side of my forehead but it wasn’t enough to bother me. A gentle breeze blew against my cheeks. It tossed away some of the leaves on the grass to make the marble plaque in the ground easier to read. 
 
    In Loving Memory 
 
    CORA DRAKE 
 
    Loving Mother, Daughter, Wife 
 
    “I don’t know, Mom… It’s weird. I’ve been doing the same thing for the past few years ever since I retired. There’s nothing wrong with it all. I enjoy it. Never realized how routine it was until now. It’s just like Dad taught me. Once you make something a habit, you can stop thinking about it. Even the hard stuff.” 
 
    I thought about Higashi’s offer. Heading back to the District and changing my life completely. It wouldn’t be a hard adjustment. Maybe I was born to be an Omega. I smiled at the thought of actually walking in my father’s footsteps again. 
 
    “Dad said he’s proud of me either way. I know you’d feel the same. I… know you’ve always been with me… Thanks, Mom. For everything. Wherever you are, I’m happy you and Dad are finally together again.” I knelt down and pressed my fingers against the plaque. 
 
    The cemetery was empty that afternoon. It gave me the peace and quiet I needed to be alone with my thoughts. It was the middle of fall and the smell of the leaves gently drifting all around me brought me back to a time when I didn’t have to worry about anything except living. For a second, I was just a little kid again. Probably the best memory I had. 
 
    The sound of leaves crunching behind me filled my ears. It was followed by the soft sigh of an old man. 
 
    “Newmire is a nice town,” Redgrave said. “I can see why Oliver loved this place so much.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I remember Castleberry saying something similar… The truth is, my dad only loved this place because he grew up here. When you live just south of Hollywood, the only excuse for wanting to live in Newmire is because you can’t afford to live anywhere else.” 
 
    “Don’t sell this place short. Hollywood is full of rich folks and fakes. Newmire has an authenticity to it that can’t be faked. The perfect spot for an Omega to go to when he was done running through Junctions and fighting great beasts.” 
 
    I stood up and looked over at him. Redgrave had a kind smile on his face like usual. His lab coat was gone, replaced by a button-up shirt that covered his meek physique and a pair of slacks that made him look like any ordinary elderly person you’d see walking the streets. His eyes looked out in the distance, lost in the endless memories replaying in his head. 
 
    “What’s next for you?” I asked. 
 
    His smile grew even wider. “An interesting question… I’ve been lamenting my mistake for seventeen years. Seventeen years, I knew your father was trapped in Anarchy because I didn’t prepare him properly. I’m sorry you weren’t able to bring him back.” 
 
    “Me, too… But I guess it’s some consolation that I at least got to see him.” I put a hand on Redgrave’s shoulder. “Thanks for giving me a chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    He pursed his lips with a more reserved smile. “Do you remember the story I told you earlier? About your father refusing to resign, even in the face of certain death?” 
 
    The story had slipped my mind but I remembered it instantly when he brought it up. 
 
    “Your father was a young man who became an Omega to fight. For you and your mother. He joined the Legion to make a living but everything changed when he saw just how serious the threat was. He would’ve done anything to end that threat. Even if it meant sacrificing himself. Do you know why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “What else is there? Because he wanted to protect me and my mom.” 
 
    “Not in the way you’re thinking. He told me he wanted to make sure you didn’t follow in his footsteps. Your father was a fighter even when he was only a teenager. Then he became an Omega. Imagine. A life of nothing but conflict and combat. That’s not what he wanted for you.” 
 
    Redgrave held his head high, his face full of more pride than I’d ever seen from him. “Even though you didn’t bring him back as you planned, you’ve returned the favor. He didn’t succeed in keeping you safe, seeing as how much of a risk you took. But I’d say he did a better job in raising the kind of son he’d be proud of. You’re the best man he could’ve wanted you to be. Thank you for taking a chance not just on him… but on me, too.” 
 
    Hearing the words made me smile. A bittersweet feeling swelled in my chest. “…He always told me not to worry about my destination. Couldn’t control how things ended. Told me just to enjoy the now.” 
 
    “I remember him telling me the same thing. I’ve focused all of my energy on getting to him…” Redgrave chuckled softly to himself. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now. Higashi offered me a spot to return to the Legion in an official capacity.” 
 
    “You gonna take it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s activity in Pandora. There’s the possibility of resuming our activities… unofficially.” 
 
    “What?” I started laughing. “You really wanna do this again? I don’t even have the gauntlets. They’re just useless husks now.” 
 
    “Your father’s essence amplified them more than I could ever imagine. Perhaps the next pair I construct will prove more durable to properly take advantage of their new potential.” 
 
    “How would you construct them? Didn’t you say the blueprints were destroyed?” 
 
    “There’s still one copy left.” 
 
    “I don’t understand—” 
 
    He tapped his temple with his index finger. “The Slayer Project took up most of my life. It’s in my thoughts and in my dreams. Nothing short of death will erase the details from my mind.” 
 
    The sly smile he had made me chuckle. “Okay… You can make more gauntlets. Then there’d be the other matter of us being tracked. I doubt the Legion would just let it go again. Not with a suspended sentence hanging over us.” 
 
    “Things would be different this time.” 
 
    Redgrave looked over my shoulder. I turned around to see a man walking toward me. The black suit and shades were enough to tell he wasn’t just some guy who happened to be in the area. 
 
    Redgrave patted me on the arm before leaving me alone with the stranger. 
 
    The man in the suit straightened up and stared forward as he moved next to me. His blond hair was slicked back into a ponytail behind his head. The goatee around his mouth was cropped just like Higashi’s. Maybe everybody in the Legion had the same barber. 
 
    This guy was a few inches taller than me. He was thin but his face was full. There were no wrinkles or blemishes, so he couldn’t have been more than a few years older than me. Then again, maybe he had some Legion technology to make him look younger. Even though he might not have looked imposing, I still kept my wits about me. 
 
    “Enzo Drake.” The man spoke with a tone that was casual. If he was a part of the Legion, he was doing a decent job of hiding it. “Son of Oliver Drake, the original Omega who took part in the Slayer Project.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’m surprised you know who he is. Thought he was erased from the record books.” 
 
    “Higashi is working on declassifying all of the files regarding the Slayer Project. More people will be aware of what happened, though don’t expect a statue of your dad anytime soon. Losing an Omega would hurt public sentiment of the Legion.” 
 
    “My dad wouldn’t have wanted one anyway.” 
 
    “A true Omega.” He put his hands in his pockets and gently rocked back and forth. Even though his eyes were hidden behind his black shades, he still wasn’t facing me. 
 
    “If you got something to say, just say it. I hate it when people try to make small talk.” 
 
    “Straight to the point. I respect that.” He finally looked at me. “My name is Marcellus Lockett. I’m with the Legion Omega Defense.” 
 
    “I already figured that.” 
 
    “I’m part of a division that specializes specifically in alternative studies of Pandora.” 
 
    “I see… So you like to get stoned before you go through Junction Gates.” 
 
    “Drug use is prohibited when venturing into Pandora but if someone can come up with a reasonable theory to try it, I’m all for it.” 
 
    “Not much of a drug user. Don’t see why anybody would do drugs when they can just get high on Red Mana.” 
 
    “Levels are everything… But that’s not what I’m here to talk to you about. I have another offer for you.” 
 
    I shook my head immediately. “I’m not interested in becoming an Omega.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m offering. What I am offering is a chance for you to continue what you’ve already been doing. Dr. Redgrave would reconstruct your weapons and you would resume the mantle of the Slayer.” 
 
    I was already skeptical. As smart as Redgrave was, maybe this was some asshole trying to trick him into stealing his technology. And I couldn’t read Lockett’s eyes, so it was even harder to see if he was telling the truth. 
 
    “Lemme get this straight… You want me to restart the Slayer Project? And I’d be doing it for the Legion?” 
 
    “Officially, no. Unofficially, you’d be doing it for the Legion under my advisement.” 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t some trap? I got my sentence suspended but I’m sure the LOD won’t hesitate to snatch me up if they notice something is wrong.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Maybe you should look at it this way… We’ve been going to war in Pandora for more than forty years. The Heralds have only just revealed themselves. And you, a man with no proper training or experience, managed to get to a dimension that wasn’t even a threat to us, and single-handedly killed a rogue Herald.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and chuckled. “If you’re trying to convince me by shining my ass, it’s not gonna work.” 
 
    “I’m only stating the facts. The Legion Omega Defense is exactly that. Maybe it’s time we follow the lead your father took and go on offense to end this.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that point. If the Legion wanted to put an end to this, they had to try something different. And the Slayer Project was definitely different. 
 
    “You don’t have to make a decision right now,” Lockett said. “The LOD has other options. But maybe you should think about it with your squadmates. Consider what you have a chance to do and what rewards will come with it.” 
 
    Lockett bowed his head to me and walked away. I watched him leave then turned toward Alisa and Jade as they approached me. 
 
    “Who was that guy?” Alisa said. 
 
    “Someone with the LOD,” I said. “Wanted to talk to me about an ‘alternative’ to helping the Legion without actually becoming an Omega.” 
 
    “Sounds like that’s right up your alley,” Jade said with a smirk. 
 
    Jade was a lot less intense than I was used to seeing. Her jaw was more relaxed and her stare was softer. Even her hair was a little more out of place as it dripped down the sides of her face. More than anything else, her smile seemed bigger than ever. 
 
    “How about you?” I said. “Any plans?” 
 
    “I’m an Omega,” she said. “That’s what I’ve always been. That’s what I’m good at. I figure heading back to the District when I’m recalled will be a good chance to train. If anything, I’ll make some more cash to pay off Tim and finally get away.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you.” She moved toward me and gave me a tight hug. I patted her gently on the back before she pulled away. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked Alisa. 
 
    She shrugged, her lips twisted with uncertainty. “I figure I’ll spend as much time with Aunt Agnes as I can.” 
 
    “You gonna be all right?” 
 
    “I accepted what was gonna happen a long time ago. Gotta appreciate the time I have left and make the most of it. With the cash I made from the missions, I should be able to keep her comfortable.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she sighed. “She’s leaving her estate to me. It’s not much but it’ll take care of the rent for a long time. I was thinking about maybe joining the Legion. It’d be pretty cool to fight alongside Jade again.” 
 
    “I’d love to do that.” They smiled at one another like only friends could. After all the shit they’d been through, there was an undeniable bond between them I could see better than anybody else. 
 
    “How about you, Champ? What’s next on the plate for the Slayer?” 
 
    I sighed just thinking about all of the options I had. “I could go back. Just live an ordinary life in Newmire. I was thinking maybe I could resume my career.” 
 
    “Really? Oh, I’d love to see you kick some ass in the cage.” 
 
    “It was just a thought. No chance I can sneak by with all this Red Mana in me now though…” 
 
    “You could always take up Higashi’s offer and become an Omega with us.” Jade and I smiled at one another, already knowing what I thought about that. 
 
    “There’s still one other option,” I said. 
 
    “Lockett’s offer…” 
 
    Alisa moved close and put a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever you do, you know I’m with you. Thick and thin. No matter what.” 
 
    Jade nodded in agreement. “Just because we’re not fighting alongside each other in Pandora doesn’t mean we won’t be together where it really matters… right here.” 
 
    Alisa pursed her lips as her eyes started to glaze over. I chuckled at the sight of her on the verge of tears only because I knew she was still in a good mood. Jade seemed just as emotional but raised her chin proudly to maintain her composure. 
 
    I turned back to my mother’s plaque and stared at the name etched into it. “You can’t control what happens in the end… Just enjoy the now.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, how about we head over to the Fancy Diner?” Alisa said. “I’ve been craving some quesadillas and salsa.” 
 
    “A good meal sounds perfect right about now,” Jade said. “Dr. Redgrave will enjoy that, too.” 
 
    “No kidding. The guy was stuck in that warehouse for how long, getting by on canned food and prepackaged junk. I say he deserves a good meal. And after that, maybe you can get a haircut.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re getting pretty scruffy there. How often do you shave your head?” 
 
    “I guess it’s been a few days later than usual,” I sighed. 
 
    “That’s what I’m sayin’, Champ.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Alisa’s smug grin grew even wider. Jade laughed at Alisa’s obvious sense of satisfaction. 
 
    As we left the cemetery, the trees began to sway from the breeze. Yellow and orange leaves fluttered through the sky and rained down on the grass to cover everything. It was a sunny fall day in Newmire. Perfect for getting out and seeing what was there. 
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    Thanks for reading! I appreciate you taking the time to check out SLAYER. 
 
      
 
    SLAYER takes places in the same universe as the LEGION series, so if you enjoyed this, check out my other titles and read more about the Legion Omega Defense and Pandora! 
 
      
 
    For the latest on when my next titles are coming out, including more about Pandora and the Legion Omega Defense, sign-up for my mailing list. 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE to sign-up for my mailing list 
 
      
 
    Thanks again for reading! Stay tuned for more! 
 
      
 
    Read the other Legion Omega Defense stories by Riker Kane on Amazon 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Riker-Kane/e/B07MPQJNTC 
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