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 About Legion 
 
    Legion 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 very 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. Legion 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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1: Restart 
 
    2020. Nevada. USA. 
 
    Cutler Valley. Temperatures were already somewhere in the hundreds even though it was only the start of summer. Not a cloud in the sky was out to block the sun, making it even less bearable. Whoever decided to found a city in the middle of the Nevada Desert was either an idiot or they had the foresight to know air-conditioning would be invented. 
 
    Somehow, people were willing to wander around in the heat. I guess they didn’t have much of a choice. Underneath the sweltering sun, people walked down the sidewalks to get where they needed to be. The traffic rolled through the streets like every other weekday. 
 
    Cutler Valley had all of the amenities of every other city. Places to eat. A few places to drink. Schools. Plenty of office buildings to find a job. But not much else. It was the small town you’d be in only when you were on your way to somewhere more important. 
 
    It wasn’t surprising I grew up here. An uninteresting guy living in an uninteresting city. Considering what I was about to get myself into, I was maybe the craziest person in the entire town. 
 
    I stared out of the window of the restaurant before looking at the piece of paper in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge, 
 
    We would officially like to inform you of your acceptance into the Legion Omega Defense. The chance to become an Omega is an honor bestowed on few. As part of the second wave of recruits to our newly established District, you will be the foundation of our next generation of Omegas. The Legion Omega Defense will provide you with a unique opportunity for growth, strength, and personal accomplishment. 
 
    LOD Officials will be in contact with you shortly to arrange transportation to our newest, state-of-the-art facility. Congratulations again on your acceptance. We look forward to seeing if you have what it takes to be an Omega. 
 
    Please retain this letter for admission and identification. 
 
      
 
    The Legion Omega Defense 
 
    “The first and last line between existence and extinction” 
 
      
 
    Stamped at the top of the letter, there was a gold-foil seal in the shape of a star. I ran my fingers along it and let out a soft sigh through my nose. 
 
    My attention turned to the small brochure resting underneath it. On it was a younger man in a black military uniform who looked like he was in decent shape. He held a longsword over his shoulder with a big grin on his face while his other hand pointed forward like an old Uncle Sam poster. The text on the bottom of it stood out more than anything. 
 
    ‘Choose your class. Raise your weapon. Level up. Save the world.’ 
 
    I was so distracted by it the voice next to me made me shift in my seat. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I looked up and saw my brother smiling at me. There was always an unintentional smugness in the way he grinned. It didn’t hurt that his teeth were as gleaming white and straight as could be. 
 
    “This mine?” He pointed at the paper cup with a straw poking out of it. 
 
    “Got it just for you, bro. Strawberry as usual. You know, when it comes to shakes, vanilla and chocolate are always better.” 
 
    “I only like it ‘cause it’s pink.” He chuckled as he took a seat in front of me. 
 
    “I’m kinda surprised you made it.” 
 
    “For this? How could I miss it?” The smile left his face as he sighed. “My brother’s last day as a civilian… Glad he invited me out for a shake while he had his last meal…” He leaned back while he sipped on his shake. 
 
    Adam always had a way of looking like the coolest guy in the room. The slick-backed, blond hair compared to my brown. The blue eyes women just loved to stare into while mine were a boring brown. The goatee with a neatly trimmed tuft of hair on that pointed chin of his. Even when he shaved, it was hard to tell he was my half-brother. But it wasn’t the way he looked. The guy exuded charisma. I guess that came with the territory when you made a living as a model. 
 
    He sprawled his arms across the back of his seat, making sure the people could see the flaming cards and pin-up girls he had tattooed on his biceps. A couple of brunette coeds gave him a glance as they walked by but Adam was so used to the attention, he ignored it. 
 
    “This is it, huh? You’ve decided to spend your last day as a civilian in a McDonald’s, polishing off a Big Mac and some fries.” 
 
    “I was thinking about renting a yacht and throwing a celebration bash with some Instagram models but I realized I don’t have a yacht, I don’t know any Instagram models, and I don’t know the first thing about throwing a party.” 
 
    “A Big Mac is more satisfying than any of those things. Trust me.” 
 
    We shared a laugh. I took another bite of my burger while he picked at my fries. 
 
    “Did you talk to mom and dad?” he asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Dad just kinda gave me a shrug, if you can call it that. Mom said I can do what I want. That was that. You know how they are. It’s just as much a story to them as it is to us. Too bad I’m not as athletic as you. Could’ve been a model, too.” 
 
    “The world’s got too many fashion models. People like you are the ones who make a difference.” 
 
    “…Yeah…” I looked down at the letter while I took another bite. 
 
    Adam turned out toward the streets and shook his head. “My brother is gonna be an Omega…” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Not yet. Not the wildest thing I’ve ever heard. Succeed or not, you know I’m proud of you either way.” 
 
    Adam shot a look at me. His lips twisted like he was trying not to laugh but I could see the sincerity in those blue eyes of his. 
 
    I picked up my hamburger and took a chunk out of it while Adam swiped the letter. His eyes scanned the text as he shook his head. “My little brother got accepted.” 
 
    “Ha!” I said with a mouthful. “They let anybody in these days. The golden seal at the top is just there to try and impress people.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the seal. Being an Omega… That’s an opportunity. A real chance to do something… special.” 
 
    I took another bite of burger and shrugged. “That’s exactly what the letter says.” 
 
    He gave me a smirk and put the paper down. “You know I would never patronize you. Omegas do important work.” 
 
    I turned toward the window and looked out into the streets. “How long has it been since the First Event? Forty years or something? Even our parents were barely alive when it happened. The YouTube vids start looking like bad CGI when you watch ‘em long enough. It’s serious. I get that. I know a lot of people died but you could say the same for any war. And we haven’t even heard of another attack threatening us.” 
 
    “There hasn’t been another one because of the Omegas. They’re the ones at the forefront, making sure something like that never happens again.” 
 
    “This other dimension… It doesn’t seem like much of a big deal these days. Everybody’s got more important things to do.” I glanced down at the paper. “That letter might say I’m the last line of defense but I wonder just what they’re dealing with…” 
 
    “Some retired Omegas get their recognition. They’re not celebrities but they’re respected like any veteran. They must be doing something right.” 
 
    He picked up the brochure underneath the letter and thumbed through it. “‘Choose your class. Level up. Save the world.’ They make it sound pretty cool. That sword this guy is holding is pretty snazzy. This thing looks more like video game box art than a military recruitment ad. Is that why you’re doing it, bro?” 
 
    I didn’t answer, instead taking another bite while my brother continued to wait for an answer. 
 
    “Come on.” He leaned forward across the table and narrowed his eyes at me. Adam always thought he had some sort of ace detective skills. I didn’t have the heart to tell him his inquisitive look made me wanna laugh more than anything else. 
 
    I swallowed my bite down and shrugged. “Just like you said. There are no more wars. There’s no more military. I’ve gotta do my duty.” 
 
    “Oh, bullshit!” Adam said it loud enough to get the attention of some of the other patrons. 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    Adam rolled his eyes then leaned back in his seat. His inquisitive stare disappeared. His smile slowly left him. “Tell me the truth, Liam.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes away from him and gulped down some soda to wash down my bite of food. The realization of what I was about to do was finally starting to hit me. 
 
    “I’ve been in college for three years now. Computer programming just like everybody else.” 
 
    “The world we’re living in now, we need as many people like you as we can get.” 
 
    “I graduate, get my degree and I find an office to sit in like everybody else. Good, well-paying work…” 
 
    “No shame in honest work. You should be proud of that.” 
 
    “I have nothing but respect for people who choose to do that. Someone willing to do that is a better person than me.” I turned back to him and it only took me a second to see the difference between us, which made me more confident about my decision. “I got no friends. I don’t have many hobbies. I’m just kinda… here. I’m living with mom and dad. They don’t say it but I know they don’t think much of me.” I let out a sigh. “I’m just taking up space. I guess… I guess I just wanna feel useful.” 
 
    Adam scoffed. “You are useful… You do what you wanna do. Don’t let anybody ever tell you otherwise… You think mom and dad were cool with me when I decided to become a model?” 
 
    “You have the genes for it. You were always getting calls and compliments from people in the industry. You were meant for it.” 
 
    “And maybe you were meant to do this. There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    I’d known Adam my entire life. But even after twenty-one years, it was always hard to tell him everything even though I knew he’d never judge me for it. Thankfully, he understood that just the same. He knew how I felt just by looking at me. 
 
    “Man… I sound like I’m whining when I’ve got nothing to complain about. I haven’t even left yet,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re not whining. You just… want something else for yourself. I get it. I respect that.” 
 
    “You’re the only person who would.” I took another gulp of soda and saw the black sedan pull up on the curb just outside. Tinted windows blocked who was inside. “There’s my ride.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “I don’t know if it’s such a good idea to be stepping into strange, unmarked vehicles.” 
 
    “Everything was arranged officially over a few emails. They knew where to find me.” 
 
    “Then I guess you shouldn’t keep ‘em waiting.” 
 
    We both got up from our seats. He put his hands on my shoulders and looked down at me. Even though I was a decent 5-foot, 11-inches, Adam was still taller. Just another thing that came with being only half-related to a model who got every good gene possible. 
 
    “You ever have any trouble, you gimme a call,” he said. “You don’t feel like it, for any reason, you leave. Not everybody’s cut out to be an Omega. Don’t force it. You’ll find your future somewhere else.” 
 
    I smirked and patted him on the arm. “If I told you I planned on doing this a long time ago, I’d be lying. But… maybe this will be different. I got a feeling.” 
 
    “Me, too…” 
 
    “I promise—” 
 
    “You don’t have to promise me something I already know. I know you’ll do the work. If there’s one thing you’re good at, it’s that… Next time I see you, Big Mac’s on me.” 
 
    He leaned forward and squeezed his arms tight around me. He hugged long enough I started to laugh. “Okay, okay, that’s good…” 
 
    He chuckled and tightened his grip around my shoulders before letting go. 
 
    “You gonna be all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Flying back to New York tonight. Got a few shows I gotta get ready for.” 
 
    “Business as usual.” 
 
    I saw Adam all the time even though there was no reason for him to spend much time in Cutler Valley. One of the benefits of having the freedom to fly around, I suppose. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time I had to say goodbye to him. But this time was different. He wasn’t just going. I was leaving. And it was enough to make me hesitate. 
 
    He must’ve noticed how much trouble I was having coming to terms with what I was about to do. 
 
    “Go get ‘em, Liam.” 
 
    Hearing him say it appeared to do the trick and clear the tension in my body. I gave him one last nod then stepped outside. The passenger seat of the black sedan opened up. A bald man in an all-black suit stepped out. A pair of black shades covered his eyes but he was staring in my direction. Judging from his rigid posture and his broad shoulders, the man was big enough I knew it would be trouble if I started anything with him. 
 
    He took a step toward me and put his hands behind his back. “Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    I gave him a nod. He opened the backseat of the sedan. I looked back and saw my brother had his lips sealed around his straw while he grinned at me. I gave him a half-hearted smirk then stepped into the car. 
 
    The door closed and we were quickly rolling through the streets. I looked out toward the people, cars, and buildings, wondering if I would ever get to experience another warm summer day in Cutler Valley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2: Welcome to the Vegas District 
 
    The familiar buildings of Cutler Valley disappeared in the distance. The view of the deserts increased as we rolled down the highway among the sparse traffic. With only a couple of roads heading out of town, there wasn’t much for me to look at except for the tumbleweeds and the mountains on the blue horizon. 
 
    The two men sitting in front of me were silent, staring forward like they didn’t wanna lose focus. They were so still I couldn’t even tell if they were breathing. 
 
    “Anything I should know before we get there?” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence before the bald man in the passenger seat responded with his deep voice. 
 
    “Everything will be explained to you during orientation.” 
 
    “Orientation… Right… Any chance you can tell me how much longer until we get there?” 
 
    “We’ll get there when we get there.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    The car suddenly exited off the highway. It pulled onto the offramp but took a turn into the desert. The desert sands kicked up in every direction, leaving a trail of dust. Behind us, the closest signs of civilization slowly began to disappear in the distance. 
 
    A building. A road. Another car. Even a snake slithering on the ground. I searched for any sign of life but there was nothing but cacti and boulders wherever I looked. The farther we headed, the more interesting it got. 
 
    I glanced at my cell phone to see how long we’d been driving and shrugged. My heart began to thump a little harder in my chest. “Not to be one of those guys but I don’t see…” 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    I squinted and turned my head in every direction but the view hadn’t changed. “We are?” 
 
    “Yes.” The man in the passenger seat flipped a switch on the dashboard. The car zoomed forward and suddenly the scenery before me had changed. 
 
    “What the…” My brow twisted in confusion. I closed one eye as if it would help me see things better but I still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    A shining steel building several stories tall had suddenly appeared in the distance. It reminded me of the same buildings at college, only with a more polished sheen all over it. Surrounding it were smaller buildings with the same silver shine. Dull red lights pulsed softly along the tops of the buildings like nothing I’d never seen before. The nearer we got, the larger the buildings appeared. 
 
    The black sedan moved onto a road heading toward the buildings about a mile away from us. 
 
    “What was that?” I said. “It’s like those buildings came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Access is restricted to Legion personnel. Did you bring your letter with you?” 
 
    “Sure.” I pulled the crumpled letter out of my pocket. “I’ve got some ID, too.” 
 
    “The letter is all you need.” 
 
    I continued staring in a combination of amazement and confusion as we neared the buildings. A chain-link fence two stories high was further secured by a silver-steel wall right behind it. We pulled up to the wall where a lone booth stood. Inside of it was a man wearing the same black suit and shades as the two men in the front seat. 
 
    The man stepped to the back window and held his hand out to me. “Authorization.” 
 
    “Um…” I hesitantly stuck my letter out to him. He placed a device the size of a cell phone over the golden stamp. A red light scanned over the stamp then flashed green. “Liam Aldridge. Welcome to the Vegas District.” 
 
    I took the letter back from him then watched as the gates opened up. The view changed but nothing like I expected it to. 
 
    “Whoa…” 
 
    The car pulled forward through the gates and the surrounding deserts had disappeared completely. In its place, a plaza no different from a shopping center was right in front of me. The buildings had the same metal shine as the towering structure in the distance. Between the buildings, next to a small fountain, a grassy area with a few trees was more inviting than any park I could remember. But what was more interesting than the buildings were the people making their way back and forth. Men and women in black uniforms went about their business. 
 
    I was so distracted by the people and the buildings I didn’t even realize the car had come to a stop. 
 
    “Recruit,” the man in the driver’s seat said. “This is where you get out.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what exactly—” 
 
    “A chaperon has been assigned to you.” 
 
    “Hello!” I heard a faint voice. I turned toward the window and suddenly saw a woman standing there. Her smile was big as she waved at me, her other hand clutching a digital tablet against her chest. 
 
    “How can she see me?” I asked myself as I stepped out of the car. My ride moved back down the lone road as I stood on the curb next to the friendly, fair-skinned woman. 
 
    Her brown hair was tied into a couple of pigtails like a stereotypical schoolgirl. Considering her black uniform consisted of a skirt, a button-up shirt, and a pair of black stockings leading down to a couple of heels, her whole ensemble fit together well. But it was hard to not look at her cheery face. 
 
     She was tall enough to look right at me. She blinked her brown eyes at me and turned her head slightly, examining me like I was some sort of new specimen. Considering I was a fish out of water, I couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “You’re with the new class.” Her smile was so friendly I couldn’t help but chuckle before responding. 
 
    “Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Liam. Junior Adviser Janice Baker but you can just call me Janice. I’ll be your chaperon while you get settled in on campus.” 
 
    I shook her hand while taking in my surroundings. “Campus… This seems… nice. Then again, Cutler Valley isn’t exactly hard to beat.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll seem nice regardless of where you’re from. Follow me.” 
 
    She tilted her head up slightly and walked forward almost like she was marching. I trailed just behind her as we headed toward the cluster of buildings in front of us. We walked along the stone pavement until we arrived at the small fountain that looked like what people threw their loose change into. 
 
    “This is the Central Square.” Janice held her arms out. “Two full acres. Here you’ll find all of the amenities outside of campus. Food and drink. Shopping. The Internet cafe is available to unwind in. Or simply relax in the open park area in the middle of it all. Each of our facilities is digitally-run by robotics, so you can come by any time, though I wouldn’t recommend you stay up too late. Consider this the part of the campus where you can enjoy yourself when you’re not on duty. Here, you’ll be able to spend your allocated stipend at your leisure.” 
 
    I looked around and noticed a group of recruits sitting at the tables outside of a pizza joint. Other recruits sat next to a coffee shop, sipping on Frappuccinos like you’d find at any Starbucks. Others scattered in the open grassy area, lounging underneath the sun and enjoying the weather. Despite how clean and polished the silver steel buildings were, the scene wasn’t completely strange. 
 
    “Central Square,” I said. “Outside of all of the people in uniforms, I guess this isn’t any different from a commercial shopping center or an outdoor mall.” 
 
    “Exactly! Officials understand what Omegas are tasked with. Young adults need a chance to breathe. Studies have shown leisure increases performance in battle. You should make it a point to find the time to relax.” 
 
    I looked up and noticed how clear the sky was. The sun was out but it wasn’t nearly as hot as I expected it to be. “Strange… I thought it’d be a little hotter out here in the desert…” 
 
    “The Vegas District, like all LOD campuses, is surrounded by an energy dome invisible to the naked eye. The same dome that prevents others from seeing our location also provides climate control. The days never get too hot and the nights are always cool, regardless of the conditions outside of the dome.” 
 
    “I think I’ll enjoy staying here just because of the weather…” 
 
    Janice held a hand up to her mouth as she giggled. “Again, officials do everything they can to make all recruits as comfortable as possible. You’ll be provided everything you need to succeed and should you excel, you’ll be granted even greater benefits.” 
 
    “I’m not here for greater benefits,” I sighed. “Just here to see if I can be an Omega.” 
 
    “That attitude will serve you well.” 
 
    I looked around the sprawling Central Square then out toward the building in front of me. The steel structure stood ominously in the distance. 
 
    “What’s that building?” I pointed toward it. “I’m guessing that’s where all of the action is.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” Janice directed me toward a small podium just a few meters away from the fountain. She swiped her fingers on the large digital display and brought up a map. “That building is the Nerve Center. Everything pertaining to Pandora is performed over there. But before we head over, we have to make sure you get settled in.” 
 
    She ran her finger along the map on display. “This section is the Central Square, where we’re standing. To the north is the Nerve Center. To the east are the dormitories and residential facilities for all cadets. If you ever get lost, these universal tablets all over campus will help you get where you’re going.” 
 
    “A giant L… Simple enough I shouldn’t get lost. What’s next?” 
 
    “Orientation for new recruits isn’t scheduled for another hour. I’ll take you to the dormitory.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    We walked through the Central Square, heading the short distance to the eastern block of the campus. The dormitory was like most college dorms, the only differences being the silver steel it seemed to be made out of and how small it was. 
 
    I shook my head as I examined the structure. “This thing is only four stories tall. I can’t imagine it can house more than a hundred people.” 
 
    “That would be the amount of cadets on campus at the moment. Vegas is the newest LOD facility. You’re part of only the second wave of recruits. When more recruits arrive, the building can be expanded.” 
 
    “Makes sense…” 
 
    The men and women in uniform paid no attention to me as I headed into the building with Janice. 
 
    “Let’s see here…” She scanned through the digital tablet. “Liam Aldridge… You’ve been assigned to the first floor. Room 1106. Right this way.” 
 
    We moved the down spacious hall as more recruits walked by before quickly arriving at my room. 
 
    “Now if you’ll just press your thumb down here.” She held her tablet out to me. “And then just give my tablet a look at your face.” A blue light shined and scanned over my face. “There we are… Your thumbprint, face, and retina are on file. You’ll be granted access to wherever you’re allowed with any of those things. Try it out.” 
 
    I pressed my thumb on the digital touchpad next to the door. The red light flashed green and the door clicked open. 
 
    The room was furnished with a bed and a desk but nothing more. On the table was a small metal wristband that looked like a bracer. I picked it up and read the note next to it. 
 
    “That’s your communicator,” Janice said. “Go ahead. Put it on.” 
 
    The piece of gray metal clicked around my forearm and locked on tight enough I’d need a blowtorch to get it off but it wasn’t painful against my skin. 
 
    “All pertinent information will be on the display. Consider it a replacement for your cell phone.” 
 
    The screen on my communicator was slightly larger than the one on my phone. It lit up blue but there was nothing to read except for my name and the clock indicating the current campus hour. 
 
    “Here.” Janice walked up and held her communicator next to mine. A small chime rang from both devices. “You can use it to contact me. Should you ever get lost or ever need help, feel free to let me know. Hold it up to someone else’s communicator and wait for the bell if you want their contact information as well… Is there anything else you’d like to know?” 
 
    Janice widened her eyes at me. Her cheery expression hadn’t changed ever since I met her. She had such a bubbly attitude, I wasn’t sure if she was faking it. 
 
    “Janice… Can I ask you something… personal?” 
 
    Her smile softened slightly but not enough to go away. “Of course.” 
 
    “Are you an Omega? Do you fight?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Everybody fights. But at the moment, my priority is making sure the new recruits are integrated into life with the Legion as quickly as possible. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I was just… wondering what it’s like. I guess I’ll get my answer at orientation.” 
 
    She nodded and took a step toward me. She put a hand on my shoulder, her touch delicate as she gave me a smile. “Every recruit is given the support they need to succeed. If not me, someone else will always be here to help you.” 
 
    “…Thanks, Janice.” 
 
    She gave me a wink and turned around. “Orientation is scheduled at the top of the hour. Just follow the map toward the Nerve Center. The auditorium shouldn’t be hard for you to find. Oh, and make sure you put on your uniform. I’m sure it’ll look good on you.” 
 
    Janice left my dormitory and silence filled the room. I walked over to the closet and noticed the uniforms hanging. But before I put one of them on, I turned toward my reflection in the mirror. Everything was happening so fast I hadn’t gotten the chance to take it all in. 
 
    “One minute you’re in a t-shirt and blue jeans trying to enjoy a Big Mac, the next you’re expected to save humanity. Only in this world…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3: Orientation 
 
    The Omega uniform was nothing fancy. The black, button-up shirt was made of a comfortable cotton. The sleeves went right up to my elbow, leaving enough space on my forearm to see the digital pad on my communicator. The LOD logo, an Omega symbol, was stitched on the upper-left side of the chest. 
 
    The black slacks led to the floor. A red stripe of satin ran along the seams, leading down to the pair of dull black loafers I was assigned. 
 
    I took a moment to look in the mirror. I ran a hand through my brown hair but couldn’t quite slick it back enough even with some water from the sink. 
 
    “How the hell does Adam make it look so easy?” 
 
    My reflection stared back at me. The uniform was only a pair of slacks and a button-up shirt but there was something else. The realization of where I was and what I was doing still hadn’t hit me fully. 
 
    “You really signed-up for this, huh?” I gave myself a smirk then sighed a deep breath through my nose. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    One last nod to recompose myself and I headed out of my room. I looked the dormitory up and down as I left it. The polished building was just constructed recently, judging from how clean it appeared. Along with the freshly cut grass and trimmed oak trees around it, it was easier to look at than anything back in Cutler Valley. 
 
    I headed back west to the Central Square. I figured there was no point in checking a map since the Nerve Center was clear to the north. 
 
    The Central Square was home to the same cadets I saw when I first arrived. Dozens were enjoying their leisure time while they chatted, ate and drank with one another. Whether they were on the short grass and out in the sun or underneath the shade of an oak tree, the ones in the park relaxed peacefully in the perfect weather. Outside of an occasional glance, the other cadets in uniform didn’t pay any attention to me. 
 
    After a short walk up the stone pathway, I knew I was in the northern block of campus. Surrounded by the same trees and grassy areas as the dormitories, the Nerve Center was seven-stories high and towered over every other building. Its silver shine glistened underneath the sun like someone had just finished wiping it down with a squeegee. There were windows but they were tinted blue, so I couldn’t see inside. Just looking at it was enough to know it was a state-of-the-art building constructed recently like everything else on campus. 
 
    “Hey! Wait up!” 
 
    I turned around to see someone rushing up. A man caught up to me and fell forward, holding himself up on his knees. His short brown locks were scattered over his head like he’d run his hand through them too many times. Judging from how disheveled but clean his uniform was, he looked like he threw it on in a hurry. 
 
    He took a few seconds for himself before straightening up. He was a few inches shorter than me. Lanky arms and legs. His collar was loose on his neck like his shirt was a couple of sizes too big. He was skinny but his face was oddly chubby. He might have been babyfaced but there was some scruff on his chin like he hadn’t shaved in a few days. 
 
    “You’re heading to orientation in the assembly, right?” he asked still slightly out of breath. 
 
    I nodded and looked at the digital display on my communicator. “It’s not scheduled until 1500 hours. We’ve got time.” 
 
    “Sure but I don’t know my way around this place. Figure I should hurry in case I get lost. Since we’re headed in the same direction, we might as well go together.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Quentin Young.” He stuck his hand out to me. 
 
    “Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Liam. It’s nice to know I’m not the only new guy around here.” The way his lips turned into a smirk made it seem like he was up to something but I figured he was just relieved he wasn’t alone. 
 
    We headed toward the building together as the other recruits made their way in every direction. 
 
    Quentin scratched his head as he looked around at everything. “It’s pretty crazy, isn’t it? I haven’t seen anything like this before. I’ve watched all kinds of videos and leaked footage on YouTube but it’s not the same. We’re actually on an Omega campus.” 
 
    “It is pretty remarkable…” 
 
    There was a combination of enthusiasm and amazement in Quentin’s eyes. He constantly turned his head while trying to fix his wrinkled collar around his bony neck. 
 
    The glass doors of the building slid open when we got to them. I stepped into the main hall. My soles squeaked against the polished black granite of the circular room underneath my feet. On the ground, a golden omega symbol was stamped into the floor. 
 
    The next thing I noticed was the high ceiling. It stretched all the way to the highest floor of the building, giving me a view of every floor like standing at the center of a hotel lobby. The walls were made of the same polished steel as the outside of the building. Lines of soft blue and white lights trailed along the ceiling, lighting the paths heading in multiple directions. The brightest light came from the one shining directly above us, large enough to illuminate the entire circular hall. With how pristine everything was, it really did feel like I was in a high-tech facility. 
 
    At the front of the hall, there was a dark-gray marble monument. About three-feet high and as wide as a small table, the block of black rock didn’t seem out of the ordinary. The words chiseled onto its face in gold ink drew my attention. 
 
    ‘I am the shield that protects the innocent. I am the sword that vanquishes the evil. I will face the unknown with my head held high. No great beast will turn me away. The darkness itself will forge my path. I will fight until all of my blood is spilled and I no longer draw breath. And I will fight again. I am the first and last line between extinction and existence. I am an Omega.’ 
 
    I trailed my fingers along the engraved words. It was strange. For a second, I couldn’t hear or see anything around me. I had to sigh a deep breath to shake myself out of my daze. 
 
    Quentin took a step forward and tilted his head up. His jaw dropped slightly as his eyes widened. “Wow… This is amazing.” He turned back around toward me. “We’re in the Nerve Center of an LOD District.” 
 
    I couldn’t help a chuckle. “Looks like we are.” 
 
    “You’re right on time.” I turned around to see Janice walking up with a sunny smile, clutching her digital tablet against her chest like before. “All new recruits are being directed into the Assembly Auditorium. Straight ahead through that set of double doors.” 
 
    She pointed forward then turned to speak with a couple more new recruits. I moved to Quentin, who was still looking around in amazement. 
 
    “Do you know what this means?” he said. “We’re at the center of it all. The LOD’s newest facility. We’re talking state-of-the-art science and technology… All of the best government resources are here. You can even smell it, too.” He inhaled a deep breath and sighed in contentment. 
 
    “It does kinda have that new electronics smell…” 
 
    “Doesn’t it? I think I can almost taste it, too.” 
 
    “Um… I wouldn’t go that far.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to bask in all of this. We won’t get very far if we’re in awe of everything we see.” 
 
    He gave me a nod and shook away his daze of amazement. We walked forward through the circular main hall. Another set of glass double doors leading to the next room slid open. 
 
    It was noticeably darker than the previous room but the lights were bright enough for me to see everything around me. Chairs were stacked up on the sides. A stage off to one side of the room was empty with the velvet curtains bunched up on both sides. Outside of the same silver walls and ceiling, there was a large digital display behind the stage as big as a movie screen. The auditorium appeared to be big enough to hold a few hundred people thought there were only a few other recruits in it at the moment. 
 
    Quentin and I walked along the polished granite tiles toward the center of the spacious room where the others were standing. The men were dressed in the same black shirt and pants as me. The women wore matching shirts but skirts instead of pants. 
 
    Everybody looked around at one another. There was an undeniable tension in the silence as everybody anxiously waited for what was next. 
 
    “Look at that,” Quentin said to me. “About the same number of men and women. Young twenty-somethings. What else do you think the requirements are to get into the program?” 
 
    I smirked. “I think the only thing that matters is you’re young and you’re breathing.” 
 
    “All shapes and sizes. I can see that.” 
 
    The doors to the assembly room opened up. Janice stepped inside with a male recruit following behind her. 
 
    “All right.” Janice looked down at her tablet and swiped her finger through it. “I’m just going to do a quick little check to make sure everybody is in attendance and we can get started… There should be twenty-four of you in this wave…” She counted everybody out then nodded. “Everybody line up. Eight rows. Three people in each row. Face the stage.” 
 
    Janice moved over to the side as everybody took their place. The auditorium was spacious enough there was more than enough room for everybody to do as they were told. 
 
    I stood at the front of a row with Quentin in the one right next to me. He kept tilting his head around like he wasn’t sure what to expect. I would have been lying to myself if I wasn’t as anxious as he was but I did my best to ignore the butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. 
 
    A few moments later, the double doors to the auditorium opened behind us. I stayed staring toward the empty stage in front of me and listened to the footsteps approaching. 
 
    Two men appeared in front of the group, one of them elderly and the other not that much younger. 
 
    The older of the two men looked out of place to everything I’d seen so far. He wore a gray vest that didn’t do a good job of hiding the stomach bulging underneath it. A pair of matching slacks led down to a pair of brown loafers. He was slightly hunched over, either from age or fatigue, as he slowly paced back and forth in front of us. 
 
    He raised his head up and peered down at us through a pair of thin, gold-framed glasses. He brushed the white bangs away from his forehead and smiled, making the wrinkles on his face even more pronounced. 
 
    “My name is Edward Layton. I’m the chancellor here at the Vegas District. I’ve been with the Legion Omega Defense ever since it first began more than forty years ago. But it never fails to make me smile when I see a new recruit.” He spoke slowly as if the words were caught in his throat. The auditorium fell silent as everybody locked their attention on him. 
 
    “I was alive during the First Event. Forty years might seem like a lifetime but I remember it like it was yesterday. Shadows suddenly appearing. Vicious beasts destroying everything in their path, taking life indiscriminately. It was the end of the world. That’s what everybody believed. But we all put our differences aside and realized we could fight back. And we’re still fighting.” 
 
    He looked down at the ground then took a step back. He chuckled softly like he was laughing at a joke he’d just thought of. His friendly smile was infectious enough I almost forgot the gravity of what he was talking about. 
 
    “I understand what it takes for you to be here today. Like all service, leaving behind your life as a civilian to become an Omega is a great sacrifice but a necessary one. I stand in front of the next generation of Omegas. You will be the ones to honor those who have fought bravely before you. You will be the ones who will fight the new threats of Pandora. You will be the ones who set the example for future Omegas. The new battle humanity must fight is not on Earth but in another dimension. It is an honor and a privilege to be selected as chancellor for the Vegas District. Know I will do everything in my power to assist all of you in what you are about to do.” He slowly turned his head toward the man next to him. “Prime Omega Serviceman Frank Campbell will serve as your senior adviser. Serviceman Campbell, if you please.” 
 
    Chancellor Layton walked over to where the other man and Janice were standing. 
 
    In comparison to Layton, the man was the polar opposite. His head was shaved clean with the only hair on his face the white goatee cropped around his mouth. He marched forward with a rigidness like there was an entire golf club up his ass. The pleats in his black pants were straight. The collar on his button-up shirt was so stiff it looked like it was made of plastic. What looked like five stars, made of brass or copper or some other brown metal, were pinned in a line on the left side of his shirt. 
 
    I figured he was in his fifties or so, but his physique seemed fitter than most men his age. The sword hanging from his built was probably the most intimidating thing about him. About a meter long, it was thin and straight. The metal glistened from the lights like it was freshly polished. The hilt was a dull black but at the top of it where it met the blade, there was a blue jewel shining bright enough I had to notice it. 
 
    I was sure everybody was examining it the same as I was because he just stood right in front of us with his hands behind his back. His narrowing eyes were the only part of him that moved. A piercing, gray-eyed gaze like he was trying to burn a hole through us. I got a better look and noticed some of the scars on his wrinkled, leathery cheeks. There was no doubt the guy had been through something. He didn’t have to say a word to make that clear. 
 
    “My name is Frank Campbell. I will be the adviser of your group.” He clenched his jaw like someone talked when they were trying not to get mad. “Chancellor Layton speaks of your importance. He talks about the honor and privilege to lead you. But that’s his job. My job is to tell you it’s you who should be honored and privileged to even be standing in this building. 
 
    “I will not baby you. I will not coddle you. I will not lie to you and tell you this will be easy or fun. This will be the hardest thing you’ve ever done. This will not be your first opportunity but I will give one to you now.” He raised his hand up and pointed toward the doors behind us. “Turn around. Walk away. You can leave. There’s no shame. No one will judge you.” 
 
    The recruits looked around at one another. There was some concern in everybody’s eyes. A few anxious swallows and murmurs broke the silence but everybody stayed in their place, turning their attention back to Campbell. 
 
    The bald man’s lips twitched into a smirk for only a second before he nodded. “You’re here because humanity is facing the greatest threat it’s ever seen. That means this is the greatest challenge you’ll ever meet. But when all is said and done, if you push yourself, you will be on the frontlines in Pandora.” 
 
    “Sweet!” One of the recruits in the front row suddenly spoke up. He pumped his fist as everybody turned their attention to him. 
 
    Campbell raised an eyebrow and slowly walked up to him. That didn’t deter the recruit from bouncing in his place. 
 
    “Enthusiasm,” Campbell said as he approached him. “That’s what I like to see. What’s your name, son?” 
 
    “Elliot Gill.” 
 
    Elliot didn’t look much different from most of the guys I saw back in college. A blond, crop top haircut straight out of the 90s. Thin nose. Pointed chin. A skinny frame apparent even underneath his uniform. He nodded with a split-toothed grin as Campbell moved right in front of him. Elliot was a few inches shorter and half as wide but wasn’t the least bit intimidated by the man staring down at him. 
 
    “Cadet Gill… You think you have what it takes to be an Omega?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You think you have what it takes to head to Pandora and fight Shadows?” 
 
    “You better believe it! Just give me one of those swords and I’ll kick some ass.” 
 
    “You ever handle a saber before?” 
 
    “No but I think I could.” He shrugged. “You swing it like a bat. The blade does all the work. What could be so hard about it?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Campbell smirked as he raised the sword from his hip. “I bet you can’t wait to get your hands on one of these. Stick your hand out, Gill. Open your palm.” 
 
    Elliot enthusiastically did as he was told. Campbell held the blade up to his own face. He suddenly turned it down with a flick of his wrist then drove the tip of his sword clean through Elliot’s palm. The blade moved so fast there was a split-second before there was any blood. 
 
    “Ahh!” Elliot squealed in pain as the blood trickled down the blade and onto the floor. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Quentin muttered. 
 
    The other recruits gasped and took a step back at the sight. I nearly fell over, blinking my eyes in disbelief. 
 
    Campbell drew his weapon back and Elliot collapsed to the floor, clutching his wrist and staring at the blood pouring down his palm. “Baker,” Campbell said to Janice. “Take Cadet Gill to the Med Bay.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Janice nodded and moved to help Elliot back up to his feet. The blond whimpered in pain as he walked out of the auditorium. The recruits were still murmuring in shock as Campbell suddenly barked. 
 
    “If you are afraid of being hurt, you will not wield the weapons of an Omega. Now… Let’s see if you have what it takes. Follow Baker and Gill to the Med Bay.” 
 
    Everybody looked at one another in confusion before turning around and walking out of the auditorium. 
 
    Quentin moved next to me and did his best to keep his voice down. “Do you think the offer to leave is still on the table? I don’t know if I’ll like what’s waiting for us in the Med Bay…” 
 
    I sighed and gave him a shrug. “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4: Red, Blue, Green 
 
    A short trip through the first floor of the Nerve Center led us to the Med Bay. Just a glance was enough to realize how advanced the medical facility was. 
 
    Digital touchscreens with images made up the wall entirely. A closer inspection of the crystal displays and I was able to make out the digital outline of a body. Next to the outline were lines of different numbers that appeared to be someone’s vital signs. 
 
    More state-of-the-art equipment and machines were too strange for me to figure out what they did. I only knew they were fancy because I’d never seen anything like them before. Test tubes and beakers. Responsive touchscreens. Standing scanning units big enough to fit an entire person inside of. Even the chairs and tables had a pristine sheen to them. 
 
    The doctors roaming around in their white lab coats didn’t appear much different from a civilian doctor. Each one of them examined a recruit and performed routine physical tests on them. 
 
    I stood in the primary room of the Med Bay, looking at all of the displays on the walls. I took a closer look at the vital signs popping up on one of the screens next to a recruit being checked and recognized one of the numbers. 
 
    “HP… Does that mean what I think it means?” 
 
    Janice moved next to me and nodded. “Hit points. The best way to measure someone’s consciousness. Any damage you take. Cuts. Bruises. A bad fall. That’s your HP. When it drops to zero, you’re out.” She snapped her fingers. “After that, you’re in danger. Though you shouldn’t worry too much. I can’t recall a time when someone was lost in Pandora, even when their HP has dropped to zero.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have to travel to Pandora to get into any trouble.” I looked across the Med Bay where a doctor worked a medical device over Elliot’s hand. “Campbell just pulled his sword and stabbed him like it was nothing. It seems kinda extreme to make a point.” 
 
    “I’d agree. But what you’re about to do isn’t simple. Adviser Campbell had to make it clear. I assume he got his point across.” Janice gave me a grin that almost made me uncomfortable. 
 
    “He got his point across, all right…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Ensign Gill will have his hand restored as good as new with a dermal regenerator. Adviser Campbell doesn’t have any more surprises in store for you. Consider this part of your orientation a little less intense.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I sighed. “I didn’t expect to get into it so fast.” 
 
    I turned toward the doctor approaching me. A blond woman with her glossy hair tied up in a neat bun over her head peered through her glasses. She didn’t look as old as some of the other doctors. Late-twenties I figured. 
 
    Her white lab jacket covered her completely but she appeared thin beneath it. Her nose was small but pointed and her green eyes were narrowed. A badge in her chest pocket had her identification. 
 
    “This is Doctor Alina Marchal,” Janice said. “She’s the lead medical director here at the Vegas District. She’ll be conducting your initial examination.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal glanced at her digital tablet and swiped her dainty finger along it. “Liam Aldridge. Right this way.” She spun around and clicked her heels to the other side of the room. I followed her past all of the other recruits then moved to the side of the room, next to the crystal display on the wall. She pressed a button and the lower compartment on the wall slowly came out in the form of a metal chair. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I followed her instructions, glancing at the display while she prepared her equipment. 
 
    “I’ll need to take a blood sample,” she said. “You’ll feel a slight prick. Let me know if it bothers you.” 
 
    “Considering what I just saw Campbell do, I don’t mind a needle.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal swiped my right forearm clean with some alcohol then pushed the needle into one of my veins. “Adviser Campbell does have a reputation for being a bit overzealous.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I sighed as I stared at the display on the screen. 
 
    The blond doctor didn’t stop there. She smiled softly at me, slight wrinkles appearing on the fair skin of her cheeks as she placed a breathing mask over my face. 
 
    “This is to test your current lung capacity.” She strapped a cuff around my arm. “And this is to test your heart rate, blood pressure, and muscle endurance. Just breathe normally and relax while the machines do the work.” 
 
    I stared at the outline of a body on the display next to me and my details appeared. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Age: 21 
 
    Height: 5’11” 
 
    Weight: 165 pounds 
 
      
 
    The information Dr. Marchal mentioned appeared beneath it. Lines pointing to different parts of my body and more numbers showed up. 
 
    “There we are.” She unstrapped my arm then took the mask away from my face. The last thing she did was pull the needle from my vein before bandaging me. 
 
    “Dr. Marchal…” I narrowed my eyes at the display. “What am I looking at exactly? This isn’t like any other physical I’ve ever taken before.” 
 
    She bowed her head and walked over to the screen. She pointed one of her long fingers at the numbers. 
 
    “We have the means to measure your capabilities with greater precision than we ever have before. How far you can run before getting tired. How hard you can throw a punch. How high you can jump. How much someone can hit you before you lose consciousness. All of it is measured in these numbers.” 
 
    I took in the information on the screen as best as I could while Dr. Marchal explained it. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 1 Private Serviceman 
 
    (50 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 7 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 9 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    “Your hit points determine your consciousness. The more injuries you sustain, the more your hit points will drop until you lose consciousness completely.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. “Janice mentioned that.” 
 
    “Your endurance is what it suggests. Your body can function at a certain level before you have to rest. Take note of your endurance.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Your strength determines your ability to wield your weapons. Greater strength means you can swing harder and faster. Some weapons will be useless without the strength to properly carry them. For certain classes, your strength is your most important stat.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing speed is how fast I move.” 
 
    She nodded. “Greater speed means you’ll be able to travel across the battlefield with less effort and greater agility. But it’s not only moving distances. Speed allows you to draw your weapons, turn on a dime, and react quicker than normal. Increasing your speed will increase your reflexes. 
 
    “Durability speaks for itself. You’ll be able to take more damage before your hit points drop. But it’s more than simply taking a punch. With greater durability, you’ll be able to stand your ground. What would once knock you over can become a mere glancing blow.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Control though… I can’t begin to imagine what that means.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal hesitated for a moment. She looked at the numbers on the screen, twisting her lips like she was trying to figure out what to say. 
 
    “It’s never a simple task to explain to a recruit what Mana is,” she said. “The best explanation is always heading to Pandora for yourself. But your control is related to the Mana you’ll find in Pandora. Dealing with the Shadows in the other dimension isn’t simply a matter of swinging a sword or firing a gun. They are ethereal creatures. Your control indicates your ability to use the Mana in the other world.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “You’re right. That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    She smiled softly then put a hand delicately on my shoulder. “You’ll understand soon enough.” 
 
    The digital numbers pulsed softly on the screen, burning into my thoughts so I wouldn’t forget them. Dr. Marchal raised my left forearm up and pointed at the screen on my communicator. 
 
    “Your device has synced with all of the readings I’ve taken. If you’re ever curious as to what your statistics are, you can bring them up here.” 
 
    My stats appeared underneath my name. “All right. I got another question, doc. You kept talking about increasing my stats. How exactly would I do that?” 
 
    She swiped the screen on the wall and more numbers appeared. 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 0 
 
    Blue Mana 0 
 
    Green Mana 0 
 
      
 
    “When you defeat Shadows in Pandora, you’ll acquire Mana. Red, Blue, Green. Your communicator is designed to absorb it as long as you’re within the vicinity. You can use Red Mana to increase your levels. Strength, Durability, Speed, Control. You can distribute your Red Mana to your statistics and improve your physical characteristics.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat as I stared at my communicator. “Let me see if I got this straight. Go to Pandora and collect Mana. Red Mana is used to increase my levels. Increase my levels and I’ll increase my stats, making me more efficient in combat.” 
 
    “The world’s greatest minds have been studying the other dimension since it first appeared. They’ve discovered a way to use the Mana for ourselves. Without it, the fight would most certainly be dire.” 
 
    “That explains why we haven’t heard much since the First Event… If Red Mana is for my stats, what do Green and Blue Mana do?” 
 
    The doctor pursed her lips into a smile. Despite how accommodating she’d been the entire time, I still wasn’t sure whether or not to be worried. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Every recruit finished their initial examinations and followed Janice through the first floor halls of the Nerve Center. I looked through the glass doors of the next room we were heading into and saw several men and women standing over metal workbenches. When the doors opened up, the sound was nothing like I expected. 
 
    Machines whirred. Electronics buzzed. Tools and devices hissed with sparks that warmed the room. The smell of smoldering metal filled my nostrils like something was burning. 
 
    “Is it hot in here or is it just me?” Quentin wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Welcome to the Crafting Bay,” Janice said. “Here, your weapons and armor will be forged. This friendly man here is Engineer Henrik Gage.” She walked behind the counter to a man hunched over a workbench and put an arm around him. He jerked his head up and looked at her. 
 
    “Goodness, Janice! What’d I tell you about coming behind the counter?” 
 
    “I remember. Today is different. New recruits.” 
 
    The man stared at us from a pair of black electronic goggles that looked like a VR headset then raised them up over his bald head. “New recruits…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was a short, stocky man, his frame covered by a black apron. His shirt sleeves were short, so I could see the black-ink tribal tattoos running all along his skin and up toward his neck. A short white beard hid either a sneer or a frown. Whatever it was, he didn’t look too happy. 
 
    He rubbed the drop of sweat from his flat nose and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “They get younger every wave,” he said to himself. “My name’s Gage. Me and my team will be responsible for all of the weapons and armor in the Vegas District. Everything you need to kick ass in Pandora is right here in this room. All you’ve gotta do is bring me some Blue Mana. A Core will help, too.” 
 
    Elliot raised his injured hand up. “What’s a Core—” 
 
    “I was getting to that,” Gage grumbled. “The enemies you’ll be fighting in Pandora from time to time will drop a Core. It looks like this.” Gage picked up what looked like a blue jewel the size of a golf ball. He twirled it around between his fingertips and let it shimmer underneath the bright lights of the Crafting Bay. Every recruit stared at it curiously. 
 
    “Concentrated Mana. That’s what a Core is. You install it into your weapons, your armor, anything you wanna power-up. Ordinary equipment will work but it’s better with Mana. Blue Mana is what you’re looking for. Find it and bring it to me. It’s that simple. Any questions?” 
 
    The stocky craftsman crossed his arms as he eyeballed each and every one of us. 
 
    “No questions. Good. Come back when you have some Mana. I’ll be working on your initial weapons now.” 
 
    Gage put his goggles on and went back to tempering a blade. 
 
    “All right, recruits. Just one more stop.” Janice motioned for us to follow. I started to leave when I noticed Quentin was still standing there, watching Gage work. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “…You know, nobody has any footage of what it’s like in the other dimension. It’s kinda crazy to think we need special weapons to deal with ‘em.” 
 
    “I think that’s the least crazy thing I’ve seen today.” 
 
    “Good point. I wonder what Green Mana is for…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    In the center of the main hall in the Nerve Center, Janice stood next to a universal tablet resting on a podium. The display was as large as a big-screen television, so everybody was able to see it. Our chaperon pointed at the display and pressed her finger on it. 
 
    “By now, you know you can use these displays as a map,” the brunette said. “But you can also use them for information as well. Everything you’ve learned so far as well as other details about the Vegas District are right here. What we’re looking for right now is this.” 
 
    She moved her finger toward the button that said ‘Ability Shop’ on it. As soon as she pressed it, a list appeared. 
 
    “Green Mana is for the abilities you’ll use in Pandora.” She scrolled through the list. “Active abilities that will allow you to do things that aren’t normally physically possible. Your Green Mana will be concentrated into you through your communicator from any tablet you see on the campus. Use the Green Mana your communicator absorbs to apply these abilities to yourself. For most abilities, you’ll need to be at a certain rank and a certain class to access them. Our scientists are always concocting new abilities, so make sure you check back often when you’ve got Green Mana to spare.” 
 
    I read some of the names of the abilities Janice scrolled through. “Saber Spin… Hyper Charge… Fire Slash… Sounds… effective.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I should be more worried about,” Quentin said. “The fact that these abilities sound really powerful. Or that we might need some of these with what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. Despite the worry in his eyes, Quentin managed to work a half-hearted smirk onto his lips. I chuckled as I put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “And here I thought being an Omega would be simple,” he sighed. 
 
    “Thank you all for being so patient with me,” Janice said. “I know orientation can be a little tedious. There’s a lot of information to go over. But your initial training is just around the corner. Before your inaugural dinner tonight, there’s one more bit of information you need to learn. Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5: The Captains 
 
    Janice led us to the second floor of the Nerve Center. The halls were more spacious than the previous floor, though the silver sheen on the walls was the same. Announcements came over the speakers as officials were called to different rooms throughout the building. Men and women in lab coats made their way in both directions, looking over tablets as they went over what was probably some project they were working on. 
 
    A couple of men in uniform walked by us and took notice of Janice. They were the same age as everybody else in our group, so I assumed they weren’t recruits not too long ago. 
 
    Janice gave them a nod as she continued to lead us down the hall. “Those men were just like you. I know it may be a lot to take in. The Nerve Center can be quite daunting when you first arrive. But most of this building is taken up by the same facilities. Where we’re heading is one of the larger rooms.” 
 
    “You know, I’m starting to suspect Janice is being so cheery because she’s trying to hide something,” Quentin whispered to me. 
 
    “Or maybe she’s just a nice person,” I replied. 
 
    “I hope so. Not a fan of getting my blood taken from me when I’m not expecting it…” Quentin scratched his head and messed his brown hair. He somehow looked more bewildered than before. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long to find out what Janice was up to. A pair of glass doors slid open and we all stepped into the next room. 
 
    I immediately noticed how large it was. The ceiling stretched three stories up with bright lights shining down. The walls were made of silver steel tiles while the floor was the same polished black granite as the rest of the Nerve Center. There were no windows. There were no decorations. It was completely empty except for the seven people standing at the center of the room. From this distance, the only one I recognized was Adviser Campbell. 
 
    Near the entrance, Janice stood next to the digital display hanging on the wall, which had the name of the room. 
 
    “Welcome to the Drill Room. There are four Drill Rooms in the Nerve Center. Eastern, Northern, Western, Southern. In this room, you’re free to hone your skills, test yourself, and learn what it takes to be an Omega. Compared to the smaller training labs, here you can replicate nearly everything in Pandora on the virtual training ground.” 
 
    Janice stepped forward and put her hands behind her back. Despite the friendly smile on her face, there was no denying the seriousness in her brown eyes. “You’ve learned a lot but this is perhaps the most important decision you’ll have to make. I suggest you pay close attention.” She held her hand out, pointing us toward Campbell and the others in the center of the Drill Room. 
 
    I couldn’t help a nervous anxiety beginning to twist my stomach as the six strangers slowly came into view. Each one of them stood with the same rigid posture as Adviser Campbell except there was one obvious difference. Intricate, mechanical armor covered them from the neck down. I’d seen photos of the combat gear Omegas went into battle with but seeing it in person for the first time was something else. The closer I got, the more I could see how sturdy their armor appeared to be. Sheets of metal had been tempered into plates that looked thick enough to stop a bullet and then some. It was a cross between some type of medieval armor and something I’d only seen in sci-fi movies. 
 
    The other recruits had the same amazement as me, murmuring quietly in awe at the way the men and women were dressed. 
 
    “Check that out,” Quentin whispered. “These guys really look like they can kick some ass.” 
 
    “They’re Omegas for a reason.” 
 
    Adviser Campbell stepped forward. “Line up!” 
 
    The recruits moved into the same formation we did in the auditorium. Campbell took his place in front of us, tilting his head up slightly to look down his nose at all of us. “I cannot emphasize enough how important this is. To be an Omega and do your part to defend humanity, you will need to push yourself beyond your physical limits. A threat like nothing Earth has ever seen before requires a response Earth has never given before.” 
 
    He stepped to the side and looked at the six people standing in battle armor. “The six people standing here are the men and women who will be training you. Six classes. Six functions. You will choose your function. Do not take this decision lightly. To help you make the correct decision, a demonstration. Captain Hamilton.” 
 
    The first man stepped up. He was a lanky man, about a decade older than the recruits. Compared to the Captains, his arms and legs were long and his frame was wiry. But the light blue metal he wore gave him a sturdy frame. From his shoulders, over his arms and hands, and all the way down to his feet, the metal plating draped him like an armored bodysuit. On his hip, a meter-long sword stuck to his belt. The steel blade was polished like everything else on him. A blue jewel shimmered softly at the top of a black hilt and resonated with a smoke-like aura. 
 
    The man observed us, a confident smile beneath his thin mustache. His brown hair was parted neatly on his head like he got a fresh cut from a barber. With how chiseled his cheeks and jaw were, he could’ve passed for a model like my brother. 
 
    “What do you know of Pandora?” the man asked, his voice calm and smooth. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re all old enough that the First Event is only spoken of. Beasts running through the streets before they were eventually dispatched. Now it’s just a story. You hear rumors of Omegas. You read the brochure. Choose your class, level up and do your part. I can assure you the threat is real. But… no one is better equipped to deal with Pandora than a Cavalier.” 
 
    He pulled his sword up and held it to his face. “Forty-five inches of tempered carbon steel. Hefty enough to slice through the toughest opponents yet sturdy enough to last. Powered by a Mana Core, no one will be able to stand against you. But it takes more than a weapon to be a Cavalier. You have to be a leader. You have to take charge. You have to get up close and look a Shadow in the eye to beat it. It’s the Cavaliers who are on the frontlines.” 
 
    “Ha! Stop lyin’ to ‘em, Hamilton!” 
 
    The big man standing behind Captain Hamilton crossed his arms and bellowed with a laugh. Hamilton rolled his eyes in response and took a step back. “Go ahead, Bell…” 
 
    The bald man chuckled as he took Hamilton’s place. Compared to Hamilton, he was covered in armor that looked twice as thick. The dark-blue steel plates were so large, it made his head look tiny between his giant shoulder pads. From his arms and legs, to his chest and shoulders, the man looked like some sort of futuristic football linebacker. He had a black patch over one eye. Beneath it, a thick red scar ran from his forehead down to his cheek. Probably got it from running headfirst into the thick of things. 
 
    Bell slicked his hand over his head then stroked his bushy, red beard as he examined all of us. “Cavaliers have their place. But the most important man on the battlefield is a Vanguard.” He held his arm out and a compartment opened up near his wrist. Everybody watched in amazement as layers of steel suddenly appeared. They continued forming on top of each other until they formed a large rectangular shield big enough to block his entire body. 
 
    “You’re useless if you’re unconscious.” He slammed the shield onto the granite and—CLANG—it echoed through the room. “Vanguards don’t fall. And they make sure nobody else falls. I, Xavier Bell, Captain of the Vanguards, will make sure you know what it means to carry this shield and lead the charge into battle. You learn from me, you’ll never fall.” 
 
    “What good is never falling if your opponents don’t fall either?” Another man chimed in. 
 
    “Captain Richard Magnus.” Campbell held his hand out. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Magnus was dressed in a similar suit of armor to Bell’s. They were both nearly seven-feet tall, so they could actually look each other in the eye. Bell gave him a smirk as he took his place with the other captains. 
 
    Magnus’s head was shaved down to the skin. He had no beard or mustache but black ink lined one of his eyes in the form of a tribal tattoo. He was already intimidating enough with the dark red armor covering him but there was a slightly maniacal look in his eyes. 
 
    I turned to some of the other recruits and saw how uneasy they looked as they stood their ground. 
 
    Captain Magnus reached behind his back and pulled a massive war hammer from it. The steel block was the size of five car batteries welded together. He let the hammer thunk against the floor. It was surprising there wasn’t a crack or divot in the ground. 
 
    “Strength,” Magnus’s voice was deep. “Wield a maul like this and nothing in Pandora will be able to stand in your path. The Shadows will tremble before you. The ground will quake. The sky itself will part. It doesn’t matter how strong or fast they are. Choose to be a Zealot and they will know your presence.” 
 
    Magnus remained stone-faced as he looked at all of the recruits before turning around and joining the line. 
 
    “Captain Sienna Valentine.” Campbell held his hand out. “Please.” 
 
    The next Captain was a lot easier on the eyes compared to the last two. She appeared to be in her early thirties. Her considerably thinner armor was immediately noticeable. Dark purple plates only did enough to cover the lower half of her chest, her stomach as firm and defined as any you’d ever see on a woman. Her gloves ran up to her elbows and her boots went up halfway to her thighs, revealing the fair skin underneath. A pair of armored shorts was tight enough against her hips to see her slender curves. Judging from the striations on her arms, she was fit despite her small and thin stature. She was taller than most women, probably because her long heels added a few inches. 
 
    Her black hair was tied in a ponytail over her head. She had a small, pointed nose and thin lips that were pursed as she examined all of us. There was an undeniable, quiet intensity about her. Her blue eyes narrowed as she spoke. 
 
    “Captain Magnus speaks of beating Shadows with brute strength.” Her voice was surprisingly soft. “But there are Shadows who will not simply stand there and give you the time to swing your maul. If your opponent is faster than you, a thousand cuts are greater than the mightiest swing that never lands, no matter how strong it might be. As a Zealot, you’ll emphasize speed on the battlefield. What do they say of speed? Speed kills.” 
 
    Captain Valentine pulled the two silver blades from her back in the blink of an eye. They were about half the length of Hamilton’s sword but she twirled them so fast in front of her, they were nothing but a silver blur like a spinning fan. 
 
    The recruits gasped in amazement but Valentine had already harnessed her weapons before we could be any more impressed. 
 
    She took her place back among the others and Campbell pointed to the next person in line. “Captain Emily Pearson.” 
 
    The young woman stepped forward and bowed her head. She was the shortest of all the Captains, about five-feet and some change I figured. Long, wavy blond hair cascaded past her shoulders and down her back. Her dull-yellow armor was the same thin style as Captain Valentine’s, though the top was more modest and covered her stomach. She didn’t appear to have the same athletic fitness though her frame was certainly slender. Her face was soft and youthful without any blemishes. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was the same age as the recruits. 
 
    “Emily Pearson,” she said. “Captain of the Harbingers. What is a Harbinger you ask?” She raised one of her long fingers up and focused her green-eyed stare upon it. The rest of the recruits stared in amazement as a blue aura began to form around the tip. 
 
    “What the…” I muttered to myself, narrowing my eyes to make sure I was seeing it correctly. 
 
    “Pandora is like nothing you’ve ever seen before. A power resides in the other dimension. Become a Harbinger and I’ll show you how to wield that power. Use the strength of your opponents against them.” 
 
    She puckered her pink lips and blew away the aura from her finger. The blue energy floated through the air like smoke before fading. 
 
    She took her place with the other Captains. Adviser Campbell pointed the last man standing at the end of the line. 
 
    “Captain Benjamin Lawler.” 
 
    The man didn’t step forward immediately, instead holding his hands out to Campbell. “Do we really need the demonstration? The recruits will choose their class based on their compatibility—” 
 
    “Lawler.” Campbell spoke with the kind of tone my dad used when he was about to scold me. 
 
    The man shrugged and moved forward. He ran a hand through his long, shaggy brown hair like a surfer just getting out of the water. His chin was covered in scruff, indicating he hadn’t shaved in a few days. Judging from his slouched posture, he almost seemed too nonchalant to actually be a Captain. 
 
    He patted the chest of his light-green armor as he looked at the recruits. The big grin on his face was so friendly I had to stop myself from laughing. 
 
    “Mystical mumbo jumbo. Giant weapons. Skill. Precision. Charging forward and meeting things head on. Listen. The best way to fight is from a distance.” He pulled a chrome gun from his holster and held it up. It looked like a standard pistol only there was a lot more shine to it and blue energy radiated where the cylinder would be. 
 
    “Omegas are the modern military,” he continued. “And the modern military uses firearms like this. Going back to a sword and shield… What is this? Medieval times? Become a Gunrunner and I’ll train you to put a Mana blast in every Shadow’s head before they even know you’re aiming at ‘em.” He turned toward Adviser Campbell. “How’s that?” 
 
    Campbell sighed a deep breath through his nose and nodded. The six Captains all lined up for all of us to look at. 
 
    “I told you this would be an important decision,” Campbell said. “I meant it. Your compatibility tests will be completed by this evening. Be ready to choose your class by tomorrow morning. Your orientation is nearly over. It’s time to see if you have what it takes to be an Omega. Dismissed.” 
 
    The recruits all turned around and headed back toward Janice. 
 
    “Crazy, crazy, crazy,” Quentin sighed to me. 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m having trouble because there are so many to choose from or because each of those Captains looks like they’ll chew my ass out.” 
 
    I turned around toward the Captains and saw them talking among one another. “At least they gave us the night to think about it.” 
 
    “Thanks for your patience, recruits.” Janice greeted us with her usual friendly smile. “The inaugural dinner is scheduled for the top of the hour in the main dining hall on the first floor of the Nerve Center. You’ve had a long day. Take some time to yourself. Enjoy your dinner. Your compatibility reports will be given to you soon.” 
 
    I looked down at my communicator. “Not much time until dinner starts.” 
 
    “Good,” Quentin said. “I think I need some food while I take all of this in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6: The New Recruits 
 
    On the first floor of the Nerve Center, the main dining hall opened up. The walls weren’t as sterile and cold as the rest of the building, instead having a white stucco like my old high school lunchroom. The bright lights illuminated the polished black granite floor where dozens of tables had been set up. 
 
    The twenty-four new recruits were joined by the older cadets. Not that they were actually that much older. There wasn’t a single one who was anywhere close to their thirties. It seemed like the older people were the Captains, scientists and other administrators who were enjoying themselves on the other side of the sprawling room. 
 
    The chatter was loud as everybody enjoyed their meals for the evening. Quentin snagged a table for us. Next to us was a table of other recruits. 
 
    I picked at a plate of penne pasta in marinara sauce and realized how much of an appetite I’d worked up. 
 
    “How is it?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “I’m a broke college student living with his parents who considers a Big Mac a gourmet luxury.” I heaped another forkful into my mouth and sighed. “I’ll take whatever I can get.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Quentin was working on a piece of roasted chicken for himself. “Seeing as how we’ll be stuck in this dome for the time being, I might miss going to the fast food joints. But they’ve been treating us all right so far. Free food. Free room. I would’ve left college a lot sooner if I’d known. What’d you do?” 
 
    “School. Computer programming.” 
 
    “I was in Henderson myself. Studying physics. Applied athletics. Figured I like watching sports so much, I might as well get into it. It’s not that exciting though… Go figure. Tomorrow though…” He shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. “I think tomorrow’s gonna be a pretty big deal. We haven’t even been here for a day and they’re throwing us to the wolves.” 
 
    I chewed on another bite of pasta and sighed through my nose. “I don’t get it. They show us weapons and abilities and stats. They introduce us to the Captains. We have to make a big decision but we don’t even know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the videos of the First Event though, haven’t you? I went on a YouTube binge before I came here.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the videos. But I figure those things will be a lot different up close. How are we supposed to choose a class when we don’t even know the first thing about dealing with ‘em?” 
 
    Quentin smacked his lips and shrugged. “Janice mentioned the compatibility reports. We’ll be inclined to a certain class.” Quentin’s eyes widened and a curious smirk came across his lips. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sudden deviousness in his eyes. 
 
    “Uh… What are you thinking?” 
 
    He took another bite of chicken and talked with his mouth full. “Did you see that Captain Valentine? That armor accentuates her body just right. I’d gladly have her be my captain.” 
 
    “You’re gonna choose a class because of a nice pair, huh?” 
 
    “Nice is an understatement. I’ve always had a thing for athletic bodies. So fit. So lean.” He stared into the distance like he was daydreaming. “Learning from her would be a dream.” 
 
    “Captain Valentine’s a good-looking woman. But I think you should give it a little more thought.” 
 
    “Well, being a Strider would be cool, too. Wielding two katanas. Darting around like the Flash. Then again, my speed attribute was pretty low when they tested me in the Med Bay… How about you, Liam? You thought about what class you wanna choose?” 
 
    “It’s a tough decision. Every Captain made a good argument. They all look like they know what they’re doing. Even the Gunrunner.” 
 
    “Lawler? That guy’s a stoner if I’ve ever seen one. I guess they don’t drug test here on campus… But you’re right. Shooting, cutting, bludgeoning Shadows. It all sounds like fun.” 
 
    “I won’t think too hard about it. I’ll sleep on it and hopefully the decision will be easier when we get the compatibility reports.” 
 
    I picked at my pasta and observed all of the other recruits. Everybody was in a good mood with the chatter as noisy as any school cafeteria’s. 
 
    “The other recruits look like us,” Quentin said. “A bunch of young twenty-somethings who decided college wasn’t for them. I think we all made the right choice.” 
 
    “I don’t think this’ll be as easy as you might think. There’s only twenty-four of us. I’m guessing there were three times as many in the first wave of recruits. And that’s not counting the people who’ve dropped out.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Quentin stared at the table next to us and narrowed his eyes. “I’m sure we’ll all be fine…” He stopped moving to the point it was obvious he was looking at something. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “…That girl. She looks familiar… You see that redhead over there?” 
 
    I turned to the table a few meters away from us. A girl with auburn hair tied in a bun over her head sat solemnly among a table of other female recruits. Her head was down as she picked at her plate with her fork. 
 
    “Red hair. Pale skin. It looks like she’s got green eyes. She’s pretty. You falling in love again already, Quentin?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. I think I’ve seen her somewhere before. Wait a second… Now I know. That’s Nina Higashi.” 
 
    “Nina who?” 
 
    “Nina Higashi. She’s a model. She’s got a bunch of followers on her social media. Check this out.” Quentin pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Hmm… I’m not getting any reception here. Must be the dome…” 
 
    “Sounds like a big deal.” 
 
    “Trust me. She’s barely twenty-one and there were talks about her getting some big modeling contracts. She’s good-looking but she’s got a name, too. Her dad’s Thomas Higashi of Higashi Robotics Technologies and her mom’s Alexis Bynes, a cosmetics queen.” 
 
    I scrunched my face in confusion, trying to hold back my laughter. “Why do you know all of this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I figured everybody did. You don’t see too many young models as big and successful as her. Plus, look at her. It’s hard not to notice a redhead who looks like that, right?” 
 
    Nina stood out from the other recruits but now was the only time I bothered staring at her. “Are you sure she’s the same girl you’re talking about?” 
 
    “She has to be.” 
 
    “Okay… If she is who you think she is, that begs the question. What the hell is someone like her doing on an LOD campus?” 
 
    Quentin slowly turned back toward me. A blank stare told me everything I needed to know. I hid my smile behind another forkful of pasta but I couldn’t stop my belly from shaking with laughter. 
 
    “It’s her, Liam. Trust me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who any of us were before. Around here, we’re all just recruits trying to be Omegas.” 
 
    Quentin thought about it for a moment then shrugged before going back to his chicken. 
 
    The clatter of a plate next to me made me turn my head. Elliot suddenly took a seat next to me. “Anybody sitting here? Great.” He shoved a spoonful of mashed potatoes and gravy into his mouth and smiled. “Food’s good, ain’t it?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him then glanced at the bandage wrapped around his hand. “How is it?” 
 
    He held it up with the same smile on his face. “Doesn’t hurt. Dr. Marchal’s a saint. A dermal regenerator will make sure there’s no scar. Honestly, I’m only wearing the bandage ‘cause it looks cool, don’t you think?” 
 
    I glanced at Quentin and he gave me a shrug, paying more attention to his chicken than the man next to me. 
 
    “You guys know what class you’re going for?” Elliot said. “I always thought I wanted a sword but some of those other weapons look pretty sweet.” 
 
    The enthusiasm in Elliot’s eyes made me laugh. “Pretty Captains. Cool weapons. So many reasons to pick a class…” 
 
    “Honestly, you can’t go wrong either way. I wouldn’t even be mad if they picked my class for me.” 
 
    “It’s still your choice, Elliot. Maybe they’ll let you test the weapons out and you can pick what you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    “Say… That’s not a bad idea. What was your name again?” 
 
    “Liam Aldridge. This guy here is Quentin Young.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, guys—” 
 
    “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” 
 
    The three of us at the table turned toward the man suddenly standing next to us. 
 
    Some guy with a blond man bun looked down at us with a sneer. His eyes narrowed, he examined each of us one by one. I would’ve been concerned if he wasn’t wearing a uniform like the rest of us. His frame was noticeably larger, his arms slightly bulging as he crossed his arms. 
 
    He was flanked by another man who tied his blond hair into a ponytail behind his head. He didn’t have the same disdain but he didn’t exactly look friendly either. 
 
    The guy with the man bun glanced at Elliot’s hand and scoffed. “Looks like someone spoke up and pissed off Campbell. Couldn’t keep your trap shut.” 
 
    Elliot shrugged. “Lesson learned.” 
 
    “That’s a good attitude. Here’s another lesson for you to learn.” He leaned forward on the table and pressed his palms down. “There’s a pecking order on this campus. And you’re looking at the top. Silver 3-Star Omega.” He pointed at the pins on the left side of his chest. Three silver stars the size of quarters were pinned in a line above his shirt pocket. “Highest-ranking Omega cadet. As new recruits, know your place. Leave the harder missions to someone who can handle ‘em.” 
 
    “Knock it off!” 
 
    A woman’s voice interrupted the guy with the man bun. He stood up straight and turned toward the woman approaching. He rolled his eyes and sighed. “Silvestri… An interruption nobody asked for.” 
 
    The woman marched up to him and rolled her eyes. “Speak for yourself. It’s their first day here. Why don’t you go bother someone else?” 
 
    “I’m just making sure the new recruits know their place.” 
 
    “Their place is anywhere away from you.” 
 
    Rhys looked at Quentin, Elliot and me. He locked his eyes on me like he was thinking of doing something. I didn’t pay much attention to him, staring back while I chewed on another bite of pasta. A few seconds went by and he walked away. 
 
    The woman sighed in relief and turned to us. “You guys okay?” The curly-haired brunette had hair down past her shoulders like she’d just gotten out of a salon. Her face was thin but not gaunt, so it was obvious she took care of herself. Her lips had a smidgen of pink lipstick. Judging from her lightly-tanned skin, she probably spent a lot of time relaxing in the Central Square, basking in the sun. It wouldn’t have surprised me if she took selfies on a daily basis back in her civilian life. 
 
    When none of us responded, she widened her brown eyes and looked down her pointed nose at us. “New recruits.” She smirked with a somewhat devious look in her eyes. “I’m Brooke Silvestri.” 
 
    “Liam Aldridge. This is Elliot Cole and Quentin Young.” 
 
    “Don’t mind Rhys and Gregory. They’re real jerks. Think they run this place.” 
 
    “Any reason for that?” 
 
    “I think Rhys Griffin has a million reasons for being such a blowhard. But the biggest one is probably the pins on his chest. The Vegas District is still new. That means even a Silver 3-Star Omega can be the highest ranking among the cadets.” 
 
    “What are those things?” Quentin pointed toward the stars on Brooke’s chest. In comparison to Rhys, she had only one silver pin. 
 
    “These things signify your Omega ranking. You pass a Mastery Exam and you increase in rank. Once you’re a high enough level, you can advance in rank even further. Higher ranks get you access to harder Junctions and a lot of other bonuses.” 
 
    “Junctions?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “Oh… That’s right. It’s still your first day here. Don’t worry. They’ll tell you all about it eventually. Just pick your class, stick to your training and before you know it, you’ll have some pins of your own. It’s easy to work your way up when you’re at Bronze. Trust me. Now… I’ll leave you all to your meal. I think Chancellor Layton is about to make an announcement.” 
 
    “Yeah… Thanks.” I gave her a nod. 
 
    She winked back at me then turned around. I watched the brunette walk away, her skirt swaying with every step, almost as if she was rocking her hips on purpose. 
 
    Just as she left, a soft bell rang through the hall. The chatter quieted as everybody turned their attention toward one end of the dining hall. Chancellor Layton stood at a podium, hunched over in front of a mic. Even though he was on the other side of the room, the friendly smile on his face was still clear. 
 
    Elliot smacked his lips on his mashed potatoes then swallowed quietly when everybody around us eyeballed him. 
 
    “Ahem.” Layton cleared his throat and looked around the room. “I’ve been with the Legion for many decades. I guess that goes without saying with how white my hair is and how wide my waist has gotten. For more than forty years, the Legion Omega Defense has been fighting the good fight against the threat against humanity. That fight continues. 
 
    “A new wave of recruits has arrived to join the fight. This is always a special time. What you face ahead of you will not be easy but know that you are not alone. But you are not alone. The Vegas District stands with you. Together, we will push back the darkness. 
 
    “It is an honor and privilege to serve as chancellor. Tonight is a celebration. Let us enjoy this evening together. Thank you all.” 
 
    Everybody clapped in appreciation of the chancellor’s words and the chatter resumed. Elliot quickly went back to stuffing his face. I poked at my pasta while Quentin did the same with his chicken. 
 
    “Classes. Mastery Exams. Junction gates. We spent the whole day trying to figure all of this out and there’s still more they haven’t told us.” Quentin shook his head and let out a sigh. 
 
    “At least the food’s good,” I said. 
 
    Quentin, Elliot, and I looked at one another. We all shrugged and chuckled as we resumed our meal. I’d been through a lot in my first day on campus. But I knew tomorrow was gonna be an even longer day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7: A Hard Decision 
 
    My first night on the Vegas Campus was a blur. After having dinner, I headed back to my dorm room and collapsed on my bed. The anxiety of the next day wasn’t enough to fight the fatigue of learning the ins and outs of the Nerve Center. 
 
    The buzz of the communicator on my desk woke me early in the morning at 0600 hours. Faint sunlight peered in through the window. I managed to stumble into the shower and wash away the remnants of my sleep. 
 
    The warm water poured over my head as I pressed my forehead against the tiles. Thoughts from yesterday were still running through my mind. I couldn’t believe it. I was actually on an LOD campus. I was recruited to be an Omega. The next chapter in my life had already started but I still thought I was dreaming. 
 
    My bathroom had all of the basic amenities I needed. Soap. Shampoo and conditioner. A toothbrush and toothpaste. Deodorant. Even some hair gel and a styling comb. 
 
    Another set of uniforms was hanging in my closet. I pulled one out and stepped into it. I’d just finished buttoning up my shirt when there was a knock at my door. 
 
    “Who could that be?” 
 
    I answered it to find Janice standing there. The brunette in her pigtails looked as cheery as usual, smiling to show off her pearly white teeth. Her schoolgirl like appearance was a pleasant sight I wasn’t used to so early in the morning. 
 
    “Good morning, recruit. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m doing okay, all things considered. I’m not used to waking up this early but I guess it’s because I’m used to staying up late.” 
 
    “There’s a soft curfew at 0100 hours. You can stay up if you want but the Junctions are usually taken offline for maintenance.” 
 
    “Considering I don’t know what the Junctions are, I don’t see myself doing that… Did you just come to greet me?” 
 
    “As the chaperon for this wave, it’s my responsibility to make sure all recruits are adjusting.” 
 
    I looked back in my room and nodded. “I think I’m adjusting just fine. The bed’s soft. You gave me all the things I need. Someone even put some extra uniforms in my closet for me.” 
 
    “You have a uniform for every day of the week. Laundry service comes by every morning. Just leave your dirty laundry in this bag right next to your door. Your clean uniforms will be delivered into your room the next morning.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “I don’t know if I’m comfortable with someone wandering into my room…” 
 
    “Someone provided you with the proper toiletries on the first night. From now on, everything will be delivered through the compartment here.” She pointed at the small opening right next to the door. “And your uniforms will be delivered straight into your closet. LOD technology isn’t just for fighting in Pandora.” 
 
    “Apparently…” I chuckled at how convenient everything was. 
 
    “There’s something else I came to speak to you about.” Despite her friendly smile, it was obvious there was something on her mind. “Adviser Campbell would like to have a word with you in his office.” 
 
    I swallowed anxiously, hesitant to ask her what it was about. But I knew I didn’t have much of a choice. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “He’d like to have a word with you about your class compatibility results.” 
 
    “…Is something wrong?” I repeated, my eyes widening. 
 
    She giggled softly and patted me on the arm. “Don’t worry. Adviser Campbell’s attitude is a facade… mostly. I’m sure he doesn’t have reason to give you a hard time on your second day here. Unless there’s something you can think of.” 
 
    I scratched the side of my head and shrugged. “Not that I can remember.” 
 
    “Then you should be fine. Adviser Campbell’s office is in the Nerve Center. I’ll take you there now.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Walking through the halls on the first floor of the Nerve Center reminded me of walking through the halls in college. The administration rooms weren’t much fancier either. 
 
    Janice walked by my side before we stopped at one of the steel doors. Adviser Campbell’s name was prominently displayed on the digital display hanging on the door. She pressed the button next to the handle and spoke into a small speaker box. 
 
    “Adviser Campbell, Private Aldridge is here to see you.” 
 
    A few seconds went by and a green light outlined the door. Janice smiled and patted me on the arm. “After speaking with him, meet me back in the main lobby. I’ll go over everything with you and the other recruits.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and watched her leave. 
 
    The nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach made me laugh. I guess I just needed something to distract myself. 
 
    Campbell’s office had the same silver sheen as the other rooms. The lights were bright but not blinding. It was no bigger than the offices of my professors back in college. A window had a view of the campus just outside where men and women were getting their morning started. A small bookshelf lined one wall with digital tablets stacked inside. On top of it, the sword I watched him use on Elliot rested on a stand. Above that, there was a framed 17x11 photo of a man in armor wielding a blade just like it. 
 
    “Good morning, sir.” 
 
    “You don’t have to call me sir. We don’t follow the same protocol as the traditional military.” Campbell sat at his desk, staring at a computer monitor as he leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “Cavalier.” 
 
    I turned to him and shook my head. “I don’t know what you—” 
 
    “He’s a Cavalier.” He got up from his seat and pointed at the photo. “Cavaliers wear medium weight armor. Thicker than a Strider’s or Harbinger’s but thinner than a Vanguard’s and Zealot’s. Captain Hamilton said Cavaliers are on the frontline, right behind the Vanguards and he’d be right. They’re the head of a squadron. The perfect combination of offense and defense.” 
 
    Campbell stared at the photo. He was only a couple inches taller than me, so I was able to look him right in the eye. But at the moment, he was distracted by whatever thoughts the photo was giving him. 
 
    “I remember when I first signed-up,” he said. “It wasn’t long after the First Event. Everybody was panicking, worrying something would happen again. When I learned about the Legion, I signed-up as fast as I could. Back then, we didn’t have compatibility tests. We just had to trust our gut. I ended up being a Cavalier. It was the right decision.” 
 
    I squinted at the photo. On closer inspection, I realized it was a younger Campbell. A full head of black hair. No scars on his face. No weathered, tan skin. Even his posture was a little better. 
 
    Campbell put his hands behind his back and walked over to his desk. “There was a time when you picked your class and pushed yourself. Now Dr. Marchal can run a brain scan and figure out what you’re inclined to. If you hate running, you’re less likely to succeed as a Strider. Don’t like being hit, you’ll never make it as a Vanguard. Enjoy smashing things, you’ll love being a Zealot. It’s all there in your brain pattern.” 
 
    He took a seat on the front of his desk and crossed his arms. “Tell me Private Aldridge, do you have an inclination for what class you’d like to choose?” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath, hesitant to admit I spent the entire night sleeping and not actually thinking about it. So I stretched the truth a little. “Well… I’ve been giving it some really deep consideration. It’s a tough choice…” 
 
    “It should be.” 
 
    “…Do I have to make the choice now?” 
 
    Campbell stared at me with a couple of beady brown eyes. I thought he was pissed. But then the strangest thing happened. His lips twitched into a half-smirk. 
 
    “Your choice might be a little harder than you think.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes in confusion. “What?” 
 
    He reached for a tablet on his desk and handed it to me. I looked down at the display and read the numbers. 
 
      
 
    Class Compatibility 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Cavalier - 98% 
 
    Vanguard - 89% 
 
    Strider - 95% 
 
    Zealot - 92% 
 
    Harbinger - 88% 
 
    Gunrunner - 96% 
 
      
 
    “Those percentages indicate a recruit’s success rate for a specific class. Anything over 70 means a recruit’s got a good chance of making it as an Omega as that class. I’ve seen it all. Most recruits have an inclination toward one or two classes. Zero is more common than three. You’re inclined toward all six.” 
 
    I kept staring at the numbers, still not sure what I was looking at. “Wait… Are you telling me I can be any class and make it as an Omega?” 
 
    “You’re not the first. Since they’ve been started doing these compatibility tests, the results have been all over the board. When someone finishes in the 90th-percentile for every class, they’re what’s called an Adept.” 
 
    “I’m not quite there…” 
 
    “There’s a small margin of error. Brain waves are constantly changing. There’s a small fluctuation up and down. You’re an Adept.” 
 
    I held my breath for a second before chuckling softly. “Can I best honest with you, Adviser? I know it sounds important but I… I don’t know what all this means.” 
 
    The smirk had left his face. He kept staring at me with those beady eyes of his as he nodded. “It means you’re right where you need to be. Most recruits choose a class then feel it out to see if it’s right for them. You, on the other hand, can choose any class.” 
 
    “I…” My mouth hung open slightly as I tried to search for what to say. “That doesn’t sound very… simple.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be. Most recruits are encouraged to train in more than one class. The more you’re able to master, the more versatility you’ll have with your squadron. And if there’s one thing I know about Pandora, it’s that there’s no one class that’s better than the others.” 
 
    He walked around his desk then sat back in his seat. “You won’t be doing it all at once. Since you’re only just getting started, I recommend you choose a class and stick with it until you’re comfortable going through a gate.” 
 
    “…Any recommendations?” 
 
    “That’s up to you. In your case, there are no wrong choices.” 
 
    “Right…” I looked over at the photo on the wall then at the sword resting on the stand beneath it. 
 
    “Baker is waiting in the main hall. After she gives you a briefing, you’ll head to the third floor to see the gates for yourself.” 
 
    I gave him a nod then turned around. Just before I stepped out the door, I stopped and looked back at him. “Adviser Campbell… Are Adepts any more successful than regular recruits?” 
 
    There was no immediate response. He just stared at his computer monitor like he hadn’t heard me. I thought about asking him again before he finally answered. 
 
    “Three things determine a recruit’s success. How hard they grind, how quick they’re able to think on their feet, and how lucky they are. You have control over all three.” 
 
    His words stuck in my head, holding me in place before I stepped out to meet with Janice in the main hall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8: Pandora 
 
    “There’s been a slight delay in the completion of your compatibility reports. Dr. Marchal apologizes to all of you. You’ll get all of the time you need to make the right decision on what class you choose. It’s probably for the best. This gives you all a chance to see for yourselves exactly what you’re heading into. We’ll be going to the third floor now. Follow me.” 
 
    Janice spoke to the new recruits then stepped into the spacious elevator large enough to hold all of us. While we ascended to the third floor, Quentin raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Where were you at? You wake up late?” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody here woke up late with the alarms going off,” I said. “Just had a conversation with Adviser Campbell.” 
 
    “This way everybody.” Janice stepped out of the elevator and escorted all of us down the hall. 
 
    “A conversation with him on the second day?” Quentin looked me up and down. “I always knew you were trouble…” 
 
    I chuckled at the sudden concern in his eyes. “It was nothing like that. Picking a class is a big decision for all of us. He just wanted to make sure I made the right one.” 
 
    “It’s not a decision for me. Strider all the way. A hundred percent. No question.” 
 
    “You’re really hung up on Captain Valentine, huh?” 
 
    Quentin sighed, his eyes suddenly lost in a dream. “I was meant to be a Strider…” 
 
    My stomach rumbled, unable to hold back my laughter. I put a hand on his shoulder to knock him out of his daydream. I was so distracted I didn’t even realize the room I’d stepped in. 
 
    Janice held her arms out. “Welcome to the Junction Room.” 
 
    Some of the other recruits gasped. Others were completely speechless. But everybody was in awe. My mouth opened slightly, trying to find the words to say but nothing came out. 
 
    The room was larger than any room in the Nerve Center. Four floors high and as wide as a football field, it was obvious the Junction Room was where all of the action was. From one metal wall to the other, giant steel circles big enough for a car to roll through surrounded the room. Stairs led up to the higher floors, where even more of the same circles stood. Men and women in lab coats walked in every direction as they examined their digital clipboards and read whatever data was on it. 
 
    The older Omegas walked by in suits of colorful metal armor. Hair messy. Face covered in sweat and soot. Armor scuffed and scratched. Some of them even had blood and bruises on their cheeks. It was clear they’d been through some type of battle. 
 
    The sound of machinery from the giant metal circles whirred loudly, flashing with a light like nothing I’d ever seen before. There was some kind of wavy energy emanating from each circle that flashed whenever someone walked by them. 
 
    “This is wild…” Quentin said. “I think I saw some footage of this on YouTube…” 
 
    “I don’t think any footage would do this justice,” I said. “This technology is something else.” 
 
    “It even smells better than new electronics.” 
 
    While the recruits continued to gawk in amazement at the expansive room, Janice pointed to the center wall. On it, a digital display showed a bunch of words and numbers that didn’t make any sense. “Take a look at the left side of your screen.” 
 
      
 
    Current World Status: Green 
 
    Threat Level: 17% 
 
    Junctions Closed: 46 
 
    Junctions Available: 121 
 
    Current World Boss Threat:  Emerald Basilisk 
 
      
 
    “Pandora is compromised of multiple dimensions. As Omegas, it’s your responsibility to close those dimensions to stop the threats from spilling out onto Earth. The World Status indicates what type of environment you’ll be stepping into. The Threat Level indicates how close the dimension is to attacking us. Closing all Junctions doesn’t mean the threat is over though. Our combined efforts then turn to defeating the World Boss. When the World Boss is defeated, the dimension will collapse on itself. After that, our scientists began scouring Mana signatures for the nearest dimension threatening us.” 
 
    Elliot raised his hand. “Wait a second. Are you telling me we’ve gotta close 121 dimensions? That sounds like an awful lotta fighting.” 
 
    “We only have to close enough Junctions to weaken the dimension. But weakening the dimension increases the threat level. No single Omega is responsible for closing every single dimension. It’s the combined efforts of all of you that will do it. You can see your progress on the right side of the screen.” 
 
      
 
    Most Junctions Closed 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 7 
 
    Gregory Harding - 7 
 
    Jane Sato - 3 
 
      
 
    Most Shadows Defeated 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 211 
 
    Gregory Harding - 143 
 
    Arthur Hill - 115 
 
      
 
    “Here you can see the efforts of your fellow Omegas. Closing a single dimension is helpful to the cause but of course, working to do as much as you can is always better. Those of you who are able to finish at the top of the leaderboards will receive an additional bonus to your stipend.” 
 
    “How about that?” Quentin muttered to me. “We came here to save the world and they’re keeping score…” 
 
    “Don’t act like that doesn’t give you some added motivation,” I said. 
 
    We both looked at one another. It only took a few seconds for him to smirk. 
 
    “We keep track of everything here in the Junction Room,” Janice continued. “Everything you need to succeed will be provided for you here.” 
 
    “All right, all right, all right,” Elliot spoke up again. “Go to Pandora. Close the Junctions. Beat the World Boss. End the threat. When do I get a sword—” 
 
    “You don’t know when to keep your mouth shut, do you, private?” 
 
    Everybody turned toward Adviser Campbell as he suddenly appeared behind us. The recruits parted to make way for him. He was already intimidating enough from the scarred skin and sneer on his face. But the suit of scuffed light-blue armor made him look like he was about to step inside of a hockey rink. He rested his palm on the hilt of the sword resting on his belt as he looked at all of us. 
 
    “Find me a gate,” he said to Janice. “Lowest you can find.” 
 
    “I already have one ready, sir. That one right behind you.” 
 
    “This way.” He spun around and began walking toward it. 
 
    We moved toward one of the large circles lining the wall. It was like a giant picture frame resting on a steel foundation. The circle itself was cut with precision and polished to a shine. It wouldn’t have been that interesting outside of how large it was but within it, the same indistinguishable energy radiated all over it. It was like looking down at the surface of gentle water through a giant window. 
 
    “This is a Pandora Junction.” Campbell pointed at it while he looked at all of us. “Shadows came to us from another dimension, looking to take us out. This is our way of getting to them. This is our way of taking them out before they can get anywhere near innocent civilians. They can’t hurt anybody if we hurt them first. That’s your duty as an Omega.” 
 
    Janice grabbed our attention and pointed to the digital display on the podium next to the Junction. “You’ll find all of the relevant information on the Junction here.” 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: None 
 
      
 
    “This indicates how strong and what level the threats are through this Junction. The precautions point out other variables you might need to look out for. Falling rocks. Rainy weather. Volcanoes. Anything that might make dealing with the threats more dangerous.” 
 
    “Volcanoes?” Quentin raised an eyebrow at me, some noticeable concern in his eyes. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder and did my best to hold back my smirk as everybody turned their attention back to Campbell. 
 
    “You will be choosing your class shortly,” Campbell announced. “But before you make your decision, you need to know what you’re dealing with. Obey my instructions at all times. Stay close. Do not wander. If anything goes wrong, step back through the gate. Understood?” 
 
    He barked it loud enough for everybody to quickly nod in agreement. He eyeballed all of us one by one. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    He stepped forward through the gate and disappeared into the wave of blue energy. 
 
    The recruits looked around at one another. Janice hid her smile behind her hand and nodded. “Don’t worry. The threats aren’t anything Adviser Campbell won’t be able to handle.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting too long for this.” Elliot rubbed his hands together and stepped into the gate. More recruits followed him one by one. 
 
    I looked at Quentin and gave him a shrug before we both stepped through the energy together. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    A blinding white light flashed bright enough I could see it even when I shut my eyes. I held my breath and kept walking forward until suddenly stumbling. A deep gasp filled my lungs as soon as I regained my footing. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    The scent of fresh soil and foliage hit my nose first. I blinked my eyes open wider to make sure I was looking at it correctly. The metal walls of the Junction Room were gone. There were no scientists walking around. There was no giant digital display. 
 
    There was only a clear blue sky with the sun shining bright above. Beneath my feet, the grass was as lush and green as I’d ever seen it. In the distance, there was a cluster of pine trees making up a forest that blocked out the path to the east. 
 
    The other recruits all looked around in amazement, taking in their surroundings like they weren’t sure what they were looking at. 
 
    “Holy crap…” Quentin muttered underneath his breath. 
 
    I turned around and saw the Junction was still there. The entrance through the circular gate continued to pulse with the same blue energy like the surface of water. 
 
    “Recruits!” Campbell’s voice boomed and got everybody’s attention. He pulled his sword from his hip and then pointed toward a hill opposite from the forest next to us. “Do you see it?” 
 
    On top of the hill, there was something. A faint purple energy resonating. I squinted to try and get a better look but could only make out the outline of something. 
 
    “That’s where we’re headed. Stay close. You go wandering off and I’ll drag you back through the Junction unconscious if I have to.” 
 
    Campbell marched forward through the grass with his sword resting on his shoulder. We all walked behind him, each one of us still trying to get over our new surroundings. 
 
    “One minute we’re in a room, the next we’re out in the middle of some valley.” Quentin shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    Elliot walked up next to us. “It’s weird. But I don’t see why they would need Omegas. Green grass. Blue sky. Sun’s out. The weather’s perfect for a picnic. I don’t see why Campbell has that sword—” 
 
    A roar screeched through the air and stopped everybody in their tracks. I shifted my head around in every direction to see where it had come from. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Did you hear something?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The recruits murmured among one another while they looked around. I was just as confused but when I looked at Campbell, I saw he had his sword in both hands. He stared forward, locking his attention on something I couldn’t see. 
 
    Suddenly, the sky began to crackle with electricity. I narrowed my eyes and watched the lines of white energy pulse in the air just in front of Campbell. 
 
    “Look…” I said it under my breath. 
 
    Everybody had their attention on the white lines pulsing like thunder in the sky. The snaps and pops of the energy grew louder until suddenly a white flash appeared. In the blink of an eye, something leaped out of the light and landed in front of Campbell. 
 
    A wolf bared its fangs and snarled at Campbell. Its fur and mane were a dark shade of gray. The points of its claws dug into the grass. But what stood out more than anything else were its eyes. Empty pupils with nothing but black looked back at us. 
 
    The wolf was the size of a great dane, which made some of the recruits step back cautiously. 
 
    Campbell held his palm out to us while his other hand raised the sword. “Stay back.” 
 
    The wolf growled with a lunge right at the Adviser. He responded by taking a step forward and slashing at the wolf. The slice was so fast the wolf fell to the ground and split in two well after Campbell had returned his sword to his hip. Everybody watched in amazement as the wolf’s remains faded. But it wasn’t gone completely. There was faint energy resonating in small spheres. 
 
    “Red. Blue. Green.” Campbell pointed out the colors of the energy. “The Mana that powers this dimension and others like it is what we will use to defeat it. Your communicator will automatically absorb all of the Mana when you’re in its vicinity.” 
 
    Campbell motioned for one of the recruits to come forward. A young brunette woman stepped toward the Mana and it flew into her communicator just as he said. While everybody marveled at what just happened, Campbell continued to nonchalantly march forward. 
 
    “This is a low-level dimension,” he said. “There are no major threats. Even a lowly recruit will be able to handle what’s in here. But make no mistake about it. The Shadows want to destroy. Their objective has never changed. Don’t let them complete their objective.” 
 
    The group walked up the hill toward the resonating energy. The closer I got to it, the more I could see where it was coming from. A monolith stood about ten-feet high as thick as a redwood tree trunk. It glowed with a faint purple energy like nothing I’d ever seen before. 
 
    “Stay back.” Campbell put his hand up and we all stood a few meters away from it. “This is an Obelisk. When the pathways to Pandora were opened, the first ones brave enough to venture through them searched for a way to close the dimension the Shadows came from. They found that all of the Mana resonated from one spot. When they destroyed the Obelisk, the dimension collapsed on itself.” 
 
    He pointed his sword at the Obelisk. “This is how we stop the Shadows from coming to Earth. Destroy the Obelisk and you destroy the dimension and everything within it. As soon as you step back through the Junction, you won’t be able to return, so make sure you settle all your business here.” 
 
    Campbell raised his sword and swiped. The metal crashed into the Obelisk and shattered it like glass. The purple energy flowed from it like smoke, rising into the sky before eventually fading. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    Everybody looked at one another. It was completely silent as the wind howled softly in the background. Elliot slowly raised his hand and we all turned to him. 
 
    “So… When do I get a sword?” 
 
    Campbell gritted his teeth and raised his chin up. He gave the blond a beady-eyed stare I’d seen enough times before. For a second, I thought he was gonna pull his sword up and stab Elliot’s other hand. But instead, he looked at all of us and nodded. “Head back through the Junction. It’s time to choose your class.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9: First Lessons 
 
    “Zero percent! Zero! Can you believe it? Three-percent’s believable. Two, I get it. But one? They couldn’t gimme one! I’d take one. Zero, Liam!” 
 
    Quentin began jogging in place to show off his ‘speed.’ He wasn’t fat but he had a noticeable paunch and a babyface that didn’t match the rest of him. 
 
    “Look at me. I’m fast, right? I’m quick!” 
 
    Despite the disappointment on Quentin’s face, I couldn’t hold back a smile. He held his head down dejectedly and sighed out of breath as he stared at the information on the tablet. 
 
    While the other recruits stood in the main hall of the Nerve Center and went over their compatibility results, I had to put a hand on Quentin’s shoulder to console him. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” I said. “You got great results for Vanguard.” 
 
    “Pfft! Vanguard… Captain Bell isn’t really my style. On the other hand, Captain Valentine…” Quentin’s continued dejection made it even harder for me to hold back my laugh. But I knew how much it meant to him, even if it was only to gawk at his potential instructor. 
 
    “You gotta look at the big picture. You saw Pandora for yourself. That wolf Campbell killed was the lowest threat level. Imagine what kinda vicious Shadows are lurking through the more dangerous gates. Wouldn’t you wanna be in the best position possible to win?” 
 
    Quentin continued to pore over his results, his lips twisted as he considered it. “To be honest with you, I don’t like running very much. Being a Strider looks pretty exhausting.” 
 
    “There you go! Forget being a Strider. Pick up a shield and be a Vanguard. Steve Rogers style.” 
 
    He sighed a deep breath and shrugged. “The digital Sorting Hat is a cruel mistress. Couldn’t even give me one-percent.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Where are your results?” 
 
    “Oh… That…” I wondered whether or not to tell him. I figured it’d be best to keep it a secret, since there was no way of knowing if it was the big deal Campbell said it was. “Don’t worry. I’ve got an inclination of what I need to pick.” 
 
    “Okay, recruits.” Janice got everybody’s attention. “You’ve had a chance to look at your results. Remember, it’s only a test to screen you for where you’ll have the highest chance to succeed. If you have an inclination for another class, there’s nothing wrong with going with your gut. You also have the chance to change classes if you want to. 
 
    “But now it’s decision time. When you’ve made your choice, come to me and I’ll update your file. Then you’ll be heading to one of the training labs on the second floor to meet with your Captains.” 
 
    The recruits all began lining up to tell Janice what they’ve decided. I stood with Quentin at the back of the line, still pondering over the details in my head. 
 
    “You’re not picking Vanguard, are you?” Quentin asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I figured as much… I guess that means we won’t be taking the same lessons.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I said. “How about we train hard and learn as much as we can? Then we step into Pandora together.” 
 
    “I’ll be a Vanguard and you can be… whatever it is you’re going to be. Sounds like a plan.” Quentin sighed a deep breath through his nose, seemingly over his lost chance of spending time with the Captain he had a crush on. “Can’t wait to step into Pandora for real…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    On the second floor of the Nerve Center, the training labs were less than half the size of the Drill Rooms. The ceilings were still high but there was nothing interesting to look at. The walls were the same steel as the rest of the building. The black floor beneath my shoes was polished to a shine. Up above, blue lights softly illuminated me and the other three recruits who stood by my side. 
 
    “State your name. One by one.” 
 
    Captain Hamilton appeared just as I remembered. The Cavalier stood rigidly with his hands behind his back. His brown hair had a neat part on his head. His cheeks were chiseled like the men in the modeling portfolios Adam always made me look at. Hamilton had a regal air about him. It was almost snooty. I figured he was just confident though, so I didn’t hold it against him. I even gave him a pass for his mustache. 
 
    “Douglas Jamison.” 
 
    “Paige Costa.” 
 
    “Brian Reynolds.” 
 
    “Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    Hamilton walked up and down the line as he observed us all one by one. His armored feet clanked against the granite with every step, echoing through the silent room. I noticed some anxiety from the other recruits but I stayed patient. 
 
    “Do any of you have any combat experience? Do you know what it’s like to wield a sword in battle?” Nobody said anything. “No, I don’t suppose you do. What practical use does a sword have in the real world? The only reason someone would bother wielding a blade is to deal with the threats in Pandora. And that’s why you’re all here.” 
 
    He moved in front of us and straightened up, eying us one by one. “Most recruits come here because of the brochure. They see the chance to hold a weapon, strap on some armor, and get stronger. They treat it like a game.” Hamilton shook his head. “This isn’t a game. The LOD is an institution intent on keeping the world safe. If you’re ever going to make it as an Omega, you have to remember that more than anything else. 
 
    “I’m sure Campbell mentioned this to you all before but I have to reiterate. You will have to fight. You will have to push yourselves. You will hurt. You will bleed. You will sweat. But if you keep going, you will succeed.” 
 
    We remained silent as Hamilton continued closely observing us. 
 
    “What is a Cavalier? The perfect combination of speed, power, grace, and intuition. You won’t overpower anybody. You won’t take a better blow. You won’t be the fastest either. But I will teach you everything you need to know to succeed as the one leading the charge into battle.” 
 
    He pulled his sword from his hip and held it up. “Tempered steel. Powered by the Blue Mana you’ll find in Pandora. This weapon has slain countless beasts.” 
 
    The blade was about two-inches wide, thick enough to slap someone with. Its edge was undeniably sharp. The shining gray steel led down to a black hilt long enough for Hamilton to place both of his hands upon. At the top of the hilt where it met the blade, a blue Core resonated with a faint smoke-like aura. 
 
    “Gage was kind enough to temper training sabers for you.” Hamilton pointed toward the table to the side where the weapons rested. “Each of you take one.” 
 
    I remembered Elliot and how eager he was to get his hands on one. I held back a smile, doing my best to hold back my enthusiasm. I picked one of the blades up with both hands and immediately noticed how considerable the weight was. My grip tightened around the smooth, black leather hilt and I was able to hold it up in front of me. 
 
    My communicator vibrated and the weapon information flashed on the display. 
 
      
 
    Steel Training Saber 
 
    Damage Rating: F 
 
    Core: None 
 
      
 
    An ‘F’ damage rating. No Core. Everything about it was as bare as possible. But there was a certain satisfaction about wielding a weapon for myself. 
 
    “Your saber is an extension of you,” Hamilton said. “Get used to how it feels in your palms. Move it around and see how the weight shifts. Picture it cutting your target. Remember the smell of the steel.” 
 
    “The smell?” Douglas raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The smell can help you gauge the distance of where your blade is.” Hamilton closed his eyes and slashed right at the recruit, stopping the blade just short of the tip of his nose. Douglas stood there, too paralyzed to move in a combination of fear and confusion. His throat bobbed up and down with a swallow as he stared at the steel right next to his face. 
 
    “The smell.” Hamilton opened his eyes and smirked. “When the time comes and you find a Mana Core, Engineer Gage will improve your saber or perhaps craft you a new one entirely. The weapon you’re carrying now will be more than adequate. Now…” 
 
    He moved toward the center of the room and held his hand out. “First move, basic slash.” He raised the sword over his head and brought it down in front of him. “Simple to perform. Easy to land. Covers the most surface area. Good damage. Even if the blow isn’t fatal, it will make them bleed. When your strength is high enough, you can cleave a target in two.” 
 
    Hamilton pulled the saber back then pushed it forward. “Basic thrust. Good for dealing with farther targets. Penetrates armor. Faster than a slash but using only the tip of the blade means it’s more difficult to land.” He pointed at Brian. “You. Come here.” 
 
    Brian pointed at himself like he wasn’t sure he’d been chosen. His shaggy blond hair messy on his head and his uniform slightly wrinkled, he looked like he just got out of bed. He was taller than the rest of us, so when he walked forward, it seemed like he was about to fall over. 
 
    “Slash at me,” Hamilton said. 
 
    Brian looked at me, still unsure of himself. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Hamilton motioned with his hand. “Just like I showed you.” 
 
    The skinny blond shrugged and raised his saber over his head. He brought it down quickly but Hamilton crossed his blade sideways against it, parrying the blow and knocking Brian back. 
 
    “Now you.” Hamilton pointed at Paige. 
 
    Paige walked forward with her hands tight around her hilt. Fair-skinned. Black hair tied in a neat bun over her head. Narrowed brown eyes. Thin pink lips tight as she maintained her focus. There was an innocence about her, resembling a young Katie Holmes. If she wasn’t holding a sword and in uniform, I could’ve pictured her inside of a Starbucks studying for exams. 
 
    Despite her small, slender frame, she didn’t have any trouble rearing back and letting out a high-pitch grunt as she thrust the saber right at Hamilton’s chest. But his sword came up in a flash, parrying her weapon to the side and knocking her off balance. He reached out and caught her arm to keep her on her feet. 
 
    “You will get stronger.” Hamilton looked into her eyes. “And you will learn. Slash. Thrust. Parry. That is what you will need to deal with low-level threats. Pair up. Costa, you’re with Reynolds. Jamison, you’re with Aldridge. Do exactly as I showed you. Go slow. You don’t have any armor on. I’m not interested in taking you to the Med Bay on your first day. Not with all of the new Vanguards I know will be in there.” 
 
    Douglas and I moved to the side of the training lab and stood across from one another. He was an unassuming, average-sized guy who looked like most of the people I went to college with. He was about my height but with a bit of a pudgy belly poking through his button-up shirt. He ran his hand through his dark hair then scratched his thin beard. He stared at me with a slightly bewildered look in his eyes. I couldn’t blame him for it. 
 
    “All right,” Douglas sighed and shrugged. “I guess we’re doing it.” 
 
    “I guess so.” I raised my sword up and gave him a nod. 
 
    He slashed at me and I turned my saber sideways to block it. The clang of metal echoed through the lab. The other two recruits made as much noise as us while Hamilton patiently observed us from not too far away. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    My throat was dry. The sweat dripped from my brow and underneath my uniform. My palms calloused from how tight I gripped the hilt. Every slash. Every parry. Every thrust. They all reverberated in my hands constantly until I was sore. 
 
    But Douglas and I kept going until Hamilton made us switch partners. I sparred with Brian. I sparred with Paige. We all continued for so long I lost track of time. 
 
    “Stop. Weapons down.” 
 
    Hamilton raised his hand up. I lowered my blade then realized just how fatigued I was. 
 
    The Captain tapped the chestplate of his armor with his fingertip. “Tempered carbon steel sheets. Not as thick as a Vanguard’s or Zealot’s but you can take a blow. Gage has your measurements. Next lesson, we’ll practice with armor and you can really go at it.” 
 
    I was as exhausted as the rest of the recruits. We all put our hands to our heads to wipe away the sweat. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “A simple saber and simple attacks. Maybe one of the other classes would be more interesting. But one day…” Hamilton took a step back and held his sword into the air. He dug his feet into the ground and leaped more than twenty feet toward the ceiling. The blade extended out in front of him, he twirled around like a top. Flames surrounded him completely, lighting up the entire room. 
 
    “Whoa…” My jaw dropped at Hamilton’s display. 
 
    The flames slowly dissipated as he slowed. He crashed back down to the ground and slammed his saber upon it. The entire room rumbled and made me unsteady on my feet. Hamilton remained on one knee with his blade against the ground before slowly getting back up to his feet. 
 
    “There’s more to combat than slashes and thrusts.” Hamilton smirked at all of us. “Read through the bestiaries available to you to know how to apply your new skills. Always expect the unexpected.” He looked at the communicator on his wrist and nodded. “The day is over. Chaperon Baker will advise you through the rest of your introduction.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10: An Unexpected Challenge 
 
    “Nothing like a nice meal after a hard day of training.” I took a bite of my chicken sandwich. My stomach rumbled more than it usually did at this time. The satisfaction of the fried chicken and mayonnaise between the toasted bread made my mouth water. 
 
    The dining hall in the Nerve Center was filled with all of the new recruits who’d just finished their first class lessons. Some of the other tables were occupied by the cadets who looked like they just came out of a Junction. Along with the loud chatter, the aroma of so many different types of foods made the place even more inviting. 
 
    “I think I can get used to this,” I said as I smacked my lips. “Training. Eating. Going through Junctions. This is what school should’ve been like when I was younger…” 
 
    Quentin sat across from me, staring at his plate of fried chicken but not budging. His hair was disheveled and beads of sweat dripped from his brow. 
 
    “…You all right there?” I asked. “You must be pretty hungry after training.” 
 
    “I’m starving. I just don’t know if I can lift my arms.” 
 
    I reached across and pulled his arm up. He immediately grunted in pain and dropped his arm back on the table. 
 
    “Maybe you should go to the Med Bay…” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” he sighed as he gingerly picked up a piece of chicken. “I can’t let this go to waste.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Captain Bell happened. Apparently, being a Vanguard is exactly what I expected it to be. Shoulder charges. Ramming into things. Having to stand my ground while someone spears me right in the chest. We’re not even wearing any armor. What kind of training exercise is that?” 
 
    “Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “Yeah. I learned the digital Sorting Hat screwed me over. Maybe I should switch to Strider and be with Miss Valentine like I was meant to.” 
 
    I’d never seen someone eat their lunch as somberly as he did. But despite his disappointment, I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m sure you were inclined to be a Vanguard for a reason. Once you get your armor, you’ll be a monster on the battlefield. Did you get your shield and go Steve Rogers on ‘em yet?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s only the first lesson. Captain Bell only went over the basics. Apparently, I’m just supposed to clear a path then stand there and get my ass kicked while everybody stands behind me.” 
 
    “Ah. A true tank. I don’t think any squad will succeed without one.” 
 
    “I guess. Hopefully it doesn’t hurt as much when I get some armor. I’m a delicate man, Liam. I can only take so much bruising.” 
 
    His soreness had apparently left him as he took more vigorous bites of his chicken. 
 
    My chicken sandwich was accompanied by a small side of french fries and a glass of sweetened black tea. The satisfying lunch was enough to make me forget the fatigue of everything throughout the day. But being surrounded by all of the other recruits made it impossible to ignore completely. 
 
    Quentin rolled a chicken wing in his hand and eyed the hilt sticking up from my waist. “I can’t believe you actually got a sword. You know how to use that thing?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly a swordmaster. But I think I could do the job if it came down to it. The saber’s sharp and heavy enough to do all of the work. And that’s without it even having a Core. Just a plain steel blade and a weighted leather hilt.” 
 
    “Cavalier, huh… I guess there’s nothing wrong with that. You know, Adviser Campbell is a Cavalier. Let’s hope you don’t turn into as much of a hard ass as him when you get older.” 
 
    “I can only hope.” 
 
    We shared a laugh as we enjoyed our meals. 
 
    “Janice said we’re getting our first missions tomorrow,” he said. “I wonder what kind of assignments we’re getting. I can’t imagine it’s anything more than stepping through a Junction and shutting it down.” 
 
    “I think there’s more to it than that. Even though we’re supposed to be doing this for the sake of humanity like the brochure says, we’re still getting paid. I’m guessing we can get more than the stipend they give us.” 
 
    “Like a bonus? Not that it matters. We’re still too low level to deal with anything that’s not a serious threat.” 
 
    “Gotta start somewhere.” 
 
    I was halfway through my sandwich when I looked at one of the other tables. A group of female recruits was all having lunch together, giggling over conversation. Rhys suddenly appeared with Gregory right behind him, confidently strolling up to the table with a cocky smirk on his lips. 
 
    “What’s that guy’s name again?” Quentin asked as he looked toward the table. “Rhys, was it? Brooke was right about that guy. He looks like a real prick. Like my dad always said, never trust a guy with a man bun.” 
 
    “Your dad said that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m sure he did one time in his life. I mean, how could he not?” 
 
    I watched Rhys put his hands on his hips and puff his chest out to make sure the table of women saw the stars on his chest. “Your dad’s probably right,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe someone should do something.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This guy is walking around like he’s some big shot when he’s only been here a few months before us. Aren’t we all supposed to be fighting together? You know, to stop the Shadows from coming to our world?” 
 
    Quentin shrugged and took another bite of chicken. “Some guys are just the way they are. Even when the world is at stake.” 
 
    The table of females continued to do their best to ignore Rhys despite the smiles on their face. But Nina wasn’t smiling like the others. She kept her head down while she poked her fork at her plate. 
 
    “Shit…” I didn’t know what came over me. I was never like this. It was like my body had taken control. Suddenly, I was up to my feet, walking over to Rhys and his buddy behind him. 
 
    “Hey, Liam. What are you doing?” Quentin called out to me but I ignored him. 
 
    “…So, ladies. Which one of you wants to take a trip with me through a high-level Junction? Don’t worry. I’ve got the levels to carry you.” He flexed his bicep and tapped on the small muscle. “You see that? All Red Mana…” 
 
    Up close, Rhys somehow looked even cockier than ever. The way he wrinkled his nose and pursed his lips wasn’t endearing in the slightest though he probably thought the opposite. The blond pretty boy standing behind him kept his arms crossed with a satisfied smile on his lips. 
 
    Rhys opened his mouth to talk again when he noticed me walking up. His brow furrowed, he crossed his arms and gave me a sneer. The women at the table turned their attention to me. 
 
    “What do we got here?” Rhys said. “I thought I already told you to learn your place last night, recruit.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    I gave him a smirk but Rhys didn’t take too kindly to it. The way he narrowed his eyes, I was waiting for his cheeks to redden and steam come out of his ears. The ladies at the table fell silent. 
 
    Rhys took a step forward, looking down his pug nose at me. If the guy was trying to be intimidating, he was doing an awful job. 
 
    “Why don’t you mind your own business?” 
 
    “This is my business. Everybody at this table is in the same wave of recruits as me. We’re all on the same side. You can’t walk around like you’re better than everybody else.” 
 
    “Ha!” He turned around to Gregory and pointed his thumb at me. “Get a load of this guy. Trying to be everybody’s knight in shining armor.” Rhys took another step toward me. He was tall enough to look me in the eye but considering he wasn’t much bigger than me, I didn’t back away. 
 
    “Get one thing straight,” he said. “You’re a recruit. I’m an Omega. The highest-ranking Omega on campus. There’s a pecking order and I’m at the top. If you don’t believe me, go to the gates and read the scoreboard for yourself. Since you’re new here, I’ll give you the opportunity to learn your place. But if you interrupt me again, I won’t hesitate to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    He looked down at the saber on my hip and scoffed. “A punk reads a brochure and gets a sword, all of a sudden he thinks he’s the man. You haven’t done anything… private.” 
 
    He walked by me, making sure to bump his shoulder against my chest as he did. I watched him leave then turned back to the table of ladies. 
 
    “Thanks.” Paige from my Cavalier training smiled at me. “He was really bugging us but we didn’t wanna shoo him away. It seems like all of the older cadets look down on us because we’re the new recruits.” 
 
    “I don’t think all of them are like that,” I said. “When you’re at the top of the leaderboard, I guess you get a big ego.” 
 
    The ladies all turned back to each other and chatted about their training as they enjoyed their lunch. I headed back to my table and took a seat in front of Quentin. 
 
    He noisily smacked on a piece of fried chicken, making his already chubby cheeks puff out even more. “You know you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I know I didn’t have to do it. It was obvious he was bothering ‘em though.” 
 
    “I’ve seen guys like Rhys before. The big man on campus. Town bully. Walking around like his shit don’t stink. It’s all big talk. He can’t do anything. We’re all training, eating and enjoying ourselves but this is still a military institution. If Rhys puts a hand on another recruit, even a lowly private like us, he’d be disciplined. He thinks he has a little more leeway because of the numbers he’s putting up but I don’t think he does. He’s still a just a 3-Star Silver Omega.” 
 
    Quentin chewed on his chicken with a satisfied smile that made me laugh. 
 
    “Since when did you know so much about Omegas?” I said. 
 
    “Since I’ve been doing some reading on the tablet in my dorm room. I never realized how bored I am without an Internet connection for my phone…” 
 
    “Maybe when you get your first stipend, you can find something to amuse yourself with in the Central Square.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” He crunched down another bite of the crispy fried chicken, no longer showing the signs of the soreness from his day of training. 
 
    I picked up the last small piece of my chicken sandwich and took a bite. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    The voice was soft, audible over the chatter echoing through the dining hall. I turned and saw Nina suddenly standing next to the table. Up close, I was able to see her a lot better. High cheekbones. Round eyes. A thin, straight nose. Her face resembled a young Olivia Wilde, who I spent more time thinking about than I’d like to admit. Her skin was white but so porcelain and unblemished it almost looked painted on. Strange to think she could look so different just a few feet closer. 
 
    Her red hair was tied into a bun behind her head today, which she fiddled with as she stared down at me. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” she asked, her voice a little louder. 
 
    I gave her a nod and she took a seat next to me. I didn’t think too much of it but when I turned to Quentin, I saw his mouth half-open with a bite of half-chewed fried chicken threatening to fall out. 
 
    “Quentin…” I kept my voice low and he blinked to break himself out of his daze. 
 
    “Nina. Nina Higashi.” Quentin kept saying her name. “You’re Nina Higashi.” 
 
    She looked at him, an eyebrow raised like she wasn’t sure what to make of him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a laugh. “He’s harmless. That’s Quentin Young. I’m Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    She smiled softly at Quentin as he took another bite of chicken, his unblinking eyes locked on her. If I had to be honest, I couldn’t much blame him. Nina’s face was so unblemished I had an urge to stick my thumb out and see if I could smudge some makeup. 
 
    But when she looked at me with those green eyes of hers, she made it clear it wasn’t just a friendly conversation. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” she said to me. “It’s tough making someone like Rhys leave you alone. High-ranking Omegas always have a sense of entitlement.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call a Silver Omega high-ranking but I get what you’re saying.” 
 
    “It’s barely the start of our first week here but that doesn’t mean we should let the upperclassmen push us around. Listen…” She leaned forward and I noticed the subtle scent of perfume. Or was it conditioner? Or maybe she just smelled like flowers. “…I know you just did me a favor but maybe you can do another one for me. What do you think about getting started?” 
 
    “Uh… Getting started?” An endless list of possibilities ran through my head. 
 
    “Going through Junctions.” 
 
    “Oh… You really wanna do that now, huh?” 
 
    “You saw what Campbell did. There was only one wolf between him and the Obelisk. We get Mana and we start leveling.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Quentin took a gulp of lemonade to clear his throat. “You wanna go through a Junction now? We just barely finished our first day of training.” 
 
    “Liam already has a sword. I have my Strider blades in my locker. Between the three of us, we can handle a low-level Junction. What do you think?” 
 
    “Easy for you to say. All Captain Bell did was have people run into me. I don’t even have a shield yet.” 
 
    “How about you?” The way Nina stared at me. It almost seemed like she was desperate. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment but realized I couldn’t disagree with her. I’d have to start going through Junctions eventually. And I was confident in the moves Captain Hamilton taught me. “It would be nice to start leveling up…” 
 
    “You’re serious,” Quentin said. “You’re really gonna do this?” 
 
    “I’ll be at the Junction Room. Meet me there if you wanna do it.” Nina popped up from her seat and walked out of the dining hall. 
 
    “I guess you can’t just let her go by herself,” Quentin sighed. 
 
    I chewed on the last piece of my sandwich and shrugged. “It’s a low-level Junction. How hard can it be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11: Junction… Unofficially 
 
    I’d only seen it once before, so the size of the Pandora Junction was always impressive. It looked like a thick bar of steel had been welded together then twisted into a circle big enough for half-a-dozen people to walk through at the same time. I stared at the soft blue energy moving back and forth like the surface of the water. I leaned in closer and put my hand up to it. The feeling was like putting my hand under a running faucet only my hand wasn’t getting wet. 
 
    “Where’s your friend?” 
 
    Nina stood at the display next to the Junction and crossed her arms. Her black uniform wasn’t any different from the other female recruits, her skirt and top complementing her slender frame. A pair of long legs were covered by black stockings leading down to her heels, which made her just tall enough to look me in the eye. But what was more interesting was the pair of blades at harnessed at her hips. A couple of short katanas about an arm’s length each were polished to a shine. 
 
    “Quentin’s a little sore from training.” 
 
    “We should be all right. Look at this.” She pointed at the display. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: None 
 
      
 
    “Campbell took us through,” I said. “If that’s the same case, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “It’s a low-level Junction. There won’t be any threats we won’t be able to handle in here. Shame your friend’s not here. He wouldn’t have had to do anything more than walk along with us.” 
 
    “Considering how much he was groaning, I don’t think he’d be able to do even that.” 
 
    She twisted her lips like she was trying to hold back a smile. I wasn’t sure what to make of her demeanor but she seemed trustworthy enough. 
 
    “You really wanna do this?” I asked. “Janice said we’re not getting assignments until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Assignments are official tasks for us. We’re free to go into the Junctions at our own discretion. Why? Did you need a few more hours of training?” 
 
    I looked back at the soft blue energy resonating from the Junction right next to me. The way it pulsed and shimmered seemed like it was talking to me. An anxious anticipation twisted my stomach slightly. I should’ve been nervous but the longer I thought about it, the more eager I became. 
 
    “I’m ready if you are.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She stepped forward when a voice boomed behind us. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    A middle-aged man in a lab coat scurried up to us like he’d appeared out of nowhere. His hair was long and white, scattered all over the place like he’d just gotten out of a wind tunnel. On his feet was a pair of dirty, worn-down sneakers. His glasses didn’t do much to cover the bags underneath his eyes. His scruffy salt-and-pepper beard was further indication he hadn’t gotten much sleep. Or maybe he was high on something, which was a possibility with how much he fidgeted.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he said. 
 
    “We’re going through this Junction,” Nina replied. “We’re going to close a Junction.” 
 
    He raised his head up, his eye twitching like he’d smelled a bad fart. “You’re from the new wave of recruits.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So… Have you ever closed a Junction before?” 
 
    “What’s so complicated about it?” I said. “We go in there, we break the Obelisk, then we come back.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s so simple. It’s almost as if everybody working here isn’t part of an elite government operation.” He rolled his eyes and poked his glasses closer to his face. 
 
    “It’s all right. It’s a low-level Junction. It shouldn’t give us much trouble—” 
 
    “You never head into a Junction without taking precautions.” He walked up to the display and began swiping through it. His fingers danced across the screen as he punched in his information. “Hold up your communicators to this.” 
 
    I didn’t see the harm in it and did as I was told. There was a soft ring and my name showed up on the screen. Nina followed up and her name appeared right underneath mine. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge, Level 1 
 
    Nina Higashi, Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Put these around your neck.” The fidgety man pulled out some type of metallic strap from his pocket. I took one from him and examined it. It was a dull piece of metal with a clip on one end that looked like an electronic dog collar. “That’s your Recall Box. If you both drop to zero HP or something worse, the Recall Box will detect it and automatically transport you to the Med Bay. You get your head blown clean off. Some laser splits you in two. Some bear chomps on your crotch.” 
 
    “Ow…” 
 
    “It keeps a digital record of your genetic code so you don’t die permanently. Don’t ever enter a Junction without a Recall Box, you got me?” 
 
    He pointed a finger at my nose to emphasize his point, so close I thought he was gonna gouge my eyes out. 
 
    “All right, all right…” I put the collar around my throat and it automatically adjusted to the size of my neck. 
 
    Nina did the same and stared at the man in the lab coat. 
 
    I stared at the badge he was wearing and read his name. “Anything else, Dr. Boned?” 
 
    “That’s Bo-net! I’m responsible for making sure everybody who walks into a Junction makes it back here safely. We’ve never had a permanent death on my watch. I’ll be damned if you’re the first.” 
 
    “Low-level threat,” Nina assured him. “We’ll go in, destroy the Obelisk, then come back out. We’re just trying to collect some Mana. The sooner we get a feel for things, the faster we’ll level and you won’t have to worry about us so much.” 
 
    Dr. Bonet took a step back and scratched the scruff on his chin. There was a skeptical look in his eyes as he shrugged. “I keep telling people those brochures are too enticing. Kids don’t realize how dangerous it really is. They just wanna wield their weapons and be an Omega…” He muttered to himself as he walked away. 
 
    Nina gave me a smirk. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and stepped through the Junction with her at the same time. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The flash of bright light made me shut my eyes for a split-second. I stumbled forward onto the grass and quickly regained my footing. A gasp filled my lungs as I didn’t realize I was holding my breath. 
 
    “I have to get used to that…” 
 
    The grassy plains I’d seen once before weren’t any less impressive the second. The hills were so green, like they’d been given a fresh coat of paint. The same for the blue sky. A soft wind howled, blowing against my skin and cooling me down despite the bright sun’s efforts to try and burn me up. 
 
    I inhaled a breath of soil and arbor then sighed. “It’s peaceful out here.” 
 
    “Peaceful but it’s really not.” Nina began looking around. “Do you see it?” 
 
    We stood on top of a hill, looking down on the valleys around us. It didn’t take me long to spot it. “There.” The purple energy resonated from the Obelisk down in the valley. “That doesn’t look too far. Should only take us a few minutes to get there.” 
 
    “That’s assuming we don’t get any interruptions.” She unsheathed her katanas and held them up. The polished steel glistened bright and nearly blinded me. Even though they were shorter than my saber, their edges were still razor sharp. 
 
    “I’m guessing from that saber you’re a Cavalier.” 
 
    “I am, indeed. I guess that means I take the lead. Watch my back.” 
 
    I pulled my sword from my hip and held it up. The thought of leading someone with a weapon in hand was strange, even if it was only a short walk. I couldn’t help a chuckle as I stared at my blade. 
 
    “Is something funny?” 
 
    The serious look in Nina’s green eyes wasn’t enough to make me stop chuckling. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just… I was studying for exams a few weeks ago.” 
 
    The corner of her lips turned into a grin. Despite the intensity in her eyes, Nina somehow managed to appear friendly at the same time. “That’s not our life any longer. We have to get used to this now.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and began my descent into the valley. I propped my sword over my shoulder as I marched through the grass. “How am I supposed to hold this thing? I should ask Hamilton what he does…” 
 
    The peacefulness of our surroundings almost made me forget why we were here in the first place. I’d only taken a few steps when the air in front of me began to crackle. Thin lines like lightning appeared and suddenly a white hole of energy opened up. 
 
    Three wolves jumped out and landed right before me, each one big enough to pounce on me without much effort. They dug their paws into the ground as they snarled. Their eyes narrowed, covering the empty yellow pupils locked on me. I’d never seen a wolf in my life until Pandora. Now there were three of them eyeballing me like they wanted to have me for lunch. 
 
    “Remember your training,” I said to myself. “Remember your training.” 
 
    I looked at Nina and watched her take a few steps back. 
 
    “Shit…” I muttered as she kept slowly walking back, a hesitant look on her face. “Nina. Hey! Look at me.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes toward me. 
 
    “Your training,” I said. “You’re a Strider, right?” 
 
    She nodded profusely. 
 
    I said the first thing that came to me to calm her down. “Be a Strider.” 
 
    The concern in her eyes slowly disappeared. Her jaw clenched and her gaze narrowed as she turned her attention back to the wolves. 
 
    The beasts walked forward, their limbs slowly inching them closer to us. I kept my saber in front of me. The moves I practiced in the lab had been performed so many times I knew I could do them without having to think too much. 
 
    The first wolf lunged at me. I quickly raised my saber up and turned it sideways, parrying its claws as it swiped at me. 
 
    “Slash!” I brought my saber back up and brought it down, cleaving the wolf and drawing blood from its gray fur. It howled a whimper and stumbled back. 
 
    The next wolf didn’t give me a chance to breathe, leaping toward me but I was able to parry and slash it at it just the same. 
 
    “I got you!” Nina raced forward. For a second, I was frozen in place, watching her cartwheel a few feet into the air and sink her katanas into one of the wolves I’d downed. The beast let out a deafening howl before fading into mist and leaving Mana behind. 
 
    “Watch out!” I rushed up to her and parried the third wolf just as she moved out of the way. I knocked it onto its side then thrust my saber forward with all of my strength. There wasn’t much resistance as my blade pierced its skin and made it growl. It faded like the other one, leaving only one injured wolf left. 
 
    Nina and I both turned toward it as it eyeballed us. It bared its fangs to show off how sharp they were. Its claws were just as dangerous. 
 
    I dug my heels into the grass and eyed the wolf as it stalked me. “Nina…” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I watched her step back. The wolf slowly moved forward. Ten-feet away. Nine. Eight. I counted it steps until it suddenly leaped toward me with its claws aimed at me. I raised my saber up and knocked its paws away. Just as I did, Nina jumped forward and stabbed it in the side with both blades. The wolf let out a deafening whimper. I quickly followed up and thrust my saber into its open mouth. The blood splattered onto the grass and the wolf carcass faded from our weapons, any trace of it replaced by orbs of colorful Mana. 
 
    I looked at my saber and noticed there was no blood on my blade. “That’s weird…” 
 
    “These aren’t real animals. They’re just beings from another dimension.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why they call ‘em Shadows.” 
 
    Nina and I walked around the grass and let our communicators gather all of the Mana. The green, red, and blue energy flowed into the devices on our left forearms. I looked down at the ground and noticed there was still some Blue Mana sitting there. I picked up the jagged piece of rock that fit in my palm. It pulsed faintly with an aura. 
 
    “A Core,” I said. “I think Gage should be able to do something with this. You want it?” 
 
    Nina smiled softly and shook her head. “You can have it.” 
 
    I nodded and stuffed it into my pocket before heading back down to the valley. We managed to make it to the Obelisk without another encounter. The giant piece of crystal was rough on its edges with a dark purple aura resonating all around it. 
 
    “Would you like to do the honors?” I asked. 
 
    Nina twirled one of her blades in her hand then slashed at the Obelisk. It shattered like glass from the blow, releasing more of the energy into the sky like smoke before eventually disappearing. 
 
    “That should do it…” 
 
    We headed back up the valley and made it to the Junction without another encounter. I tugged at the collar on my neck to loosen it slightly. “I guess there really wasn’t any need for this. After you.” I put my saber on my belt and held my hand out to Nina. She stepped through the Junction and I followed after her. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    When I stepped back into the Junction Room, I saw Nina already looking at the display. 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: None 
 
    Status: Closed 
 
    Reopening in 29:27 
 
      
 
    The timer ticked down. “I guess it’s half an hour before we can close another Junction. Maybe we should wait a little bit and do it again.” 
 
    I gave her a smirk and she nodded. “That was fun.” 
 
    “Thanks, Liam. I appreciate you coming with me.” 
 
    “Sure… Hey, Nina. Why did you want me to come with you? I mean, you could’ve handled this Junction by yourself.” 
 
    She didn’t answer me. She just stared. The way her lips moved, I wasn’t sure if she was trying to smile or frown. But in her eyes, I saw that she wasn’t upset. 
 
    “I just… I needed to do this. The sooner we get started, the sooner all of us are better off. We’re all here for the same reason, right? To be Omegas and do our part.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I nodded softly. 
 
    She put her communicator up to mine. Both devices ringed to exchange our information. She didn’t look at me as she turned around and headed for the exit. 
 
    “…Don’t forget to level up,” she called out. 
 
    The way she walked had an elegance to it. Her posture was slightly stiff, like a model moving down a runway. It was easy to believe she was the person Quentin said she was. 
 
    I was so distracted by her I didn’t realize Dr. Bonet had walked up next to me. “You heading back in there?” he asked. “Thirty minutes until there’s a new Junction unless you take another gate.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I think I’m done for now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12: Level Up 
 
    The bright lights of the Crafting Bay illuminated a scene like nothing else. Engineers stood at their workbenches, chiseling, hammering, and welding weapons together with their electronic tools. The smell of metal welding joined the constant chorus of sparks flying from every direction. There was a warmth against my skin that felt like I was standing next to a fireplace. 
 
    I took a moment to observe some of the weapons and armor hanging from the wall. Different shades of metal plating looked sturdy enough to take the hardest blows and sharpest stabs. The swords were intricately designed steel and crafted with precise edges. In contrast, the giant mauls were as big as my entire torso. I wondered if I would get the chance to wield one of those ungodly weapons. There was also the thought about what kind of Shadows required such weapons to deal with them. 
 
    I held off on my dreams of what I might get to hold and walked up to the counter. I waited for Engineer Gage. He had his head down as he programmed a machine to make intricate cuts into a piece of metal. The spark flew up and bounced against his thick beard and the black goggles covering his eyes. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I raised my voice enough to make him look in my direction. He programmed the machine to stop then lifted his goggles up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I found something.” I pulled the Mana Core from my pocket and held it out to him as he walked up. 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” 
 
    He lowered his goggles down and went back to programming the machine through his digital tablet. 
 
    “Aren’t you the engineer who’s supposed to do something with this?” 
 
    Gage stopped again and raised his goggles back up. Despite being a few inches shorter than me, he walked over to me with a furrowed brow that made me a little uneasy. He grumbled softly to himself as he observed the jagged stone in my palm. 
 
    “Need more Mana.” 
 
    I scrunched my face in confusion. “…What?” 
 
    “Need more Mana. Even for a common Core.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “How do I know?” The offense he took was clear in his voice. “I’ve been staring at Cores for the past two decades. I’ve seen ‘em all. That’s a common Core.” 
 
    “All right. It’s common. You can still do something with it, can’t you? Like, craft it into my weapon.” 
 
    “Need more Mana.” 
 
    “I have Mana. Let me see here…” I swiped on my communicator and brought up my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 75 
 
    Blue Mana 30 
 
    Green Mana 20 
 
      
 
    “There we go. I have 30 Blue Mana. How many do I need to put this Mana into my saber?” 
 
    “A thousand.” 
 
    “A thousand?” I exclaimed. “What? That’s like 200 wolves.” 
 
    “Well, then, I guess you’d better get started.” 
 
    I sighed in disappointment, the Core looking a lot crummier than it did just a few seconds ago. Gage chuckled and patted me on the arm to console me. It was strange coming from a man like him. I guess the beard and tattoos all over his muscular arms were just for show. 
 
    “Sorry, kid. I know how it is. You’re a new recruit. Ready to run through those Junctions and take on the world. Finding your first Core is always special. But you’ll have to go on a lot more missions in order to get an upgrade. See all of my engineers in here? We’re all hard at work crafting weapons.” 
 
    He walked over to the side of the room and pointed at a table. On top of it was a small steel device that looked like a microwave without a door on it. “Put the Core in here.” 
 
    I followed his instructions and watched as a red light went over the piece of rock. The digital display lit up to show me the information. 
 
      
 
    Common Mana Core 
 
    Type: Weapon 
 
    Bonus: Increase damage by 2% 
 
      
 
    “The analyzer identifies exactly you’ve got. Feel free to come on by and use it for whatever else you find.” 
 
    “A thousand Blue Mana for 2%…” 
 
    “Sometimes that’s the difference between killing a Shadow and failing a mission.” 
 
    “I guess… Thanks, Gage.” 
 
    He gave me a smirk and slapped me so hard on the arm it stung. “I’ll see you around, kid.” 
 
    “Core’s not much… Might as well see what else I found…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The contrast between the Crafting Bay and the Med Bay was impossible not to notice. The lights were more soothing. There was no constant whir of machines. The smell was a lot more pleasant, like a ventilator was sucking up everything that would offend someone. There was even some ambient music playing in the background that made me relaxed. 
 
    I walked around the Med Bay until Dr. Marchal walked up to me and bowed her head. 
 
    “Private Aldridge,” the blond doctor smiled. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You remember me?” 
 
    “I’ll be honest. There are a lot of cadets on campus. But it’s easy to remember an Adept. I’m the one who collected your compatibility results, remember?” 
 
    “Right… We’ll see if I can do what everybody expects of me.” 
 
    “Stay focused and I’m sure you will. Adepts aren’t completely uncommon but every one I’ve seen has never failed to meet their lofty expectations. Now, is there something you needed? Are you injured?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just got back from my first Junction. I collected some Red Mana. You mentioned leveling my stats with it. How exactly would I do that?” 
 
    “It’s a simple process. This way.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal led me over to the side of the room where there was a free station. The digital screen took up most of the wall with only the small silver compartment for a chair right underneath it. She scrolled through the display with her finger then pointed at it. 
 
    “You can use any station here in the Med Bay. If you want to level up, all you have to do is hold your communicator up to it.” 
 
    I followed her instructions and my communicator flashed with information. The display on the wall said ‘analyzing’ upon it until my information showed up. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 1 Private Cavalier 
 
    (50 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 7 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 9 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    Red Mana available: 75 
 
      
 
    Would you like to increase your level? 
 
      
 
    “Increasing your level gives you an ability point. You can use it to increase one of your main stats.” 
 
    “Nothing for hit points or endurance, huh?” 
 
    “Understanding Red Mana is still a new science. We’re working on it.” 
 
    “Right. I guess I should level up then.” 
 
    “I should mention that your stats will change upon changing your class. A Vanguard will always have higher durability than others. A Zealot will always have the greatest strength but low speed. It’s important to consider where you put your stat points, especially as an Adept who may be changing classes at one point.” 
 
    “So… If I increase my durability as a Cavalier, it’ll be even higher if I decide to be a Vanguard.” 
 
    “That’s correct. Play to your strengths. Balance out your weaknesses. You’ll also have squadmates to fight alongside you to compensate. The choice is yours how you level up.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I scratched my chin and sighed. “And I thought it’d be an easy decision.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal laughed softly and put a hand on my arm. “Every level you gain makes you stronger, regardless of what you decide to upgrade. It’s simply a matter of how you choose to improve yourself. Make your style on the battlefield your own.” 
 
    The stats on display were all enticing. Every one of them was useful, even control. I figured I would increase my strength since it was the lowest stat I had. I swiped my finger on the display and selected yes. 
 
    “Your communicator will lock onto your wrist. It needs to inject the Red Mana into your body to apply the level up. The discomfort is jarring for some.” 
 
    The dull piece of gray metal began to vibrate like a cell phone. I watched as the screen on the wall indicated the acceptance of my level up. Suddenly, my communicator tightened. It squeezed around my arm so tight I thought my blood vessels would burst. I sighed softly through gritted teeth. But then the strangest feeling occurred. A warmth resonated from my arm and spread through me like it was coursing through my veins. 
 
    “It’s… hot. Like my blood is on fire.” 
 
    “That’s the Red Mana. It’s accelerating your cells and applying the bonus to you.” 
 
    My communicator loosened around my arm. I looked down at my new stats and saw my strength increased. 
 
    “You can level up at the station here in the Med Bay or use a universal tablet located all over the campus for your convenience. Make sure you level up often so you can challenge the more difficult Junctions. One level might not seem like a difference now but you’ll see it on the battlefield.” 
 
    My level had only increased by one. But I swore my body was different. And that was enough for me to work a satisfied smile onto my lips. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere in the dormitory dining hall wasn’t much different from the one in the Nerve Center. The smell of fresh food filled the air, joining the loud chatter from all of the Omegas and recruits. There weren’t any LOD officials or employees present, so everybody in the room was young. 
 
    After my first successful Junction and wandering around the Nerve Center, I figured I would head over for an early dinner. Quentin was more than eager to join me. 
 
    “What have you been doing?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged as he took a bite of his cheeseburger. “I was just hanging around the Central Square. You know, they gave us some starting credits but I figured I’d save it. So… I just sat around and took a nap. It’s pretty nice around here. I could get used to this campus. Climate controlled. Free food. A room to stay. Not to mention the scenery is pretty nice.” 
 
    He looked over at the table next to us where some female recruits were chitchatting with one another. 
 
    “Which reminds me, how was it? You have fun with Nina?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, hiding my smile behind a forkful of mac and cheese. “I wouldn’t call going through a Junction ‘fun.’” 
 
    “You know what I meant. She asked you to come along with you. That’s why I didn’t wanna go. You know, be the third wheel and all that.” 
 
    “Right. And I suppose it’s got nothing to do with you not being able to move.” I poked his arm and he jerked it back. 
 
    “Hey! I’m soft and mushy right now…” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to expect but we did all right. It was a low-level Junction. Three wolves came at us. We fought ‘em then we destroyed the Obelisk.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then we left and the Junction closed.” 
 
    He put his burger down and leaned forward across the table. “That’s it? You mean to tell me nothing else happened.” 
 
    “Um… I found a Core and leveled up.” 
 
    “Aren’t you wondering why Nina asked you to go through a Junction with her?” 
 
    “I wondered and I asked her.” 
 
    “And?” The eagerness in Quentin’s eyes made me laugh so hard I had to stop everything I was doing. 
 
    I fell forward in my seat, rubbing my fingers against my forehead. “I came here to be an Omega and here I am gossiping like a damn schoolgirl…” 
 
    “It’s not gossip. It’s… tactical information.” 
 
    “Right… Well, I hate to disappoint you but Nina didn’t tell me anything. Not that it matters. We closed a dimension, I found a Core and I gained a level. That’s what’s important.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point.” Quentin picked up his burger and took a bite. His already pudgy cheeks looked even bigger when they were stuffed. He looked me up and down curiously then poked his index finger into my bicep. “How do you feel?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s only one level but I feel a little stronger. Haven’t really tested it though.” 
 
    “The first of many levels. Janice’s gonna give us our first missions tomorrow. And we’ve got more class training, too. Just started and we’ve already got a full plate.” 
 
    “The only plate I’m concerned with is this mac and cheese. After that, I’m gonna go to my room and sleep. I really need to get used to waking up early.” 
 
    “That’s very commendable, Liam. You’re a shining beacon for the other recruits. A great example.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I rolled my eyes as he chuckled at me. 
 
    Another day on campus had my hands full. With mission assignments and more training on the horizon, I knew my hands would stay full. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13: Cavalier 
 
    At 0600, the soft bells ringing through the dormitory were accompanied by the buzz of the alarm on my communicator. After sleeping in early the night before, waking up so early wasn’t the annoyance I thought it would be. 
 
    I stepped into the shower then into my new uniform, leaving the previous one in the chute to be taken and laundered. After grabbing a quick bagel from the dining hall, I made my way to the Nerve Center with the rest of the recruits. Of course, Quentin was nowhere to be found, having probably slept in. 
 
    It was time to work though. Standing in the training lab next to the other Cavaliers, I watched as Captain Hamilton stood in front of us and puffed his chest out. He held his saber up in front of his face. 
 
    “Sharpened to an edge that’ll cut through anything that might try to resist. Just the tip is pointed enough to pierce through the thickest armors. As long as you have the proper strength, that is. Your saber is your offense.” 
 
    The way Hamilton spoke of his saber made it look even more formidable than it was. The blade glistened with a polished shine from the bright lights of the training lab. 
 
    Hamilton sheathed his weapon on his hip then pointed his chin up to look as formal as he always did. “If you continue your training properly, the engineers will craft a blade for you to your liking. The weight. The length. The edge. Even the color itself can be modified to your preference.” 
 
    Hamilton moved closer to the Cavaliers standing in a line. “You will have to make do with the training saber given to you. Now that you have a weapon, today is about proper defense.” 
 
    He stopped in his tracks and tapped the metal on his chest. He pointed at the black Omega symbol branded into it. Underneath it, five-stars were branded the same. 
 
    “This is what you are,” he said. “You are a representative of the Legion Omega Defense. And when you succeed in your Mastery Examinations, you will receive the stars appropriate to indicate your level of skill. I know what you’re thinking. What is the benefit of getting stars and increasing your rank?” 
 
    He put his hands behind his back and continued pacing back and forth. “An increased stipend and other credit bonuses. The chance to travel through high-level Junctions. Better weapons and abilities. Some would say the added benefit is the admiration of your comrades.” 
 
    Having met Rhys, it was easy for me to believe glory was a motivation. 
 
    “But it all comes back to one thing.” Hamilton straightened up and looked down his nose at us. “The Legion Omega Defense exists to protect the innocents on Earth from the threats of Pandora. We haven’t had an invasion since the First Event. It is your duty to make sure it stays that way. You are the first and last line of defense.” Hamilton tapped his fingers against the LOD logo on his chest. “Never forget why you’re doing this.” 
 
    The lab fell silent. Hamilton didn’t say anything as if he were attempting to let his words resonate. Honestly, it did a decent job of getting through to me. 
 
    Douglas gulped next to me like he was anxious. Hamilton smirked and the tension in the room disappeared. 
 
    “Now… As I mentioned earlier, today’s lesson is on defense.” He pointed to the side of the room. “Head to your specified locker near the Junction Room. There you’ll find the armor suited to your specifications. Suit up and get back here as fast as you can.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I held my hands out and looked down at my gloved palms. The top of my hand was covered in the same hard shell as the rest of my body but my palms were covered in a black, almost sticky rubber. That alone was enough to make me gawk in awe but I had to look at the rest of me. 
 
    From my toes all the way up to my neck, sheets of light-blue plates gave me a suit of form-fitting armor like something out of a science-fiction movie. I ran my fingers over my chest and realized this was real though. Every line, every curve, every angle, every edge. Every piece of my metal suit was laser-cut with machine precision. It hugged my body tight but wasn’t constricting. Even though it was sturdy, it wasn’t bulky. Somehow, the engineers managed to make a wetsuit made of flexible metal. 
 
    The other recruits next to me were going over their armor with the same kind of amazement. 
 
    “Your armor was designed to protect you against the worst threats of Pandora,” Hamilton explained. “A solid half-an-inch thick. A tempered steel exoskeleton suit. Your bones are the hardest part of your body. Now you’ve got a new layer of skin strong enough to withstand hard blows. Don’t be fooled. You can still move. Take a moment to bend your arms and knees. Flex your fingers. Turn your neck.” 
 
    Somehow, the armor managed to feel secure but not hold me down. 
 
    “Your armor isn’t tempered as hard at your joints to give you maximum flexibility. Flexibility is important if you’re going to move on the battlefield. But it can also be a weakness. A weakness the Shadows in Pandora also share.” 
 
    He unsheathed his sword and pointed it at the different spots of my body. “The knees. The elbows. The neck. Even the fingers. Short of splitting a beast’s head open or driving your saber through its gut, disabling something is the next best thing. Be aware of your own weak points and you will learn your opponent has them as well.” 
 
    Brian and Douglas were still flexing their hands to see how well their armor fit them. Paige stood with her hands behind her back. Despite her small frame, she was still intimidating with her armor on. I guess it was just because it was such a big difference from the top and skirt I usually saw her in. 
 
    Captain Hamilton took a step back and pointed at me. “You’re already wearing a Recall Box. Good. Should your life end and your brain function cease to exist, the Recall Box will automatically transport you to the Med Bay for genetic recomposition. Many have fallen in Pandora but they’ve all returned to their feet. 
 
    “You’ve taken a day to learn how to attack. Now you can apply that knowledge without hesitation. Reynolds, Jamison, Costa. Put on a Recall Box. It’s time to do some real sparring.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Paige stood several meters across from me on the polished black granite of the training lab. Her long, dark hair tied over her head, she gave me a focused, brown-eyed stare. She twisted her lips and swallowed, making her throat bob up and down behind her Recall Box. She held her saber out in front of her with both hands and pointed the tip of the blade at me. 
 
    “Your armor was designed to take a blow from your sabers,” Hamilton said. “But a sustained attack will push through anything, even if they don’t appear strong enough. When it comes to being a Cavalier, a superior offense will always defeat a superior defense. That doesn’t mean you should attack recklessly. You learned how to slash, thrust and parry. Learn the difference between relentlessness and patience. Also remember your Recall Box will protect you. Now is not the time to hold back, recruits… Show me what you’re capable of.” 
 
    “Ahh!” Paige charged forward without hesitation. I quickly raised my sword up and turned it sideways to parry two hard slashes, bouncing her sword away. I returned the favor and slashed back but she did a cartwheel back to avoid it. 
 
    “Hmm…” Hamilton said. “A deftness usually reserved for Striders. Impressive.” 
 
    “Let’s go, guys!” Douglas suddenly got into it. “Show ‘em what you’re made of!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Brian joined in. 
 
    To think that Paige looked like a schoolgirl just a few minutes ago made me hold back a laugh. Now she was smirking at me with her saber up, ready to punch a hole through my chest. 
 
    “All right.” I gave her a nod. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I charged forward to meet her and raised my saber up. Our swords clashed in a loud bang that echoed against the silver steel walls of the lab. My gloved palms absorbed all of the reverberations from the collision, making it easier for me to bring my saber down and thrust with it. But again Paige moved her body to the side and stabbed at me. I wasn’t able to move out of the way and took the blade in my left arm. Her saber sheared through the metal just enough to pierce my skin. 
 
    “Ahh…” I grunted through gritted teeth from the sting. I immediately began to feel the blood leaking from the wound in my armor. 
 
    “Nothing quite like the searing pain of a stab,” Hamilton said. “Get used to it. If you can’t fight without maximum hit points, you’ll never be an Omega.” 
 
    I glanced at my communicator and saw my hit points had dropped. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 88 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t about to let it stop me though. I gritted my teeth and pressed my attack. Two hard slashes were parried by the black-haired recruit. I raised my weapon up for a third slash. Paige quickly moved her saber up to parry again but I lowered my saber down and stabbed her in the arm to return the favor. 
 
    “Ahh!” Paige stumbled back in pain and grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Just as you shouldn’t stop because of a wound, you shouldn’t stop to admire your work until your opponent is defeated,” Hamilton spoke. “Continue.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, guys!” Brian shouted. “Keep going!” 
 
    Undeterred by her injury, Paige raised her weapon up and screamed as she charged back at me. She swung at me recklessly to the point I was able to see her coming and parry her blows. But she kept attacking so hard and fast, one of them caught me in the side. I winced in pain but stayed on my feet. 
 
    “Fight back,” Hamilton said. 
 
    His words inspired me in a way I didn’t expect them to. I raised my sword up and slammed it into Paige’s side. The bow was hard enough to cut through the armor. I knew I’d drawn skin when she stumbled back and fell to a knee. I rushed forward and pointed the tip of my saber right at her throat. She responded by moving her blade up and pushed the edge against my neck. 
 
    “Stop!” Hamilton walked forward slowly and nodded. “Well done.” 
 
    The hard focus in Paige’s eyes disappeared, softening into the friendliness I was used to seeing. I held my hand out and helped her up to her feet. Brian and Douglas walked up and patted us on the back. 
 
    “Nice job,” the shaggy-haired blond Brian said. 
 
    “Thanks, Brian,” I said. “Maybe you and I will spar.” 
 
    “Sparring is intense,” Hamilton said. “I prefer it be that way so you’re not caught by surprise. Jamison. Reynolds. You’re up next.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Though they were able to draw blood, Douglas and Brian fought to a stalemate. Sparring had finished well within the hour but with how tired everybody was, it felt like a lot longer. All four of us stood bloodied and exhausted as Captain Hamilton stood before us. 
 
    “You know the basics of your weapon and how to attack. You know the weak points of your armor and thus, the weak points of your opponents. To be a Cavalier, you must be willing to stand on the frontlines and lead by example. You can now head through a Junction and be that example. 
 
    “I will be here for you. Acquire Green Mana and learn new abilities. I will teach you how to harness those abilities. But don’t ignore the basics. Slashes and thrusts are the foundation for every successful fight. 
 
    “After you complete your first missions, you will be given the chance to become an Omega and be allowed to take the oath. Gain more levels. Acquire more experience. Do not be afraid to visit the Med and Crafting Bays for assistance. When you are ready, see me for your Mastery Examination to increase your rank. I warn you though. Don’t challenge unless you’re truly prepared. There’s nothing less satisfying than the wasted time of a failed challenge… Even I still venture through Junctions to do my part. Now it’s time to do yours.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I sat inside of the Med Bay while one of the doctors worked a dermal regenerator over my arm. The soft electric buzz against my skin was warm but pleasant. He wiped the blood away and there was no injury to be found. 
 
    “I guess you must get tired of healing injuries like this,” I said. 
 
    The doctor shook his head. “A minor wound. You should see what the Vanguards look like after sparring.” 
 
    “Hmm… Poor Quentin…” I chuckled softly as the doctor helped me back to my feet. 
 
    “Nothing serious,” the doctor said. “Your arm is fine. Your stomach is, too. You’re cleared to go through a Junction if you like.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I walked over to where Paige sat. Her hair was a little messier than usual and her face was dirty from the sweat on her brow but she was still smiling as the doctor finished taking care of her. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    She gave me a shrug and smirked. “It’s the first time I’ve ever been stabbed but I think I’ll get used to it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her and chuckled. 
 
    “It was good sparring with you. We should do it again. It’s… good practice.” 
 
    It was strange to think we were trying to kill each other and now we were being friendly. I gave her a nod and sighed. “I’m cool with that.” 
 
    Douglas and Brian walked over to us after taking care of their own injuries. Brian’s long, wiry frame was more apparent without his shirt on. Douglas, on the other hand, had an even more noticeable gut sticking out of his shirt. 
 
    Douglas rubbed the scruffy hairs of his beard and shrugged. “I guess that’s it, huh? We learn the basics and they send us off.” 
 
    “What else do we need?” Brian said. “The best lessons are through a Junction anyway.” 
 
    “We won’t really be fighting together though. Squad sizes are limited and bringing more than one Cavalier isn’t optimal.” 
 
    I didn’t tell them there was a chance I’d change classes, so the possibility was still on the table. 
 
    “We’re still part of the same wave of recruits,” Paige said. “We’re the only Cavaliers. This… It’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    We looked around at one another. I’d only known them for a few days but the camaraderie was undeniable. 
 
    “That’s right,” Brian said. “We’re the Cavaliers. You’ll be seeing my name up on that scoreboard, real soon.” 
 
    “Sounds like a challenge,” Douglas said. 
 
    “I’m up for it,” Paige added. 
 
    They all turned to me with smiles growing on their lips. I sighed softly through my nose and nodded. “Good luck, guys.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14: Junction… Officially 
 
    The new recruits gathered in the main hall of the Nerve Center. The large circular room was big enough to house all of us and give space to everybody walking by. 
 
    Janice stood next to a small podium at the center of the room where a digital display the size of a computer monitor stood on top of it. The brunette swiped through it with her finger as she spoke to us. 
 
    “By now, you’ve seen that these universal displays are located all over campus. Here you’ll find campus time, maps, current world status in the Junction Room, and the abilities shop. The last thing I’ll show you is this.” 
 
    She swiped through it and the last display came up. It listed all of the names of the recruits in alphabetical order with a headshot right next to it. 
 
    “Squad assignments,” she said. “In order to ease your transition into Pandora, you’ll be going through Junctions in groups of three. There are twenty-four of you, so that’s eight squads total. You’re free to choose who you’d like to be in a squad with. If not, one will be assigned to you. Remember. This isn’t just a matter of selecting who you want to fight alongside with because they’re your friends. Give careful consideration to class composition. After you’ve made a decision, I’ll give you your first mission assignments.” 
 
    The recruits all murmured as they spoke to one another. There was some excitement in everybody’s eyes. Understandable, since we were finally getting a chance to officially step through a Junction. 
 
    “I always hated group projects in school,” Quentin said to me. “I always hated picking teams in gym class, too. Always last. Nobody ever wanted to deal with me. That and there’s that asshole who never did his share.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “This is different though. You know you can count on me out there.” 
 
    “Right. Now all we need is a third—” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    We both turned around and saw Nina standing there. She crossed her arms and shifted her eyes back and forth between Quentin and me. The seemingly emotionless stare made it hard to tell what she was thinking so I stopped trying to figure her out. 
 
    “You two,” she said. “And me. That’s three.” 
 
    “Uh…” Quentin looked at me, his mouth half-open like the words were stuck in his throat. 
 
    “A Cavalier, a Vanguard, and a Strider,” I said. “Good comp.” 
 
    I didn’t think twice about it and walked over to Janice. She punched the information into her own tablet and the information updated on the display for me to see. 
 
    “I have your information,” she said. “It’s registered on your communicator as well. If for some reason you don’t have it on you, you can check one of the displays all over campus to double-check. There you can find your squad as well as your weekly mission assignments. Check to see if it’ll come up now.” 
 
    I swiped the screen on my communicator and the white digital text showed up on the blue backdrop. 
 
      
 
    CURRENT MISSIONS 
 
      
 
    Defeat 50 Shadows in Pandora 
 
    Reward: $250 
 
      
 
    Complete 1 Junction 
 
    Reward: $100 
 
      
 
    Increase Your Level 
 
    Reward: $50 
 
      
 
    “You’ll receive a weekly stipend of 500 dollars at the beginning of each week. These missions are extra incentive to perform. Keep in mind, when your level and rank increase, you’ll have the option of accepting more difficult missions for greater rewards. Everything goes toward the efforts of keeping Pandora’s threat level low. Also keep in mind not to push yourself. Missions are never mandatory, always optional.” 
 
    Janice’s cheery attitude and pigtails made me smile even though I knew how serious this was. She tilted her head sideways and raised her eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    “It looks like everything is set. But it says here I’m still just a Private. When am I actually an Omega?” 
 
    “It’s your first week. Once you get accustomed to things, then you’ll have an opportunity to take the oath. Only then will officially be instated as an Omega. From there, you’ll be able to increase your Star and Omega ranks for your chosen class.” 
 
    “Right… This oath you’re talking about. Do people not make it?” I scoffed at the thought. 
 
    But the Janice’s usually beaming smile turned into something half-hearted. It was so strange to see the concern in her eyes. For a second, I thought she was joking. 
 
    “The first wave of recruits was double what it is now,” she said. “Look around you. There’s a good possibility you won’t see some of these faces again. As the dangers in Pandora increase, the pain only becomes greater. It takes a special person to deal with it.” 
 
    Everybody was laughing and chatting like excited college students about to graduate. But this was only the beginning. 
 
    “There’s no shame in turning around and leaving,” Janice said. “Not everyone is meant to be an Omega.” 
 
    “I guess I’m about to find out.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Quentin stomped forward in his armor with his arms out. Every step he took rattled the polished black granite underneath his armored heels. The dark blue armor looked as thick and durable as I expected a Vanguard to wear. The arms and legs were three times the size of his actual limbs. His chest bulged out to make his waist look tapered. His shoulders were as high as his head, which looked smaller in comparison to the rest of him. 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’ve still got your hair,” I said. “If you were bald, your head would look like a pebble.” 
 
    “No kidding,” he said. “I think that’s why Captain Bell grows his beard out. You know… This armor’s a lot more flexible than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to stand around when we’re out there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Check this out.” He held his right hand out. I stared at his forearm and watched the compartment open up. Small sheets of silver metal started to appear, connecting to each other like a steel puzzle. They formed a rectangle nearly as tall as him. He slammed the thick piece of metal on the ground with a thunk. 
 
    “Steve Rogers, baby! Just stay behind me while I lead the way.” 
 
    “Hmm…” The confident smile on his lips made me chuckle. “All you need is a maul in the other hand to complete the ensemble.” 
 
    “That’s the dream, ain’t it? Maybe one day… But first, let’s see if we can do this first Junction together. Do you see her?” 
 
    Quentin and I looked around the Junction Room. I didn’t have to search far to notice her. A girl like Nina stood out in a crowd. And with the armor she wore replacing her uniform, I would have to be blind not to see her. 
 
    She walked up to us and put her hands on her hips. Quentin shifted his eyes up and down, his jaw lowered. I was waiting for his tongue to roll out like a red carpet. I couldn’t really blame him. 
 
    Nina’s armor was a dark violet and nowhere near as bulky as ours. A pair of long heels led up to her thighs, leaving an open space of light skin before her purple shorts. Her armored top pushed her breasts up to make her waist seem even slimmer than I thought. Her stomach was bare, flat and as pale as the rest of her body. Armored gloves up to her elbows completed the ensemble. What she managed to hide underneath her uniform all this time was surprising, to say the least.  
 
    Quentin wasn’t shy about gawking at her as she tied her auburn red hair up over her head. 
 
    “Are you ready?” She clamped her Recall Box around her neck then eyed the two of us. 
 
    “Hey.” I nudged Quentin in the chest to break him out of the daze he was in. “Focus.” 
 
    Quentin scratched the top of his head with his armored fingers and shrugged. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “You’re the Cavalier,” Nina said to me. “I think you should be squad leader. That way there’s no bickering over what to do.” 
 
    We followed Nina over to one of the gates. I read the display next to it. 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: None 
 
    Status: Open 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second,” Quentin said. “Level 3? I don’t know about this…” 
 
    “The level is only a recommendation,” Nina said. “With proper teamwork, we can complete this. Unless you intend on waiting for another Junction to open up.” 
 
    Quentin sighed and looked at me. “I’ll go where you go.” 
 
    “Teamwork,” I said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I stepped onto the grassy field and inhaled a deep breath. The fresh soil filled my nostrils and cleared my lungs. The sun was out but the cool breeze whistling by kept my skin from burning up. 
 
    “Over there.” Nina quickly pointed toward the hill where the dark purple energy of the Obelisk resonated. “Our target is on that plateau.” 
 
    “Be ready for anything,” I said. 
 
    Quentin brought out his metal shield and held it against his body as he walked with me. Nina unsheathed her katanas as she strolled right behind us. 
 
    “I wonder what they’ve got in store for us…” 
 
    Quentin had barely finished when the sky began to flash in front of us. A ball of white light appeared and three large black boars popped out from it, landing on the grass with a thud. They snorted loud together, their squeals screaming through the sky. 
 
    “Quentin,” I said. “Shield up. Knock ‘em down. Nina, wait for an opening.” 
 
    They both nodded to me and took their positions. Quentin stomped his feet into the ground as the boars charged at him. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Steady…” 
 
    “Any time now, Liam.” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Quentin raised his shield up and dashed forward, slamming his shield into the boars and knocking them on their sides. They squealed on the ground as they struggled to get back up to their feet. 
 
    Nina sped forward and plunged her blades into one of the beasts to make it scream even louder before it faded into nothing. 
 
    I moved next to one of the boars and raised my saber up. My hard slash dug into its neck and spilled black blood everywhere on the grass. I didn’t take the time to admire my attack before quickly dispatching the last one in the same manner. 
 
    The beasts all disappeared, replaced by colorful Mana scattered all over the ground. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Quentin eagerly soaked up the Mana with his communicator. “Is that all they got?” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The sky crackled again as energy formed in front of us. Another shot like thunder boomed behind us. Another flash of white light appeared and two groups of boars spilled out on both sides of us. 
 
    “You just had to open your mouth, didn’t you?” I said. 
 
    “Stay focused,” Nina said. “What’s the plan, squad leader?” 
 
    The boars began rubbing their feet against the grass like they were all ready to charge at once. It was the first time I’d ever found myself in a situation like this. Rather than think about how strange it was, I knew I had to do something. So I did the first thing that came to my mind. 
 
    “Quentin, ready for the three in front of us. Nina, stay in position. Both of you, wait for my signal.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m giving the signal.” 
 
    She gave me a skeptical look before nodding and readying her blades. 
 
    Quentin slammed his shield into the grass and stood his ground. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Liam…” 
 
    “Steady… Wait for it…” 
 
    The boars circled around us several meters away. When they charged, it wouldn’t take more than a few seconds for them to reach us. 
 
    I breathed softly, not letting my heartrate get the best of me. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead. My jaw clenched. My muscles tightened. Practicing in the training lab was one thing. Leading a fight was another. I couldn’t stand back and watch. Now was the time to see what I was made of. 
 
    The black beasts squealed and charged. I waited a second before calling it out. 
 
    “Quentin! Now!” 
 
    Quentin raised his shield up and dashed forward. His thick metal shield collided with three of the boars. The blow was hard enough to knock him off balance but they got the worst of it, scattering across the grass and struggling to get back up to their feet. 
 
    “Nina! Get up!” 
 
    The Strider quickly spun out of the way of the next group of boars going for her. I moved in her position and parried away one of the boars diving at her. I turned my saber back up and plunged it underneath the underside of the boar and it let out a scream before exploding into Mana. 
 
    “Take the others out!” I yelled. 
 
    Nina and Quentin worked together to go after the beasts he’d knocked down. The other two remaining locked their attention on me. 
 
    They circled around me, taking my front and back. I squeezed my grip around the black leather hilt. They charged forward at the same time, leaping into the air right at me. I ducked down just in time. With all of my strength, I thrust up and caught one of the boars. The tip of my blade was sharp enough to push through its flesh despite the resistance. 
 
    I recovered as fast as I could then spun around, slashing my saber down hard. The blade cleaved through the other boar’s side until I hit bone. The blood spilled from its black flesh before it faded and nothing but Mana remained. 
 
    Nina and Quentin didn’t have much trouble taking out the other boars, as they were already absorbing the Mana into their communicators. 
 
    “Good call, Liam,” Quentin said. “Some fat pigs aren’t gonna stop us from closing this dimension. I don’t care what level they are.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to celebrate,” Nina said. “The Obelisk is the only objective.” 
 
    We continued our walk through the grassy fields. The increasing winds against my face almost made me forget about why we were here in the first place. I held my blade up and noticed it was polished clean despite how much blood stained it just a few moments ago. It looked like every bit of the Shadows here turned into Mana, including what they left behind. 
 
    “I sure hope the next Junction doesn’t have a hill,” Quentin said. “A nice downward slope into a valley would be nice with this armor. Maybe I should wear some of that Strider gear Nina is wearing.” 
 
    “Don’t make me think about that,” I said. 
 
    The ascension up the hill wasn’t long. We reached the plateau where the Obelisk stood a few meters away from us. The purple energy created an aura around it like smoke. 
 
    “Who wants to do the honors?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Quentin said. “I’ve always wanted to smash through a window like a linebacker. This is the next best thing.” 
 
    “After you.” 
 
    Quentin readied himself and lowered his shield over his arm. He stomped his foot in the grass like a bull preparing to charge. I took a step back and smirked at the sight even though Nina wasn’t as amused. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Quentin was just about to charge forward when white lines like lightning appeared next to the Obelisk. A sound like thunder shattered the air and white light flashed bright enough to make me shut my eyes. I opened them quickly to see a giant lion twice the size of a normal one leap out. 
 
    It dug its claws into the grass and roared loud enough the wind from it blew against my cheeks. Seeing a lion behind bars at the zoo was one thing. Staring down a giant one that had its eyes on you was something I never imagined I would have to deal with. 
 
    “One lion,” Quentin said. “A little more dangerous than a pig but nothing we can’t handle—” 
 
    The sky flashed again. Another lion roared and hopped out to the one next to it. Their manes thick and their fur golden, the beasts puffed their chests out proudly as they bared their fangs. 
 
    “Two lions,” Quentin said. “Just as long as there’s not a third one…” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Nina asked. 
 
    “Quentin, cover Nina. Nina, move around. Wait for Quentin to create an opening for you.” 
 
    “Lions move kinda fast,” Quentin said. “I don’t know if I can keep up with two of ‘em.” 
 
    “One. I’ll deal with the other one.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Nina shot a look at me like she was worried. 
 
    “I’ve got a Recall Box.” I gave her a wink and ran forward. Quentin charged right next to me, knocking one of the lions back. Nina rushed up to take it down but it was quickly back up to its feet, snatching at her and forcing her to back off. 
 
    I managed to get the attention of the other lion. I stepped back on the plateau as it stalked me. It moved forward with its head down, its unblinking yellow eyes locked on me. 
 
    “Parry. Slash. Thrust. No problem.” 
 
    I mouthed the words softly to myself. I’d done them hundreds if not thousands of times in training. Now that it mattered more than anything else, I suddenly found myself wondering if I would be able to pull it off. 
 
    I wouldn’t have to wait long for an answer. The beast lowered its jaw to give me a good look down its throat. Another roar blew the wind in my direction. My jaw clenched, I dug my heels into the grass to stand my ground. 
 
    “Come on… Let’s go!” 
 
    As if answering my challenge, the lion ran forward and leaped right at me. I turned my blade sideways and parried its swipes before its claws could reach me. But the weight of the lion was too strong and it managed to pounce on top of me. It slashed against my face, digging its claws into my cheek. The stinging pain was like nothing else. It made me grimace but I ignored it long enough to thrust my saber into its side. It howled as it backed away from me. 
 
    I rushed up to my feet and wiped my cheek to see how much I was bleeding. A quick glance at my communicator showed I’d lost only a few hit points. 
 
    On the other hand, the lion took the worst of it. Blood trickled from its golden fur and dripped onto the grass. Still it remained on all fours. 
 
    On the other side of the plateau, Quentin chased after the lion to try and pin it down while Nina continued to cartwheel around it. I couldn’t help them until I was done with this lion though. 
 
    “Okay.” I gave the lion a nod and straightened up with my saber in front of my face. “You’re too heavy. Can’t let you pounce on me again. A superior offense always beats a superior defense.” 
 
    I pushed my heels into the grass and ran forward. The lion didn’t hesitate to meet me. Its strides were a lot faster than mine. It leaped into the air with its claws aimed right at my face. At the last moment, I fell to a knee and thrust up, hoping to catch the lion. 
 
    My aim was better than I expected. The tip of my saber met some resistance but soft flesh was no match for a blade. I pierced the lion completely, impaling my saber through its stomach and out the top of its body. Its roar rang in my ears before it exploded into Mana all around me. 
 
    I didn’t stop to collect anything, quickly rushing forward to join Quentin and Nina. The other lion turned its attention to me, only to be blindsided from a charge by Quentin. Nina came from behind and sunk her blades into its back. The lion roared in defeat. It burst into Mana and Nina fell to the grass beneath her. 
 
    We all took a deep breath as we stared at one another. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Quentin said to me. “You all right?” 
 
    I wiped the stinging scratch on my cheek and shrugged. “If I can’t handle a little HP loss, I’ll never make it as an Omega. Come on. Let’s break this thing and close this Junction. We’ve got a lot more gates to run through.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15: Team Spirit 
 
    I’d spent most of my time on campus moving between the dormitories and the Nerve Center that I never had a chance to visit the Central Square. At night, it had the perfect combination of life and peacefulness I was looking for. 
 
    It was later in the evening when we closed our last dimension for the day. After climbing out of our armor and freshening up in our rooms, we put our uniforms back on and headed out to the Central Square to unwind. 
 
    Some students relaxed in the open grassy areas and enjoyed the view of the stars above. Others relaxed outside of the variety of robot restaurants. Some LOD officials in uniform patrolled the area but everybody was enjoying themselves too much to notice them. 
 
    We all agreed to meet outside of a pizza joint that gave us a decent look at the Central Square. 
 
    “You know, if it weren’t for the Nerve Center in the distance, I  wouldn’t believe we’re inside of a top-secret military base.” 
 
    “We’re still stuck here,” Quentin said. “It’s been so long since I’ve been able to use my phone. No Internet is pretty crummy. Then again, I’ve been pretty busy anyway.” 
 
    “There’s an Internet cafe around the corner.” 
 
    “Yeah but it’s not private.” 
 
    “What are you browsing exactly?” 
 
    I arched a knowing eyebrow. Quentin unashamedly gave me a shrug. “I’m a twenty-one-year-old man, Liam. I’ve got needs.” 
 
    “I’m not offended but maybe you shouldn’t talk like that when Nina’s around.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. You’d think Nina Higashi would be used to hearing guys talk like that, considering her background.” 
 
    Nina arrived a few moments later. She placed the tray down in front of us. Steam rose from the fresh pizza. The aroma of peppers, sausage, and herbs filled my nostrils. My mouth watered and I forgot about everything we were just talking about. 
 
    “Take a moment to let it cool,” Nina said. “It’s fresh from the oven.” 
 
    “You know, this pizza looks pretty good,” Quentin said. “You’d think it’d be cheaper with a robot making it. Ten bucks isn’t a very good deal. Maybe I can have something delivered here for cheaper.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Give Dominoes a call. Tell ‘em to drive into the desert and look for the invisible military base.” 
 
    Quentin and I had a laugh but Nina looked away like something was bothering her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    She shifted her gaze toward me and smiled softly. Underneath the moonlight, her porcelain skin looked even more clear and unblemished. 
 
    “We’ve had a long day,” she said. “I’m tired.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Quentin said. “We closed four Junctions. Not bad for a first day of work. I’ve got enough Red Mana to gain like five levels at least. Check this out, guys. I’ve been thinking. My speed stat is pretty low. If I increase it, I can move around faster on the battlefield. Lions, tigers, bears, wolves. Whatever. They won’t know what hit ‘em when I charge through. What do you think?” 
 
    Quentin smiled with an enthusiasm that made it obvious he was hiding something. I leaned forward slightly and squinted. He moved closer just the same, looking me back in the eye. 
 
    “Quentin… You’ll never be a Strider,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, come on! I’ve got what it takes! I pump enough Red Mana into my speed and I’ll be zooming all over the place!” 
 
    “It’s not about being a Strider. Nina, our friend Quentin here has a crush on Captain Valentine. What do you think his chances are?” 
 
    Quentin held his hands out and gave her the kind of open-mouthed smile a shady car salesman would. 
 
    Nina observed him for a moment. “Do you enjoy breathing?” 
 
    “…Uh, what?” Quentin shook his head in confusion. 
 
    I widened my eyes at Nina, unsure I’d heard her correctly. 
 
    “Well… I don’t know where that’s coming from but I’d say that I do.” 
 
    “If you do, I suggest you stay in your current class. I’ve been in the training lab with Captain Valentine. She’s well aware of the kind of interest she draws. I think she’d eviscerate anybody who gave her any unwanted attention.” 
 
    Quentin turned to me and shrugged. “Durability it is. Did I mention how great you are, Nina? Zipping all over the place the way you do…” He rubbed his hands together and grabbed a slice of pizza. I listened to the loud sound of his munching while I looked down at my communicator display.  
 
      
 
    CURRENT MISSIONS 
 
      
 
    Defeat 50 Shadows in Pandora 
 
    Reward: $250 
 
      
 
    Complete 1 Junction 
 
    Reward: $100 
 
    COMPLETED 
 
      
 
    Increase Your Level 
 
    Reward: $50 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got enough Red Mana for another level, so that means I’ve already completed two missions,” I said. “After that, the only thing left to do is beat up some more Shadows.” 
 
    “Quentin and I have the same missions as you. We should complete them all without any trouble.” 
 
    “That’s reason for celebration.” I grabbed a slice of pizza and Nina did the same. 
 
    “So that’s it, huh?” Quentin said with his mouth full. “We go through Junctions, we level up, celebrate with the money we make, then repeat the process. Sounds like a good deal. Pay could be a little nicer though…” 
 
    “When our rank goes up, we’ll get access to better missions,” Nina said. “In addition, higher level Junctions offer bonuses. Right now, they only want us to close Junctions and defeat Shadows. That’s most important in weakening the dimension.” 
 
    “And that means there’s less of a chance of an invasion like the First Event,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a constant struggle. We have to keep fighting, otherwise, the Shadows would overrun us.” 
 
    Quentin noisily chewed on his slice of pizza. His cheeks bulged like he’d taken too big of a bite. He looked Nina up and down as she delicately chewed on her own slice. 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about Pandora,” Quentin said. 
 
    “All of the information I have is readily available at any terminal,” she said. “You can also look up the information on the tablet in your dorm room.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that… Still seems strange someone like you would be an LOD recruit. I mean, why would you wanna be an Omega?” 
 
    “Why would I not want to be?” 
 
    “Well… You are the Nina Higashi, aren’t you?” 
 
    Nina didn’t look at him. She just calmly took another bite of pizza. A second of hesitation was enough for me to know something was wrong. The slightly vacant stare made it even more obvious she wasn’t interested in talking about it. 
 
    “I was in college,” Quentin said. “Figured it wasn’t for me. Same with Liam over here. Same for a lot of us over here, I’m guessing. Seems strange that Nina Higashi would wanna be an Omega though. I mean, you had it made. You’ve got all those followers on Instagram. The world’s next hot model—” 
 
    “Quentin,” I cut him off. 
 
    The noticeable tension at the table disappeared as Quentin shrugged and took another piece of pizza for himself. 
 
    “I should read up on Pandora,” I said. “I have to expect it to get harder from here.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nina said. “We’re only in the recruit stage. If we make it to the oath and become Omegas, the expectations for us will be much higher. Even if we don’t challenge the highest level threats, there’s still the World Boss to deal with.” 
 
    “What’s the World Boss exactly?” 
 
    “Junctions are all connected to the same dimension, drawing from the same pool of Mana. When enough Junctions are closed, all of the Mana moves to a focused point. That’s when the World Boss draws all of the energy and acts as the final Obelisk in that dimension of Pandora.” 
 
    “Emerald Basilisk,” Quentin said with his mouth full. “I remember seeing it on the screen in the Junction Room.” 
 
    Nina gave him a nod. “The world is Green. That’s why everything is a grassy area with lots of forests. When the World Boss is defeated, that dimension closes. The LOD scans for Mana signatures from the next closest Pandora dimension threatening us. The Junctions are set up and the Omegas begin their attacks again.” 
 
    Everything Nina said to me was new information. But after everything I’d been through, it was easy to believe. 
 
    “When you think about it, it sounds kinda daunting,” I said. “But I’m sure if we keep doing what we’re doing now, we should be all right.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about, squad leader!” Quentin held his slice of pizza up for a toast then chomped on it to Nina’s amusement. “I’ve been doing some thinking. Since our squad is official, we should make ourselves more official.” 
 
    “And how would we do that?” Nina shot a skeptical look at him. 
 
    “We need a squad name.” 
 
    “Uh…” I said as I looked at Nina. The reluctance I had in my gut was the same in her eyes. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Rhys has a squad name. Why can’t we?” 
 
    “First of all, I don’t know why you’re following Rhys’s example. Second of all, no, he doesn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Quentin shrugged. “I don’t know. But he’s got one. So do some other squads. That means we need one, too.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Maybe he’s right,” Nina said. “It would help our camaraderie. We’re united toward a common goal.” 
 
    “See?” Quentin said. 
 
    I sank into my seat and took another bite. “Fine. What have you got?” 
 
    “Check this out… Kamikaze.” He held his hand up like showing something on display. 
 
    “Kamikaze?” I arched an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Sure. I rush in and knock ‘em down, you guys follow up and destroy ‘em.” 
 
    “I get the idea but… Kamikaze? What are we? Some kinda suicide squad?” 
 
    “Have you got a better name?” 
 
    “How about…” I thought about it for a moment. “The Majestic… No… The Magnificent Militia.” 
 
    “Militia? I don’t know. That sounds kinda military-ish. How about the Magnificent Heroes?” 
 
    “That doesn’t really roll off the tongue.” 
 
    “It’s gotta be something magnanimous…” Quentin scratched his chin, deep in thought. Suddenly, his eyes widened. “I’ve got it! The Gorgeous Guardians!” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Think about it. We’re protecting the world and we’re all pretty good-looking, which you’ve gotta admit.” 
 
    My entire body shook as I chuckled. “I don’t know…” I looked over at Nina. The redhead was calmly chewing on her slice as she stared intently at the pizza in front of her. “Any thoughts?” 
 
    “How about the Defenders?“ she said. 
 
    “Simple and effective. Works for me,” I said with a laugh. “Quentin?” 
 
    Quentin twisted his lips like he was trying to search for an objection. “We can’t just be the Defenders. It’s too plain.” 
 
    “How about the Great Defenders?” 
 
    Nina nodded in approval with a smile on her lips. 
 
    Quentin held up his floppy slice of pizza for another toast. “To the Great Defenders. Now we need code names.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I put my hands up. “Hold on a second. Code names?” 
 
    “Listen, Liam. You’re squad leader. You should know better than anybody what it’s like to shout our names. We’re an elite government squad running high-end, humanity-saving missions. We can’t call each other by our names.” He pointed his index finger at me to emphasize his point, which only made me laugh even more. 
 
    I squinted at him then looked at Nina as if she would help me understand he was getting at. She raised her eyebrows at me and looked just as confused. 
 
    “You’re Quentin. She’s Nina. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “Not professional enough. I think we should have names. For our camaraderie, too.” He gave Nina a wink and she laughed. 
 
    “Code names would go well with our squad name,” she said. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “What do you want me to call you?” 
 
    “Oh, let’s see.” Quentin put his pizza down and rubbed his hands. “Something cool. But simple. Not too complex.” 
 
    “How about Q?” Nina said. 
 
    “That’s too simple.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I kinda like it… Q.” I was already chuckling but the way he rolled his eyes made me laugh even harder. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll take it. How about you, Nina?” 
 
    The redhead shook her head. “It’s not something I’ve ever thought about.” 
 
    “Think about it. You can call yourself anything you want. It doesn’t matter if it makes sense or not.” 
 
    “How about Rose?” I said. 
 
    “Not bad. It goes along with her red hair. And roses smell nice, too. Uh, not that I’m smelling you or anything…” 
 
    She looked at me. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking but her lips twitched into a smile. “I like it.” 
 
    “Picking a name because you like the smell,” Quentin said. “What do you like the smell of, Liam?” 
 
    “French fries and chocolate cake.” 
 
    “Me, too. I don’t think it’d be a good idea to be yelling that out in the middle of a battle though. It’d just make my stomach growl.” 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions.” I held my hands out to them. They looked at one another. We were silent with the gears churning in our heads. 
 
    “You’re the leader. The heart and soul of our team. It shouldn’t be too hard to come up with a name for you.” 
 
    “How about that?” Nina spoke it softly then turned to me. “Soul.” 
 
    “Soul…” The more I thought about it, the more it grew on me. “That’ll work. 
 
    Quentin nodded in approval. “Soul. Q. Rose. I can dig it.” He grabbed another slice of pizza and got up from his seat. “To the Great Defenders!” 
 
    He said it loud enough to get the attention from some of the other tables. Nina and I joined him in his toast. 
 
    “To the Great Defenders,” she said. 
 
    “Great Defenders,” I said. 
 
    Quentin took his seat, never looking so satisfied. 
 
    “Try not to eat too much pizza,” she said. “I don’t want you underperforming at the next Junction because of indigestion.” 
 
    “Relax, Nina. I’m a Vanguard. This is just fuel for me.” 
 
    “I think I’ll start checking out the bestiary on my dorm tablet,” I said. “We’ll be ready for tomorrow, Nina.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16: Friends and Foes 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 2 Private Serviceman 
 
    (100 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 8 
 
    Speed 8 
 
    Durability 9 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 1250 
 
    Blue Mana 425 
 
    Green Mana 250 
 
      
 
    I stood at the display tablet just outside of the dining hall near the dormitories. While the other recruits and Omegas were busy scurrying in for breakfast before heading to the Nerve Center, I considered how many levels I had to gain. 
 
    The tablet indicated I had enough Red Mana to increase five levels. The decision to level was easy. The hardest part was figuring out how to spend my stat points. 
 
    I didn’t know what control meant or if I would ever use it, so I ignored it for the moment. The other three stats helped though I knew things would change as the Junctions got more difficult. I figured it was still early and stopped thinking too much about it. 
 
    Two points in strength. Two points into speed. One point into durability. 
 
    I pressed the button on the blue touchscreen to approve my choice and my communicator tightened around my wrist. I grunted softly as a familiar warmth pulsed in my veins like my blood was boiling. It surged through the rest of me before subsiding. 
 
    I looked down at my display to see the changes when I noticed something. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    My mouth slightly agape, my fingers pressed on my other forearm. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I was actually getting a little firmer. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I jerked my head up to see Nina suddenly standing next to me. The halls of the dormitory wore so silver and sterile, her green-eyed stare was always striking in the light. Her familiar, feminine scent filled my nostrils. 
 
    “You snuck up on me for a second there,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “You didn’t startle me. It’s just…” I pushed my fingers into my arm. “I gained a few levels. I think it’s starting to show. Pretty soon they’ll have to resize me for a new uniform.” 
 
    “It’ll take all the Red Mana in the world for you to turn into a muscle-bound freak, if that’s what you’re looking for. The Mana only amplifies what you already have but it won’t change your appearance too much. Even Captain Bell and Captain Magnus aren’t that big out of their armor.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point… I still feel an improvement though, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “I understand. I leveled, too.” 
 
    I looked her up and down, trying to spot a change. I had an idea how slender she was underneath her uniform but there didn’t appear to be a difference. 
 
    “How are you feeling today?” she asked. 
 
    “Not bad… Spent some time reading the bestiary last night. Turns out all you have to do is use a wolf’s aggression against it to beat it.” 
 
    “They’re low-level threats for a reason. Perfect for beginners to level on.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I can’t wait to get back to it. We should probably get some breakfast before we head to the Nerve Center. I wanna get through as many Junctions as we can today. Maybe I’ll pick something up for Quentin while he sleeps in.” 
 
    “Good. But first there’s something I need to show you.” 
 
    She moved in front of the tablet and began swiping through it. She changed the display until the LOD logo appeared with a password input beneath it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I said. “It says right there that page is for authorized personnel only.” 
 
    Nina ignored me, punching in a password until the screen cleared up. A new set of icons appeared. “Let’s see… Where is it?” 
 
    “Uh, Nina…” I looked at the passing cadets to make sure nobody caught what she was doing. “Are you sure you should be—” 
 
    “Here it is. Hold up your communicator.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the display and saw the word SYNERGY in big, bold letters. 
 
    “Are you sure—” 
 
    “Trust me. It’s not anything that’ll get you kicked out of the academy.” 
 
    Looking into Nina’s eyes, there was a feeling in my gut to trust her. I didn’t know if it was because I thought she was trying to help me or I was a sucker for her green eyes. 
 
    “Okay…” I held my communicator up. The red scanner on the tablet flashed green and my communicator rang. Nina locked the display tablet and rotated back to the campus map. 
 
    I looked down at the new information on my communicator. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 1 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” My eyes narrowed at the information. 
 
    “It’s called the Synergy Project. It’s experimental right now. Your Synergy stats… They’re a measurement of your affinity with the people you’re close to on campus.” 
 
    “My affinity? Are you telling me they’re keeping a record of my feelings?” 
 
    “Your heartbeat. Your blood pressure. Your breathing. Your retina and fingerprints. Everything up to your brain waves is on record. Is it a surprise they can measure something like this?” 
 
    Nina’s reasoning was sound though it didn’t make me more comfortable. “What’s the point of this?” 
 
    “You create a bond with your squadmates. LOD officials have been studying it for years. The belief is when you create a stronger bond, you get certain bonuses. Whatever your squadmates are good at, you kinda get it, too. They don’t know exactly how it works but it might have something to do with the Mana making feelings actually tangible. It’s some type of osmosis.” 
 
    I thought out loud. “Wait a second. Are you telling me with higher Synergy, I’ll get stat bonuses?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    I searched her eyes for any sarcasm but Nina hadn’t played a joke on me ever since I met her. “If that’s the case, we should just say we’re really close friends and get the biggest bonuses we can.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. It’s reading your brain patterns. Just pretending you have a bond with someone is like trying to fake a lie detector test.” 
 
    “And people fake being friends, too…” 
 
    I already had enough to deal with. My stats. Junctions. Trying to balance how I was gonna spend my Mana. This was all on top of completing my missions so I’d be making a decent amount of cash. Now Nina was telling me I had to manage my relationships. 
 
    “How come Janice didn’t say anything about this?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s still experimental. For the time being, they want us cadets to be… us.” 
 
    “Are you taking part in this experiment?” 
 
    She smirked and shook her head. “I did say it was an experiment. It’s designed for squad leaders anyway, since they would benefit the most.” 
 
    “I guess the risk is worth it,” I sighed. “Now the question is how do you even know about an experimental project?” 
 
    Nina didn’t answer me. Her thin pink lips twisted as she shifted her gaze away from me, making it obvious she didn’t wanna talk about it. I figured there was no point in pushing her since it didn’t make a difference now. It didn’t hurt that the look of feigned innocence on her face was kinda funny. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Let’s get a quick breakfast before we head to the Nerve Center.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The sprawling Junction Room was filled with Omegas and new recruits making their way through the dozens of available steel gates leading into Pandora. The higher floors above were less occupied though there were still some strong enough to face more dangerous threats. 
 
    Nina and I waited for Quentin to show up. I crossed my arms and looked up at the display screen to see the changes. 
 
      
 
    Current World Status: Green 
 
    Threat Level: 28% 
 
    Junctions Closed: 73 
 
    Junctions Available: 94 
 
    Current Herald Threat:  Emerald Basilisk 
 
      
 
    Most Junctions Closed 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 12 
 
    Gregory Harding - 12 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - 7 
 
      
 
    Most Shadows Defeated 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 211 
 
    Gregory Harding - 143 
 
    Arthur Hill - 115 
 
      
 
    “The threat level has gone up,” I said. 
 
    “The Mana is consolidating,” Nina said. “It’s all moving to the World Boss. The LOD scientists who operate the Junctions are constantly creating gates so we can strike first. We close enough Junctions, we get the World Boss. We beat the World Boss and they start the search for the next closest dimension threatening to unleash Shadows on Earth.” 
 
    “They’re doing a hell of a job. We haven’t had an invasion since the First Event.” 
 
    “There’ve been some close calls but every Omega campus around the world is operating at the highest level. As more recruits get stronger, there are more people to challenge Pandora.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get strong enough to close Pandora permanently. End these Shadows forever.” 
 
    “That’s what everybody is hoping. The only thing we can do for now is to keep fighting.” She turned around. “Speaking of which, where is your friend? Do you think he’s sleeping in because of all the pizza he ate?” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s because we closed four Junctions. I don’t think he’s used to how exhausting it is to be a Vanguard.” 
 
    I looked around the sprawling Junction Room at everybody walking by. Elliot was wearing the light-green armor of a Gunrunner as he stepped through a Junction with his squad. Douglas, Brian, and Paige all had the same starting Cavalier armor I had. 
 
    “It looks like a packed Room today,” I said. “I can’t imagine the World Boss is too far off.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    A sudden laugh coming from my side made me turn my head. There I saw Rhys walking toward me with his buddy Gregory right behind him. I did my best not to roll my eyes but rolled them anyway. 
 
    “Look at the cute little recruit,” he said as he looked me up and down. He was dressed in the same Cavalier armor as me. At least, it would’ve been the same if his wasn’t so polished. The light-blue chrome was so clean I could see my reflection in it as he moved closer. He puffed his chest out to show off the three silver stars branded on the left side of his chest beneath the LOD logo. 
 
    Gregory was just as much of an arrogant-looking blond as Rhys except his hair was long, cascading down the sides of his face. The bulky dark-red Zealot armor he wore and the maul strapped to his back almost made him look intimidating… as long as you avoided his pretty boy face. 
 
    Rhys pointed his chin up and looked down his nose at me. Just the way he stood with his palm on his hilt made him look as smug as possible. That was probably what he was going for. 
 
    “What do you want?” I said. 
 
    “I don’t want anything. Not from you. I’m merely looking at the next generation of Cavaliers.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, look elsewhere. Mind your own Junction.” 
 
    “Hmph. Funny coming from someone like you. I was trying to talk to your friend here and you just had to interrupt me.” He shifted his gaze toward Nina, giving her a look made by punks who thought they owned everything. Nina crossed her arms and looked away from him. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Rhys said. “You’re new here. Once I take the Apex, again, and beat the World Boss, again, you’ll know who runs this place. The Thunder Brothers run the Vegas District.” 
 
    He held his fist up and bumped it with Gregory’s. 
 
    “Thunder Brothers?” I scrunched my face in confusion. “I thought Quentin was making it up about you having a squad name…” 
 
    “It’s easy for everybody to know who runs this joint when there’s a name attached to it. And we’ve got the best name.” 
 
    “Uh… I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” 
 
    I slowly turned to Nina. She clenched her jaw tight. Her lips quivered like she was trying to hold back a laugh. Judging from how much her flat stomach was shaking, she wasn’t doing a very good job. 
 
    “Rhys. What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    We all turned toward the high-pitched voice and saw Brooke walking toward us. The curly-haired brunette marched over to us in armor similar to what I was wearing, though the light-blue sheen was more noticeable. Her shorter, more petite frame was apparent from how close the metal plates stuck close to her shape. 
 
    “Here we go.” Rhys rolled his eyes. “As usual, Miss Nosy has to butt-in again.” 
 
    Brooke put her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you leave the new recruits alone? You wanna get disciplined? Chancellor Layton won’t cut you any slack.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna get disciplined for stating a fact. I’m just helping the newbies out. Everybody wants to close Junctions thinking they’re gonna get the Apex. I’m just saving them from the heartbreak.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot more competition now.” 
 
    “Ha!” Rhys scoffed and looked at Gregory for approval. “New recruits don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Rhys wiped the smug smirk off his face as he took a step toward me. I walked forward to meet him and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Liam…” Nina put a hand on my shoulder but I ignored her, my attention focused on Rhys’s beady little eyes. 
 
    “Fall in line,” he said. “Know your place. Do your job… Private.” 
 
    He spun around and strolled away with Gregory in tow. 
 
    “Liam…” Nina squeezed her hand around me and I realized how tense I’d gotten. I loosened my jaw and sighed a deep breath through my nose. 
 
    “Rhys,” Brooke sighed. “There’s one on every LOD campus.” 
 
    “The Apex,” I said. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    “The Apex Challenge is a bonus for the one who performs the best during the current World. Whoever closes the most Junctions and beats the most Shadows gets to be the Apex. They get lead position against the World Boss. Lead position means more Mana and more victory bonuses. Rhys has been Apex for the last four worlds now. That’s why he’s at such a higher rank than everybody else.” 
 
    I stared at the digital scoreboard on the wall as Brooke explained everything to me. My eyes narrowed as I realized what it meant. “Those numbers are in reach,” I said. “I can get to the Apex.” 
 
    “It’s possible. But results are weighted depending on the difficulty of your Junction. Otherwise, people would be farming low-level Junctions just to run their numbers up. You should always be fighting at your level for maximum efficiency. Don’t let guys like Rhys get you into thinking this is a competition. We’re all just trying to protect the innocent.” 
 
    I gave Brooke a nod. “Doesn’t mean we can’t do both.” 
 
    She bit the corner of her lip, holding back a grin but not stopping the dimples from appearing on her cheeks. Her fingers twirled around a few strands of her wavy brown hair as she looked me up and down. “For a new recruit, you’ve got a lot of guts. Not bad. Maybe one day we’ll squad up.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Brooke gave me a wink before turning around and leaving. I watched her walk away and grinned. My smile left me when I turned to Nina. She crossed her arms and gave me a blank stare. 
 
    “What?” I gave her a shrug. 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to be flirting.” 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting. I was just… being friendly.” 
 
    “I suppose I can’t blame you. You’re twenty-one. You can’t fight your hormones.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at her. “…How much of my file have you been reading?” 
 
    “All of that information is readily available. Everybody has to know who their squadmates are. Speaking of which…” 
 
    We turned toward Quentin stomping toward us. He’d barely finished strapping on his armor. His hair was messy and wet like he hadn’t bothered drying off after his shower. In one hand, the remnants of some type of breakfast pastry disappeared into his full cheeks. 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” he said with his mouth full. 
 
    Nina calmly walked over to the gate next to us and pointed at the display. 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 7 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: Soft Rain, Flying Shadows 
 
    Status: Open 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate in giving her a nod. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17: Is That a Bird? 
 
    I held my palm out and caught some of the soft drizzle from the cloudy gray sky. The scene wasn’t as dreary as it could have been though, with the grass and trees as green as ever. 
 
    “There.” Nina pointed down toward the valley next to us. The Obelisk resonated half-a-mile away from us. 
 
    “Sweet,” Quentin sighed. “A downhill walk.” 
 
    “You know, we’re gonna have to walk back uphill after we’re done,” I said. 
 
    “But then I won’t have to save my energy. I wanna see what I can do now that I put all my points in speed.” 
 
    “Wait a second. Don’t tell me…” 
 
    Quentin winked and pointed at me. “Gotcha.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and began my descent into the valley. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Remember. We’re in battle. So it’s code names from here on out.” 
 
    Quentin moved by my side while Nina trailed just behind us. The grass was slick underneath my soles but my armored boots sank enough into the soil to keep me stable. I propped my sword over my shoulder and waited for some enemies to run into us. 
 
    “The display warned us about flying things,” Quentin said. “What do you suppose that means?” 
 
    “I think we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    I’d only just finished saying it when the air began to thicken right in front of me. The white energy formed like lightning and flashed. A lion burst out and immediately began galloping toward us. 
 
    “Time to see what those levels did.” Quentin extended his right arm out. The compartment on his forearm opened up and thick sheets of metal popped out, forming his rectangular shield. 
 
    The lion moved closer and leaped into the air. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Quentin charged with his shield up but the lion suddenly fell to the ground with a roar. The beast was impaled on the grass, one of Nina’s katanas skewering its torso. The blood gushed from its fur down to the grass as the lion flailed. Its life left it quickly and it faded into Mana. 
 
    Nina calmly walked up to the katana stuck into the grass and picked it up. 
 
    “Nice toss, Rose,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, nice toss, Rose…” Quentin mumbled to himself. I chuckled and patted him on the arm as Nina took her place back behind us. 
 
    White energy began to swirl in front of us again. A burst of bright light was followed by the growl of a cat leaping out of the opening. 
 
    “Cheetah,” I said. “Fastest thing we’ve fought so far. Let it come to us.” 
 
    The cheetah growled to show off its sharp fangs like so many beasts I’d seen before. The black spots on its yellow-golden fur were all a blur as it raced toward us. 
 
    “All right,” Quentin said as he raised his metal shield up. “Let me handle this—” 
 
    He hadn’t even finished when Nina was already in front of him. Her katana found its way into the cheetah’s mouth, pushing it down its throat so deep it couldn’t even growl. It exploded into Mana and every remnant it might have left behind faded. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Quentin put his hands on his hips. “Seriously? Hey, Soul, you really gonna let her do all the work?” 
 
    I gave him a shrug and walked over to collect some of the Mana. “We’re a team. The Great Defenders. It was your idea, remember?” 
 
    “We’re not much of a team if the Strider is doing all the work. Stupid Sorting Hat…” 
 
    Quentin scratched the top of his head with his armored glove. I looked over at Nina and saw even she was slightly amused. 
 
    “The next thing that comes at us,” Quentin said. “Lemme test my durability.” 
 
    “Give him what he wants, Rose.” 
 
    Nina gave me a nod. “It’s all yours, Q.” She twirled her katanas as she took her place back behind us. 
 
    We continued our walk down into the valley toward the Obelisk. Nina continued spinning her blades around, making the wind whistle around her. Quentin stomped on the grass and made divots in the soil. I kept my saber resting against my shoulder as I enjoyed the casual stroll for as long as it lasted. 
 
    “It’s weird,” I said. “Not even a week ago, I was sitting in front of a computer monitor. Now I’m out here in the middle of a grassy valley enjoying the drizzle.” 
 
    “Sitting in front of a computer, huh?” Quentin said. “What were you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Whatever people do on computers.” 
 
    “Watching porn, huh?” 
 
    “Actually, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Soul. Don’t tell me you haven’t gotten a little curious.” His armor was thick enough that the nudge he gave me almost knocked me off balance. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t think now is the time to be talking about that.” 
 
    “Why not? Afraid you’ll offend the lady? Rose doesn’t mind, do you, Rose?” 
 
    “Stay focused,” Nina said bluntly. 
 
    “Whatever,” Quentin said. “This Junction was a lot easier than I thought it would be. We’re already at the Obelisk.” 
 
    The towering, jagged purple stone pulsed softly a few meters away from us. Quentin put his hand up to hold both Nina and me back. 
 
    “Lemme run through this thing,” he said. “It’ll be cool watching it shatter in every direction.” 
 
    “If that’ll make your day, have at it.” I stepped aside and held my hand out to him. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Quentin stomped one foot into the ground over and over like a bull getting ready to charge. He raised his shield up in front of him. Destroying the Obelisk wasn’t any challenge, but Quentin made enough of a spectacle of it that I had to laugh. 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    A thunderous squawk like nothing I’d ever heard before filled my ears. I looked up into the sky and—SCREE—the squawk boomed again, piercing my ears and making me grimace. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Quentin gritted his teeth and turned up toward the cloudy sky. 
 
    “There.” Nina pointed straight above us. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and could barely make it out. Something black circled the air, flapping its wings but still too far for me to make out. 
 
    “Q, take down the Obelisk already. Rose, start heading back to the gate.” 
 
    Quentin quickly followed my orders, dashing toward the Obelisk and shattering it into pieces. 
 
    I moved back up the hill with Nina and—SCREE—the piercing squeal was loud enough to shake the ground and make me stumble. I looked up and slowly sat it growing larger. All black, its wings were wide as it flapped over and over. 
 
    Quentin rushed up behind us. “What is that thing? Do you think it’s a dragon?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s coming right for us—get down!” 
 
    I pulled Nina to the grass as the creature shot toward us. Quentin stood in front of us and raised his shield. The beast thunked against his metal shield and knocked him back but he managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    “Hey, look at that,” Quentin said. “Durability. Not bad—” 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled just as the creature zoomed toward us again. I raised my saber up and slashed at it. I didn’t land clean but just grazing it was enough to make it flap its wings in pain and ascend. 
 
    It hovered in the air just above us, finally giving me a chance to get a look at it. 
 
    “It’s a… bat,” I said. “A giant bat.” 
 
    The thing was the size of a car. It splayed its wings wide with every flap. It was completely black except for the feral yellow eyes locked on us. It opened its mouth to show off glistening sharp fangs long enough to poke through us. 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    Its squawk made us all of us grimace in pain. I put my hands up to my ears to try and stop the ringing. Even just the wind from its flapping was strong enough to make me unsteady. I kept my eyes open long enough to see it getting ready to dive down on us. 
 
    “Shit… What do we do?” Quentin said. 
 
    “Shield up!” 
 
    Quentin followed my orders just as the bat descended upon us. The creature’s claws scraped the metal of his shield as it tried to take him down. 
 
    “Rose! Go!” 
 
    Quentin managed to distract it long enough for Nina to take advantage. The redhead ran forward and twirled into the air before thrusting her katanas deep into the bat’s wings. The beast screeched and ended its assault on Quentin’s shield. It ascended back into the air, circling just above us. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “You got it.” 
 
    “It’s still flying around,” Quentin said. “Those katanas are like toothpicks to it.” 
 
    “Even a toothpick can be deadly in the right hands.” 
 
    “I hope you’ve got a plan for this…” 
 
    I watched the creature circling above us. Another screech rang out to remind all of us it was getting ready. 
 
    “Soul,” Nina said. “The Obelisk is destroyed. We can leave and close the Junction.” 
 
    The bat circled around, moving toward the gate in the distance. 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll let us,” I said. “The only way out is through it… So that’s exactly where we’re going to head.” 
 
    “You got a plan now?” Quentin said. 
 
    “I’ll draw its attention.” 
 
    “Uh, are you sure about that? I’m the Vanguard, remember?” 
 
    “And I’m squad leader. Just trust me.” 
 
    “I got your back.” 
 
    “Rose, use Q’s shield. Get as high as you can.” 
 
    “Use his shield?” She arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it. On my mark.” 
 
    I ran up the hill as fast as I could with Nina and Quentin in tow. We ascended up toward the plateau, getting closer to the gate and the bat in the process. I watched it begin to fly lower to the grass toward us. 
 
    “That’s it… Just a little closer… Right where I need you to be…” 
 
    The bat continued its descent, circling closer and closer toward us. I gritted my teeth through another loud squeal. My grip tight around my saber, I waited until the bat was close enough. 
 
    “Q! Get down! Shield up!” 
 
    Quentin fell to a knee and raised his shield over his head. 
 
    “Rose! Go for it!” 
 
    She hesitated as she looked at Quentin. But her hesitation lasted only a split-second before she raced toward him. 
 
    I ran forward with my saber up to draw the bat’s attention. It bared its fangs and shot toward me with its claws aimed right at my head. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Nina leaped toward Quentin’s shield and dug her heels into it before bouncing into the air. She twirled through the sky with both katanas extended and managed to sink both of them into one of the bat’s massive wings. The creature shrieked as it struggled to break free from her. But she was relentless, tugging on it until it lowered to the grass. 
 
    “Q! Now!” 
 
    Quentin charged forward with his shield down. Nina leaped away just as he slammed into the bat. He hit the beast like a battering ram, sending its giant frame flying toward me. I pressed my soles into the grass and thrust forward, sinking my saber into the center of its body. There was no resistance as the tip of my blade punctured its leathery black flesh. Up next to me, the bat’s deafening cries made me fall to my knees. 
 
    “Come on! Rose!” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes, keeping my grip tight around the hilt as I pushed the blade forward. Nina leaped and stabbed her katanas into the bat’s head. Its body exploded and the blood evaporated, replaced by a shower of colorful Mana in every direction. 
 
    The weight of the bat gone, I pulled my saber away. Nina fell to the grass on her feet. 
 
    “The Great Defenders, baby! Yeah!” Quentin pumped his fist in the air and danced around the orbs of Mana surrounding us. 
 
    Nina brushed away her bangs. Underneath the sweat, there was a look of relief in her eyes accompanied by a satisfied smile. 
 
    “That was a bit of a challenge,” she said. 
 
    “None of us are injured but that was harder than the other Junctions.” 
 
    “Maybe you should level up a bit.” 
 
    “I think it’s gonna take more than a few levels… I have to do something else.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18: The Drawing Board 
 
    The chiseled cheekbones. The neatly coiffed brown hair. The mustache trimmed with precision. Even the way he stood, he managed to make his chest look puffed out without actually doing it. I had to remind myself Captain Hamilton was actually an Omega capable of taking down high-level Junctions and not an arrogant instructor. 
 
    “Humility. It takes a strong person to admit their own shortcomings. I respect that.” 
 
    A knowing smirk curled onto the corner of his lips. He put his hands behind his back and nodded before walking toward the display at the side of the Drill Room. 
 
    I stood at the side of the room with Brian, Douglas, and Paige next to me. The other Cavaliers all watched patiently as he began swiping his fingers over the display. 
 
    “Thrust. Slash. Parry.” Hamilton held up a finger for every word he said. “No matter what enemy you face, those are the three moves everything else you do will be based upon. But Private Aldridge poses an interesting question. How does a Cavalier deal with a flying beast? Parries might be effective when it swoops down and aims its claws at you. But thrusts and slashes will do you no good when it circles the skies.” 
 
    Hamilton slid his fingers over the display and a screech filled the room. I looked up toward the ceiling and saw a large hawk flapping its wings. I wasn’t as alarmed as I could have been, since the creature was all blue and transparent. The digital hawk circled up above the Drill Room. 
 
    “How do to deal with a flying enemy?” Hamilton drew his sword. “The most obvious way. Go up and meet it.” 
 
    He walked a few steps forward and crouched to a knee. Suddenly, he stood up and propelled himself more than a dozen meters in the air like jumping off a trampoline. He straightened his body out and stuck his blade up toward the hawk, piercing it just as it circled above him. The digital beast screeched before fading away. 
 
    Hamilton fell back to the ground as quickly as he leaped, showing no signs of harm. 
 
    “Whoa…” Brian muttered. He ran his hand through his shaggy hair like he couldn’t believe what he just saw. Douglas twisted his brow in confusion. Paige’s eyes were wide and filled with excitement. 
 
    “Upper Thrust,” Hamilton said. “Good for dealing with those pesky flying enemies above you. It takes a great deal of precision to land it though. What other options do you have?” 
 
    Hamilton moved back to the tablet at the side of the Drill Room and programmed it. Another giant digital hawk appeared and circled above. 
 
    “Maybe the terrain makes it impossible to leap into the air.” Hamilton tossed his saber up next to his head then caught it before quickly hurling it like a javelin. The hawk screeched as it took the blade through the neck before fading into nothing. The saber spun through the air and Hamilton moved to meet it. Watching him catch it by the hilt was just as impressive as his throw. 
 
    “Saber Throw,” he said. “You’re not a Strider but you can make your weapon as fast as one.” 
 
    He moved back toward the tablet at the side of the room and brought up another hawk. 
 
    “Now consider you’re not able to throw your weapon out of fear of having to defend yourself from other adversaries around you. Maybe you don’t trust your precision to land an Upper Thrust.” 
 
    He jumped into the air and tightened into a ball. He twirled around so fast, his saber looked like fan blades as he moved to the hawk. He rolled in the air toward the hawk, end over end, with his sword twirling in every direction before turning the hawk into digital dust. His enemy defeated, Hamilton untucked himself and landed on his feet. His saber found its way back onto his hip in one smooth motion. 
 
    “Saber Spin. Upper Thrust. Saber Throw.” He held a finger up for each of the moves. “Three options for dealing with enemies. As new recruits, Green Mana will be hard to come by. Perhaps in time, you’ll be able to have all of them. But the option of which ability you choose is yours. And if none of those suits you, there is still but another option. You can simply rely on the abilities of your squadmates.” 
 
    Hamilton gave us all a knowing smirk as he held his hands out. “Now… You’re free to practice whatever abilities you might purchase in the Drill Room. Or you can return to the Junctions to do your part for the Legion. I’m here for you, Cavaliers, whatever your decision is. Remember, just because you can purchase an ability from the tablet doesn’t mean you won’t have to practice it. Never disregard your training.” 
 
    “I think… I should do a little training before I head back out there,” Douglas said. “I’m having some trouble putting into practice the basics.” 
 
    “I’ll spar with you,” Brian said. 
 
    Captain Hamilton took a step back and watched as the two cadets clashed their blades together. I watched for a moment before stepping out of the Drill Room and into the hall. My anxiousness to get back into a Junction was getting the better of me. 
 
    I’d only taken a few steps when I heard a voice behind me. 
 
    “Hey, Liam.” 
 
    Paige walked up to me, her eyes aimed at the ground. She twiddled her fingers nervously as she chewed on the corner of her thin pink lips. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m okay… It’s just… It’s tough. All of this is so strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I said with a chuckle. “We’ve only had a few days but we’re already getting into it.” 
 
    “I was… I was in college before applying to the Legion.” 
 
    “Most of us were. It’s a little overwhelming going from a mouse and keyboard to a saber and armor. I’m guessing you weren’t studying how to use weapons.” 
 
    “I was an art student. It seems I turned in a paintbrush for a sword.” 
 
    “Hmm… You know, there are some nice spots in the Central Square to relax and paint. It’d be a nice way to unwind.” 
 
    “That sounds nice… Maybe one day. But we’re here to be soldiers.” 
 
    She kept her head down, her eyes focused on the black granite beneath her feet. I put a hand on her shoulder and noticed her trembling slightly. 
 
    “It’s a tough adjustment for all of us,” I said. “Facing beasts in another dimension after the lives we’ve had. We’re all in this together though.” 
 
    “Then it’s not just me then,” she sighed. 
 
    “Trust me. We’re all trying to get used to it.” 
 
    She looked up and smiled softly. Paige had a pair of brown eyes that were full of innocence. We were around the same age but it felt like I was so much older than her. 
 
    “There’s no need to rush into Junctions,” I said. “We’re all trying to do our part.” 
 
    Her throat bobbed up and down with a swallow. “Thanks, Liam.” 
 
    “Maybe when we’ve all built up enough Green Mana, we can buy some new abilities and spar with each other.” 
 
    “I’d like that… Are you heading back to the Junction Room?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    The anxiety in her eyes was gone. She nodded before turning around and heading back into the Drill Room. I spun around to head back toward the Junction Room but instead found Janice standing in front of me. The brunette had her tablet pressed against her chest as usual as she greeted me with a smile. 
 
    “Private Aldridge. Adviser Campbell would like to have a word with you in his office.” 
 
    I didn’t think too hard about what it could be about and walked with her down the hall. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Campbell leaned back in his seat, his thumb and forefinger massaging his chin as he stared at his computer monitor. I couldn’t tell whether he was disgruntled or his face just looked like that. When your skin was as scarred and leathery as his, I guess it always seemed like you were in a bad mood. 
 
    “I learned you requested a lesson with Captain Hamilton,” he said. “Any reason for that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “My squad and I just closed a Junction involving a giant bat. It gave me some trouble. Never had to deal with something that flew. Never thought I’d be more comfortable around wolves and lions…” 
 
    “How did your squad do?” 
 
    “We got it done. Nothing a little teamwork can’t solve. But I wanted to be better prepared for it the next time it happened.” 
 
    Campbell slowly shifted his eyes toward me. He smirked like he was twisting his lips not to do it. 
 
    “Class Captains are always at your disposal,” he said. “After basic lessons, most recruits jump into the Junctions and figure things out for themselves.” 
 
    “Nobody likes a tutorial…” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that. It frees the Captains up to go through Junctions themselves. They have to do their part as well.” 
 
    “I’m sure Captain Hamilton kicks a lot of ass in those Junctions.” 
 
    “Hamilton is the most capable Cavalier on campus.” 
 
    “Even more than you?” 
 
    Campbell leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms, his body shaking as he laughed. “You’re already here, private. No need to shine my ass… The man in the photo on the wall is long gone. I’m just an Adviser now.” 
 
    I looked over at the picture of him in his younger days. “Is there a reason you wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Just checking in on you. All of the new recruits are important for this District’s success. Chancellor Layton wants me to make sure you in particular are developing properly.” 
 
    “Because I’m an Adept.” 
 
    He nodded. I hadn’t thought too much about what it meant despite how much Campbell reiterated it to me. 
 
    “I think I’ll be all right,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll have enough Green Mana for an ability to deal with the flying enemy.” 
 
    “Have you considered your other option?” 
 
    “Other option?” 
 
    “Flying enemies are weak to Harbingers and Gunrunners.” 
 
    I was so focused on being a Cavalier I hadn’t considered the possibility of changing classes. But it didn’t take me more than a second to shake my head. “I can’t. Not right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because there are Junctions. If I switch classes, my squad will have to wait even longer for me. I’ll fall behind in the Apex—” 
 
    “The Apex?” His brow furrowed in confusion, making the wrinkles on his face even more pronounced. 
 
    “The Apex,” I repeated. “I think if I kill enough Shadows and close enough Junctions, I can win it. I’ll get more Mana and more Cores. I’ll level up faster and challenge higher Junctions.” 
 
    Campbell fell back in his seat. He shifted his stare away from me. The resignation he had confused me. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said. “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to be doing? You said I’m an Adept, so it’s important.” 
 
    He didn’t respond immediately. He just slicked a hand back over his bald, tanned head and sighed. “New recruits. That’s how it is with all of you these days. I suppose I can’t blame you, with how they promote everything. Just want to level up as fast as you can. Dangle enough carrots in front of someone and all they want to do is run fast.” 
 
    He got up from his seat and walked toward me. He put a hand on my shoulder like he was making sure I was looking right back at him. 
 
    “You have to level. You have to collect Cores. You have to beat Shadows and close Junctions. Your objective isn’t to win the Apex Challenge. It’s to do your part. That’s more important than anything. Got it?” 
 
    Campbell’s office fell silent. His stare was so focused I had to swallow to clear my suddenly dry throat. I considered what he said for a moment then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah… I get it.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away from me and moved back into his seat. His intensity was gone as he turned his attention to his computer monitor. 
 
    “Get back out there, private.” 
 
    I headed back into the hall and my communicator vibrated on my arm. The display indicated it was Quentin. I pressed the button to receive him. 
 
    “I just got out of my lesson,” Quentin said. “Bell is a real maniac…” 
 
    “You learn anything new?” 
 
    “I got a new trick up my sleeve. But honestly… I’m kinda tired. You mind if we take a day off?” 
 
    “Nah… I wouldn’t force you to do anything you didn’t wanna do. I’m sure Nina will be okay.” 
 
    “Thanks. Don’t worry, squad leader. I’ll be ready bright and early tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19: Loot Bonus 
 
    It was early the next morning when we found ourselves heading through a new gate. 
 
    “Let’s see what you got, Soul.” Quentin crossed his arms, his eyes wide in anticipation. Nina was as calm as she always was next to him. 
 
    I looked down at the display on my wrist. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Available Abilities 
 
      
 
    Upper Thrust (Cavalier) 
 
    Level 1 
 
    200 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    “All right… I got this…” 
 
    The grassy plains of the Junction were peaceful. With the sky clear and the sun out, it was the perfect opportunity to test my new ability. 
 
    I steadied myself with my blade by my side. I took a few paces forward and bent down before propelling myself up. A surge of energy rushed from my legs and spread through the rest of my body. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    The grass became so distant beneath me like I had rockets on my feet. I was more than twenty feet in the air when I stuck my saber up above me. My body remained up for a few seconds before I fell back down to the grass. To my surprise, I landed back on the ground and barely felt it. 
 
    “Hmm…” I bent my knees slightly. “I was expecting my knees to be sore from being that high up.” 
 
    “That’s the power of Mana,” Nina said. “It can make your body do incredible things. When you level it up, your thrust will become even more powerful. But you still need to practice the effectiveness of your technique.” 
 
    “Captain Hamilton mentioned that. I’d better get some usefulness out of it, considering how much Green Mana I spent on it… How about you, Q?” 
 
    Quentin rubbed his hands together with the enthusiasm of a child opening a present for Christmas. “I got something. Check this out.” He held out the gray shield attached to his arm and slammed it into the grass. 
 
    I waited. And waited. And waited. But he remained standing there on one knee. I looked to Nina to make sure I hadn’t missed anything but she raised an eyebrow at Quentin to show the same confusion. 
 
    “Are you sure you got this?” I asked. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on, hold on.” He put his hand up. “Just need to focus…” 
 
    A light-blue aura began to resonate around the shield. The energy swirled around him like sparkling smoke, covering his entire body. Quentin reared his head back and cackled at the sight of it. 
 
    “Mana Shield,” he said. “I’m already too tough to take down. Now nothing is getting through. Rose here can jump off me all day if she wants.” 
 
    “Not bad,” I said. 
 
    “It’s better than that. I’m invincible! Give it a shot.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    He tapped the front of his shield. “Lemme have it. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “If you insist.” I raised my saber up but Nina moved in front of me. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be wasting our endurance until we need it. We can’t waste time if we want to get through as many Junctions as we can.” 
 
    “Good point.” Quentin deactivated his shield and stood up straight. He and I both turned to Nina. “How about you?” 
 
    The Strider shook her head and began looking around. “Fire Slash,” she said. “Soul, call it out when you need it. I won’t use it until then. For now, we should look for the Obelisk.” 
 
    I’d gotten used to Nina’s demeanor while we were in Junctions. It was enough to keep me focused on the task at hand. 
 
    Quentin looked around the grassy plains. There were hills in one direction and a valley in another. The grass stretched all the way to the horizon but there was nothing else of note. 
 
    “I don’t see it,” I said. “Just a bunch of fresh grass and a cool breeze. This is the first time we’ve never seen the Obelisk.” 
 
    “Maybe there is no Obelisk,” Quentin said. 
 
    “The Junction wouldn’t be open if that was the case,” Nina said. “The dimension would collapse on itself without the Mana from the Obelisk powering it.” 
 
    “Then where are we supposed to go?” 
 
    They both looked to me to make the decision. 
 
    “I don’t feel like climbing up a hill. Don’t feel like walking into the valley.” I pointed toward the plains in front of us where the rocky mountains stood in the distance. “Let’s just walk and see what we find.” 
 
    I led the way through the grass with Quentin lumbering right next to me. Nina took our flank as she always did. 
 
    The fields were as peaceful as they always were. White rabbits skittered around in the shrubbery while harmless deer rested underneath the shade of some boulders. The wind whistled softly as it brushed against my cheeks. I couldn’t help but sigh a deep breath as the clean air filled my lungs. 
 
    “It’s so nice out here,” Quentin said. “I feel bad for all those innocent animals out there. I wonder what happens to ‘em after we close the dimension.” 
 
    “They’re not real,” Nina said from behind us. “They’re just manifestations of Mana created by those from the other dimension.” 
 
    “And who are ‘those’ exactly?” 
 
    “The ones who threatened us. Beings from another dimension who are trying to take us out. The First Event isn’t a secret.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the pictures. Strange people in armor and animals more vicious than usual. I know they’re trying to take us out but do you ever wonder what they’re really up to?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Maybe a little. I mean, a million Junctions have been shut down by now and the Legion is still finding more. I wonder if there’s a way to stop them for good.” 
 
    “Or maybe we can find out who’s responsible and make peace with them,” I said. 
 
    Quentin grinned as he slapped me on the arm. “Hey. Look at you. Trying to find some peace. ‘What am I fighting for?’ Heh. Maybe the Great Defenders will be the ones who break bread with these assholes trying to kill us.” 
 
    “Sounds nice. But we gotta take it one Junction at a time.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true squad leader.” 
 
    Our peaceful walk was interrupted when thunder cracked in the sky. We stopped in our tracks and raised our weapons up. The white energy crackled around us and flashed white. A lion leaped of the sky from every direction, surrounding us completely. 
 
    “Four lions,” Quentin said. “How do you wanna handle this?” 
 
    “Four lions… They don’t seem any bigger or more dangerous than the ones we’ve beaten before. I say one apiece. The last one and all of its Mana goes to the one who can get to it first.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” Nina twirled her katanas around and gave me a wink before racing forward to one of the lions. 
 
    “Hey! No cheating!” I rushed in the opposite direction to another lion. The beast roared and showed off its sharp teeth. Even just a few days ago, I would’ve pissed myself being close enough to look down a giant lion’s throat. But now all I saw was a target for the tip of my blade. 
 
    The lion galloped toward me and pounced. I turned my saber sideways and parried its claws away. My added strength helped in keeping me steady. I dug my feet into the grass and brought my saber back up quickly. My hands tight around my hilt, I slashed down at the lion and sank my saber into its front limbs. Slowing it down gave me a chance to slash at its side. The sharp edge sliced through it, cutting its flesh and fur all the same. My swing stopped midway through its body against its spine and sprayed blood in every direction. The lion let out a deafening roar as it flailed its claws in one last attempt to take me down. I pushed my saber down through its middle until it burst into colorful orbs of Mana. 
 
    I didn’t take the time to celebrate and turned around. Nina was already dashing away from a pile of Mana. Quentin had his shield lowered as he did the same. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” My feet pushed me forward as I raced toward the last lion with them. The beast stood its ground and roared at all of us. Nina’s Strider speed proved too much to overcome as she got to the lion well before us. Her katanas found both of its eyes, piercing through its skull and turning it into Mana. 
 
    I stopped running and let out a sigh while I watched her collect all of the Mana. 
 
    “Striders,” Quentin grumbled. “Damn compatibility results…” 
 
    I put a hand on his arm to ease his resentment even though I was laughing. Nina looked at me and winked as she collected the remainder of her Mana. 
 
    The simple battle over, we resumed our peaceful stroll through the grassy plains. I realized we were approaching the precipice of a hill. I moved to the edge of it and looked down in the valley. Half-a-mile down, the Obelisk resonated in the center of the grass down below. 
 
    “A guardian will likely attack us when we near it,” Nina said. “Be ready.” 
 
    I led our descent into the valley with my saber resting on my shoulder. The swirls of white energy didn’t interrupt us and we quickly found ourselves standing right next to the Obelisk. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” I said. “After you, Q.” 
 
    He smashed his fist in his palm. “My pleasure.” He reared his arm back to swing. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked so loud the grass trembled underneath us. Nina stumbled and I grabbed her arm to keep her on her feet. 
 
    “Are you all right—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    More thunder made the ground quake even stronger than before. I had to dig my saber into the grass to keep myself steady while Nina held onto my arm. 
 
    Quentin sank his armored boots into the grass and looked around. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    He got the answer he was looking for. Dozens of balls of white light appeared. Birds streaked out of the energy and circled above us, their caws deafening. 
 
    “Crows,” I said. “Must be a hundred of ‘em.” 
 
    “They’re small though,” Quentin said. “Nothing we shouldn’t be able to handle.” 
 
    “I don’t think the crows are what we should be worried about…” Nina had her eyes focused on the grass as it continued to rumble beneath us. I narrowed my gaze where she looked and could see cracks appearing in the soil. The grass began to bulge as if it was about to explode. 
 
    Quentin stepped forward. “What is that—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The ground exploded, sending dirt and grass in every direction. Quentin raised his shield up and stopped it from pelting all of us. I shut my eyes and gritted my teeth as I smelled all of the soil around me. The ground continued to shake but I was able to stay on my feet. 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    An indistinguishable squeal filled the air and pierced my eardrums. 
 
    “What the…” I slowly opened my eyes and looked over Quentin’s shield to see what had come out of the ground. “Is that a…” 
 
    “A land worm,” Nina said. 
 
    The worm towered in the distance more than two stories in the air, its body as wide as a dozen oak trees bundled together. It writhed and shook off the dirt covering its slimy red flesh. It turned toward us and opened its mouth. Rows and rows of jagged teeth were on display. The inside of its throat was an endless abyss of nothing but black. 
 
    It reared back and squealed to make the crows above us all caw in unison. 
 
    “A giant worm,” Quentin said. “I thought those things only cared about spice…” 
 
    “Apparently not, Q—” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Nina interrupted me. 
 
    “It’s big but it doesn’t look very fast. Rose, wait for an opening. Q, watch my back.” 
 
    Nina raced off to the side with her katanas up as I rushed forward to draw the worm’s attention. Quentin ran alongside me with his shield. The rectangular hunk of metal was nearly the size of my entire body but I wondered if it was enough to deal with the worm. 
 
    The closer I got to the creature, the more its noxious smell filled my nostrils. “Crap… That thing stinks…” 
 
    It writhed then turned toward me as I got right next to it. It came down with its mouth faster than I expected it to. 
 
    “Q!” 
 
    Quentin moved in front of me and raised his shield up. “Mana Shield!” The blue energy swirled around him just as the worm brought its mouth down. It slammed its head against the metal with a thunk. Quentin dug his heels into the grass and shifted slightly but managed to maintain his position. 
 
    “Rose! Go!” 
 
    I raced up from behind Quentin and thrust as hard as I could with my saber. The tip of my blade pierced its soft, slimy flesh and sent black blood squirting out of it. The worm squealed as it pulled its head away from Quentin. 
 
    Nina followed up and slashed with both of her katanas. Deep cuts in the worm’s rubbery flesh made it scream again. I pulled my saber back and moved to thrust again but it burrowed back into the grass before I could get to it. 
 
    “Crap,” Quentin panicked as he looked at the ground around us. “I can’t see it.” 
 
    The grass shook beneath our soles. Sometimes the ground itself would rise like something was pushing me up. I was so distracted by the ground I almost didn’t catch the crows descending upon us. 
 
    “Rose! Fire Slash!” 
 
    Nina raised her katanas up and ignited them with flames. She leaped into the air and spun like a top as she sliced the crows. The birds squawked as the metal ripped through their black feathers and flesh. Those able to avoid her steel were instead engulfed by the fire forming a circle all around her. 
 
    She landed back on the grass. Charred feathers and ash drifted in the air around us as the other crows ascended back into the sky. 
 
    “Fire Slash,” Quentin said. “That’s pretty useful—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The ground exploded underneath us, sending us flying in every direction. I tumbled through the air as dirt and grass blurred my vision. I couldn’t see where I was going. So I figured I’d put my ability to use and straighten myself up. 
 
    An Upper Thrust sent me straight up higher into the air. I sliced through a couple of crows before landing back on the grass. Quentin managed to get back to his feet but Nina was on the ground trying to push herself back up. 
 
    “Q! Watch her back!” 
 
    The worm reared its head back as it aimed toward the vulnerable Strider. 
 
    “I got you!” Quentin rushed like a bullet to shield Nina. 
 
    A blast of black slime poured from the beast’s mouth, flowing in a seemingly endless stream. The worm vomited so damn much some of it splashed against my face. I wouldn’t have minded the smell so much but I knew something was wrong because of the stinging against my cheeks. 
 
    “Shit…” I muttered and glanced at my communicator. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 78 
 
    Endurance 34 
 
    Status: Poisoned 
 
      
 
    My HP slowly ticking away was the least of my worries. “Dammit…” A queasy feeling made my knees buckle. “Come on. Stay focused.” I gasped a deep breath and ignored the smell, maintaining my composure the best I could. It took every ounce of strength I had to not curl into a ball from the sudden spell of weakness. 
 
    “I can do this… I can do this…” The sight of Quentin and Nina was enough to keep me on my feet. It had to be. There was no other way to finish this. 
 
    Gathering all of my strength, I rushed forward to the worm and held my saber next to my head.  
 
    “Come on!” I yelled just as I got to the worm, sticking my blade into its side and rending its soft flesh. 
 
    The creature roared as it brought its mouth down for a bite but Quentin stood his ground, activating his Mana Shield to prevent it from moving forward. 
 
    “Rose!” I shouted. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Nina gritted her teeth and pushed herself up to her feet. Her face was covered in dirt and her hair was out of place but through it all, I could see the determination in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can hold on for much longer… I think I’m sick…” Quentin clenched his jaw as the worm tried to gnaw through his shield. He was holding his ground so much his feet began to sink into the grass. 
 
    I pushed my blade deeper into the worm’s body. More blood spilled but it didn’t relent. It wasn’t enough. I had to do something else. And fast. So I went for the only thing I could think of. 
 
    “Rose! Follow my lead!” 
 
    I gripped my saber with both hands and squatted down. With all of my strength, I focused my energy and performed an Upper Thrust. My ability pushed me to the sky and my saber followed. My blade split its bright red flesh all the way up the side of its body. I shut my eyes as the black blood sprayed against my cheeks. The warmth of the blood combined with the noxious scent made me wanna puke but I managed to hold my breakfast down. 
 
    The worm squealed louder. It writhed violently as it tried to shake me off. I held on for as long as I could until my ascent ended near the top of its head. 
 
    “Holy crap…” 
 
    I was high enough for the crows in the sky to come zooming toward me. They cawed loudly as they headed for me. I braced myself for the impact but something happened. 
 
    The worm fell silent. I looked down to see myself crashing back down toward the grass. I pressed my heels against the worm’s body and leaped off it just as it slammed into the grass in a heap. 
 
    The crows ascended back into the sky and circled above. But my attention was focused on the worm before me. The massive slice I created leaked into a puddle of blood next to it. On the other side of it, Nina stood there, her armor and blades drenched in the same blood, so it was easy to assume she sliced it just the same as me. 
 
    Blood spilled from every inch of the worm’s slick flesh before it exploded into a shower of colorful Mana. The crows above all burst and rained down more Mana. 
 
    The peace of the valley returned though the grass remained in tatters all around us. The worm’s carcass was gone along with every drop of blood it spilled. Its nauseating stench faded from my nostrils and the weakness from its toxic black slime faded from my body.  
 
    Nina sighed a deep breath and brushed her bangs away from her sweaty forehead. Her face covered in dirt, she smiled and began to laugh. The amount of relief on her face was unmistakable. I tried to think of something to say but all I could do was laugh along with her. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about! The Great Defenders, baby!” Quentin pumped his fist in the air. 
 
    “Looks like a decent haul,” Nina said. “We should probably level up after this.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea.” I was about to move my communicator to collect some of the Mana when something caught my eye. A blue light flashed in the distance. I turned toward the side and saw the entrance to a cavern carved into the side of the valley basin. I walked forward to make sure I was seeing it correctly and it flashed again. “Hey, guys… Do you see this?” 
 
    “See what?” Quentin walked up next to me. “I… do… What is that?” 
 
    Nina joined us. “I know what it is.” Without saying another word, she walked toward the cavern. Quentin and I followed close behind her. 
 
    As we approached, the blue light began to shine even brighter. The cavern wasn’t deep. It was only a few meters when we reached the end of it. And standing at the end of it, there was an Obelisk the same as the one in the valley. The only difference was the bright blue energy radiating around it. 
 
    “What is this?” Quentin scratched his head. “Another Obelisk?” 
 
    “It is,” Nina said. “But it doesn’t power this junction. This is just pure Blue Mana.” Without warning, she slashed at it. The Obelisk shattered into pieces, sending Mana orbs in every direction. Along with the Mana, jagged pieces of deep blue rocks landed on the ground. 
 
    Quentin picked one up then juggled it in his palm. “Mana Core.” 
 
    I was too tired to do anything else but give him a smirk. “Time for some upgrades.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20: Like Balancing a Checkbook 
 
    Red Mana 2100 
 
    Blue Mana 1150 
 
    Green Mana 300 
 
      
 
    The numbers on my communicator were as big as they’d ever been. But it didn’t mean much with the rising cost it took to level. Apparently, even Mana was affected by inflation. 
 
    That didn’t stop me from making a visit to the Crafting Bay. The Obelisk in the cavern gave us enough Cores that we could only carry the largest and shiniest ones back. 
 
    “Maybe I should bring a carrying pouch with me next time…” 
 
    I placed the Cores in the analyzer one by one. All of them scanned with different stat bonuses for my saber. Damage. Parry bonuses. Some decreased the weight of it. None of them were anything better than common. 
 
    “Nina and Quentin must’ve gotten all the good ones,” I muttered. 
 
    I placed the last Core into the analyzer. The blue text appeared on the display next to it. 
 
      
 
    Uncommon Mana Core 
 
    Type: Weapon 
 
    Bonus: Increase damage by 5% 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… That’ll work.” 
 
    I picked up the Core and headed to the counter. Engineer Gage was focused on his work. With how many sparks were flying up from the metal on his workbench, I was surprised he was able to see me at all. I waited patiently until the man with the scruffy beard walked up. He didn’t bother raising his goggles as he looked me up and down. 
 
    “What do you need, recruit?” 
 
    “I found an uncommon Core.” 
 
    He took the golf ball-sized blue rock into his palm and squeezed it. “Not bad for a rookie.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I looked at the side of the room and noticed some of the blades hanging on the wall. I took my saber from my hip and noticed how plain it looked in comparison. The edge was sharp and polished. The hilt was comfortable. But there were no intricate designs or fancy lettering chiseled into it. 
 
    “Are those Cavalier sabers?” I asked. 
 
    He turned his head toward the weapon display and nodded. “Different sabers for different Cavaliers. Speed. Power. Abilities. Whatever suits you.” 
 
    “Sick… Maybe I can get one of those—” 
 
    “Need more Mana.” 
 
    “What? You don’t even know how much I have.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. Even from behind his thick engineering goggles, I knew he was giving me a blank stare. I couldn’t see it but I could feel it. 
 
    “Listen,” he said. “You come in here and you see all these fancy weapons. You close a Junction and gain some levels. You wanna get stronger so you can do your part to help the Legion. But you’re still a recruit who hasn’t even taken the oath yet.” 
 
    “I’ll make it to Omega. I know I will.” 
 
    “I believe in you. But do you plan on being a Cavalier the whole time? You gonna spend 10,000 Blue Mana on a weapon you might not even use?” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “Ten grand? You know, you should really work on your prices, Gage. There’s this thing called consumer price sensitivity.” I wagged my finger to no avail. 
 
    “And there’s this thing called supply and demand. It takes time to craft the weapons you’re looking at. You come here with some real Mana and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    I sighed as I placed my standard Saber onto the counter in front of him. “Install the Core.” 
 
    “It’ll be ready in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 7 Private Cavalier 
 
    (350 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 10 
 
    Speed 10 
 
    Durability 10 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    Upgrading my weapon wasn’t the only thing being affected by Mana inflation. I only had enough Red Mana to gain four levels. Four ability points didn’t seem like much but I still gave it some thought. 
 
    Strength was always useful. Speed would help but I’d never be able to keep up with Nina. Durability made my body a little firmer though giant worms threatening to eat me probably didn’t care too much about it. And control still didn’t seem useful. 
 
    I looked over my stats and chuckled to myself as an idea came to me. “Maybe…” 
 
    I accepted the increase of four levels and pumped all the ability points into strength. A surge of energy pulsed in my arms. The warmth of the Red Mana filling my veins spread through my body and made me grimace. 
 
    “Temporary discomfort for a permanent gain.” Dr. Marchal walked up next to me. The doctor always looked so prim and proper in her lab coat. Even the few strands of golden hair in front of her face looked like they were placed with precision. “How are you feeling, recruit?” 
 
    “I can’t complain. Junctions are getting tough but nothing my squad and I can’t handle.” 
 
    “That’s good. Judging from your appearance, you’ve made some considerable progress.” 
 
    “My appearance?” I raised an eyebrow at her and she laughed softly. 
 
    “Red Mana alters your body chemistry slightly. Strength makes your muscles grow. Durability makes them dense. Speed makes your tendons twitch. Your appearance would be more affected by training at the gym. Treadmill work. Weight lifting. But Red Mana affects your performance directly.” 
 
    “Make sense. I can feel a difference out there. It’s getting easier to carry my saber and cut through things. I got a question for you, Doc. What would control do to my body?” 
 
    The doctor smiled softly though I wasn’t sure why. Even though I knew I could trust her, a part of me thought she was up to something. 
 
    “Our scientists are still trying to understand Mana,” she said. “What we do know is we can apply it to ourselves and use it to fight those that threaten us. What they’ve learned is that we can also use it to control the elements around us. There’s an energy in the air. A chi, if you will. Control allows you to control that energy.” She shook her head and laughed. “Captain Pearson or even another Harbinger would do a better job of explaining it to you.” 
 
    “I guess there’s still a lot for me to learn,” I sighed. 
 
    She put a hand on my arm. “You’re making progress, recruit. That’s all that matters for now.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Inside of the pizza parlor, dozens of cadets were lined up and waiting for their orders from the robots creating the pizzas. Other cadets sprawled out on the grass outside as they enjoyed the view of the stars above. With the climate control of the dome covering the entire facility, the nighttime breeze was always relaxing against my cheeks. 
 
    Quentin folded a slice of pizza together then stuffed it into his mouth. “I’ve seen a few Harbingers walking around,” he said with a mouthful. “I mean, I only know the privates because they’re all wearing the same armor. Can you believe I got two-percent on compatibility results for Harbinger? That’s two more than Strider!” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about being a Harbinger?” I said. 
 
    “I won’t switch classes until I’ve seen ‘em in action.” 
 
    “You’ll get to see them in action soon enough,” Nina said. “The Junctions are closing and the World Boss is on the horizon.” 
 
    Quentin chewed slowly as he shifted his eyes toward the redhead. “You don’t have to say it so ominously like that…” 
 
    “I was only trying to make a point.” She smiled as she picked up a slice of pizza. 
 
    The smell of all the cheese, meat, and spices were too much for me to resist. I took a bite and sank into my seat. “Nothing like a nice slice of pizza after a hard day’s work. Missions are finished. Nice job, Defenders.” 
 
    “I think I could get used to this,” Quentin said. “Close Junctions, eat pizza, go to sleep. Wake up and do it all over again.” 
 
    “It’s getting a little harder though. We were dealing with wolves and now we’re fighting giant worms.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I’m about to gag on this pizza just thinking about the smell.” 
 
    “How about we stop discussing the Junctions and focus on simply enjoying tonight?” Nina said. “You say you can get used to this but your mind and bodies need to be sound. Don’t let a durability stat trick you into thinking you’re indestructible.” 
 
    “Hey, if you want me to focus on this pizza, that’s fine by me.” Quentin hungrily wolfed down his pizza. The way his already puffy cheeks bulged even more made me laugh like always. 
 
    “I don’t know how someone as skinny as you puts it all away,” I said. 
 
    “The human body is amazing.” Quentin helped himself to another slice. “It wants what it wants. Ain’t that right, Nina?” 
 
    “This is good pizza,” she sighed. 
 
    I looked toward a table of cadets across from me. I saw Paige sitting with a couple of guys and another girl. She looked toward me and smiled before looking back at her companions. 
 
    “That chick was looking at you,” Quentin said. “You know her?” 
 
    “Paige. She’s a Cavalier, too.” 
 
    “Not bad. Maybe you should go over there and talk about your ‘training.’ Heh heh heh…” Quentin made quotes with his fingers to emphasize his point, not caring how goofy it made him look. 
 
    “Ungh. Pigs.” Nina rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Quentin exclaimed. “I’m just being honest. She was giving ol’ Liam here the eye.” 
 
    “The eye?” 
 
    “Yeah, the eye. That look a girl gives when… you know…” 
 
    “No, I don’t know. Explain.” Nina put her pizza down and stared hard at him. I was waiting for laser beams to come out and burn a hole through Quentin’s head. 
 
    Quentin shifted in his seat and took another bite of pizza. “Well… You see…” The words were jumbled because of how full his mouth was. “When a girl is feeling a certain way toward a guy and wants to do something with him, she’ll give him a look. It’s combined with a smile and a stare. It’s…” 
 
    “Or maybe she was simply being friendly.” 
 
    Quentin swallowed and nodded slowly. “Yeah, there’s that, too. You never know for sure. All I’m saying is there’s no harm in our friend Liam here saying hello. Speaking of which…” 
 
    I was so distracted by Quentin trying to weasel his way out of Nina’s interrogation I didn’t notice Paige had walked up. 
 
    “Hey, Liam. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    “You’re not interrupting,” I said. “We’re all relaxing after a long day.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    “No problem.” I held back my surprise as I got up from my seat. 
 
    We walked over to the grassy area just a few meters away. The other cadets made their way back and forth around us, enjoying the peace of the Central Square. 
 
    “It’s strange,” she said. “The Nerve Center is right there. We’re all running through gates and fighting monsters. Now we’re all relaxing over some pizza.” 
 
    “I guess it is kinda weird when you put it like that. That’s just the way the world is now. Humanity’s next battle is in Pandora, or however the brochures put it. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m doing just fine… Actually, it’s not me I wanted to talk about. It’s about Douglas and Brian.” 
 
    “What about ‘em?” 
 
    She looked down at the grass like she didn’t wanna say whatever was on her mind. “I was sparring with them in the Drill Room. We’re doing everything Captain Hamilton told us to. We’re all sustaining injuries but nothing the Med Bay can’t handle.” 
 
    “With a Recall Box, you can get your head split open and they can bring you back.” 
 
    “That’s true. But it still hurts. I can see the pain in their eyes when they get hit. I… I’m worried about them.” 
 
    Paige looked up at me with a couple of wide brown eyes. Either she was a damn good actress or she really was worried about them. She was a few inches shorter than me and petite in size, which made her look even more innocent than she already was. 
 
    “Sorry, Paige…” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I can do.” 
 
    “Oh…” She closed her eyes and laughed. “It’s nothing like that. I’m not asking you to do anything. All we can do is support each other. I guess all I really wanted was just to talk to you. To see how you were doing.” 
 
    “Right…” The small brunette in front of me being concerned made me smile. It was nice knowing her heart was in the right place. “I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me, Paige.” 
 
    “I’m glad. You don’t have to worry about me either. I think… I think I can really do this. I think I’ll make it to the oath.” 
 
    “All of us will.” I put a hand on her shoulder to console her. 
 
    The sound of footsteps approaching made me turn around. Nina walked up to us with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Nina. This is Paige. Paige, this is—” 
 
    “Nina Higashi,” Paige cut me off and grinned. “Everybody knows who you are.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Nina said. 
 
    “I should probably get back to my squadmates before they eat my share of the pizza.” 
 
    Nina and I watched as Paige walked back to her table. 
 
    “What’s up?” I said. 
 
    “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Oh? This sounds serious.” 
 
    “It’s not serious.” 
 
    “Good. Tonight was supposed to be about relaxing after a long day in Pandora.” 
 
    “Tomorrow is Saturday. That means the Junction Room is closed.” 
 
    I scrunched my face in confusion, not sure I’d heard her right. “What? How come Janice didn’t mention it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You can’t expect Janice to tell us everything. You can look it up on any directory if you want.” 
 
    “I believe you. What are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “The Nerve Center is still open. The Drill Rooms are open and the Captains are available in the training labs. But I was thinking we could hang out.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. I looked at her face, trying to read what she was thinking. But there was nothing. Just a pair of empty green eyes and a blank look like she was getting impatient for my response. 
 
    “Hang out, huh? This doesn’t have anything to do with Paige just talking to me now, does it?” 
 
    “And I suppose if I said it doesn’t, you’d assume I’m lying. Is that correct?” 
 
    “I was always a sucker for a tsundere…” 
 
    Nina sighed as I chuckled to myself. “They give us Saturdays off for a reason. Recruits have gone crazy spending all their focus on Junctions.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that. What about Quentin?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    I looked at the table and saw him scarfing down some pizza with Elliot sitting next to him. Elliot had a fancy pistol in his hand, showing it off to Quentin. Quentin’s eyes were wide as he examined it. 
 
    “Elliot’s convinced Quentin he might have what it takes to be a Gunrunner,” she said. “They’re going to spend tomorrow messing around in one of the training labs.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s for the best Quentin gets it out of his system early and realizes he was meant to be a Vanguard.” 
 
    Nina and I shared a laugh. I looked at her and relief washed over me. I was so used to seeing her as a Strider I almost forgot she was just another young recruit getting started like the rest of us. 
 
    “All right,” I said with a shrug. “We’ll hang out. I guess it’s time we explored the Central Square.” 
 
    “There’ll be time for that. But first there’s something I wanna show you.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll find out tomorrow.” She didn’t give me a chance to respond and just started walking back to the table. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I followed after her. I started to walk over to her when my communicator vibrated against my wrist. The display lit up. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 1 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… That’s interesting…” 
 
    I wondered what it meant to have a new Synergy available. The thought only lasted a second, as the smell of pizza and my grumbling stomach were a combination too strong to ignore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21: The One and Only Nina Higashi 
 
    I headed to the Nerve Center early the next morning at Nina’s request. The Drill Rooms were empty. Most of the smaller training labs were empty, too. With the Junction Room closed off, most cadets spent their time in their dorm rooms or relaxing in the Central Square. 
 
    I wasn’t about to whine or complain about standing in a training lab though. 
 
    I’d gotten used to the silver steel walls. The same for the hard granite floor.  The white lights pulsing softly from the high ceiling above made the place look like the cold and sterile room that it was. It was what a state-of-the-art training facility looked like. If anything, I was kinda excited to be here. 
 
    What made it even easier to spend my day of potentially training was the weapon in my hand. 
 
    The weight of the black leather hilt hadn’t changed. The edge of the carbon steel was just as sharp and its edge was just as pointed. But on top of the hilt, there was a small blue jewel. It resonated with a deep blue glow and gave the rest of the blade a faint aura like mist flowing from it. 
 
    I reached my fingertips out and tried to touch it but I didn’t feel anything at all. A glance at my communicator revealed the new status of my weapon. 
 
      
 
    Steel Training Saber 
 
    Damage Rating: F 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Increase 
 
      
 
    “When Gage gave me back my weapon, I thought it looked cool even though the blade hasn’t changed. It still feels the same in my palm but at the same time… There’s something different. I can feel the energy resonating from it. Even with the low damage rating.” 
 
    “That’s the power of Mana.” Nina stood next to me. She donned her violet armor with her katanas at her hips. Her weapons resonated with the same faint blue aura I had to look hard to spot. “The low damage rating only relates to Shadows in Pandora. There’s Mana infused in it.” 
 
    “The same Mana Shadows thrive off of are used to defeat them. That’s ironic or something.” 
 
    “Power is only concerned with who wields it, not who creates it.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true philosopher… I got one for you, Confucius. What are we doing in a training lab when everybody else is taking a day off?” 
 
    The intensity in Nina’s eyes didn’t leave even though she smiled. “The current world is reaching its maximum threat level. Soon, everybody will have to work together to face the World Boss. After the World Boss, the chance to complete the Omega Trial and take the oath will be given to you.” 
 
    “Right… I don’t see why they’re waiting. I mean, we’ve closed how many Junctions so far? Every new recruit is getting into the thick of it. We should be Omegas now.” 
 
    “We’ve been closing Junctions but what have we really been doing? Some of the beasts we’ve faced have been a challenge but nothing we haven’t been able to overcome without focused effort.” 
 
    She was right. We’d been through so many Junctions but most of them involved walking through valleys or climbing hills in peaceful surroundings. I didn’t sustain any major injuries from any of the bosses we fought, even the ones that were tricky to deal with. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked. “Is what’s ahead more challenging?” 
 
    “There’s a reason why you can’t take the oath until after your first World Boss.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because most new recruits won’t be here to take it after.” 
 
    Nina was pretty enough, I figured guys were uneasy around her. But I’d gotten used to her. Having known her for a little bit, I saw the intensity in her more than anything else. 
 
    I raised an index finger and shook it. “You know, you should really work on not saying things so ominously.” 
 
    We shared a laugh and the seriousness in her eyes disappeared. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “It’s not a threat or a warning. But it’s only going to get more difficult from here. They bring new recruits in when Pandora is Green. Most recruits wouldn’t last if their first Junction involved searching a dungeon or descending into a hellish cavern.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun…” I twirled my saber around and rested it on my shoulder. “I’m guessing you wanting to meet me in the training lab has something to do with preparations.” 
 
    She walked over to the side of the room to the digital display tablet resting on a podium. She swiped and tapped her fingers on it. “The Drill Rooms are good for practicing on a larger scale. Dozens of cadets can fight all at once and prepare for things like a World Boss. Training labs are better for individual practice, which is why Captains train new recruits here. It makes training a little more… intimate.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “That’s a word I never thought would be used with training.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas, Liam. I can bring anything up in this room that could easily send you to the Med Bay in a few seconds.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true sadist.” 
 
    “We only have a few more Junctions left before the raid. We beat a giant bat. We beat a giant worm. But the Omega Trial won’t be about beating great beasts.” 
 
    “And I suppose you know what it entails?” 
 
    Nina swiped on the display and the white lights on the ceiling began to glow neon blue. Lines formed on the walls and floor like a grid. 
 
    I looked around and chuckled at everything. “Feels like I’m in Tron or something…” 
 
    Nina stepped out onto the grid next to me and unsheathed her katanas. She held her weapons up and focused on the wall. 
 
    “Nina… What are you—” 
 
    I cut myself off when I saw blue sparks swirling around in front of me like digital fireworks. It took the outline of a small flying blue drone. It floated just above me as another formed right next to it. Then another formed. Then another. Then another. 
 
    “What are these?” I said. 
 
    “Digital drones. To be an Omega, you have to prove you can perform to your capabilities. The exam will consist of drones like this.” 
 
    “Drones, huh? Nothing I can’t handle.” I ran forward to one of the drones and crouched down for a second before doing an Upper Thrust. I sailed to the ceiling with my saber pointed at the drone above me. But the tip of my blade hit nothing but air. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    BLAM! 
 
    A blast of white energy caught me in the chest and sent me tumbling back to the granite. I landed with a thud that knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    “Ungh… shit…” I couldn’t help but groan as I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    Nina rushed up and grabbed my arm to help me back to my feet. “Remember your training,” she said. “It’s about more than just abilities.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Despite how hard the blast was, I didn’t lose many hit points. The drones in the sky began shifting around, pointing the small cannons on their bodies right at us. 
 
    “The basics.” I shot Nina a look and nodded. She grinned in response then dashed forward like only a Strider could. The sight of her twirling into the air with her katanas out never got old. Unfortunately, I couldn’t admire it because another pair of drones had locked their sights on me. 
 
    They hovered close and fired two energy blasts. I raised my saber up and turned it sideways, parrying both of the bolts and sending them crashing into the walls. Another few blasts were parried just the same. 
 
    “I feel like a Jedi… Just call me Obi-Wan…” 
 
    One of the drones charged toward me. I twirled my saber around and the faint blue light around it flowed like smoke. The drone raised its cannon up to fire but I quickly brought my saber down with a quick slash. The drone split in two and faded into a digital explosion of energy. 
 
    The other drone zoomed over my head and tried to come at me from behind. I spun around on my heels as fast as I could and thrust. The tip of my blade pierced the center of the drone’s body and turned it into the same digital dust as the other. 
 
    Nina continued to twirl around the black grid of the training lab, dodging the energy blasts responding with lightning-fast slashes of her katanas. 
 
    The drones were gone and we stood across from each other. She breathed softly, her chest rising and falling. A few strands of hair hung over her forehead as sweat dripped down her cheeks. 
 
    “The basics,” I said. 
 
    “The basics.” She gave me a smile and nodded as more drones formed above us. 
 
    I gripped my hilt tight and prepared myself for another wave of digital enemies descending upon me. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “I never understood black coffee. I mean, I guess it’s good if you drink that fancy art house stuff. Or maybe if you live in another country. But all we’ve got around here is the usual. It’s only good when it’s got sugar, cream, and more sugar. This right here… ” I took a sip of my Frappuccino and smacked my lips. “That’s the stuff.” 
 
    “I never took you for a Starbucks kinda guy,” Nina said. 
 
    “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me. Who can say no to a Frap?” 
 
    I took another sip to Nina’s apparent amusement. 
 
    Outside of the coffee shop, the climate-controlled weather of the dome was as peaceful as always. Dozens of cadets were out to enjoy the serenity of the Central Square. The sun shined without a cloud in the sky. I would’ve been happy regardless but after a few hours training with Nina, having a drink and relaxing was a lot more enjoyable. 
 
    Nina sipped on her latte, staring off to the side like she was daydreaming. 
 
    “That’s it, huh?” I said. “We fight a few drones and they let us take the oath to be Omegas?” 
 
    “That’s not an exact replica of the trial but it’s similar. If you do what you did today, you shouldn’t have a problem succeeding. Everything you learned from your Captain and your experience in the Junction should be enough.” 
 
    “I can’t wait. Then again, it’s just a title.” 
 
    Nina shook her head. “It’s more than just a title. When you become an Omega, you’re officially integrated into the Legion. Your stipend increases. You get harder missions. You get access to more Junctions. Some abilities you were gated from are open to you.” 
 
    “I noticed that in the ability shop. Not that it mattered, since I can’t afford anything.” 
 
    “You’ll get more Mana from more difficult Junctions. Engineer Gage will be more willing to craft new weapons for you. He can improve your armor, too.” 
 
    “Stop,” I said as I put my hands up. “I get any more excited and I’ll explode.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow at me, her face wrinkled like she smelled a bad fart. I chuckled to laugh it off. Thankfully it was enough to make her smile. 
 
    I took another sip and leaned back in my seat. “I believe you. Everything you’ve told me has been the truth. But this isn’t something everybody gets from reading a brochure and I know you haven’t been sitting around in your dorm room to read up on all of this. I’ve been too tired from Junctions to do anything but sleep.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Liam?” 
 
    “Synergy. The Omega Trials. World Bosses. How the hell do you know about all of this?“ 
 
    Her eyes shifted to the ground. Her fingers fiddled with the sleeve around her cup. It was obvious something was on the tip of her tongue. I knew I wouldn’t have to wait long to hear it. 
 
    “My grandfather was a scientist during the First Event. He lived in Tokyo and worked with the research team who figured out how to open up a gateway to the other dimension. He was around early enough to help name it Pandora. They realized Pandora was made up of different worlds, which we close by defeating the World Boss. Close every world and maybe close the Pandora dimension for good. 
 
    “My father moved to America when he was younger. He worked with the researchers here to do his part for the LOD, following in his father’s footsteps.” 
 
    “Thomas Higashi. Higashi Robotics, was it? Quentin mentioned him.” 
 
    She nodded though she was still staring at the ground. “My grandfather helped lay the groundwork for the Junctions. My father helped improve them into the technological structures you see now. They made getting into Pandora as easy as walking through a door.” 
 
    “A gateway to another dimension.” I chuckled at the thought. 
 
    “I know about Pandora and what the Omegas do. I know about the World Bosses and the trials. I know what it takes to be an Omega because I’ve been around the LOD my entire life.” 
 
    Nina fell silent. I thought twice about asking her but knew I couldn’t bite my tongue. 
 
    “Quentin said you’re a model. You’ve got like a billion followers on Instagram or something.” 
 
    She smirked and laughed softly, though her stare didn’t move. 
 
    “I mean, you are Nina Higashi, right?” 
 
    She shifted her eyes toward me. A subtle smile on her lips, she didn’t blink. “The one and only.” 
 
    “You know… There’s one thing I don’t get. Your grandfather and father were involved with the Legion since the beginning. Now you’re a model and you’ve got a successful career ahead of you. You’re smart. You’re pretty. Why would someone like you wanna be an Omega?” 
 
    Nina didn’t take her stare away from me. “You think I’m pretty?” 
 
    “What?” I closed my eyes and shook my head in confusion. “That’s not what I meant—” 
 
    “So you don’t think I’m pretty?” 
 
    My mouth hung half-open as I tried to figure out what to say. I was never terrible with women but when a green-eyed redhead with porcelain skin was eyeballing you, it got noticeably harder not to stammer. 
 
    “Well…” I started. 
 
    She tightened her lips to hold back her smile and began laughing hard enough to make her whole body shake. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. “You’re a model. You’re a potential Omega. One moment you’re as serious as a Class Captain. The next, you’re asking me to pull your finger. I don’t get you, Nina.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll figure it out eventually. For now, let’s just enjoy our day off. It’s only going to get harder from here.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    She looked back out toward the grassy area at the center of the Central Square where all of the cadets were relaxing. I took a sip of my drink and felt my communicator vibrate against my wrist just like the night before. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 1 
 
      
 
    I looked up at Nina to see if she noticed but she didn’t. Not that it mattered. All I cared about at the moment was enjoying the rest of my day off before heading back into a Junction tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22: When It Rains, It Pours 
 
    Current World Status: Green 
 
    Threat Level: 82% 
 
    Junctions Closed: 127 
 
    Junctions Available: 70 
 
    Current Herald Threat:  Emerald Basilisk 
 
      
 
    Most Junctions Closed 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 26 
 
    Gregory Harding - 26 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - 16 
 
      
 
    Most Shadows Defeated 
 
    Rhys Griffin - 387 
 
    Gregory Harding - 322 
 
    Jane Sato - 245 
 
      
 
    “How the hell is Griffin killing that many Shadows?” Quentin stared up at the digital display in the Junction Room. I was just as perplexed as he was but the dumbfounded look on his face made me chuckle. “The guy’s a damn buzzsaw.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I’m guessing the higher level Junctions have a lot more Shadows to blow away.” 
 
    “He’s a higher level, going through better Junctions, blowing out trash mobs. And he’s outpacing everybody else. He was probably that asshole in class who did the extra credit even when he had an A.” 
 
    “The rewards are a little better than a report card this time around.” 
 
    Quentin put a hand on my shoulder like he was trying to console me. “Doesn’t look like you’ll get the Apex. We were really going for it.” 
 
    I chuckled and patted him on the arm. “It would’ve been cool if one of us got there on our first try. No sense in worrying about it now. We’ve gotta stay focused on becoming Omegas.” 
 
    “Sensible. Logical. Analytical. You really are a computer programmer. What the hell are you doing enlisting with the LOD?” 
 
    We shared another laugh. The mood was light even though the tension in the Junction Room was thick. With the threat level rising, the World Boss was on the horizon. None of us had any idea what to expect with the Emerald Basilisk but we knew for sure it was a big deal. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “How’d what go?” 
 
    “Oh, come on! Going out with Miss Higashi. You’re the envy of so many lonely guys right now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call fighting drones in the training lab ‘going out,’ but it went as well as can be expected. You should’ve been there.” 
 
    “I’m not about to third-wheel my squad leader. Why do you think I decided to spend time with Crazy Gill over there?” 
 
    We both looked over at Elliot a few Junctions away from us. He twirled his pistol around in his hand like an old gunslinger. If it wasn’t for the lime-green armor and the crop-top haircut, he might’ve been able to fit in around a bunch of cowboys. 
 
    “Crazy Gill, huh? Is that what we’re calling him now?” 
 
    “I think all Gunrunners are nuts with Captain Lawler running the show.” 
 
    “To be fair, I don’t think any of the Class Captains are what anybody would call normal… No aspirations to be a Gunrunner, huh?” 
 
    “It’s Strider or Vanguard for me. Nothing else.” He slapped me on the arm. Even though he was a few inches shorter than me and skinnier, too, Quentin’s armor was so bulky even a friendly pat moved me slightly. 
 
    Elliot noticed us staring at him and walked over. His hand cannon still twirling around in his hand, he grinned as he looked me up and down. 
 
    “What’s up, Liam? The Emerald Basilisk is almost here. You excited?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Should I be?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. All these low-level junctions the new recruits are stuck in are getting old. Rumors are floating around. We blow this big, bad whatever-it-is out and we finally get to become Omegas.” 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t get ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “Hey, my squad is tight. Quentin over here said you guys gave yourselves a squad name. The Great Defenders. I think me and my boys will come up with one, too.” 
 
    I looked over at the two men in Quentin’s squad. One of them was Douglas who I recognized from my Cavalier lessons. The other I didn’t know but could tell was a Zealot just from the giant maul over his shoulder. 
 
    “You boys take care now, ya hear?” Elliot spoke with a mocking southern drawl. “Got a bunch of varmints to take care of. He bowed his head and walked back over to the Junction his squad was getting ready to step in. 
 
    “Crazy Gill,” Quentin sighed. “You ready, Liam?” 
 
    I looked down at my communicator to double-check my stats. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 11 Private Serviceman 
 
    (550 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 14 (+4) 
 
    Speed 13 (+3 Nina Synergy Bonus) 
 
    Durability 10 
 
    Control 8 
 
      
 
    Available Abilities 
 
      
 
    Upper Thrust (Cavalier) 
 
    Level 2 
 
    400 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    I noticed the Synergy Bonus I gained from Nina but didn’t mention it. 
 
    “It’s getting expensive to level up,” I said. “Hopefully Nina found us a Junction where we can farm some real Mana.” 
 
    I looked up and saw Nina standing on the other side of the room. She motioned for us to come to her. When we arrived she pointed at the display next to the giant metal gate. 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 13 
 
    Threat Level: Moderate 
 
    Precautions: Harsh Rain, Flying Shadows, Labyrinth 
 
    Status: Open 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be the first moderate level Junction we’ll go through,” she said. “It won’t be as simple as spotting the Obelisk and walking to it. It’s your decision, squad leader.” 
 
    Quentin gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    “All right.” I turned toward the soft blue energy rippling from the Junction gate. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I stepped onto the grass just as the thunder boomed above. Harsh winds blew the pouring rain into my face like I was standing underneath a showerhead. The grassy valley was the only thing that hadn’t changed from what I was used to. 
 
    “Holy… They weren’t kidding about the rain, huh?” Quentin activated the shield on his right arm and held it up to block the downpour. The rain plinked against the metal in a fast, tapping rhythm. 
 
    Nina’s long red hair whipped in the direction of the wind. She didn’t seem to mind the rain drenching her skin and armor all the same. 
 
    “There.” She raised her hand up. “That’s where the Obelisk is.” 
 
    I looked to where she pointed, expecting to see the purple energy resonating in the darkness. Instead, there was what looked like a stone structure in the distance. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a maze in person before,” I said. “I’m guessing this one is a little more dangerous than a normal one.” 
 
    “I got your back, Soul.” Quentin patted me on the back. Nina gave me a reassuring smile and we began marching forward. 
 
    With Quentin shielding the rain away, the trek through the muddy plains was as much of a drudge as it could’ve been. My armored soles muddied from the wet soil and slick grass. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked the air and shook the ground. A burst of white light appeared and a pack of five wolves leaped out in front of us. The gray beasts growled and bared their fangs. Yellow eyes glowed in the growing darkness around us. 
 
    “Rose, wait for my signal! Q, watch her back!” 
 
    I raised my saber up and didn’t hesitate to charge forward. The five feral beasts chased after me and leaped into the air at the same time. I reacted just in time, slashing down and catching one in the chest to turn it into Mana. The added strength already proved its usefulness. 
 
    But the other wolves didn’t care about what level I was. They managed to pounce on me, slashing and clawing at my armor and knocking me to the ground. One of their swipes caught me on the face and sent me stumbling back. 
 
    “Go! Now!” I shouted as I got back up to my feet. 
 
    Nina came racing toward the wolves with her katanas aimed in front of her. Quentin dashed right behind her. As bulky as his armor was, he managed to stay in range of her. 
 
    Two wolves turned their attention to Nina and pounced. She cartwheeled between them, making them crash into each other. She followed up quickly and stabbed simultaneously with both blades. Her katanas found their guts and spilled blood from their wounds. Vicious howls were interrupted as they burst into Mana. 
 
    Nina turned around to see the last two wolves converging on her. Quentin managed to slide in front of her just in time. He raised his shield up and the wolves’ progress was halted by a barrier of solid steel. 
 
    I ran up while the wolves recovered from their daze. The added damage from the Mana Core made it easier for me to rip into one wolf’s flesh. The other one met the same fate as I slashed down at it with all of my strength, ending the battle as quickly as it started. 
 
    “You all right?” Quentin asked. 
 
    The rain washed away the blood from the scratch on my cheek. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    I grew numb to the rain drenching me. We approached the stone structure in front of us and I was able to see just how large it was. The walls were several stories high, too tall for even an Upper Thrust to reach. And they were thick enough even Quentin wouldn’t be able to knock them down. 
 
    “It’s a labyrinth all right,” Quentin said. “I wonder what’s waiting for us in this maze…” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” I held my saber up by my side as I walked into the stone labyrinth. 
 
    It was hard to make out the path ahead because the walls were so high and all looked the same. I kept venturing forward, following the twisting path of the maze. Left. Right. Back around. The maze seemed to keep going without end. 
 
    “Make sure you remember your way out,” Quentin said. “I’m having trouble remembering where the hell we’ve been.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be a problem. Look.” Nina walked up to the stone walls and ran her hand over it. “This white paint… Arrows pointing the path back.” 
 
    “That’s convenient. Now all we need to do is figure out which way is forward.” 
 
    We moved into a circular clearing. Three paths led in every direction. There was no telling which way we were supposed to go. At least, I thought that until I took a closer look at the paint on the walls. 
 
    “Take a look at this.” I moved next to one of the paths. “Blue paint.” 
 
    “This one over here is red,” Nina said. 
 
    “And this one’s purple,” Quentin said. “I’m guessing this is the path leading to the Obelisk.” 
 
    “The Obelisk is our target.” I looked up at the stone walls of the maze towering over me. “But I figure we’re here for more than just closing this Junction. This might be our last chance to level before the World Boss. I say we take down as many Shadows as we can.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Nina said. 
 
    “Q?” 
 
    He gave me a shrug. “Pouring rain. Giant maze. Violent beasts. Why wouldn’t I wanna hang around here?” 
 
    I gave him a smirk before turning down the path with red paint on the walls. There was more white paint, too, to lead us back to where we came from, though my attention was on whatever I knew was waiting for us. 
 
    The path twisted and turned before us. The rain poured harder and the clouds darkened. I kept pushing forward until we made it into another clearing. 
 
    “Dead end.” Quentin looked around at the stone walls surrounding us. A circular space as big as one of the training labs was empty except for the mud and grass. 
 
    “There’s something here,” I said. “There has to be.” I walked forward and felt the grass shake beneath my feet. “There better not be another damn worm underneath me…” 
 
    Nina and Quentin looked around as the ground continued to shake. The quakes grew in size until it was obvious something was near. 
 
    I kept staring at the grass, trying to search for it. But then I heard something. It was moving toward us. And it was coming from the grass. 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    The stone wall across from me exploded like dynamite hit it. 
 
    “Watch out!” Quentin moved in front of me and shielded the debris away. The rocks settled and the dust began to clear. I looked by Quentin’s shield and saw the figure emerging from the broken hole in the wall. 
 
    I had to squint to make sure I was looking at it right. “Is that… what I think it is?” 
 
    “A minotaur,” Nina finished my thought. 
 
    The black beast stood ten-feet tall. Every inch of it bulged with sinewy muscles. Its giant head was the shape of a bull’s but its horns were thick and long enough to gore all three of us at the same time. If that wasn’t enough, it wielded a giant iron hammer three times the size of my head. 
 
    It stomped forward on its hooves and locked glowing red eyes upon me. Breath from its nose came out like smoke. Something like a combination of a roar and a howl came out of its mouth before it suddenly lowered its head and charged forward. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I moved out of the way just in time, listening to the sound of the stones crumbling behind me. The beast slowly pulled its horns free from the rubble and turned its attention back to me. It didn’t hesitate to stomp its hooves and charge forward again. 
 
    “I got you!” Quentin ran up next to me and slammed his shield into the ground. His feet sank into the mud as he braced himself. 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    The clash of horns against metal echoed through the clearing. 
 
    “Ahh!” Quentin yelled out as he stumbled back. He held the minotaur off but the giant dent in his rectangular shield was deep. “Crap… I’m gonna have to get Gage to repair this thing—” 
 
    “Look out!” I shoved him out of the way as the minotaur came charging at him. 
 
    The beast slammed into the wall. Before it could pull itself free, Nina pounced. She stabbed her blades into its back and pierced its black, leathery hide. 
 
    “That’s it, Rose!” Quentin shouted. “Get him!” 
 
    The minotaur roared and shook her off. She gracefully tumbled through the sky and landed back on the grass. Despite taking two stabs, the minotaur straightened up like nothing was wrong. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to do a little better than that it seems,” Quentin said. “What do you got, Soul?” 
 
    “If it bleeds, we can kill it.” 
 
    “Wise words from one of the greats. That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” 
 
    The minotaur slowly paced forward, dragging its hammer through the grass. 
 
    “You think your Mana Shield can hold up?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t put all my points into durability for nothing.” 
 
    “Will Fire Slash work in the rain?” I looked at Nina. 
 
    “Just say when.” She smiled then nodded. 
 
    I raised my saber up and walked forward. “He likes running around. But he can’t beat us in a straight fight.” 
 
    My blade by my side, I moved close enough to get him to raise his hammer over his head. Just before he slammed it into the grass, I rolled forward out of the way. The hammering thud made the ground shake but I managed to maintain my balance it enough to thrust into its knee. It roared in pain then spun around too fast for me to react. The blow caught me right in the center of the chest, sending me flying back. 
 
    “Soul!” 
 
    Quentin charged forward to get the minotaur’s attention. He activated his Mana Shield to block the brunt of the minotaur’s swing. 
 
    Nina raced up and helped me back up to my feet. 
 
    “That was stupid,” she said. 
 
    My armor dented, I struggled to catch my breath. “Next time, I won’t be there for him to hit. Fire Slash.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    I was still in a daze as I walked forward. Frustrated at being unable to get through Quentin’s shield, the minotaur turned its attention back to me and ran forward. 
 
    I rushed up to meet it. An overhead slam from its hammer met the grass again as I slid out of the way. My saber found its other knee. Its scream was like something from a monster in a horror movie. Blood spurted from its wound as it tried to stay standing. I knew what was coming next. 
 
    The minotaur spun around with a sideways swipe but I was already ducking so low to the ground it missed me completely. 
 
    “Fire Slash!” 
 
    I yelled out and Nina followed through. The Strider twirled into the air. Flames formed around her katanas and caught the minotaur right in the neck. The fire ignited its head and made it flail wildly with its hammer. 
 
    Nina jumped away to safety and Quentin took her place. He raised his shield up and rammed his entire frame into the minotaur, knocking it down to a knee. 
 
    I moved underneath the minotaur and as fast as I could, performed an Upper Thrust. The tip of my saber pierced its chin. I met some resistance but I pushed up. I immediately felt the improvement from the increased level. Skin. Fur. Muscle. None of it was able to stop my blade from impaling its smoldering skull. 
 
    The minotaur flailed wildly, raising its hammer up to smash me. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and stood my ground. It reared back but the strength it needed to swing had faded. The beast burst into a shower of Mana all around us. I fell back to the grass on my feet and let out a deep breath. 
 
    “How you doing?” Quentin asked. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 50 
 
      
 
    The display on my communicator indicated I’d lost half my hit points. And honestly, it felt like even more. Despite the pain in my chest, I wasn’t worried. 
 
    “There’ll be time for a Med Bay visit later. Let’s get this Mana and keep going.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    We headed back through the stone maze and down the path with the blue paint on the walls. It was a short walk before we stumbled upon a dark blue Obelisk. I held my hands out and let Quentin do the honors. He was more than willing to oblige. A violent charge shattered it into pieces. 
 
    Blue Mana littered the grass along with an assortment of Mana Cores. Quentin bent down to pick one up and tossed it around in his hand. 
 
    “It’d be nice if we could figure out which ones were valuable instead of having to take ‘em to an analyzer,” Quentin said. 
 
    “There’s a way.” Nina walked forward and pulled a small device from her hip. It looked like a small gun but all that came out was a flashing red light. She held it over one of the Cores then showed me the display. “There. It’s common.” 
 
      
 
    Common Mana Core 
 
    Type: Weapon 
 
    Bonus: Increase damage by 2% 
 
      
 
    “We can scan all of the Cores to see which ones are valuable here.” 
 
    Quentin put his hands on his hips and turned his head sideways. “Wait a second. Where’d you get that thing? You on the up and up or something?” 
 
    He didn’t know about Nina’s ties to the LOD. I bit my tongue, holding back a laugh. 
 
    “Why? Do you want one?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I want one!” 
 
    “We’ll talk to Gage when we get back. In the meantime, we should try to bring as many Cores as we can. The ones we don’t use can be broken down to Blue Mana.” 
 
    “If the weapon prices are any indication, we’re gonna need as much Blue Mana as we can get,” I said. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    It was a short journey to the last path leading to the Obelisk. Quentin did the honors as usual with a giant punch. He slapped his hands together with a satisfied smirk on his lips. 
 
    “Piece of cake. What’s next, Defenders?” 
 
    “It’s likely the other cadets have closed their Junctions by now,” Nina said. “Remember, this is probably our last chance to level.” 
 
    I looked down at my Mana. 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 2450 
 
    Blue Mana 1150 
 
    Green Mana 375 
 
      
 
    I estimated I had enough for another four levels. But it still didn’t feel like enough. 
 
    “We’ll head back for the gate,” I said. “We’ll stay here for as long as we can and take down Shadows on the way. Unless you guys have plans for tonight.” 
 
    “As long as we make it back to the Square, I’m all good,” Quentin said. “I’m thinking burgers tonight sounds good.” 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    The redhead’s hair was wet but managed to stay in its ponytail despite how violent the wind had gotten. “Burgers will be a lot more satisfying after a few more levels.” Just a subtle smile from her was all I needed to make my decision. 
 
    “All right… Let’s see if we can find some more wolves who wanna test their luck.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23: Burgers, Fries, and a Knuckle Sandwich 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 18 Private Cavalier 
 
    (900 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 16 (+2) 
 
    Speed 14 (+1) 
 
    Durability 13 (+3) 
 
    Control 9 (+1) 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 575 
 
    Blue Mana 2725 
 
    Green Mana 550 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my communicator from my latest gains and the Mana I had left. After a trip to the Med Bay to deal with my bruised chest, I figured it was a good chance for me to spend my Red Mana. I gained seven levels and spread the points across as equally as I could. 
 
    Quentin chomped on his burger and licked the ketchup and mustard from his lips. His cheeks bulging like they always did when he ate, he looked at the display I showed him. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment then swallowed. “You took a mallet swing right to your chest. I get the durability. Strength and speed are always useful. Control though?” 
 
    “You never wanna take a stat for granted. There might come a time when I decide to switch to Harbinger. You haven’t given up on your dream of being a Strider, have you?” 
 
    “No. But you’re doing great as Cavalier. Couldn’t ask for a better squad leader.” 
 
    “It’s not just Harbingers. Control’s got everything to do with Mana. I saw some Mana abilities for the Cavalier in the shop. Just gotta get a high-enough Omega rank…” 
 
    “It won’t be too long. World Boss is here. Trials are up after that. Then we can finally take the oath.” 
 
    Nina sighed and got both of our attention. “Don’t take it for granted,” she said. “A lot of new recruits leave after their first World Boss. It’ll be a true test of your abilities up to this point.” 
 
    Quentin shrugged, not caring how serious Nina’s tone was. “As long as the Squad sticks together, we can’t be beat.” He took another hulking bite out of his burger. The crunch of the lettuce and toasted bun was loud as he chewed with his mouth open. Nina tried to hide her smile but the look on Quentin’s face with his mouth stuffed looked as silly as anything. 
 
    “Can you at least eat a little slower?” she sighed. 
 
    “Hey! We were standing in the rain for hours. Who knew we’d be farming wolves for so long?” 
 
    “Eat up,” I said as I put a hand on his shoulder. “Our Vanguard needs to be big and strong.” 
 
    Nina and I finally joined him in his meal. 
 
    Just like the pizza place right across from it, the burger shop in the Central Square of the LOD campus was crowded with cadets in uniform. Some sat at tables and others enjoyed the grass at the center of the Square like they were having a late-night picnic. LOD officers did their best to remain inconspicuous. I was too distracted by my food to notice anybody else though. The juicy patty in my burger had an aroma that made my mouth water. The salty fries were just as appetizing. 
 
    “I’m glad everybody’s in a good mood,” I said. “It’s hard to tell we’re about to go up against something called the Emerald Basilisk.” 
 
    “I think they’re all just enjoying the moment,” Quentin said. “I don’t see anybody who’s older than twenty-five around here. I wonder if anybody’s drinking…” 
 
    “There’s no alcohol permitted on campus,” Nina said. “Especially before a World Raid.” 
 
    Quentin took another big bite of his burger. “Probably a good idea. Imagine some cadet getting drunk off his ass and stepping into a Junction. Probably get his wig split and wake up in the Med Bay with a hangover while he’s being resuscitated. You ever get drunk off your ass, Liam?” 
 
    Quentin’s line of questioning made me laugh. “I’ve had a beer or two but I was never the type. No bars. No clubs. No wild parties for me. Just… a regular guy. Or would that make me irregular?” 
 
    “Same here. Partying was never my type of thing. Gimme some Internet access and I can keep myself busy for days.” 
 
    “You’ll have time for that at the cafe after the World Boss is defeated,” Nina said. “Everybody’s given a temporary respite. You’re free to use your time as you please and watch your porn or whatever it is you occupy yourself with…” 
 
    “Hey!” Quentin was offended enough to put his burger down. “I’ll have you know, I’m a pure connoisseur of the Internet. Sure, I have my moments of curiosity like any man my age, but that’s strictly for scientific purposes. Gimme an intellectual YouTube video and I’m all about it.” 
 
    “It’d be a lot easier if you just admitted it,” Nina said with a half-smirk. Quentin couldn’t be offended because he was too busy holding back a laugh. 
 
    I took a bite of my burger and laughed at their pointless bickering. 
 
    “What about you, Liam?” Quentin said. “Don’t tell me you don’t browse certain parts of the Internet a young man shouldn’t be going to.” 
 
    “Pet videos and game reviews are what I’m all about,” I said without hesitating. “Now that I think about it, I’m finally making some good use of my time these days.” 
 
    “You and everybody else. Look around. Imagine what all of these people would be doing if they weren’t here. Sure, some of them would be going to college to do their part to contribute to society. But you know what they’d really be?” Quentin leaned forward and whispered like he didn’t want anybody else to hear. “College dropouts.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Nina rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Be careful talking that trash, Q,” I added. 
 
    “I’m just calling it like I see it,” Quentin said. “It’s not a slight at someone as beautiful as you, Miss Higashi. I think you’re the only one who has good reason not to be here.” 
 
    “How charming.” She shifted her eyes away from him. 
 
    “Of course, your grace.” He rolled his hand out to her like she was royalty, which only made her roll her eyes again. 
 
    I hid my laugh behind another bite of my burger. “She’s right,” I said. “We’re all different squads but we’re all on the same side. We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Damn shame about that,” Quentin said. “Some people are a lot cooler to fight alongside with than others.” 
 
    He shifted his eyes to the side. I looked over and saw Rhys standing just outside of the burger shop. From the blond man bun to the way he rolled up his sleeves to even the way he puffed his chest out to make it look bigger, everything about him exuded an obnoxious arrogance. 
 
    Gregory stood right behind him as usual like some bodyguard. 
 
    “Even Rhys,” I said. “Just because a guy is conceited doesn’t mean we should hold it against him.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not saying I wouldn’t do it,” Quentin said. “But if I was a Vanguard on his squad, man, it’d be tough putting up a shield for him.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    I picked up a couple of french fries and dipped them into some ketchup. The smell of the food was distracting enough I didn’t care who else was around us. But it was only a few seconds when I heard the smug voice I didn’t wanna hear right next to me. 
 
    “Well, well, well… Look who it is.” 
 
    I looked up at Rhys. His cocky smirk was a lot more annoying up close. Gregory stood close behind him, still doing the whole bodyguard routine. 
 
    “And I thought I was gonna have a challenge for the Apex,” he said. “New recruit should’ve known better. The Thunder Brothers run this campus.” 
 
    I coughed, nearly choking on my bite. Even Nina and Quentin had to hold back a laugh. Hearing the ‘Thunder Brothers’ never got old. 
 
    “I’m the Apex,” Rhys kept going even though none of us at the table were listening. “That means I’m the Raid Leader. You follow everything I say. You do what I tell you to do. You got it, recruit?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Quentin said. “We’re all fighting together—” 
 
    “Shut up, chubby cheeks,” he cut Quentin off. “I’m talking to your friend here. I know a noob who has trouble following orders when I see one. You’re gonna be a good noob and do exactly what I tell you out there, aren’t you?” 
 
    It was obvious he was trying to bait me. And to my surprise, it was almost working. A part of me wanted to put my burger down and slug him just to see if my levels made any difference. 
 
    “Liam…” 
 
    A sudden hand on mine made me realize how worked up I was getting. Nina shook her head softly at me, getting her point across without so many words. 
 
    I sighed a deep breath to maintain my composure and looked up at him. “Can’t argue with the Apex. An experienced Raid Leader like you knows what he’s doing. Let’s go beat that World Boss.” 
 
    Rhys looked back at Gregory with the biggest shit-eating grin I’d ever seen. “That’s what I like to hear,” Rhys said. “A recruit who knows their place. And speaking of which…” He walked around the table toward Nina. “I know you. Word’s been going around. Some hotshot model decided to join the LOD. I have to say, you actually live up to what everybody’s talking about. After we win this thing, you should come back to my dorm room and spend some time with me. I’ll show you what someone with stats can do.” 
 
    “No thanks.” Nina didn’t look at him, calmly taking another bite of her burger. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Too much man for you. Don’t worry. Just because I’m a high rank who’s beaten bigger Shadows than you can imagine doesn’t mean I don’t know how to be gentle.” 
 
    It was obvious how bothered Nina was. She was doing her best to remain calm but she was breathing so hard through her nose like she was about to pass out. 
 
    “What do you say?” Rhys reached his hand out to touch her hair but she quickly slapped it away. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    My body took control of me. I jumped out of my seat without even realizing it. Gregory took a step forward to meet me. 
 
    “Liam…” Nina said softly. “Sit down.” 
 
    “Yeah, sit down, Liam,” Rhys repeated her. 
 
    I didn’t listen to either one of them. And when I didn’t, Rhys’s arrogant smirk disappeared. He arched an eyebrow at me. His lip twitching, he took a step closer to me with Gregory watching close. Quentin got up from his seat. 
 
    “It’s all right.” I put my hand up to Quentin and he sat back down. 
 
    At this point though, it was already too late. The cadets all around us had stopped eating. They were all silent. Dozens surrounded us, watching closely as Gregory and Rhys looked down their noses at me. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” Rhys said with a shrug. “Are you gonna do something?” 
 
    “Liam…” Nina said softly. “You can’t…” 
 
    I swallowed down all of my frustration and nodded. “The only thing I’m gonna do is follow your lead, Apex.” 
 
    Rhys’s smirk came back to him. “Good. That’s exactly what I expected from you, recruit.” 
 
    He put his hand up and patted me on the cheek. 
 
    I took it. 
 
    He moved his hand down and poked his finger into my chest. “Know your role.” 
 
    I took that, too. 
 
    “Make sure your loser friend and that red-headed hussy know their roles, too.” 
 
    I couldn’t take that. 
 
    I didn’t even know what I was thinking. I just reacted. 
 
    All of a sudden, my right fist cracked Rhys on the jaw and sent him stumbling back. The cadets all gasped in unison as Gregory caught him. 
 
    “Liam!” Nina shouted out. 
 
    The cadets hooted and hollered as Rhys straightened up. He came straight at me, wrapping his arms around my waist and taking me to the ground with a thud. I struggled with him. One second. Two seconds. Three seconds tops. 
 
    “Break it up! Break it up right now!” 
 
    It was over as quick as it began. I suddenly found myself being dragged up to my feet. As if they’d come out of nowhere, LOD officials had me surrounded. Their black uniforms weren’t much different from police officers. The same went for the cuffs they put on my wrists. 
 
    My hands behind my back, I stared at Quentin and Nina standing at the table as I was ushered away along with Rhys. Just like that, it was already over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24: A Prelude to War 
 
    Chancellor Layton’s office was modest. Outside of a few unintelligible sculptures sitting on a short bookshelf to the side, there wasn’t much else to look at. The walls were the same cold, sterile steel as the rest of the Nerve Center. The soft white lights above were bright but not blinding. I would’ve been comfortable if I wasn’t standing there, patiently waiting for an inevitable reprimand. 
 
    Suspension. Expulsion. Stripped of my gear. Maybe they’d just kill me. Even the most absurd possibilities swirled around in my head. 
 
    The chancellor didn’t say anything, sitting quietly at his desk with his fingertips tapping together. The older man had an inquisitive look on his face. His wrinkled cheeks sagged and his thin white hair drooped over his forehead. I guess that was the kind of weariness that came with age. 
 
    Adviser Campbell was quiet, too. But he didn’t look quite as introspective. The intensity he had seemed more out of frustration and anger. He stared at me so hard I was waiting for his bald head to turn red while smoke shot out of his ears. But he clenched his jaw and stayed rigid. 
 
    “The beasts of Pandora,” Layton spoke slowly to make sure I heard every word. “I remember when I first saw them. I thought it was a movie of some sorts. Special effects from Hollywood to get people excited. How often do you see mythical beasts destroying cities? But it was all too real. That’s when everybody stopped pointing weapons at each other and turned them toward the real threat.” 
 
    Layton kept his eyes on me. There was a subtle smile on his lips but his brow wrinkled like he was sad. 
 
    “The Legion Omega Defense isn’t a military organization. We take young individuals like yourself and help them reach their potential by fighting back against our greatest threat. But the truth is… We are fighting. And fighting breeds aggression. It would be foolish not to expect a young person to control their emotions when we rely on those same emotions for success. It’s times like this I have to remind myself why my task is important.” 
 
    He shifted his eyes toward Campbell, who had been staring at me the entire time. 
 
    “What’s your excuse, private?” Campbell said. 
 
    “It was Rhys. He put his hand on my face. He put his finger in my chest. He talked about my squad. He started it—” 
 
    “He started it. Name-calling. Do you think that’s an appropriate excuse? You’re young but you’re not some child in a playground.” He walked up to me, moving close enough for me to see all of the cracks in his leathery skin. “No excuses, cadet.” 
 
    He took a step back from me but still making sure his eyes weren’t moving off of me. 
 
    “The usual punishment for striking another cadet is reason for an indefinite suspension,” Chancellor Layton said. “We have a zero tolerance policy.” 
 
    Hearing it made my heart sink in my chest. My whole body froze. For a second, I thought I was in a nightmare. 
 
    “But I’m not a man without reason. Adviser Campbell, do you think we can save this young man from himself?” 
 
    “He’s an Adept,” Campbell replied. “It would be a shame to dismiss him. But he deserves punishment.” 
 
    “I agree. Private Aldridge, you’ll be confined to your quarters indefinitely. You’ll only be allowed the opportunity to participate in the World Raid. Make whatever upgrades you need before your confinement.” 
 
    I sighed softly through my nose in relief. All things considered, I got off easy. 
 
    “Don’t take the chancellor’s kindness for granted,” Campbell said. “If this happens again, he won’t be as lenient. Are we understood, private?” 
 
    I swallowed hard and nodded. 
 
    “Chaperon Baker will escort you to your room. Any equipment you need to be upgraded will be taken to the Crafting Bay for you. I expect you to be ready for the raid.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “You knew, we’ve been hanging out in the Central Square every night. I never noticed all of the LOD officers wandering around. They swooped in there and cuffed you like ninjas. I guess that’s why they’re all dressed in black.” 
 
    Quentin and Nina stopped by my dorm room early the next morning. I sat at my desk with the plate of breakfast they were gracious enough to have delivered to me while he munched on some type of breakfast burrito. 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Nina said. “Confinement in your quarters is a light sentence. Fighting another cadet is serious.” 
 
    She sat on the other side of my dorm room, staring out of the window as all of the cadets made their way to the more interesting parts of campus. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me how serious it is for me to figure it out,” I said. “The last thing the LOD wants is their cadets fighting each other.” 
 
    “I think they made a good exception in this case,” Quentin said. “Rhys had it coming to him.” 
 
    “Any word on what happened to him?” 
 
    “From what I’m hearing, he got a slap on the wrist. You can’t expect them to be too hard on him. He’s the Apex, after all.” 
 
    “You threw the first punch,” Nina said. “Even if he started it, striking someone more than anything.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s worth it.” Quentin smirked, throwing his fist up and reenacting the scene. “The guy probably had a shiner he had to get Dr. Marchal to take care of. Must’ve been really satisfying to slug him after all of that shit talk.” 
 
    “It was satisfying,” I said with a laugh. “For a moment.” 
 
    “Just make sure you’re not too comfortable,” Nina said. “They’ll be monitoring you a lot closer now.” 
 
    I picked at my breakfast of syrupy waffles and crunchy bacon. Even though my dorm room wasn’t very spacious, what with the bed taking up most of it, there was still enough room for the rest of my squadmates to sit around comfortably. Nina chewed on an apple, her eyes focused on the view outside. Quentin stared at the tablet resting at the side of my desk. 
 
    “Stuck in your room,” he said. “You should know, that tablet’s only got basic Internet access. News. Sports. YouTube. That’s all you got. Everything else is blocked.” 
 
    “I think I’ll make it. What are you guys planning on doing?” 
 
    “The threat level is reaching maximum. Everybody’s prepping. You ready?” 
 
    “I’ve leveled myself as much as I can. I figured I’d save my Green and Blue Mana until after. Maybe I can get some new gear and abilities after I take the oath.” 
 
    “Great minds think alike. We beat this World Boss. I become an Omega and you’re looking at a brand new Vanguard. What do you think, Nina?” 
 
    The redhead didn’t seem as enthusiastic as Quentin. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Even with all of us working together, it won’t be a simple task. The same goes for the Omega Trial afterward. Focus on one thing at a time.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re the Great Defenders. There’s nothing we can’t do together. I’m looking out for you, too.” 
 
    She smiled softly though she didn’t look at him. “I’ll be the strongest Strider I can be out there on the battlefield. I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to stop by every now and then over the week. In the meantime, Nina and I will prep without you.” 
 
    Being confined to my quarters wasn’t such a big deal. I had enough food to keep me from starving and enough entertainment to keep me occupied. But not being able to run through a Junction made me more anxious than I realized. 
 
    I held back my frustrations as I picked at my breakfast. “I’ll be fine. Don’t let me hold you back. Just focus on this World Boss.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t bring in a wave of recruits to deal with a serious threat for their first raid,” Nina said. “If things go bad, the Captains are on standby to clean things up.” 
 
    “Wait,” Quentin said. “The Captains are on standby?” 
 
    “Someone is always on standby. No District ever commits all their forces in a raid.” 
 
    “Right… But if the Captains are so strong, why don’t they just come in and help? The recruits could back them up.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little power-leveling,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    Nina shook her head. “If the Captains did everything for us, none of us would actually learn how to fight.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Quentin scratched his chin. “I guess you’ve got a point…” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let my circumstances ruin the mood. Hanging out with Quentin and Nina was enough to make me forget about my confinement. At the moment, I had everything I needed. 
 
    “I’ll be stuck inside of my room for the time being. Keep pushing without me.” 
 
    “You’ll be back out there,” Quentin said. “Things will be back to normal like nothing ever happened.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I leaned back on my bed, my head resting comfortably on my soft pillow. The tablet on my desk played a YouTube video of a fluffy Pomeranian eating a bunch of foods its owner was throwing at it. It had been a few hours since my squadmates left and I hadn’t moved from my spot. I would have complained about being confined to my quarters if I wasn’t so used to doing this back home. 
 
    It was only the middle of the day when I found myself drifting off to sleep. My eyes flickered to try and stay open. A sudden knock at the door made me stand up. 
 
    “Just a second…” 
 
    I clicked the door open to find Brooke standing there. The curly-haired brunette was in uniform. Her friendly smile made noticeable dimples on her pink cheeks. She twisted some strands of her long hair around an index finger as she laughed. 
 
    “Hey, Liam. You’re not busy, are you?” 
 
    “I’m about as busy as someone can be in their dorm room. All of the interesting things to do are in the Central Square or the Nerve Center. They really designed this place just for sleeping.” 
 
    “A good cadet needs proper rest… Do you mind if I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    I had no idea why Brooke would stop by but I didn’t mind the change of pace. 
 
    She glanced at the YouTube video and giggled. “Dog videos, huh?” 
 
    “The best thing to watch.” 
 
    “I won’t argue… Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “It’d be nice if they gave me a PC to waste my time away but wasting the time away is probably the last thing they want any of us to do.” 
 
    “The Nerve Center keeps us occupied enough.” She put her hands behind her back, giving me a smirk that only made me more suspicious. “Are you ready for the World Boss?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Everybody keeps talking about it. I’m at the point where I’m just ready to see it for myself.” 
 
    “That’s the right attitude. As long as you keep doing what you’ve been doing, you should be fine. You’ll get a report on the Emerald Basilisk when the time nears.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear… Say, Brooke…” I couldn’t bite my tongue any longer. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?” 
 
    She laughed again. I would’ve thought she was embarrassed but it was probably just the thin layer of makeup. “It’s about Rhys.” 
 
    “Right. You must be sorry about what happened to him.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I’m really sorry.” Her sarcasm was so thick we both had to laugh at it. “I came in here in the same recruitment wave as Rhys. Ever since that time, he’s been pushing people around, letting ‘em know exactly who he is because he’s so high up on the scoreboard.” 
 
    “I’ve known people like him before.” 
 
    “Me, too. Around here, Rhys is the only one who likes to be a jerk. I think the only reason Gregory sticks up for him is because they’ve been squadmates since the beginning.” 
 
    I sighed and shrugged. “Boys will be boys. What can you do?” 
 
    “Even though we don’t like ‘em, they’re still cadets. Everybody has to respect everybody else. But what you did the other night… You stood up to him. That’s the first time I’ve ever seen that. I respect that.” 
 
    I looked away from her and shook my head. “If only the chancellor and Adviser Campbell felt the same way.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you should have done it… But I’m glad you did.” 
 
    She suddenly took my hand in hers. I looked down at her and saw that she meant it. The usually big smile had turned into a subtle grin. She didn’t say anything. She just moved up to her toes and kissed me on the cheek. I wasn’t sure that just happened but the smile on her lips and her narrowed stare told me it did. 
 
    It wasn’t often a cute brunette paid me any kind of attention. So a girl like Brooke suddenly kissing me on the cheek made me unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “A lot of new recruits leave after the first World Boss,” she whispered. “They realize just how difficult it is to be an Omega. I hope you stick around.” 
 
    Her hand dropped from mine. I watched her walk away and open my door. She stopped for a moment then turned around. “I’ll see you on the battlefield.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. She winked then left without another word. The door clicked closed but I was still in a slight daze of confusion, only able to move my eyes as I tried to figure out what happened. 
 
    “That was unexpected—” 
 
    My communicator vibrated on my wrist. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 1 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 1 
 
      
 
    Seeing Brooke’s name appear on the display was a strange confirmation of what just happened. I chuckled at the thought of it then hopped back onto my bed. The raid wasn’t far off. That was my only focus now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25: The Emerald Basilisk 
 
    I had to take in the view. After more than a week stuck in my room while everybody else was making preparations, I spent my time reading the dossier and relaxed as best as I could. 
 
    But now it was time. 
 
    The sprawling plains were an empty, open field. Up ahead, lush green grass stretched all the way toward the outlines of the trees and mountains in the horizon. To the sides and behind, tall oak trees towered above. The sky had never looked as baby blue as it did now. A few puffy white clouds drifted by but there weren’t enough to dampen the scene. The sun shined bright, glistening off the armor of every cadet lined up. 
 
    I inhaled a deep breath through my nose. The grass and soil were so clean it cleared my lungs. Paige, Douglas, and Brian all stood by my side. A few dozen higher-ranking Cavaliers stood rigidly in the next group in front of us. Brooke had her back turned to me but it was easy to tell it was her just from the curls of her brown hair. 
 
    Immediately to my right, all of the Vanguards were lined up. The cadets were stretched out to make room for themselves. Quentin would’ve fit in with the rest of them but the older ones had more polished dark blue armor. There were more than thirty of them, making them the most formidable-looking group out of everybody. 
 
    To my left, a dozen Harbingers formed a small flank. The cadets stood out from everyone else not just because of the yellow shade of their armor but because of the aura they emanated. Blue energy flowed like smoke around their bodies. Some of them wielded staves with Blue Mana resonating from the Cores on the ends. 
 
    The Zealots took their spot right next to the Vanguards. More than twenty hulking men and women wielded mauls bigger than their own heads. Just resting the hammers on the grass was enough to make a divot in it. 
 
    Taking the rear were the Gunrunners. Twenty cadets nonchalantly flipped and twirled their pistols around like a bunch of old gunslingers waiting to duel. The sight of Elliot eager to pull his trigger made me hold back a smile. 
 
    The Striders were at the center of the formation. About fifteen or so cadets all lined up in a tight formation. With how lean and scant their crimson armor was, it was easy to believe they were the fastest out of all of us. 
 
    I stared at Nina and she looked back at me. A subtle smile formed on her lips. Just a brief acknowledgment was enough to make me ignore the tension in my stomach I was trying to ignore. 
 
    But how could I ignore something like this? By my count, every cadet in the academy had been gathered in an open field. And it was completely silent except for the soft wind blowing toward us. 
 
    The silence didn’t last for long though. Rhys moved in front of all the groups. His saber propped up on his shoulder and his chest puffed out, he managed to look more arrogant than usual. Gregory stayed just behind him. The Zealot had a hammer the size of his torso, matched only by the size of Rhys’s ego. 
 
    “If you read your dossier, you should know exactly what we’re heading into,” Rhys announced. “The beast has a thick hide. A nearly impenetrable shell on top of it. Luckily for us, its weakest points are right underneath it. But it won’t be alone. Just like all World Bosses, there will be other beasts to protect it. Clear the battlefield before focusing on the big boy.” 
 
    He marched through the groups to address everybody. 
 
    “Zealots, use your abilities to focus on its legs. Keep it grounded. With any luck, we’ll manage to flip it over and leave it helpless. 
 
    “Striders, hit and run. Do what damage you can to the Basilisk or whatever tries to protect it. Don’t take any chances. 
 
    “Harbingers, keep your distance. Use your abilities sparingly. Don’t draw any attention to yourselves. 
 
    “Same goes for you, Gunrunners. You shouldn’t be within twenty feet of this thing. If you are, I’ll be extremely disappointed.” 
 
    Rhys walked around the group, passing by me and the other Cavaliers and toward the Vanguards. 
 
    “The Basilisk is vicious. It can tear you apart with its claws or its teeth. The spikes on its back mean it’s dangerous even when it’s immobile. But its biggest threat is its stare. A stare strong enough to turn you to stone. Its eyes are yellow but when they turn white, it’s getting ready. 
 
    “Vanguards… That’s your signal. Raise your shields and block it. For the rest of you, avoid getting caught. If you do, the next thing you’ll be looking at is Dr. Marchal in the Med Bay.” 
 
    He walked back over to the Cavaliers. 
 
    “Cavaliers… Your job is simple. Follow my lead.” Rhys walked to the back of the group and moved right in front of me. His face didn’t show any signs of my punch, but I took solace in knowing he felt it. 
 
    He looked down his nose at me. “New Cavaliers… You will not engage the Basilisk. Clear a path for everybody else. That is your responsibility. Leave the heavy work to the ones who can handle it.” 
 
    The disdain on his face had never been so obvious. I wanted to slug him again but knew now wasn’t the time. He turned back around and headed toward the front of the group. 
 
    “The Basilisk is the Obelisk. We beat it, we close this place for good. Everybody does what they’re supposed to do, this will be easy. The Captains won’t have to come in and clean up this mess. Now… Let’s show the LOD what the Vegas District is made of.” 
 
    Everybody unsheathed their weapons at the same time. The sound of metal being brandished and Mana flowing filled the air before the silence came back. 
 
    I kept my focus straight ahead, watching and waiting for anything. 
 
    The ground began to tremble beneath me. I looked closer and saw small divots in the grass forming. The soil cracked and bulged as the rumbling grew stronger. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Explosions all over the ground in front of us sent a shower of dirt and green in every direction. I watched the dirt cloud slowly fade and watched the creatures slowly emerge from the holes. Giant lizards as tall as horses and twice as wide crawled out onto the grass. The yellow and green scales of their hides glistened underneath the sunlight. Their eyes were giant yellow tennis balls shifting in every direction. They opened their mouths to reveal their ragged teeth. Meter-long tongues flopped out onto the grass, red and coated with slime. There must have been more than fifty of them, each one eying our battalion with vicious hunger. 
 
    “Oh, man…” Douglas grumbled next to me. His mouth shut, he looked like he was about to puke. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “We got this.” 
 
    “Omegas!” Rhys shouted. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The Vanguards and Zealots charged forward in unison with Rhys before them. The Harbingers readied their staves and fired screeching bolts of lightning and streams of blistering flames at the giant lizards to make them squeal in pain. 
 
    “Let’s go, baby!” Elliot was the loudest of the Gunrunners as he led his own charge into the fray. 
 
    The Striders zoomed by everybody in a purple blur, leaping into the air and pouncing on the lizards. 
 
    The newly recruited Cavaliers were the last group to move their way forward. I worked with Douglas, Brian, and Paige to tackle one of the beasts. It turned its attention to Brian and lashed its tongue out at him, wrapping it around his legs and pulling him to the ground. 
 
    “Crap! Help!” 
 
    I rushed up and slashed my saber down, severing the tongue and setting Brian free. The lizard squealed in pain and clawed at Douglas. The massive swipe caught him in the chest and sent him tumbling back on the grass. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” I yelled. 
 
    Paige and I worked together, thrusting our sabers at the same time and piercing the lizard’s side. Brian followed up and slashed down. His cut didn’t separate the lizard’s head from its body but a deep enough cleave made it bleed bright green blood before exploding into Mana. 
 
    Brian stood there and scratched his shaggy blond hair, his eyes wide with amazement. “Wow… That wasn’t so hard—” 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Paige’s warning came too late as a lizard slammed into Brian from behind. The blow was so heavy it folded him in half before crumpling him to the ground. 
 
    The lizard didn’t wait, turning its attention to Paige and me. 
 
    “Parry and slash… Parry and slash…” 
 
    I muttered the words to myself as the lizard charged at us. It dug its claws into the grass to push itself but a sudden thunk of metal slammed into it, sending it tumbling across the grass and knocking over another lizard a different squad was engaged in. 
 
    Quentin took the lizard’s place and gave me a thumbs up. “Miss me, Soul?” 
 
    “You should be with the other Vanguards,” I said. 
 
    “Screw that. We’ve got things under control. I say we take down as many of these things as we can together. Look at all of this Mana.” 
 
    Among the battle, every color of Mana littered the grassy fields. I couldn’t argue with him. Not with how much of an opportunity this was. 
 
    I looked at Paige. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    She gave me a smirk and nodded. 
 
    We ran over to Brian but he stayed on the ground. 
 
    “Crap,” he groaned. “I think my back is broken. Along with every other bone in my body. I think I’ll just lay here for a bit…” 
 
    I searched for Douglas but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I think his Recall Box took him back,” Paige said. 
 
    “Dammit… One-shotted…” I shook my head and saw the chaos all around us. “We gotta keep going.” 
 
    Quentin, Paige and I moved forward through the field as more lizards emerged from the grass. All around me, the cadets were working together to take them down. The beasts were no match for all of the blades and hammers and Mana aimed in their direction. But the relentlessness of their numbers made more than one cadet fall. 
 
    I kept my focus. I had no choice. With a lizard coming right toward me, all I could do was try to time my parry. Having Quentin there to block any charges made matters easier. The lizard ran into a steel wall and knocked itself into a daze. Paige and I followed up, stabbing it on both sides and turning it into Mana. 
 
    “Where do you suppose Rose is?” 
 
    I didn’t have to search far to spot her. Nina cartwheeled around the battlefield with her katanas. All of the striders whizzed by, violently slashing and cutting at the lizards before they could respond. 
 
    “Let’s get the Defenders back together,” I said as I ran in her direction. 
 
    Quentin led the way, lowering his shield and ramming into all of the lizards like an offensive lineman. Paige and I stayed close behind him, finishing off the beasts as they flailed on their backs. We absorbed as much of the Mana as we could on our way toward the spot of the valley where Nina was. 
 
    “Rose!” I shouted. 
 
    Nina twirled into the air and pounced on a lizard right in front of me, sinking her katanas into its skull and turning it into Mana. 
 
    “You called?” She smiled softly at me, her eyes narrowed. Only Nina could look sweet and sadistic at the same time. 
 
    “We’ll be more effective if we work together,” I said. 
 
    “Rhys looks like he’s just making everybody do the work for him.” 
 
    “Let’s show him what the Defenders are made of.” Quentin slammed his fists together and the ground shook. But the ground kept trembling. “I didn’t know I was that strong…” 
 
    “I don’t think that was you,” I said. 
 
    We all looked toward the other side of the valley. A quarter mile ahead of us in the open field, the grass bulged like a mountain was growing out of it. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    A giant explosion sent a cloud of grass and soil into the sky. Quentin raised his shield up and blocked the dust coming toward us. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Quentin coughed from all of the grass and dirt still lingering in the air. 
 
    We got an answer quickly when he lowered his shield for all of us to see. 
 
    It wasn’t a mountain but it could’ve been. A giant green lizard the size of the Nerve Center stood in the crater it just made. Its thick scales were like emeralds welded together. On its back, a hard green shell covered with jagged yellow bone spikes pointed up to the sky. Eight limbs with massive claws bigger than my own saber stomped on the grass to make the ground shake again. 
 
    Massive yellow eyes scanned the battlefield before it opened its mouth. Thousands of broken but sharp teeth were a shredder waiting to get its hand on whatever was unfortunate enough to wander next to it. 
 
    The giant green beast pointed its mouth to the sky and roared loud enough for it to make the whole world tremble. 
 
    I would have stood there in awe at it if not for the smaller lizard charging at us. Nina leaped into the air to avoid it and Quentin met it head-on, slamming his shield right into its face. Paige and I followed up. Hard thrusts in its sides immobilized it further, making its skull an easy target for Nina’s blades. 
 
    “Now I know why they call it a World Boss.” Quentin shook his head in disbelief. “Sheesh.” 
 
    I watched as Rhys and Gregory took the lead of a group charging right at it. The Basilisk lowered its head down and scooped up some of Zealots into its mouth. Just one bite was enough to split the Zealots in two and make a mess of them. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Quentin yelled. 
 
    Blood gushed from the Basilisk’s mouth as it chewed. The screams of the Zealots were cut off as their Recall Boxes sent them to the Med Bay instantly. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “Rhys said we’re supposed to stay back,” Paige said. “We should wait for them to topple the Basilisk then take the moment to strike.” 
 
    “From here, that sounds like a good idea,” Nina said. “We can collect a lot of Mana beating all of these lizards.” 
 
    “It is a good idea,” I said. I watched Rhys continue to lead the charge as everybody focused on taking down the Basilisk’s legs. “But I’ve got an even better idea.” 
 
    “I already know what you’re thinking.” Quentin slammed his fist on his shield. “I’ll lead the way.” 
 
    Nina took a deep breath and nodded. Paige swallowed and smiled to hide the obvious reluctance in her eyes. 
 
    I gave him the order. “Clear the path, Q.” 
 
    Quentin activated his Mana Barrier and the blue energy formed around his shield. “Follow me!” He ran forward as the Mana created a blue aura all around him. He toppled every lizard in his path, making them quick work for Paige, Nina and me. We cut forced our way toward the other side of the valley where everybody was engaged with the Basilisk. 
 
    Up close, the beast was even more terrifying. It raised its head up and screamed to make the entire valley quake. 
 
    “Keep going! Take its legs!” 
 
    Rhys shouted his commands and everybody followed. The Harbingers and Gunrunners worked together, focusing their fire on all eight of the Basilisk’s limbs. Striders raced by, slicing at the limbs before running away from its swipes. The Zealots were more reckless. Their swings were hard but immobilized them long enough for the Basilisk to easily swipe back. Sharp claws rended their armor and send them to the Med Bay. 
 
    I kept my focus as more Cavaliers ran up alongside me. Quentin cleared the path until we were right next to one of the Basilisk’s hind legs. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted. 
 
    Paige, Nina, Quentin and I worked with the group of Cavaliers to hammer away at the beast’s limb. Trying to take it down was like hacking at a massive tree trunk. 
 
    The sustained assault eventually grabbed the Basilisk’s attention. It turned its head toward us with surprising speed. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    I grabbed Paige and dived to the grass. But the other Cavaliers weren’t as fortunate. They were scooped into its mouth and met the same bloody end as everything else that ended up between its teeth. 
 
    “Get underneath it!” I yelled. 
 
    “Underneath?” Quentin said. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “That’s its weak point.” 
 
    Quentin shook away his reluctance and moved closer to the Basilisk. The beast was big enough we could walk beneath it without having to duck. I looked up and saw the white flesh more vulnerable than the rest of its green scales. 
 
    “You sure this’ll work?” Quentin said. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” I thrust up into the Basilisk’s flesh. There was no resistance as the tip of my saber pierced its soft belly. Paige followed my lead. Nina stabbed with both katanas and ran forward, splitting open as much of the Basilisk as she could. Quentin hammered up, trying to carve into it with the sharp ends of his shield. 
 
    I activated an Upper Thrust and the blue aura around my blade burned brighter. The Basilisk didn’t budge but my body moved up to push my blade in even deeper. Black blood spilled in every direction like oil. The warm fluid sprayed against my face, forcing my eyes closed. The noxious, rotten scent made me gag but I gritted my teeth and kept thrusting. 
 
    The Basilisk shifted and screamed again. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s safe to be standing around underneath this thing for much longer,” Nina said. 
 
    “Agreed.” I looked down and saw the black blood drenching the grass around us. 
 
    We raced out from underneath the Basilisk just as it fell to the ground. 
 
    “Turn it over!” Rhys shouted his orders to the dozens of cadets still remaining. 
 
    The Vanguards and Zealots worked in unison, charging at the beast from the same side in an attempt to knock it over. Their efforts made the Basilisk wobble on unsteady limbs. 
 
    “Keep going!” Rhys yelled. 
 
    Quentin joined in on their attempts. The Gunrunners and Harbingers kept firing. They kept going until the Basilisk was toppled, sinking the bone spikes on its back into the grass. Its belly exposed, everybody cheered. 
 
    But the celebration didn’t last for very long. The basilisk’s eyes began to glow white with smoke coming out of them. 
 
    “Look out!” Quentin moved in front of Paige, Nina and me and raised his shield up just as massive white beams of energy shot out. 
 
    The other Vanguards put their shields up to block the attack but they weren’t able to guard everybody. Those who couldn’t get out of the way took the full brunt of the blast. The cadets screamed as they turned gray like cement was covering their bodies and holding them in place. They stood frozen in position before they exploded into pieces and their remains were recalled to the Med Bay. 
 
    “Finish this thing off!” Rhys shouted. “Take its HP down!” 
 
    Nina joined the other Striders as they leaped into the air and pounced on its exposed belly. Dozens of katanas found their mark as the blades spilled more of the black blood. The other remaining cadets continued their assault. 
 
    The Basilisk writhed in pain at the attacks from every direction. It shook the ground as its limbs flailed with dangerous swipes of its long claws. Paige and I worked together, leaping onto the beast and sinking our blades into the soft, white flesh of its stomach. Quentin stayed ready to raise his shield up in case of another unexpected attack. 
 
    But even the giant beast couldn’t take it. Its body moved with less energy as more blood leaked from it. Its cries grew weaker. The life slowly faded from it until a dazzling explosion of Mana filled the air to replace the pool of blood. 
 
    Rhys immediately rushed up with his communicator and began collecting as much of the Mana as he could. “It’s mine! I’m the Apex! Gimme what I earned!” Despite Rhys’s demands, everybody followed his lead and did their best to take their share. Even with how much Mana was on the battlefield, it was all recovered in only a few moments. 
 
    Nina walked up to me. The redhead looked as exhausted as anybody, her pale skin glistening underneath the sun and her cheeks red. 
 
    Paige was just as tired. The wind whipped the hair away from her face to show the fatigue in her eyes. 
 
    Quentin put his hands on his hips and watched the last of the Mana being picked up. “Crazy,” he said. “Less than half of us are left.” 
 
    “To the victor go the spoils,” Nina said. 
 
    “Mana’s nice. I could go for a pizza. Or a burger.” 
 
    “It’s our first World Boss,” I said. “Why not both?” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Of course, it’ll have to be in my dorm room.” 
 
    “There room for one more?” Paige asked. 
 
    I looked at her and put a hand on her shoulder. “It wouldn’t be a celebration without you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26: Raid Results 
 
    Red Mana 4,700 
 
    Blue Mana 4,450 
 
    Green Mana 1,225 
 
      
 
    There was more Mana than I expected. I didn’t get any Cores but considering my numbers were bigger than I’d ever seen, my next power boost was going to be my largest ever. 
 
    Of course, there was still the matter of dealing with my suspension. Right after the Basilisk fell, I was only given a brief visit to the Med Bay before being escorted back to my dorm room. The confinements of my ‘cell’ were a lot more tolerable with some basic Internet access and a window to enjoy the scenery. 
 
    Every other cadet spent that same night in the Central Square. I swore I could hear the celebration in my dorm room. Not that I cared too much. Nina and Quentin were there to keep me company along with Paige. 
 
    The normally demure Cavalier had a big smile on her face as she sipped on a latte. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “We were actually on the battlefield when we took down a World Boss. And we did some damage to it.” 
 
    “We did more than some damage to it,” Quentin said as he took a chunk out of his burger. “We were giving that thing the business. Spilling its guts all over the place. It’s a good thing they turn into Mana when they’re dead because I’d be washing the stink off of me for days.” 
 
    “You still washed though, didn’t you?” Nina raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Gimme some credit, Nina. You try running around in that armor without working up a sweat. Nothing like freshening up after taking down a monstrosity like that. I’m not some savage, you know?” He stuffed his burger into his mouth and took a bite bigger than he could chew. Paige covered her giggle in amusement as Nina laughed just the same. 
 
    “This is a nice celebration,” Nina said. “We all survived. We’ll all gain a good amount of levels. For sure we’ll be ready for the Omega Trial.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to taking the oath,” I said. “It feels like an eternity since the chancellor said we would get the opportunity.” 
 
    “Nothing’s gonna stop us from being Omegas,” Quentin said with a mouthful. “We keep pushing. We keep grinding. We knock down whatever wall they put in front of us. That’s the Vanguard motto.” 
 
    “Is that really the Vanguard motto?” I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I just made it up. It fits though, don’t it?” 
 
    We shared another laugh. The mood in my dorm was so light it was hard to tell we just finished killing a lizard the size of a small apartment complex. 
 
    Paige got up from her seat. “It was nice spending time with you all,” she said. “But I should be going now. My squad wants to celebrate in the Central Square.” 
 
    I got up and escorted her out of the room. I stood just outside and noticed a couple of uniformed LOD officers at the end of the hall making sure I didn’t move away. 
 
    “I never worried too much about police in the real world,” I said. “These guys look a lot more dangerous though. Must be the uniforms.” 
 
    “Those uniforms do look a little more intimidating. I think it’s because they’re reinforced with armor-plating underneath.” 
 
    “That must be it.” 
 
    Paige smiled softly. Her skin was so pale, the dimples on her cheeks were easy to see when she smiled. She brushed away some black strands away from her eyes and nodded. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing me along,” she said. 
 
    “Bringing you along?” 
 
    “During the raid. If we didn’t stick together, I would’ve been stuck fighting lizards the whole time. I don’t think I would’ve made it to the end.” 
 
    “You’re a capable Cavalier, Paige. We both went through the same training.” 
 
    “I suppose. But it doesn’t feel as natural as you make it look.” 
 
    “It’s still an adjustment for me. Holding a paintbrush is a lot closer to wielding a saber than a mouse and keyboard.” 
 
    “…Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder. “I know I’m right. Think about how much progress we’ve made since the beginning. We’ll only get stronger once we’re Omegas.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it… Maybe with all of this Green Mana I’ll get a new ability and a training session with Captain Hamilton.” 
 
    “I’ll see you there.” 
 
    She bowed her head, a soft smile on her lips. I watched her walk down the hall past the campus police monitoring me. I was about to head inside when my communicator vibrated. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… That should be useful…” 
 
    I stepped back into my dorm room to find Quentin swiping his finger over the tablet on my desk, the other hand holding the messy remnants of his burger. 
 
    “Try not to get too much grease on that thing,” I said. “I like having a nice crystal display to look at.” 
 
    “I’ll wipe it clean. This is important. I wanna show you something… Check this out.” 
 
    I watched the words flash on the screen in big bold letters. 
 
    ACCESS TO THIS SITE IS RESTRICTED 
 
    “Oh, c’mon!” Quentin leaned back in his seat and rolled his eyes to Nina’s amusement. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said. 
 
    “He’s trying to access my information. They restrict access to any non-essential sites.” 
 
    “I just wanted to Liam here to see your modeling portfolio.” 
 
    “Modeling portfolio, huh?” I took a seat next to him and scanned through the search results. “This should be interesting…” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” she sighed. “Why would you need to look for my modeling portfolio when I’m right here in front of you?” 
 
    “It’s different,” Quentin said. “You’re not Photoshopped right now.” 
 
    Quentin knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it. Nina pursed her lips, her jaw clenched. She was a tea kettle about to whistle. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I looked at Quentin, sealing my lips tight but unable to stop my body from shaking with laughter. 
 
    He took a bite of his burger and mumbled with his mouth full. “Well… Modeling photos… They’re always nice and you’re such a pretty girl… You know…” 
 
    “Whatever.” Nina rolled her eyes as she grabbed a slice of pizza for herself. 
 
    “Give it a rest, Quentin. Now’s not the time for that.” 
 
    He leaned back from his seat and turned his attention back to his burger. “You know, I’ve been thinking…” 
 
    “That’s surprising,” Nina said with a smirk. 
 
    “We’ve been loading up on pizza and burgers nearly every night. We’re always celebrating.” 
 
    “We’ve had good reason to,” I said. 
 
    “True. But I think we should spend more time in the dining hall. I think I should start training more in the Nerve Center, too. Get my fitness up. They said proper training is a good way to increase your endurance.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea… I’ll tell you what. I say we don’t celebrate until after I get out of here, we finish the Omega Trial and take the oath. What do you think?” 
 
    Quentin shrugged. “That’s as good a reason to celebrate as any.” 
 
    “Yeah… That sounds like a good plan, Liam.” Nina gave me a nod. 
 
    The World Boss was defeated. The raid was over. But this was only just the beginning for us. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The smell of greasy french fries and pepperoni lingered in my dorm room. The scent was strong enough to make me have trouble falling asleep. A knock at my door woke me up completely. 
 
    I blinked my eyes and looked at the time on my display. 
 
    “0530… Who the hell is up this early after a World Boss?” 
 
    I stumbled out of bed and answered the next knock. To my surprise, I saw Douglas standing there. I blinked my eyes clear to make sure I was seeing him right. 
 
    “Hey, Liam. I know you were sleeping. I didn’t mean to bother you.” 
 
    “Nah… It’s no problem…” I noticed he was out of his uniform in nothing but a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He also wore a pair of glasses I’d never seen him in before. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He rubbed his scratchy beard and shook his head. “Not exactly. I… I decided I’m not cut out for it.” 
 
    “Cut out for what?” 
 
    He gave me a half-hearted smile. “This. Being a part of the Legion.” 
 
    “Wait… Are you serious?” I thought I was still asleep. I blinked again but the look in his eyes was all the confirmation I needed. 
 
    “I… I hid. I didn’t think it would be a big deal but when I saw all of those beasts, I ran into the forest and watched… When we were out there, I saw people dying. Everybody was being ripped apart. All the blood and screaming and violence. You know, they make it seem a lot more glamorous in the brochure.” 
 
    “That’s how they got all of us.” 
 
    “That lizard hit me pretty damn hard. Even when I was hiding and watching the big one eat everybody, one of them managed to catch me. Next thing I know, I’m waking up in the Med Bay with one of the docs flashing a light in my eyes. But you know what the worse thing is? I still remember it. I remember the teeth ripping through my armor. I remember the blood coming out of me and my hit points dropping. I don’t have any injuries but everything is still stuck in my head. My squad and I were running through Junctions but I never experienced anything like that until yesterday.” 
 
    The pain in his eyes was real. When I saw them glazing over, I struggled to find the words to say. 
 
    He shook his head in disappointment like a guy who just got an F on an exam. “I guess it’s pretty embarrassing… running away while everybody else is fighting…” 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of, Douglas.”  
 
    I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder to console him and he just laughed. 
 
    “I was never much of a Cavalier anyway,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us are.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re pretty good, Liam. You wield a sword like a natural. Maybe in some past life you were a warrior or barbarian.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ll be sticking around. I figured I’d say goodbye to you and the other Cavaliers before I left. Just wanted to wish you luck…” 
 
    There was a part of me that wanted to say something to make him stop. If there was a way I could convince him otherwise, I’d tell him. But the longer I stared at him, the more I realized this wasn’t my choice. 
 
    “You sure about this?” 
 
    He smiled. “Civilian life wasn’t so bad for me. I guess I was just getting bored in college. Now I’ll be more grateful for it, knowing I don’t have to do what you’ll be doing…” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath. “Take care, Douglas.” 
 
    “Liam.” 
 
    He gave me a nod and shook my hand. I watched him walk down the hall. I would’ve been sad about him giving up but there was a noticeable bounce in his step. I guess you moved a little easier when the weight of fighting another dimension wasn’t on your shoulders. 
 
    I stayed in the hallway for a moment before stepping back into my room. Seeing Douglas leave was just more motivation for me to finish my confinement and see this thing through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 27: An Omega 
 
    A few days passed and my confinement in my dorm room was finally over. 
 
    The new wave of recruits had been given their assignments to head to one of the Drill Rooms. I was directed to the Western one with a few other cadets. We were all outfitted in our battle armor in the small seating area just outside of the entrance to the Drill Room. Paige sat next to me, her toes tapping anxiously against the granite tiles. 
 
    I looked at the other cadets but didn’t recognize them. “Brian must’ve been assigned to one of the other rooms…” 
 
    “They’re not doing it by class,” Paige said. “I think the trials are universal. They’re meant for everybody to go through.” 
 
    “You nervous?” 
 
    She smiled and stopped bouncing her knees. “I’m excited. This is it, Liam. A chance to finally do what we came here to do. After we take the oath and earn the title of Omega, things will be different.” 
 
    I nodded. “That basilisk was only the beginning. It only gets more challenging from here.” 
 
    “I’m up for it.” 
 
    “I know you are.” I put a hand on her shoulder to give her some reassurance. 
 
    Paige didn’t look any less modest than the moment I first met her. Even in her armor, it was obvious how slender her frame was. She might have seemed anxious but the confidence in her eyes was undeniable. 
 
    She stared forward and sighed a deep breath through her nose to maintain her composure. Seeing her calm down was enough to make me forget about what I was about to head into. 
 
    Training with Nina only gave me a glimpse of what the trials entailed. Captain Hamilton only told me the basics of how to attack and defend as a Cavalier. Even closing Junctions and wielding my saber against a World Boss might not have been enough to properly prepare for this. 
 
    I shut my eyes and breathed softly. In through my nose. Out through my mouth. I steadied my heart in my chest. I wasn’t about to go through everything I just did and fall short now. 
 
    “Liam Aldridge.” 
 
    My eyes opened slowly to see Janice standing next to the entrance to the drill room. The chaperon looked as cheerful as always yet somehow maintained a professional demeanor at the same time, even with a couple of pigtails. 
 
    “You’re up next.” 
 
    I nodded and walked up to the brunette next to the entrance. She turned her head sideways and looked me up and down. 
 
    “Do you need to make any last-second preparations? Once it begins, you won’t be allowed to leave until it’s over.” 
 
    “Eh, I might need to take a piss in a few minutes but I can hold it.” 
 
    She grinned. “Just let me check one last thing.” She placed her hand around my neck and tugged on the Recall Box. “Double-checking to make sure it’s secure.” 
 
    Someone checking the device that was only used when you suffered a fatal injury was enough to make me curious. A moment of doubt made the butterflies flutter around in my stomach but I swallowed to drown them out. 
 
    “Your examination will be conducted by your Class Captain. Follow me.” 
 
    Janice and I headed into the Drill Room. The spacious room was as high and tall as I remembered it. The silver steel walls reached all the way to the bright lights on the ceiling above. 
 
    Near the entrance to the giant empty space, Captain Hamilton stood next to a display monitor. He swiped his fingers along it. The way he puffed his chest out made it seem like it was impossible for him to slouch. 
 
    I waited patiently while Janice tapped on her digital tablet. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “I’ve inputted the cadet’s information. Everything is being recorded.” 
 
    “Good…” Hamilton turned to me. “Are you ready, private?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t tell you what this test consists of. I can only say it will be an examination of your abilities. Up to this point, you’ve learned a lot. I’ve taught you the fundamentals of offense and defense. I’ve gone over your first ability. You’ve closed several Junctions at this point. You’ve contributed to the defeat of a World Boss.” 
 
    Hamilton walked toward me and put a hand on my shoulder. “This examination will test you. But if you’re an Omega, you will succeed as long as you remember what an Omega’s purpose is. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment but nothing came to me except for the anticipation making my heart thump harder. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “One last thing before it begins… Know that I want you to succeed. All of us do. We need as many Omegas on the frontlines as we can get. For the good of humanity.” 
 
    Captain Hamilton wasn’t giving me his usual confident smirk. There was only a focused stare to let me know just how serious this was. Telling me this was for the good of humanity was enough to get through to me. 
 
    “Good luck, Liam.” Janice gave me one last blessing before I stepped forward into the Drill Room. I walked toward the center, my armored feet clanking against the granite to break the silence. 
 
    Blue lights pulsed on the walls and floor as the lights above began to dim. The lights formed a massive grid that stretched from one end of the room to the other. Janice and Hamilton were no longer in view. It was like standing alone in the middle of a football stadium. 
 
    I pulled my saber from the magnet holding it to my hip and raised it up in front of my face. One last deep breath was followed by the whirring of machinery around me. 
 
    Something materialized in the air around me. Blue lines took the shape of small flying drones with cannons resting on them. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. I didn’t have a chance to finish counting them when they all descended from the sky above. 
 
    I moved forward and got out of the way just as they crashed into the floor. 
 
    “Kamikaze drones…” 
 
    More formed in the sky above and shot toward me. I moved in the opposite direction and ran across the grid. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Despite the size of the drones, the explosions they caused rocked the entire Drill Room. The buzz of more drones above me made me run to avoid more of the explosions. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    I was growing more frustrated at being chased down. The trial had only just begun and I was already sweating. I glanced down at my communicator. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 40 
 
      
 
    My endurance was already dropping and I hadn’t even swung my saber once. Another volley of drones avoided was followed by more of them forming above me. 
 
    “What kinda trial is this?” I muttered to myself as I dodged more drones coming after me. I ran toward the other side of the Drill Room when—BANG—the clang of metal in front of me made me stop in my tracks. 
 
    I looked around and saw the drones had disappeared. I knew it wasn’t over though. Not with the way the grid began to shift. My eyes narrowed to see the room changing. 
 
    Low walls and steel columns rose from the ground. The flat grid had changed, turning the Drill Room into a makeshift battlefield. 
 
    “I wonder what this is all about now…” 
 
    The sound of machinery whirring filled my ears. I looked around but couldn’t see anything. The sound grew louder. Loud enough I could make it out. They were footsteps. Metal clanking against the granite floors just like my own armored soles. 
 
    I cautiously moved around the walls and columns and finally made it out. Blue outlines took the shape of digital robots marching toward me. They had no heads but in their hands, they wielded all different types of melee weapons. Swords and axes. Clubs and spears. The blue robots headed right at me. 
 
    My grip tightened around the smooth black leather of my hilt. “They’re just digital robots,” I said. “Nothing you can’t handle, Liam. C’mon…” 
 
    I took another deep breath to steady myself. Wait patiently or attack. I only had to think about it for a second to come up with the answer. 
 
    I charged forward and the digital droids looked toward me with their weapons up. I ran by their group as fast as I could, slashing through one of the bots. There wasn’t much resistance to my saber. The robot fell to its knees and exploded into digital dust. 
 
    The other robots continued their pursuit as I ran behind the cover of a steel column. I listened to their footsteps approaching then spun away from the column. They swung their swords and mauls but I was already out of the way. My saber slashed against one of the robots in its side and it met the same fate as the first. 
 
    Their weapons clanked against the grid as I ducked back behind a low wall. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 33 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been touched yet but I was already getting tired. I had to steady myself. Not when more droids were coming after me. 
 
    The gameplan was working. There was no need for me to change it now. 
 
    I listened for the approaching footsteps then popped up just as they neared. A hard slash severed two of their heads from their bodies. The others tried to respond but I was already rolling out of the way. 
 
    One by one, I ran around the Drill Room, attacking when they didn’t expect it then running away before they could get back at me. 
 
    Three droids remained. I stood behind a column. Sweat dripped from my forehead and down my cheeks. My heart was racing as I tried to calm myself. 
 
    “Three droids… I can do them all at once…” 
 
    I peeked around the corner and saw the three sword-wielding robots coming right for me. I counted the seconds, waiting until I knew they were close, then moved away from the column. I ran forward and slashed at the first unsuspecting droid, catching it in its center and turning it into dust. A quick spin and another droid met the same fate. 
 
    The last droid raised its sword up over its head and slashed. I turned my saber sideways and parried the blow, giving me the opening I needed to thrust and end it. 
 
    The battlefield fell silent again except for my breathing. I wiped my sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 19 
 
      
 
    My communicator was telling me I was exhausted and I was definitely feeling it. But at least I hadn’t taken any damage. 
 
    I looked toward the end of the Drill Room. I didn’t wanna admit there was a big part of me waiting for Janice or Hamilton to appear and tell me it was over. But there was nothing. The blue grid of the Drill Room continued to pulse. 
 
    My eyes shifted left and right, searching for anything. Suddenly, the silence was broken again. I didn’t have to look far to see where it was coming from. 
 
    Blue lights all swirled above me. The lines spun around each other in a blinding display. The ball of energy formed until taking the form of another droid. This one was a lot bigger though. More than ten-feet high and just as wide, it fell onto the grid and destroyed the columns and walls next to it like an explosion hit. 
 
    The ground rocked and forced me to steady myself. 
 
    Arms. Legs. No head. The outline of the digital robot focusing its attention on me wouldn’t have been so intimidating if not for the massive sword at its side. The blade was as long as I was tall, so it could impale me even when I wasn’t even close to it. 
 
    “All right… Not the biggest thing I’ve fought… You can do this, Liam…” 
 
    My own voice kept ringing in my head. I needed every word of encouragement to brace myself for the giant droid stomping toward me. It moved right in front of me and raised its sword up over its head. 
 
    Duck out of the way. Roll forward. Run back. Any of those would be good options. But in the heat of the moment, my instincts took over and I did the one thing I shouldn’t have done. 
 
    I raised my saber up and turned it sideways to parry the slash. The blue robot’s sword clashed with mine. Just the clang from our weapons made my ears ring. The weight of the blow was like getting crushed under an avalanche. I collapsed to a knee and gritted my teeth, bracing myself from the blow. 
 
    I waited for the ringing to stop and my hands to recover. When I looked up, I saw the robot stumbling back. 
 
    “Holy crap…” 
 
    My saber actually managed to parry it. I interrupted my brief celebration and ran forward, thrusting my saber into its leg. The machine whirred and brought its sword back over its head. It slashed down but only hit the grid as I was already rolling out of the way. 
 
    But I couldn’t celebrate. The droid spun around with surprising quickness and slapped me with a backhand that sent me flying into one of the columns behind me. The hard thud knocked the wind out of me as I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    I groaned as I pushed myself up to my feet. The droid’s giant stomps got me out of the daze I was in. It brought its sword above its head for another heavy slash. I raised my saber up and parried it again. The weight of the blow reverberated through my entire body but not enough to stop me from slashing at the machine’s other leg. 
 
    To my surprise, it fell down to its knees. I moved closer to try and finish it off but it slashed at me. I avoided most of the swing but the sword was long enough, even a glancing blow was enough to catch me in my side. My armor crunched and a wound opened up. 
 
    “Dammit…” I grunted as the blood immediately began coming out of me. 
 
    I stayed on one knee, trying to ignore the pain. 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 57 
 
    Endurance 11 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to look at my hit points to know it was as bad as I thought it was. The machine brought its weapon up to swing again. 
 
    “C’mon, Liam… Focus…” 
 
    The pain in my side got worse. I stabbed my saber into the ground and pushed myself up again. Just as the droid’s sword came down, I moved out of the way. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    With all my strength, I bent down and popped up. The Upper Thrust sent me flying into the air. On the way up, I thrust my saber into the machine and brought it with me. My blade ripped through the machine’s center all the way, splitting its torso in two and turning it into blue digital dust. 
 
    I landed back on the grid as the explosion settled all around me. The tip of my saber dug into the grid to stop me from falling over. But I’d done it. 
 
    I was exhausted. I was bleeding. I couldn’t see straight through the sweat. I still had enough energy to work a smirk onto my face. 
 
    That had to be it. Everything I learned. Everything I trained and practiced. That was all of it. 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    Steel slammed against the grid behind me in a deafening explosion. I turned around just in time to see another monstrosity of a robot standing there. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    My surprise was interrupted as it thrust its blade forward, catching me right in my stomach. It didn’t matter that it was in digital form because damn, it felt real. My armor. My flesh. My blood and organs. None of it held up as the sword poked right through me. 
 
    The machine held its sword in my stomach. The thing was so damn long there was no way I could pull it out of me. I raised my saber up but my slashes might as well have been harmless flails. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. My HP was draining. I was stuck in position. I lost to a damn computer program. 
 
    “Aldridge.” 
 
    Captain Hamilton’s voice suddenly boomed over the speaker. 
 
    “Submit.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes in confusion. 
 
    “There’s no way out for you. Submit or you’ll end up in the Med Bay.” 
 
    I looked around for an escape but there was nothing. The machine was holding its blade in me and it could split me in two if it didn’t wanna wait for my HP to run out. 
 
    “Do you want to submit, Aldridge?” 
 
    The taste of copper spilled on my tongue. I coughed and shook my head. I’d come too far to fail now. I had to finish this. Somehow. Some way. 
 
    “No… No!” I used my last bit of strength to shout. “I can’t…” 
 
    My hit points were slowly draining from me. I’d lose consciousness and wake up in the Med Bay shortly after. There was some consolation in knowing I’d beaten at least one of the giant droids. 
 
    Before I could go out, I suddenly fell to the floor. The blue lights on the walls and floor dimmed, replaced by softer white lights. 
 
    “Quickly!” 
 
    I blinked my eyes to make sure I was seeing it right. The machine that just stabbed me was gone. Instead, there were doctors from the Med Bay running toward me. 
 
    “Take it easy… Just relax… I’m going to give you a sedative…” A needle pierced my neck and the pain in my stomach slowly went away. 
 
    I looked up at the doctors while they began working on my wound. Next to them, Captain Hamilton and Janice stood. 
 
    Hamilton gave me a smirk I wasn’t sure what to make of. “Congratulations, Aldridge. You did it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 28: The Line Between Existence and Extinction 
 
    On the first floor of the Nerve Center, everyone had gathered in the Assembly Auditorium. The older cadets all sat patiently in their seats. Janice stood next to Adviser Campbell at the side of the room where all of the Class Captains were watching. Other senior instructors were watching as well. Some of the scientists I’d seen in the Junction room, like Dr. Bonet, had come. Dr. Marchal had arrived from the Med Bay. 
 
    I stood on the stage and looked out to the crowd of about a hundred in front of the entrance. It was crazy to think how few people there were considering how big of an operation this was. The Vegas District was still in its infancy and it showed. But I knew this was only the beginning. For me and everybody else. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. It’s actually happening.” Quentin fidgeted next to me. He looked like he was too stunned in disbelief to smile even though he was clearly in a good mood. 
 
    “We’re not there yet,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time. What else can they do to us? They have to let us in now.” 
 
    I turned to Nina right next to me. The redhead kept her chin up. She’d never looked as proud as she did now. I couldn’t blame her. Half of the wave of recruits we came in with was gone. Only ten of us remained. 
 
    We stood patiently in our uniforms as Chancellor Layton stood next to us. He leaned against the lectern as he addressed the crowd. 
 
    “I’ve been with the Legion Omega Defense since the beginning,” he said. “I told these young recruits before it never gets old to see new blood. And it never gets old to see a new generation make it. These are the men and women who have earned the right to call themselves Omega. They have demonstrated the willingness to put everything on the line for the sake of humanity. Even their own lives. That is what it takes to be an Omega. We can all sleep a little easier knowing there are more willing to head into the next dimension and face the unknown.” 
 
    He turned toward us on stage. The old man’s face wrinkled with a big smile. 
 
    “But none of you are Omegas yet. There is one final step.” 
 
    The bright lights of the room began to dim. I looked up toward the display on the other side of the room, hanging above the entrance of the auditorium like a giant movie screen. The screen flickered and blue text slowly appeared on the screen. 
 
    I’d seen some of the words before. Probably picked them up when I was browsing the Internet or something. This time was different though. Just scrolling through them was enough to make my heart beat a little harder. 
 
    Seeing the words, I knew what all of this meant. 
 
    Chancellor Layton walked in front of the line of new recruits with his hands behind his back. “You are all worthy of the title of Omega. Now… speak in unison and take the oath.” 
 
    I looked down the line of recruits. We all remained silent. I looked toward Nina and watched her lips beginning to move. 
 
    “I am the shield that protects the innocent…” she said out loud. 
 
    “I am the sword that vanquishes the evil…” Paige followed her. 
 
    “I will face the unknown with my head held high…” Elliot spoke said. 
 
    Chancellor Layton smiled at us. “From the beginning,” he said. “Together…” 
 
    I read the words aloud along with the others next to me. 
 
    “I am the shield that protects the innocent. I am the sword that vanquishes the evil. I will face the unknown with my head held high. No great beast will turn me away. The darkness itself will forge my path. I will fight until all of my blood is spilled and I no longer draw breath. And I will fight again. I am the first and last line between extinction and existence. I am an Omega.” 
 
    All I did was read some words on a screen. But right after I said it, there was something inside of me. A visceral reaction that made my heart thump even harder. I looked at Quentin and saw a big grin on his face. 
 
    “Vegas District.” Chancellor Layton raised his hands up. “Let’s all welcome the newest Omegas to the Legion Omega Defense.” 
 
    The other cadets rose from their seats and clapped. The Class Captains and other LOD personnel joined in. 
 
    I looked at Quentin, watching him chuckle at the growing applause. Nina kept her head up, unable to fight the smile from coming to her lips. 
 
    I closed my eyes then whispered softly to myself. “I’m an Omega.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “So, I’m standing there thinking that this is pretty cool. It’s like Tron or something, you know? It’s the only thing keeping me sane at that point. I know I’m a Vanguard but I can only take so much. The stupid robot is hammering me over and over. I fight back with my shield the best I can but what can I really do? I’m a tank. Usually you two are doing all of the damage.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” I asked. 
 
    Quentin took a sip of his iced coffee to clear his throat because he was about to continue his rant. “What could I do? I was getting tired. My armor was starting to chip. My shield was holding up but you get a massive sword slammed into you enough, it starts to wear on you. I figured I had to do something. So I just ran toward it with my shield up. Kamikaze-style.” 
 
    “How’d that work out for you?” 
 
    “I managed to take it down. Got on top of it and just dug the edge of my shield into its chest like Steve Rogers would do. Turned into dust like a Mega Man boss. Then another one popped up out of nowhere and got me right in the stomach. Thought about giving up right then and there but you know what happened?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He leaned forward at me, narrowing his eyes in an attempt to look as serious as possible. “I thought about you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Sure. What if we were in a Junction? What if this was a World Boss? I couldn’t let my squad leader down. So I told Captain Bell to blow himself another asshole. And then it ended. Just like how it was with you.” 
 
    Quentin sank back into his seat and gulped on his drink. The smug satisfaction on his face made me burst into laughter. I had every reason to be in a good mood. Outside of the coffee shop, all of the newer recruits had gathered to celebrate their promotion to Omega. 
 
    Nina sat quietly while she picked at a croissant. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. “I figured you’d be in a better mood. We’re Omegas. The World Boss is defeated and the Junction Room is closed while they scan for the next closest Pandora dimension for us to run through. We’ve got the rest of the night off.” 
 
    “I’m excited, Liam. Really. I’m just thinking about what all of this means.” 
 
    “It means we’re Omegas,” Quentin said. “What else is there?” 
 
    Nina sighed. “You just took the oath and you don’t even realize what you said. Being an Omega is a big deal. It’s a promotion. We’ll have access to better weapons, armor, and abilities. There’ll be chances to increase our stats even further. Our missions will offer us more rewards and we’ll have other opportunities.” 
 
    “I… don’t see how any of that is a bad thing.” 
 
    “Because it’s more responsibility. It’s only going to get more difficult from here. I’m not saying we won’t be able to handle it… But we were only recruits until now. Now the real test begins.” 
 
    Quentin sucked on his straw until he was sucking on nothing but air. “Maybe it’s gonna get a little more dangerous. But tonight’s a celebration. I say we have some fun. Internet cafe. Lounging in the grass. Being an Omega means we get a raise, too.” 
 
    “Just because your stipend increased doesn’t mean you should throw it all away on burgers and milkshakes.” 
 
    “It’s not throwing it away if it’s for a good cause. And tonight is a big celebration. We still haven’t eaten yet.” 
 
    “With harder Junctions, I don’t think we should be stuffing our faces with pizza and burgers every night.” 
 
    “Fine. I can use a change of pace. There are plenty of places to eat. What do you think, Liam?” 
 
    I’d been listening to their conversation the entire time but my attention was focused on the others who’d been promoted with us. Elliot sat with his squad, celebrating wildly at their table. Paige’s celebration was a lot more modest even though there was another squad with hers. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” I said. “I’m just happy to be an Omega. I can’t wait to see what the next world will be like.” 
 
    “They won’t be as peaceful as the happy green valleys and blue skies,” Nina said. 
 
    “That’s fine with me. We could all use a little excitement.” 
 
    We all sat just outside of the cafe, enjoying the peace of the night. I looked down the wide pathway of the Central Square and watched some of the other cadets walking by. I noticed Brooke a few meters away. The brunette spotted me and made her way over, sashaying her hips like only she could. 
 
    “Hey! Congratulations! You made it!” 
 
    “I made it,” I said with a laugh. “It was only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. It takes a lot of hard work to make it to Omega. Believe me, there were more recruits in my wave and a bunch of them decided to leave early. You should be proud of yourself. All of you… Say, Liam. Do you mind if I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    I held back my surprise. I looked up at her, trying to figure out what she was up to but her face didn’t tell me anything. “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll be right back, guys.” 
 
    I got up from my seat and left Nina and Quentin to bicker over how we were going to celebrate. I walked just behind Brooke to the side of the coffee shop. 
 
    “This way.” She motioned for me to follow her along the side of the building. We kept going until we were heading to the back of it. I slowed down, expecting for her to jump me and rob me for everything I had even though my pockets were empty. 
 
    We moved to the back of the coffee shop where it was completely empty. The other buildings of the Central Square surrounded us. 
 
    I looked around and scratched the side of my head in confusion. “Uh… Why did you take me all the way back here to talk to me? You’re not up to anything, are you?” 
 
    “Well… I am up to something.” 
 
    “Figures. Where’s Rhys at? He wanna finish this?” 
 
    Brooke let out a giggle and shook her head. “You know I’m not a big fan of Rhys. I am a fan of you though.” 
 
    She bit the corner of her bottom lip, locking her eyes on me. Her demeanor had changed in an instant. I wasn’t sure if the narrowed stare she gave me was a joke or something else. 
 
    She took a step toward me with her hands behind her back. “I had a feeling about you. I knew you’d make it to Omega.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re pretty cute, too.” 
 
    “Heh… You’re not too bad yourself, Brooke.” 
 
    “Now that you’re an Omega and you’ll be sticking around, you should learn how things work around here.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I wasn’t aware that was a thing…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a thing.” 
 
    She moved close enough to me I could smell the light, flowery fragrance in her hair. She pursed her lips in a failed attempt to fight off a grin. 
 
    “We’re all in this together,” she said. “All of us. Fighting through Junctions. Training and leveling. It all gets a little tiring. Not just physically but mentally. Sometimes it’s nice to have a little fun and forget about our responsibilities.” 
 
    She reached her hands up and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her gentle but firm touch made me straighten up. I put my hands on her waist and realized her uniform was hiding some shapely curves. 
 
    “Brooke…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s just fun. It doesn’t mean anything.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. The softness of her lips made my mind blank for a moment. I let her tongue swirl between my teeth. My body pressed against hers, forcing a gasp out of her mouth. 
 
    The moment only lasted for a second as she pulled away. She licked her lips and grinned. “Yeah… That’s what I thought. Hopefully you’re as good of an Omega as you are a kisser.” 
 
    As much as I enjoyed it, I still wasn’t sure what to think. Brooke must’ve sensed my confusion because she grabbed my hand and smirked. “That’s one of the things you’ll have to get used to on this campus,” she said. “Nobody will force you to do anything you don’t want… But it’s there if you want it… You’re still a Bronze though. Maybe when you earn a few stars…” 
 
    I chuckled at the way she no longer tried to hide her smirk. “Okay,” I said with a nod. “I get it.” 
 
    “Remember, it doesn’t have to mean anything. Sometimes you just wanna go through a Junction because it can be satisfying.” 
 
    She gave me a wink before turning around and walked back through the side of the building. I started to head back when my communicator vibrated on my wrist. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 1 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    Seeing the bonus might have been the best thing about talking to Brooke. I headed back out and plopped in my seat next to Nina and Quentin. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Quentin asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Uh… Now that I’m an Omega, Brooke just wanted to see if I was interested in maybe doing a Junction with her.” 
 
    “Oh… Right.” 
 
    Nina gave me a blank stare. “Have you always worn lipstick, Liam?” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. I wiped my lips with a napkin and saw the smudge of pink on it. 
 
    “Man… I guess there really are some perks to being an Omega,” Quentin said. 
 
    I looked at Nina and shrugged. Slug me. Roll her eyes. Anything was a possibility from her. But all she did was smile. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “This might be our last night to celebrate before the next World opens up. It’s not every night you become an Omega. Let’s go stuff our faces since we’ve gotta focus after this.” 
 
    Quentin rubbed his hands together. “I like the way you think, Nina. Liam?” 
 
    I didn’t have to think hard about it. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29: Power Spike 
 
    I tapped my fingers on the front counter in the Crafting Bay. My toes tapped at the same rhythm against the floor. I was trying to hold back the anticipation but I was failing miserably. It was my first full day as an Omega. I wanted to enjoy the advantages as soon as I could. 
 
    Engineer Gage eventually lumbered toward me. His swollen arms wrapped around the suit of armor and plopped it down in front of me. 
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    The damage from the trials was gone. The light-blue sheen of the plates was a little brighter. I tapped it and noticed it was only slightly firmer but still flexible. On the left side of the chestplate, the LOD logo had been branded into it. Beneath it, the shape of a star was etched and painted with bronze. I ran my finger over it as another reminder that I was an Omega. 
 
    Outside of that though, nothing else had changed, which was enough to make me shrug. 
 
    “It’s got my rank on there… But it looks the same.” 
 
    “New Omegas,” he sighed as he pointed at the center of the armor. “This is different.” A small opening had been carved in the center of the chestplate. “Bring a Core to me when you find one and I’ll install it for you. It should give you a boost.” 
 
    “Hmm… Like an Arc Reactor. Nice.” 
 
    He looked beneath the counter and picked up a blade then placed it in front of me. My armor might have been the same but it was easy to tell how my saber had changed. 
 
    The blade had lengthened slightly and it wasn’t as wide. But the most noticeable thing was the brighter luster to it. A faint blue aura resonated from the core lodged into the top of the hilt and covered the entire saber. 
 
    “They don’t like giving anything better than training sabers to new recruits,” he said. “Don’t blame ‘em. It’s a waste of time and energy to give someone a better weapon when they’re just gonna leave. This is a standard Omega saber.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “The sword has been tempered longer. Notice how it’s tapered down from the center to the edges. That means it’s sharp enough to cut but sturdy enough to withstand a decent amount of trauma for parries.” 
 
    “Offense and defense. I can dig it.” 
 
    “The length has been adjusted to your height and arm-length. Your file says you’re 5’11”, so it should be just right for you. The weight has increased because there’s more silver in it. Get more strength before you think about whining.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I think I’ll adjust.” I held my new saber up. It was noticeably heavier but I wouldn’t have any trouble slashing and thrusting with it. The added weight was enough for me to know it did more damage. 
 
    “Every new Omega gets a new weapon. A gift from the LOD. You get one.” He held up an index finger to emphasize his point. “From now on, you want me to install a new Core or forge you a new weapon completely…” 
 
    “Need more Mana. I get it.” 
 
    I looked up at the other weapons on display. They were a lot more intricate in their design. Curved blades. Fancy hilts. Jagged edges. There was enough to keep me motivated to collect more Blue Mana. But the saber in my hands was more than adequate. 
 
    My communicator dinged and I saw the stats of my new gear on the display. 
 
      
 
    Silver Steel Saber 
 
    Damage Rating: D 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Paige): 5% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Brooke): 5% Damage Increase 
 
      
 
    Standard Cavalier Armor 
 
    Defense Rating: D 
 
    Core: None 
 
      
 
    “Hey! The rating’s up to a D! That’s passing!” 
 
    Gage crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow at me, not sharing the same enthusiasm as I had. 
 
    The scruffy engineer wrinkled his nose. “Anything else?” 
 
    I admired my new blade for a moment then shook my head. “I think this’ll do just fine.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 4,700 
 
    Blue Mana 4,450 
 
    Green Mana 1,225 
 
      
 
    I looked at the Mana I had available then back at the list of abilities on the display. 
 
      
 
    Spiral Swing 
 
    A fast attack aimed in all directions. 
 
    Cost: 800 
 
      
 
    Brisk Dash 
 
    A quick forward movement and slash. 
 
    Cost: 800 
 
      
 
    Grand Slash 
 
    A heavy attack that leaves your target open for follow-up strikes. 
 
    Cost: 800 
 
      
 
    “Man… All of these things are so expensive. I’m gonna have to use everything I earned from the World Boss to buy just one. I thought I’d get a freebie now that I’m an Omega.” 
 
    Nina sat next to me and looked over my shoulder. “Being an Omega only grants you access to the abilities. You still have to spend your Mana wisely. I told you things only get harder from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… Don’t remind me.” 
 
    On the first floor of the Nerve Center, we sat just outside of the dining hall next to a universal tablet. All of the other cadets were busy waiting for the Junctions to open up but I was too distracted by my decision to pay too much attention to them. 
 
    “Let’s see…” I rubbed my chin. “What did you get, Nina?” 
 
    “Ice Slash. The attack is the same as Fire Slash. Only the properties are different. You never know what we’ll face next.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a little utility in your kit. I like it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should do the same.” 
 
    “That’s just it. All of these would be pretty useful…” 
 
    “If all of them would be useful, there’s no wrong decision to make.” 
 
    “…Good point.” 
 
    I held my communicator up to the display and selected Spiral Swing. My Green Man slowly decreased to make the purchase. 
 
    “I’ve got enough left to level Upper Thrust.” 
 
    I spent the last bit of Green Mana I had then looked at my new list of abilities. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Available Abilities 
 
      
 
    Upper Thrust (Cavalier) 
 
    Level 3 
 
    800 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    Spiral Swing 
 
    Level 1 
 
    500 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Spiral Swing isn’t Cavalier exclusive.” 
 
    “That means you don’t have to go to your Class Captain to learn how to use it properly. But you still need to practice.” 
 
    “Or we could go through a Junction and I can learn on the fly. Eh? What do you think?” 
 
    I smirked and nudged her with my elbow. She tried not to smile but eventually gave in. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re confident. The Junctions ahead will be a lot harder to navigate.” 
 
    “New weapon. New abilities. Being an Omega is pretty sweet. 
 
    “You’re not done yet.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 18 Bronze 1-Star Cavalier 
 
    (900 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 16 
 
    Speed 14 
 
    Durability 13 
 
    Control 9 
 
      
 
    “The amount of Red Mana you need to gain a level will begin to grow exponentially. But the amount you acquire will also increase as you challenge more difficult Junctions.” 
 
    “Thanks, doctor.” 
 
    “After you level, speak with me. There’s something I need to discuss with you.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal walked away to deal with whatever work she had on her tablet. Nina stood at a display on the other side of the Med Bay while she examined her own levels. 
 
    “Let’s see…” 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 4,700 
 
    Blue Mana 4,450 
 
    Green Mana 1,225 
 
      
 
    “…I think I’ve got enough Red Mana for three levels. Now I’ve just gotta decide on the stat points.” 
 
    I figured with my new saber, an extra point in strength would help me wield it a little better. An extra point in speed would help with likely faster Shadows in Pandora. That left me one more point to decide between durability and control. 
 
    Keeping a balanced build appealed more than anything else, so I ended up putting the last point in control. The rush of Mana flowed through my arm and surged through the rest of my body. I pulled my communicator away and let out a sigh. Even though it was only three points, there was a noticeable difference. It was like finishing a good meal or waking up from a good night’s sleep. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to tell if there was actually a difference until I was back out there. 
 
    I walked over to Dr. Marchal. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
    “Come this way.” 
 
    I followed her through the spacious Med Bay toward a small container room off to the side. Inside of it, there was nothing more than a chair and a table next to it. On the table, there was a digital display monitor and what looked like some type of gas mask. The white mask was connected to all sorts of tubes and electrical wiring, which led back to the display. 
 
    “This is an advanced hyperbaric chamber.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Hyperbolic? A hyperbolic time chamber—” 
 
    “Hyperbaric,” she corrected me. “Putting this mask on exhausts your body’s nervous system directly.” 
 
    “Why’d anybody wanna do that?” 
 
    “By doing so, you would increase your red blood cell count and improve lung capacity, thus increasing your stamina.” 
 
    “Wait… You’re telling me all I have to do is put this mask on and I can improve my endurance?” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s the intention. Though you should know, this design was an engineering prototype. Results may not be what you’re expecting. It’s likely it will take hours for even a moderate improvement.” 
 
    “Right… Well, any improvement’s a good one.” 
 
    “Until we study Mana further and learn how to apply it, this is your only option for your endurance. Unless you’d prefer to run on a treadmill.” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody prefers running on a treadmill.” 
 
    Dr. Marchal smiled warmly. Considering how she had to bring us back from the dead over and over, it was easy to understand why she was the most accommodating person on campus. 
 
    Between running through Junctions, training and spending time with my squad, I wondered how I would squeeze in time with the hyperbaric chamber. 
 
    The doctor must’ve sensed what I was thinking because she suddenly put a hand on my arm. “You’re not obligated to do anything. These are simply options available to you. It’s up to you to decide how you want to proceed.” 
 
    “I guess it’s better to have too many choices than none. Right now though, I just wanna get back out there.” 
 
    “I figured you would. Good luck, Omega.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I walked outside of the Med Bay with Nina and immediately noticed Quentin there. He was still in uniform, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. 
 
    “You all right?” I asked. 
 
    It was obvious something was wrong with the way he stared at the ground. He sighed softly then shrugged. “Do you mind if I talk to you?” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to ask something like that.” I laughed even though his mood was still down. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the Junction Room.” Nina gave me a nod then walked down the hall. 
 
    “What’s up?” I leaned against the wall with him. 
 
    “I was just thinking… About all the stuff we’ve been through so far. The Junctions. The World Boss. The trial and taking the oath… It’s still kinda weird that I’m actually an Omega.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. When I got my armor from Gage, I stared at the stamp on the chestplate and couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    Quentin straightened up and sighed a deep breath. “I always wanted to do something like this. Not be an Omega but something athletic. To be someone legendary like Michael Jordan or Wayne Gretzky, you know?” 
 
    I laughed at the thought. “I think every kid growing up had dreams of doing something like that.” 
 
    “My dreams ended pretty early. I got three older brothers. They’re all rich and successful. Fancy cars. Fancy houses. Beautiful girlfriends. Me though… I was just stuck in college, hoping I would eventually find a job where I could make a living for myself.” 
 
    Quentin’s sudden admission came out of nowhere but I didn’t bother trying to interrupt him. Even with his eyes pointed at the ground, I could see he was serious. 
 
    “When I was a civilian, I was… mediocre. Then I came here and didn’t even get to choose the class I wanted.” 
 
    “You know the compatibility results are just a suggestion. You can be a Strider if you still want to.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nina’s the best Strider we could ask for. The truth is… I kinda like being a Vanguard. The first day of training with Captain bell was rough but I’m getting the hang of it. I can’t imagine using anything else besides a shield.” 
 
    “Steve Rogers.” 
 
    The smirk formed on his lips as he nodded. “Steve Rogers.” He straightened up and looked me in the eye. “I was never the fastest or the strongest or the smartest. I was just the one Young brother with the chubby cheeks.” 
 
    “You’re the Vanguard in the Great Defenders. You always have been.” 
 
    “I was. But when I picked up my gear from Gage, it all changed. It made me realize this is what it’s all about.” 
 
    My face scrunched in confusion despite the sincerity on his face. “I still don’t know what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know I’m sticking around. They say this shit’s gonna get harder now that we’re Omegas but I’m gonna push through. I don’t care what’s in front of me. I’ll bowl it over.” 
 
    The determination in his eyes was clear. I hadn’t known Quentin for very long but he was the only man outside of my brother that actually seemed to give a shit. That just made it easier to give him my word. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder and nodded. “I’m right there with you.” 
 
    He swallowed and sighed another deep breath. “C’mon. Let’s not keep Nina waiting.” He turned and began heading down the hall. I started following after him when my communicator vibrated on my arm. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 2: 5% damage resistance 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give it more than a second thought before catching up with Quentin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30: ????? 
 
    Current World Status: Undefined 
 
    Threat Level: ??? 
 
    Junctions Closed: 7 
 
    Junctions Available: ????? 
 
    Current Herald Threat:  ????? 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” Quentin held his hands out at the blue digital display hanging from the center of the wall. All of the other Cadets were just as confused but Quentin made it a point to be louder than anybody else. “Is this a joke or something?” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a glitch in the system,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “That’s even worse. Think about it, Liam. Do you really wanna be heading into another dimension when the guys who opened up the gate don’t even know where it leads?” 
 
    I chuckled, trying to find some humor in the situation. “We’re not recruits anymore. We’re Omegas now.” 
 
    “Omegas or not, this is crazy.” 
 
    “C’mon, Quentin. You leveled up. You got some fresh gear. Don’t you wanna show off your new ability?” 
 
    “I can show off my new ability in the comforts of one of the training labs.” He let out an exasperated sigh, knowing there was no way around it. His whole body slumped and his head fell. The bulky dark-blue armor draped over him made the sight even more comical. It was like he thought we were going for ice cream but instead ended up at the dentist. 
 
    “It’s cool,” I said as I patted him on the back, doing my best to hold back my laugh. “We keep doing what we’ve been doing and we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I guess…” 
 
    Nina walked up and raised an eyebrow at Quentin. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What do you mean what’s wrong?” Quentin pointed at the display. “That’s what’s wrong.” 
 
    “You ever heard of anything like this before?” I asked. 
 
    Nina stared at the screen. The longer she didn’t respond, the more anxious I started to get. 
 
    “Strange…” she said it softly, barely loud enough for me to hear. “Either there’s a glitch in the system or the engineers are having trouble getting a lock on the exact parameters of the world. Some Junctions have already been closed though, so we should be okay.” 
 
    “You hear that? We’ll be all right.” I gave Quentin a hearty thump on the back but the dejected look on his face didn’t go away. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll clear a Junction or two and then we’ll go for some ice cream.” 
 
    “I’m not a child… But there is this place in the Central Square we haven’t been to yet.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. Defenders up.” 
 
    “We should be able to handle some gates on the second floor now,” Nina said. 
 
    The Junction Room’s ceiling extended four floors high, making the gates on the upper floors visible. The other squads were already making their way to their gates despite the question marks on the display. 
 
    I was about to head up to the next floor when Dr. Bonet rushed up to us. The swirl of white hair around his head swayed like cotton candy with every step he took. 
 
    “Ah! Omegas! If I could have a word with you for a moment. I was wondering if you’d be interested in a little quest for me.” 
 
    “What kinda quest?” Quentin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re getting particularly peculiar readings from the nearest dimension. There’s nothing in the LOD database that corresponds with the data we’re collecting now. We need to collect as much information as we can.” 
 
    He pulled something from his pocket. It was a small metallic device shaped like a Rubik’s cube. Blue lines pulsed in an intricate pattern all around it. 
 
    “This is a Shadow Cage. It’s activated by pressing this button right here on the side. In the next gate you head through, I want you to collect a Shadow inside of it.” 
 
    “Collect a Shadow?” I raised an eyebrow. “How am I supposed to fit a Shadow in that thing?” 
 
    “The Cage compresses the Shadow to its base essence. It’ll fit in here.” 
 
    He placed the metal box into my palm. “I can fit a whole Shadow in this thing.” Nina grabbed it from me and placed it into the pouch on her hip. 
 
    “We’ll take care of it,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you.” Dr. Bonet tapped on his tablet. “I’ve updated your available missions with what I’ve asked of you. You’ll be rewarded appropriately.” My display lit up with my missions. 
 
      
 
    CURRENT MISSIONS 
 
      
 
    Defeat 100 Shadows in Pandora 
 
    Reward: $400 
 
      
 
    Complete 1 Hard Junction 
 
    Reward: $250 
 
      
 
    Collect a Shadow for Dr. Bonet 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
      
 
    “Make sure you weaken a Shadow before attempting to collect it,” he said. “The Cage will hold them better when they’re not trying to resist.” 
 
    “You don’t have a better Cage?” Quentin said. “Like a… Master Cage?” 
 
    Dr. Bonet stared at him blankly, slowly raising an eyebrow in confusion. Quentin rolled his eyes and sighed. “Never mind…” 
 
    “For 500 bucks, we’ll get you a Shadow, doc,” I said. “Let’s go, guys.” 
 
    Quentin and I followed Nina up to the second floor to the nearest gate. They didn’t look any different from the Junctions on the first floor but the information on the display had changed.  
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 20 
 
    Threat Level: High 
 
    Precautions: ????? 
 
    Status: Open 
 
      
 
    “Oh, c’mon!” Quentin said. “More question marks. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “The threat level’s up… But we know it’s still around our level. We should be able to handle it. Let’s go, Defenders.” 
 
    I stepped through the wave of soft blue energy with Nina and Quentin following close behind me. The Junction Room disappeared. I knew it was gone before I’d even put my foot back on the ground. 
 
    I shifted my head around slowly, not sure I was taking in my surroundings correctly. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The smell of burning ash hit my nostrils first. It was like standing next to a barbecue grill without the smoky scent of the meat being roasted or sweetness of the sauce. I didn’t have to look very far to see where it was all coming from. I stood in what looked like the middle of a street. Buildings. Cars. The road itself. Everything was covered in enough soot to blacken the soles of my armored boots. 
 
    I looked around to make sure I was seeing everything right. “It looks like… like we’re in a regular city. Just like Earth…” 
 
    “A regular city all right,” Quentin said. “If somebody had burned the entire thing to the ground.” 
 
    Everything had been blackened to a crisp like a roaring fire had swept through our surroundings. Stores and restaurants. Apartment buildings. 
 
    “I really hope we’re in Pandora,” Quentin said. “Because of this was a real city…” 
 
    “If this was a real city, there would be information on the news,” Nina cut him off. “The dimensions take different forms. Just because the last dimension we traveled through was made up of mostly grassy plains doesn’t mean this one has to be the same.” 
 
    “No kidding. They went for the exact opposite.” 
 
    There were no flames visible. The streets were lit by the working streetlights. The sky was dark but a full moon illuminated our surroundings as far as we could see. 
 
    I held my hand out and caught small flakes of gray ash in my palm. Up above, the wind swirled the ash in our direction. 
 
    “This is weird,” I said. “But Rose’s right. We’re used to green grass and blue skies. We’ll close this junction like all the rest.” I pulled my saber from the magnet keeping it latched to my belt and pointed forward. “The Obelisk should be in this direction.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “Because that’s where all of the ash is blowing from.” 
 
    Quentin activated the compartment on his right forearm and silver sheets of metal formed a rectangular shield on it. He walked next to me while Nina trailed behind. 
 
    We stayed on our guard as we walked down the road. The streets were silent except for the ash continuing to slowly blow by us. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I noticed the energy beginning to form before us. Swirls of white light crackled like electricity. A blinding flash was followed by a pack of wolves leaping out from it. 
 
    Ten beasts howled at the moon in unison. Their fur was just as black as their ashy surroundings. Yellow eyes were filled with the kind of feral ferocity you didn’t wanna see. 
 
    “I wonder if I’ll get rabies if one of these things bites me,” I said. 
 
    “Try not to satisfy your curiosity,” Nina said. 
 
    “I got this, y’all. Check this out.” Quentin stepped forward as the wolves ahead began galloping toward us. A blue aura formed around his shield like faint smoke. The energy continued until surrounding him completely. Quentin moved into a slow jog then suddenly dashed like a blur of lightning, colliding with the pack of wolves and sending them flying like bowling pins. 
 
    “Q!” I shouted out as I watched him lose his balance and tumble down the road. “Rose!” 
 
    “I’m on it!” 
 
    The Strider dashed forward while I ran to make sure Quentin was all right. Still in a daze, the wolves met a bloody end from Nina’s katanas. She spun around the pack, downing as many as she could before they could recover. 
 
    “Get up… You all right?” I grabbed Quentin by the arm and helped him to his feet. 
 
    He shook the cobwebs away and slapped the side of his head. “Didn’t expect to move that fast… Maybe I should talk to Captain Bell about doing it properly.” 
 
    He put his shield back up and raced toward the wolves that remained. We ran together toward Nina as the beasts surrounded us. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Another pack of black wolves emerged from a burst of energy above us. The beasts weren’t much bigger than what I guessed normal wolves looked like. But they made it a point to show off how sharp their fangs and claws were. 
 
    They circled us in the middle of the street, unblinking eyes stalking us like prey. 
 
    “I count fifteen,” Nina said. 
 
    “Fifteen,” Quentin said. “Five each.” 
 
    “This isn’t a competition.” 
 
    “Who said anything about that?” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “Why take five each when we can take down all fifteen at once?” 
 
    “You got a plan?” 
 
    “I think I do… How many targets can you hit with Ice Slash?” 
 
    “I can hit anybody in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Perfect. Wait for my signal. Keep your shield up, Q.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “As opposed to what?” 
 
    We exchanged smirks before turning our attention back to the wolves. The beasts slowly paced around us, waiting for their moment to strike. I gripped my saber tight in anticipation. If I did this right, I could end it without having to engage for very long. 
 
    I gritted my teeth then shouted in frustration. “C’mon!” 
 
    The wolves howled and lunged toward us. 
 
    “Rose! Now!” 
 
    Nina leaped into the air just as the wolves converged on us. Both katanas extended outward, she spun around like a top. White energy formed around her like a snowstorm. The aura swirled around her blades just before the wolves pounced. The sound of sharp icicles ripping through the wolves was joined by them howling in pain. The beasts landed hard back on the pavement. Their bodies covered in frost, they struggled to get back up to their feet. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Quentin followed me as we moved forward and finished off the helpless wolves. The added damage from my saber made it easier to slice right through their prone bodies and turned them into Mana. Quentin slammed his shield down and severed their heads from their bodies. 
 
    Nina landed back onto the street next to us, bracing herself with her fists. But there was nothing left for her, as Quentin and I had already quickly dispatched the beasts. 
 
    “Teamwork,” Quentin said as he began collecting some of the Mana. “Set ‘em up, knock ‘em down. That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” 
 
    Nina picked up the lone Mana Core that was dropped and scanned it. “It’s an uncommon Core,” she said as she stuffed it into her pouch. “I’ll bring it back to Gage to extract more Blue Mana from it. Remember, you also have to capture a Shadow to give to Bonet.” 
 
    “Maybe you should capture whatever is guarding the Obelisk,” Quentin said. 
 
    “If we ever find it,” I replied. “C’mon.” 
 
    We made our way down the street. Seeing everything burned down made it more eerie than it if it were any other location. I knew it wasn’t a real city but everything looked so familiar. 
 
    We turned the corner and I spotted what looked like a gas station a half-mile away. “Is that…” I narrowed my eyes and could barely make out the faint purple glow behind all of the ash falling from the sky. “The Obelisk is over there.” 
 
    “One minute we’re going through a maze,” Quentin said. “The next we’re going to a gas station. Pandora’s strange as shit. Maybe that explains all the question marks we were seeing.” 
 
    “That’s not for us to figure out. Let’s go.” 
 
    We made our way down the street, walking by the burned down cars and buildings. I noticed all of the vehicles were empty but it didn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    The pulse of purple energy grew brighter as we neared the gas station. The building was just as burned as everything else we’d walked by. 
 
    I moved around the back of the garage. There was an undeniable energy burning behind the garage door. 
 
    “All right,” Quentin said. “There’s an Obelisk inside of the garage. And who knows what else is in there…” 
 
    I reached up to push the door open when Nina put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Soul… Remember. Our main objective is to destroy the Obelisk and return. We don’t have to kill any more Shadows. We can head to another Junction to capture a Shadow for Bonet.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and proceeded. In the center of the gas station garage, the Obelisk pulsed. It was half the size of the others I’d seen before but I didn’t think too much of it. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with quick.” I raised my saber up and slashed at it. It shattered like glass and the purple energy faded like mist. 
 
    We stepped back out of the garage and looked around. Our surroundings were just as quiet as they’d been this entire time. 
 
    “Ha!” Quentin said. “Maybe the Obelisk doesn’t have a guardian. I thought this Junction was labeled hard—” 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    A deafening screech filled the air, loud enough to shake the ground. We all looked around to see where it had come from but there was nothing. 
 
    “Where is it?” I said. “Do you see anything?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing.” Quentin pounded his fists in frustration. “Maybe that was just the Obelisk.” 
 
    “The Obelisk?” Nina raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “You know. Like the noise it makes when it’s destroyed.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    Another screech pierced the air. It sounded like a bird squawk but when I looked up, all I saw was the moon. 
 
    “That’s not the Obelisk,” Nina said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Quentin replied. “Then what the hell is it?” 
 
    I squinted up toward the darkness. I thought I could see something moving around in the sky. An outline. A shadow. It was so dark but when it moved toward the moon, I saw it. 
 
    “There!” I pointed my saber up. “It must be some sort of bird…” 
 
    It began circling the sky like it just heard me. It continued to grow in size as it neared. Its wings flapped faster and harder, strong enough for me to feel the wind. By the time it was right next to us, I saw just how big it was. 
 
    “Watch out!” Quentin raised his shield up and blocked its talons from digging into us. 
 
    I moved away from him and did an Upper Thrust. My saber caught its side, making it squawk and fly back into the sky. I was barely able to get a good look up close. The thing was the size of a bus. Long wings connected to a massive body covered in black feathers. A giant, pointed beak that was just as dark. Even its eyes appeared to be the same shade, invisible on top of its head. 
 
    “It looks like a giant crow,” Nina said. 
 
    Bursts of white energy popped in the sky around us, quickly followed by smaller birds flying out. Dozens of them squawked in unison and broke the silence. 
 
    “Crows,” I said. “That big one must be their mom.” 
 
    “Mom or not, we’re still gonna kill it, right?” 
 
    I gave Quentin a look and nodded. He tapped the front of his shield and a blue aura formed around it. “Lemme try this thing out…” 
 
    “Be careful now.” 
 
    “I got this.” 
 
    He jogged forward slowly before sprinting and leaping into the air. He turned into a blur of white and blue energy as he went sailing through the sky. His shield in front of him, he slammed into a group of crows and sent them tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “Gimme the Cage.” I motioned for it and Nina put it in my hand. 
 
    As all of the crows Quentin hit turned into Mana, I just managed to activate the Cage and capture one before it faded. I tossed the Cage back to Nina as Quentin came crashing back down to the ground. He hit the street so hard he crumbled the pavement like a meteor. 
 
    “Oh… Crap…” He groaned as he rolled onto his back. 
 
    “Watch out!” Nina ran forward and leaped into the air, slicing through another group of crows diving toward us. 
 
    I helped Quentin back up to his feet. We all looked up at the crows circling the larger one just above us. 
 
    “If we’re gonna beat that thing, we need to get it out of the air,” I said. “We’ve gotta lure him in.” 
 
    “How you gonna do that?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “I’m gonna give him a target. Stay here.” 
 
    I ran into the street by myself and the crows began coming toward me. I turned around just before they reached me. 
 
    “Here goes nothing…” 
 
    I focused my energy and activated my Spiral Swing. My body took control of itself as I began to spin around faster than I ever thought I could. Light blue energy formed around me and ripped through the crows trying to come near me. I stayed in my position until every crow next to me was down. When I finally came to a stop, a rush of blood ran through my head and dizzied me. 
 
    “Crap,” I said as I rubbed my temple. “I really need a Captain to go over that with me—” 
 
    “Soul!” 
 
    Nina called out to me just as the giant crow began swooping down toward me. Its claws extended, long enough to impale me if it caught me. I wouldn’t move though. Not when I could impale it before it got to me. 
 
    It opened its beak, ready to snatch at me. But then I saw something strange. A light coming from inside its mouth. Orange. Red. The light grew brighter, swirling into what looked like fire. 
 
    “What the hell?” I dived out of the way just as it swooped down on me. I looked up just in time to see the flames coming from its mouth. It torched the ground next to me, pointing its mouth at everything in front of it. 
 
    “I got you!” Quentin dashed forward and raised his shield up to block the flamethrower from the crow’s mouth. 
 
    “A fire-breathing crow,” I said. “And I thought I’d seen everything… Rose!” 
 
    She was already ahead of me, leaping up and pouncing on top of the crow with icy katanas. Her frozen blades slashed into the crow’s dark feathers and plunged into its flesh. The sound of the blood squirting from it was joined by it squealing. 
 
    It flapped its wings and spit flames in the air as it struggled to shake Nina off. As the frost spread from its wounds, the crow began to slow. It gave me the opening I needed. I rushed forward and thrust with my saber. The tip of my sword met some resistance but I pushed harder to sink my saber even deeper into it. It reached up with its claws and knocked me back ten feet away. 
 
    The sudden shove was fast enough to knock me into a daze. I shook it off as best I could and slowly got back up to my feet. “Q… Follow up…” 
 
    Quentin dashed forward. His shoulder lowered, he pressed his shield into the hilt of my saber to push it in even deeper into its chest. More black blood spilled, its potent smell strong enough to burn my nostrils. 
 
    Nina leaped off the giant crow’s back as more of the crows above descended upon us. She raised her katanas up and met them, twirling and cutting them down. But some of them managed to get through because of their sheer volume, clawing and pecking at her open skin. 
 
    I ran toward the larger crow but it lowered its beak down and breathed more flames at us. Quentin kept his shield up to block it, pushing forward and making a path for me to grab my saber. With my hands tight around the hilt, I tugged down on my blade and opened the wound even deeper. I walked underneath it and tried to split it down the middle. Blood and guts spilled out, spraying against my skin. I kept moving beneath it until it suddenly burst into Mana. 
 
    The other crows Nina was dealing with did the same. 
 
    The stench of blood was gone. The silence returned. 
 
    I looked at Quentin and saw the burned silver of his shield. He rubbed his fingers along it and sighed. 
 
    “A fire-breathing crow,” he said. “I really hope that’s the weirdest thing we have to deal with.” 
 
    I listened close and swore I heard something. Something more than the wind or my own breathing. 
 
    “Yo, Soul… You all right?” Quentin put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “There’s something there… do you hear that?” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything. Rose?” 
 
    Nina shook her head. 
 
    “No…” I walked forward and looked out onto the streets. “There’s something still out there…” 
 
    The noise started to become clearer. Something moving against the pavement. Footsteps. I stared down the dimly-lit road. I squinted past the ash falling and could barely make out a figure moving in the darkness. It was faint. A shadow or something. 
 
    “Hey.” Nina suddenly put a hand on my shoulder. I looked at her then turned back down the road. The figure I thought I’d seen was gone. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Nina was always so headstrong. The slight bit of concern in her eyes made me forget about everything I was thinking. “It’s nothing,” I said as I shook my head. “Let’s head back and give this to Dr. Bonet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31: Curiouser and Curiouser 
 
    Dr. Bonet’s personal lab was a lot different from the rest of the Nerve Center. The construction was the same. The walls were made of the same silver steel as everything else. The floor was a polished black granite. It was spacious enough to move around comfortably. But outside of that, it looked like an explosion had gone off. Tables had all sorts of machinery and electronics scattered around on top of it. Tubes and containers had varying shades of Mana inside of them. Digital displays showed off numbers that didn’t appear to mean anything in particular. I guess it gave the place a little character. I was a little wary about being inside of his lab even though he was one of the lead scientists on campus. 
 
    He held the Shadow Cage in his palm as he brushed his white hair to the other side of his face. His eyes were wide with anticipation as he twisted it. 
 
    “Let’s see here…” 
 
    The device began to expand into a cage. Silver bars held the small black crow just as I remembered it. It fluttered wildly before realizing there was no way for it to escape. 
 
    “I don’t suppose it would have been too much to ask for you to capture a non-flying Shadow.” 
 
    “There were some wolves but they weren’t exactly cooperating,” I said. “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    “A Shadow is a Shadow. I just need to take a sample from it.” He poked a syringe through the bars and plunged the needle into the crow. 
 
    Quentin had a strained look on his face as he watched. Nina leaned forward intently. 
 
    Dr. Bonet pulled the syringe away and moved over to one of the workstations on the side. 
 
    “You mind telling us what this is all about?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t see the harm…” He tapped his fingers on the display of the machine. “As you well know, we’re having trouble getting a gauge on the world. Usually we’re able to figure out just what kind of world you’ll be heading into. The makeup of your surroundings. How many dimensions it’s compromised of. The strongest Shadow lurking. We haven’t been able to get proper readings.” 
 
    “Uh… That doesn’t sound like a good thing,” Quentin said. “Does that happen very often?” 
 
    “It’s been known to happen on occasion. But rest assured, I’ll get to the bottom of this, now that I have this Shadow.” 
 
    “How are you able to tell what we’re dealing with from a Shadow?” I asked. 
 
    Dr. Bonet’s fingers continued tapping away on the tablet. The machinery scanned the sample he’d taken from the crow, which was sleeping peacefully inside of its prison. 
 
    “All things are comprised of matter,” he explained. “You. The food you eat. The armor you’re wearing. The bed you sleep on. All of it is made of something. 
 
    “In Pandora, all matter is comprised of Mana. Every tree you see. Every building you walk through. The Shadows you fight. By measuring the Mana density of a Shadow, we’re able to determine how strong the Shadows are. The greater the density, the higher the threat.” 
 
    He stopped tapping his fingers and scratched the side of his face. “Hmm… This is interesting…” 
 
    “What is it?” I took a step closer. 
 
    The numbers appeared on one of the displays hanging on the wall and he pointed toward them. “The Shadows in this dimension are considerably stronger than we intended.” 
 
    “We were able to handle it.” 
 
    “You were able to handle a Junction. Judging from these measurements, the World Boss may be too much for you to handle. The Vegas District is the LOD’s newest academy. We should let one of the other Districts with higher-ranking Omegas deal with it.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Quentin sighed. “You’d think they’d give us higher-level Junctions now that we’re Omegas.” 
 
    “Just because you’re Omegas doesn’t mean you have to face the most dangerous threats immediately. You can still do your part against Pandora without fighting above your level. I’ll inform everybody and let them know we should look for another dimension to deal with. Thank you for your time, cadets.” 
 
    Quentin had a look of disappointment on his face. Even Nina seemed bothered. I put my hands on my hips but quickly realized there wasn’t much I could do. 
 
    “The Junction Room will be shut down for the time being,” Dr. Bonet said. “Don’t worry. The threat of Pandora is constant. We’ll find a way to get all of you to contribute.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Quentin said. “We might as well make the most of it. I’m gonna head to the Med Bay and get some levels. Maybe Captain Bell is free so he can teach me how to use this Hyper Charge I learned properly. Maybe after we can get a bite to eat.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nina said. “I think I’ll speak to Dr. Marchal about using the hyperbaric chamber as well. After the last Junction we just went through, I was more fatigued than usual. Are you coming with us, Liam?” 
 
    “Yeah… I’ll be there.” 
 
    Nina and Quentin left. I stayed behind and watched as Dr. Bonet continued to go over the readings from the crow. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with, cadet? I don’t have any other missions for you but I might be able to come up with something after we find another dimension to sync to.” 
 
    “It’s not that. There’s just… something I wanna ask you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When we were in the last Junction. We destroyed the Obelisk and we were attacked by a giant Shadow. Not anything I’m not used to. But before we headed back through the gate, there was something else. I couldn’t see it clearly. There was something in the distance. I know there was. Not a Shadow but a literal shadow. Like the outline of a person.” 
 
    Dr. Bonet slowly raised his head up and gave me a blank stare. “You saw someone.” 
 
    “I think I did. I thought I heard footsteps, too. But they weren’t there when I looked again. If it was a Shadow, I figured they would’ve chased us all the way back to the gate. Maybe it was another cadet but there’s no record of anybody else going through the gate except my squad. I guess it’s just my imagination.” 
 
    I chuckled at the possibility of hallucinating. But Dr. Bonet’s expression didn’t change. I knew something was wrong because he was usually showing some type of emotion. Now he just looked like he’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Hey, doc… You all right there?” I waved my hand in front of his face. 
 
    “You saw a Herald.” 
 
    “A Herald? What’s a Herald?” 
 
    Dr. Bonet turned his back to me, pacing back and forth while he rubbed his chin. I laughed again to shake away the growing anxiety beginning to twist my stomach. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay? You want me to get you a snack at the dining hall or something?” 
 
    “If you spotted a Herald, that means it’s true.” 
 
    “What’s true?” 
 
    He stopped pacing then looked up at me. “Thanks for collecting the Shadow, cadet. Please be on your way now.” 
 
    “What? But you didn’t tell me—” 
 
    “Thank you, cadet.” 
 
    The seriousness in his eyes hadn’t gone away. Dr. Bonet made it clear he wasn’t planning on explaining anything to me. 
 
    “Yeah… Any time…” 
 
    If he wouldn’t give me the answers, I’d get them somewhere else. And I knew just where to find them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32: Long Shot 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 18 Bronze 1-Star Cavalier 
 
    (900 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Strength 17 
 
    Speed 15 
 
    Durability 13 
 
    Control 10 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 5,025 
 
    Blue Mana 6,250 
 
    Green Mana 750 
 
      
 
    More Red Mana meant another five levels. I’d gotten far enough to feel the difference from all of my stat gains since first arriving. Having more strength to deal with bigger, tougher beasts always helped. It was never a question to build speed. Extra durability to make things hurt a little less was always pleasant. The possibilities of what I could do with my control stat lurked in the back of my mind. 
 
    I chuckled softly when I realized I had this conversation with myself too many times already. The opportunity to infuse more Red Mana into myself was always exciting. It was a chance to open a birthday present all over again. 
 
    It was all the reminder I needed. There was no wrong choice. I only had to tailor my stats to how I wanted to fight. So I balanced myself as best as I could. One point in strength. Another in speed. Two in durability to make myself a little sturdier. And the last point in control to make sure I wouldn’t have to play catch up when it came down to it. 
 
    The Red Mana injected into my veins like a drug. A surge of warmth spread from my arm and through the rest of my body. My muscles swelled and firmed. The weight of my armor became lighter. I found it easier to move around. 
 
    I moved my communicator from the display and walked by all of the doctors and other cadets on the other side of the Med Bay. Several chambers had been set up for the cadets to take advantage of the hyperbaric training. Nina already had a mask on, her eyes closed as she sat calmly inside of the chamber. 
 
    Quentin turned his head sideways as he looked through the window at her. “You know… I’d say she looks like a weirdo with that mask of hers. But that’s just Nina, I guess. What are you up to, Liam?” 
 
    “Dr. Bonet said he was gonna have the Junction Room shut down so that they could find another world closer to our levels.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with him. Even the senior cadets haven’t even been here for more than a year. There are LOD facilities all over the world. Let them handle these damn question marks.” 
 
    “With the Junction Room closed, we’ve got more time to ourselves now. Didn’t you say you were gonna go see Captain Bell to work on your ability training?” 
 
    “The thought of sitting around twiddling my thumbs has a certain appeal but I think I’ll talk to Bell. How about you?” 
 
    “I’ll go see Captain Hamilton and learn about the intricacies of the Spiral Swing. How about when we’re all done, we meet in the Central Square tonight?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. You in, Nina?” 
 
    The redhead slowly opened her eyes and nodded softly. Judging from the bead of sweat on her head, the chamber was making her work a lot harder than it appeared. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “The Central Square. See you all in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Central Square at night was always a pleasant sight. Even without a full moon in the clear skies above, the lights lining the stone pathways made it easy to see everything available to all of the cadets. Burger and pizza joints had all of the fast food young people always wanted to stuff their faces with. An Internet cafe had enough PCs for some to get their fix. Dozens of buildings lined the paths. At the center of it all, the small water fountain splashed peacefully next to the park area where some cadets were sprawled out on. 
 
    After some quick ability training with Captain Hamilton, I headed back to my dorm room to wash away the filth that built up from running through a Junction. My armor no longer weighing me down, I sat comfortably with my squad just outside of the coffee shop. 
 
    Quentin slurped on his milkshake and smacked his lips. “Nothing like some sugar after a long day of running through a Junction and training. It’s funny. Back home when classes were over, I’d sit in front of my desk and start gaming until it was time to go to sleep. Now I’m too tired to even try to do that. I’m guessing you’re a little tired, too.” 
 
    Nina sat calmly, both hands cupping the latte in her lap. “The chamber drained me just like Dr. Marchal said it would. But I checked my stats after and noticed a ten-point increase in my endurance. Seeing as how the Junction Room is closed, you’ll have plenty of time to try it out for yourself.” 
 
    I was just as tired as the both of them. But the conversation I had with Dr. Bonet still lingered in my thoughts. His reaction kept replaying in my head to the point I couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “You all right, Liam?” Quentin leaned forward and slapped me on the arm. “We should get something to eat.” 
 
    “We’ve been eating a lot of junk lately,” Nina said. 
 
    “We’re burning everything off. But they’ve got some cleaner stuff in the dining hall. Maybe it’d be a good idea to save a few bucks.” 
 
    I looked down at the mission log on my communicator. 
 
      
 
    CURRENT MISSIONS 
 
      
 
    Defeat 100 Shadows in Pandora 
 
    Reward: $400 
 
      
 
    Complete 1 Hard Junction 
 
    Reward: $250 
 
    COMPLETED 
 
      
 
    Collect a Shadow for Dr. Bonet 
 
    Reward: $500 
 
    COMPLETED 
 
      
 
    Available Balance: $1,723 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got enough money to splurge…” I sighed 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nina narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    I looked around at the cadets mingling around us to make sure they weren’t listening before leaning forward across the table. 
 
    “Dr. Bonet. He was acting strange.” 
 
    “Things have been strange for a bit now,” Quentin said. “A bunch of question marks pop up and now he’s shutting the Junctions down because of the bird we found.” 
 
    “It’s not just that though… The last Junction we finished. I heard something. I saw something.” 
 
    “What was it?” Nina asked. 
 
    “Someone standing at the end of the road. Some… thing. Or maybe it really was a person.” 
 
    Quentin shook his head. “A person? There are no people in Pandora. That’s why they call ‘em Shadows.” He took another sip of his milkshake with a skeptical look in his eyes. 
 
    “I know it doesn’t make sense. I thought it was just my imagination. I mean, we made it back to the gate without any trouble. But when I mentioned it to Dr. Bonet, he didn’t think I was crazy. He said it was… He said it was a Herald.” 
 
    “A Herald? What the hell is a Herald?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I don’t see why he would pretend it was a big deal.” 
 
    Nina slowly put her cup down on the table. She was usually focused but now she was staring at me like I was the only thing in the world. 
 
    “Are you sure he said it was a Herald?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded without hesitating. 
 
    She twisted her lips as she leaned forward in her seat. “When the First Event happened, there were two different things that were reported. Vicious beasts. Wolves. Lions. Tigers. Elephants. Hawks.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the videos,” Quentin said. “Bursts of light appearing in the sky and animals jumping out and causing destruction. Just like in the Junctions.” 
 
    “That’s right. But there was something else. Men. But you could tell they weren’t human just from their outfits. Dark robes. But a good look at their face made it more obvious. No pupils. White skin. They never said anything. They were just as destructive as the beasts they came with.” 
 
    “Shadows take different forms,” I said. “We just saw a fire-breathing crow, so anything’s possible.” 
 
    Nina nodded. “Scientists have been trying to figure out what they’re trying to do. The LOD was founded so we could go to their dimension and beat them to the punch. But there were reports of another Shadow. A talking Shadow.” 
 
    “A talking Shadow?” Quentin raised an eyebrow, his lips tight around his straw as he listened intently. 
 
    “The people studying Pandora are trying to figure out two things. Why are the Shadows coming here? And how can we stop them for good? The answer to the second question so far has been going through Junctions and shutting them down before the threat level gets too high.” 
 
    “It seems to be working,” I said. “There hasn’t been an attack since the First Event. No threat has even gotten close. The first question though…” 
 
    “There are rumors. Classified information. The details are sketchy because it’s been pieced together by a bunch of different people. But most of that information came from the talking Shadow. The one they called a Herald.” 
 
    Quentin put his milkshake down and held his hands out. “Don’t keep us in suspense.” 
 
    Nina sighed softly and shook her head. “I don’t know what the Shadow said. The only thing I know for sure is it resulted in a fight. The Omegas who fought it beat it. And that was that. I don’t think there’s been any record of it ever since.” 
 
    “Hold on a second… If this is supposed to be classified information, how do you know about it?” 
 
    I looked at Nina to get her approval. She nodded softly. “Nina has ties to the LOD through her dad’s side.” 
 
    “Oh… I guess that explains why you seem to know what’s gonna happen before it does. What does it matter though? So Liam might’ve seen a talking Shadow… a Herald. What good will that do?” 
 
    “Maybe we can find it again,” I said. “Maybe we can go back through a Junction and get some answers.” 
 
    “The Junction Room is shut down. How are we gonna do that?” 
 
    “The room is closed but the Junctions are still active,” Nina said. “If we can get to the room, we can go through a Junction. Maybe we can actually find the Herald and…” 
 
    A smirk slowly curled onto the corner of Nina’s lips. I smiled just the same as her. 
 
    Quentin threw his hands up in the air. “Hold on a second! You guys aren’t serious. Tell me you’re not serious…” He sighed as the realization quickly dawned on him. “You’re serious… You’re both serious. There’s no chance we can even find this ‘Herald’ again, and that’s assuming we even make it to the gate.” 
 
    “The Great Defenders.” 
 
    “Don’t ‘The Great Defenders’ me. It was my idea to name us.” 
 
    “We can’t do this without you,” Nina said. 
 
    Quentin leaned back in his seat and sucked on his milkshake as loud as he could. His pouty face just made me laugh. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’m in. You still have to figure out a way to get to the gates.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment then nodded. “…We’ll walk right through.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33: Showdown 
 
    Most of the cadets never stuck around the Nerve Center too late because there were more interesting things to do in the other blocks on campus. The sound of our boots clicking against the polished granite echoed through the empty halls as we made our way across the third floor. 
 
    “It’s kinda spooky,” Quentin said. “Heading to a Junction while all the other cadets are gone… Feels like we’re solving some kinda mystery like Scooby and the gang. Hopefully we get this thing done quick.” 
 
    “Why?” I said. “You got something better to do.” 
 
    “I’m a growing boy, Liam. I need my beauty sleep.” 
 
    “How about a bubble bath and a manicure right after this?” 
 
    “That sounds nice. Maybe we can put it in the suggestion box and they’ll build a spa in the Central Square.” 
 
    I managed to laugh despite the butterflies fluttering inside my stomach. 
 
    After making the decision, we geared up and headed to the Junction Room. The glass doors slid open and all of the Junctions appeared to be active. One of the personnel directors spotted me immediately. The man in the white lab coat walked over with his hands up. 
 
    “Junctions are closed, cadet.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “There’s something I need to check.” 
 
    “Something you need to check?” 
 
    He was younger than most of the other Junction Room officials. Judging from the lack of wrinkles on his face, he couldn’t have been older than thirty. His head was shaved even though it was clear he was nowhere close to being bald. I knew he wasn’t that old mostly because he hadn’t gotten angry with me yet. But I knew his patience would only last for so long. 
 
    “We heard the Junctions are closing,” I said. “We really need to go through one last time.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” He crossed his arms. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because…” I looked at Quentin and he shrugged. Nina didn’t offer me any help either. “Because I’m here on business for Dr. Bonet…” 
 
    “And what kinda business is that?” 
 
    “It’s about the Junctions. The information he gave you. The… you know…” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” 
 
    I leaned in closer and whispered to him. “The thing he was informed of. The thing that was… found.” 
 
    I didn’t have much else. I just had to bluff and take my chances, hoping he’d heard about the potential of a Herald by now. 
 
    The scientist took a step back and looked me up and down. “Dr. Bonet is sending you? You’re only a 1-Star Bronze.” 
 
    “I’m the one who found it. I should be the one to look for it again.” I leaned in closer to him and whispered. “Let me handle this. I’ll find out what it’s up to. And if I find it, you’ll be the first one to hear about it…” I glanced at the name badge on his front pocket. “Dr. Kelsing.” 
 
    He scratched the stubble on his chin, a look of indecisiveness in his eyes. “It would be nice to be the one to break the news,” he said. “And readings are sporadic… I’m as eager as anybody to find out what exactly you found… Fine.” He sighed and held his communicator up to mine. My display lit up with a new mission. 
 
      
 
    CURRENT MISSIONS 
 
      
 
    Defeat 100 Shadows in Pandora 
 
    Reward: $400 
 
      
 
    Find the Talking Shadow and Report to Dr. Kelsing 
 
    Reward: $200 
 
      
 
    “Just 200 bucks, huh?” I said. 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re getting anything,” he replied. “I’ll let you go through one Junction. One.” 
 
    “One.” I held up an index finger. 
 
    My squad was just about to walk up to the second floor when the glass doors slid open behind me. I turned around to see Brooke sashaying in like only she could. She was decked out in her Cavalier armor and flanked by two squadmates, a Gunrunner and a Zealot. 
 
    The brunette kept her eyes on me as she walked up to Dr. Kelsing. 
 
    “What is this?” the doctor said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m here to help Omega Aldridge here,” she said. 
 
    “What? Since when?” 
 
    “Yeah, since when?” Quentin repeated him. 
 
    “Since he needs my help,” Brooke said. “Go on, Liam. Tell him why I’m here.” 
 
    She gave me a wink, a subtle smirk forming on her lips. I thought about it for a moment and sighed. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to let another squad work.” 
 
    “What?” Quentin said. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “We’re not the only Omegas on campus. We all have to work together.” 
 
    I looked at Nina but she was too indifferent to bother saying anything. 
 
    Dr. Kelsing rolled his eyes and held his communicator up to Brooke’s. “Fine,” he said. “That’s it. No more squads. Get the information and report back to me right after.” 
 
    The doctor grumbled to himself as he walked to the other side of the Junction Room to get his work done. 
 
    Brooke looked down at her communicator display. 
 
    “How did you know something was up?” I asked. 
 
    “I saw you outside the coffee shop. Saw you three heading back to the Nerve Center. It’s always strange when a squad heads back at night, especially when the Junction Room is supposed to be closed.” 
 
    “Are you following us?” 
 
    “And what if I was?” She didn’t bother trying to hide her smile at this point. “Apparently, this is a big deal. This have something to do with them having trouble figuring out what’s going on with this world?” 
 
    “The Mana levels are higher than they anticipated. The scrambled readings might have something to do with a specific Shadow I found on my last run.” 
 
    “I see…” She tapped the side of her chin as she looked up. “All right, Liam. This sounds important if Dr. Kelsing is willing to put a price on it. I guess I owe you.” 
 
    “Just make sure you report back to him after you clear your Junction. I can’t shake the feeling we need to figure this out as fast as we can. And be careful.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Brooke… She’s, uh, something…” Quentin said. 
 
    “She’s something, all right,” I replied. 
 
    “I’ve seen the type before. Girls like her have guys gawking at ‘em all the time. But they’re not ashamed of it. They relish it. Gotta respect a girl who’s willing to put herself out there. No shame at all. I like it.” 
 
    “Guys,” Nina said. “Focus.” 
 
    “I’m focused. Knowing we’re not the only squad out here looking for this Herald makes things a little easier.” 
 
    “It’s just a hunch,” I said. “We won’t know what we’re dealing with until we’re actually dealing with it.” 
 
    We stepped through the same gate we cleared earlier in the day. Our surroundings had changed to a more urban city. At least, that’s what it looked like underneath all of the charred rubble. Buildings and cars alike were all blackened like an inferno just past through. The smell of soot filled my nostrils like burned barbecue. Flakes of ash blew by from the warm nighttime breeze. 
 
    I rested my saber over my shoulder as I marched forward. 
 
    “This Shadow we’re looking for,” Quentin said. “What’s it look like?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a good look at it. All I saw was an outline. Could just be entirely black.” 
 
    “I get it… A literal shadow. Better keep an eye on the alleys. Something might pop out when we least expect it—” 
 
    A flash of white energy in front of us made me shut my eyes. The blinding light lasted for only a second before something popped out of it. 
 
    A black tiger suddenly appeared, its stripes white and gray. I wouldn’t have thought it was strange if it wasn’t three times the size of a normal one. It opened its mouth and its growl echoed through the streets. 
 
    “Black tiger,” Quentin said. “I got this.” 
 
    He lowered his shield down and ran forward. The black tiger didn’t hesitate in charging to meet him. 
 
    “He’s reckless,” Nina said. 
 
    “Get his back, Rose.” 
 
    Nina sped forward fast enough to catch up to Quentin. Just as the tiger leaped into the air, Quentin raised his shield up. He parried the tiger’s swipes but its momentum kept moving it forward. The two of them slammed together and brought one another to an abrupt halt. Nina quickly followed up and stabbed the beast in its neck with both katanas. 
 
    The tiger roared as black blood spurted from its neck. It swiped violently, catching Nina in the chest and knocking her back. 
 
    I caught up to them and slashed at the unsuspecting tiger in its side. My added strength made it easier to rend its flesh and fur, causing more of the black blood to leak out of it. 
 
    Another flash of white light behind us and another giant tiger leaped out. 
 
    “Another one,” Quentin said. 
 
    “Watch our back while Rose and I finish this one off.” 
 
    “Got it.” Quentin dashed forward to the new tiger. 
 
    I raised my saber up and got the other one’s attention. We circled around one another in the middle of the street. I kept my saber sideways, ready to parry. But the tiger’s surprising speed caught me off guard. It leaped faster than it roared, pouncing on me before I could put my blade up. Two hard swipes dug its claws into my side. 
 
    “Dammit…” I gritted my teeth as I pushed my blade up into its neck. It roared as more blood leaked from it but even with my saber digging in, it still didn’t relent. 
 
    “Rose!” 
 
    I yelled and she arrived right on time. The Strider’s katanas found their way back into its side, giving me the chance to raise my legs up and kick it away from me. The tiger tumbled onto its back. Nina and I ran to finish it. She pinned it down with her katanas before it could move. I thrust my saber into the side of its head, digging deep into its skull. One last roar was cut off as it exploded into Mana. 
 
    Quentin was busy fending off the other tiger. “All right, guys,” he said. “Any time now.” 
 
    Nina sped forward with both blades and dug them into the beasts back. I followed up just behind her, poking my saber through its head. The resistance of flesh and bone wasn’t enough to stop the increased damage from my weapon. It struggled for only a moment before meeting the same fate as the previous beast. 
 
    Quentin shook his head as he collected his Mana. “Giant tigers. Fire-breathing crows. What’s next? A flying whale?” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it now.” I gave him a smirk before we kept moving down the road. 
 
    We turned the corner and the next street was just as burned down as the previous one. The scene was miserable as it could get. We kept moving forward until I saw a faint purple light coming from around the corner. 
 
    “There it is,” I said. 
 
    “Even if there are no talking Shadows around here, it’s nice to clear a Junction and collect some Mana without much trouble,” Quentin said. 
 
    “What part of ‘don’t jinx it’ didn’t you understand?” 
 
    We moved around the corner and the Obelisk stood plainly in the middle of the road. The purple energy resonated in the darkness all around us. 
 
    “Strange place for an Obelisk. Whatever.” Quentin raised his shield up and shattered the Obelisk. Chunks of it spilled on the floor and the energy faded like smoke into the air. 
 
    We looked at one another. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited a little longer. 
 
    But there was nothing. No ground shaking underneath me. No thunder or lightning in the sky. I couldn’t see anything moving. Even the smell hadn’t changed. 
 
    Despite all that, the butterflies continued to flutter around in my stomach. 
 
    “Nothing here,” Quentin said. “No guardian.” 
 
    “Strange… What was the threat level on this Junction?” 
 
    “Same as the last time,” Nina said. “High. Same level, too.” 
 
    “They’re having trouble getting readings,” Quentin said. “Maybe they labeled this Junction wrong.” 
 
    I shook my head. “…I don’t got a better idea… C’mon. Let’s get back and see if we can convince Kelsing to go through another Junction. Maybe there’s something we can find.” 
 
    We turned around to head back down the road where the gate was. The gate was in sight but we’d still found nothing. 
 
    “That’s weird,” Quentin said. “I think this is the easiest Junction we’ve had in a long time.” 
 
    “I guess it was just bad readings all along,” Nina said. 
 
    We stood next to the gate heading back into the Junction Room. I was about to walk through when I stopped and turned around. 
 
    “You all right?” Quentin said. 
 
    I looked down the road. I couldn’t see anything but I kept staring. My eyes squinted to get a better view. I didn’t know what it was but I couldn’t shake it. A feeling in my stomach, spreading through my blood like fire. 
 
    I walked away from the gate down the street and stood there. Quentin walked up next to me. “Yo, Soul. You copy? You’re kinda freaking me out here…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nina asked. 
 
    My attention stayed on the road. I stared at the shadows on the pavement and watched them move slightly. Then I heard it. The unmistakable sound of footsteps against the ground. I held my place, searching for where the sound was coming from. Slowly, a figure emerged from the alleyway. 
 
    Someone, or something, draped in black robes slowly stepped out. It raised its hands up, long, pale digits with nails like claws. I looked underneath the hood of the robe but there was nothing but darkness. 
 
    “What the hell…?” Quentin’s words trailed off as he stared at the figure in disbelief. 
 
    Nina swallowed loud enough for me to hear, brandishing her katanas up as the figure moved a few meters in front of us. It extended its hands up and lowered its hood down to its shoulders. 
 
    It was a man. At least, it looked like one. His skin was as pale as the moon. Black circles surrounded his eyes like he’d painted them. Inside, his pupils were white and empty. His head was smooth, shining underneath the moonlight above. 
 
    All I’d seen in Pandora were animals and beasts. Even the giant Basilisk didn’t unnerve me as much as the man standing in front of me. But the longer I stared at him, the more I realized he wasn’t a man. 
 
    “I can sense it,” he spoke suddenly, his voice loud but shaky. “You’ve infused yourself with Red Mana. Using the essence of our dimension for your own strength.” 
 
    I took a step forward but Nina put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I assured her. 
 
    She gave me a reluctant nod and pulled her hand away. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said to him. “What do you want?” 
 
    “The only thing you need to know is that this is my home. And you’re an invader.” 
 
    “We only cross into Pandora to stop you from coming to Earth. We don’t care about other dimensions as long as ours is safe.” 
 
    “Safe… The only safety is in the darkness. This Earth… You’re a curious dimension. You continue to resist. You pointlessly fight the inevitable.” 
 
    Quentin slammed his shield into the ground. “We know what you did. You came here and tried to destroy us. You killed thousands of people. The evidence is all on YouTube, bro.” 
 
    The pale man smirked. “Death is release. Let your being flow and join the Mana all around you.” 
 
    “I don’t intend on dying just so you can take over Earth,” I said. “I don’t give a damn what reason you have.” 
 
    He raised his hand up and closed his eyes. “I can sense the Mana in you. You think you have power but you’re weak.” 
 
    “If you wanna go into my dimension, you’ll have to get through all of us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers and the ground rumbled all around us. Cracks formed in the pavement. I watched as black snakes began to slither out and come at us. 
 
    “Fire Slash!” 
 
    I yelled it out just as they moved closer. Nina ran forward and spun like a top. Flames ignited her blades and consumed the snakes trying to move by her. Those that managed to survive getting burned split into pieces from the speed of her spinning edges. 
 
    The pale man snapped his fingers again and more snakes rose from the cracks. Nina stayed focused, slashing at them before they could get anywhere near her. 
 
    “Him,” I said. “Take him out, Q!” 
 
    Quentin slapped the front of his shield and a blue aura formed around him. He moved into a jog before turning into a blur heading straight for the man. Quentin slammed into him and sent him tumbling down the pavement. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I motioned for Nina to follow me. The Strider left the remaining snakes and pumped her legs. She leaped into the air with both katanas up and brought them down on the man struggling to get up to his feet. The blades sank into his stomach but a sudden burst of energy from his palms sent her flying. 
 
    “I got you!” Quentin raced up and caught her out of the sky. 
 
    I kept moving forward right as he got up. I slashed but he moved out of the way. I thrust but he moved again. I kept swinging relentlessly but the robed man continued effortlessly dodging my attacks. 
 
    “Too weak. Too slow. Too reckless.” He opened his palms and sent a blast of energy into my chest. I went flying back and slammed so hard into one of the buildings the bricks crumbled around me. 
 
    “Oh… Crap…” I groaned as I fell forward on my knees. The pain reverberated through my entire body. My head was dizzy. A cut opened on the side of my head and I immediately felt the blood trickling out. I dug my saber into the ground and pushed myself back up to unsteady feet. 
 
    “Is this it?” The man held his arms out, a look of anger in his eyes. “This is the best your dimension has to offer? You truly have no hope.” 
 
    I straightened up and looked to the side where Nina and Quentin were dealing with more snakes coming out of the ground. 
 
    Nina was the only one fast enough to land a hit on him. Quentin was the only one strong enough to knock him down. I had to think of something. If we were gonna do this, we had to do it together. 
 
    I looked at the pale man and noticed the dark blood leaking from the wounds where Nina stabbed him. That was enough to make me smile. 
 
    I walked forward with my saber pointed at him. “That’s what this is all about, huh? You’re just gonna destroy Earth? We’re not just another dimension for you to destroy.” 
 
    “Not destroy. We’re here to bring you an infinite peace.” 
 
    “Infinite peace… I like the sound of that. That’s exactly what I’m gonna give you. Q! Hyper Charge!” 
 
    Quentin lowered his shoulder and came racing toward him. The man in robes turned to him and lowered his palms. White and blue energy formed around Quentin just as he turned into a blur. 
 
    “Rose!” 
 
    Nina sliced away the snakes coming at her and leaped forward just as Quentin crashed into the burst of energy the pale man created. Quentin slowed but still had enough momentum to get through and knock the man down. 
 
    Quentin tumbled on the ground and fell on his stomach after sending the man flying. I ran up to Quentin as smoke rose from his armor and shield like steam. I flipped him over to see the bleeding burns and bruises all over his face. 
 
    “Shit… Soul…” he struggled to get the words out between gasps. 
 
    The Recall Box around his neck blinked red and he disappeared in a flash. I didn’t have time to worry about him, turning to watch Nina sink her katanas back into his chest. 
 
    I raced forward as fast as I could and stuck my saber on the underside of his chin. With all of my strength, I clenched my jaw and pushed my blade up through the top of his skull. 
 
    He yelled out, his eyes wide as black blood spilled from his mouth. 
 
    “Keep going! Don’t stop!” 
 
    Nina pushed her blades down and ignited them. The flames burned through his body and robes, making him scream even louder. But even with three blades poking through him, he still managed to raise his hands up. He pointed his palms right at Nina and burst of white energy consumed her in a blinding beam. It was so hot I thought my face and armor were going to melt off just from being next to it. I clenched my jaw and dug my soles into the pavement, holding my ground as I kept pushing my saber into my target. When the energy disappeared, Nina collapsed on the ground, her armor and body smoking like she’d been set on fire. Her Recall Box blinked and she disappeared before I could do anything. 
 
    “You’ll never win.” The man said. 
 
    I looked into his eyes and screamed as I sent my saber up the rest of the way through his skull. My Upper Thrust sent both of us flying twenty meters into the sky. I kept pushing until I felt his head beginning to separate from the rest of his body. Flesh and tendons tore. More blood leaked. I focused all of my strength and yelled as I ripped his head off completely. His body exploded into Mana and showered the pavement below. I landed back on the ground and the remaining snakes crawling from the cracks had faded into Mana, too. 
 
    I fell to my knees. My lungs burned as I tried to catch my breath. My eyes closed, I took a moment to calm myself down. But after everything I just saw, I knew this wasn’t over. This was only the beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34: Revelations and Preparations 
 
    Chancellor Layton sat at his desk with the usual polite smile on his face. He was so polite I worried about how he would react when he got angry. But the older man didn’t appear to be a threat at this point, even after just hearing about my latest trip through the Junction. 
 
    On the other hand, Adviser Campbell looked like someone took a piss in his cornflakes. He was already intimidating enough but the determined look in his eyes was a little more intense than usual. 
 
    “Who gave you authorization to enter a Junction?” Campbell asked. 
 
    “It was Dr. Kelsing. I have the mission request in my communicator.” 
 
    “And why would Dr. Kelsing give you authorization?” 
 
    “I… I figured I would head to the Junction Room before it was shut down. To see if I could find the Shadow I was looking for. It turns out I was right.” 
 
    I didn’t look right at Campbell but I could see him staring at me through the corner of my eye. He was looking so hard, I was waiting for the eye lasers to shoot out. 
 
    “First, you get into it with another cadet,” Layton said. “Then you ignore the warnings of LOD officials and proceed through a Junction anyway. It appears being an Adept doesn’t come with a certain amount of defiance. What do you think, Adviser?” 
 
    Campbell finally shifted his eyes away from me. He sighed through his nose. “Adepts are prone to their curiosity. It’s part of the reason their class compatibility scores are so high.” 
 
    “What are your recommendations?” 
 
    “Just because he’s an Adept doesn’t mean he shouldn’t be reprimanded. He has to be held to the same standards as every other cadet.” 
 
    “I agree…” 
 
    Listening to them talk about how they were gonna punish me made my heart sink. But Layton still had that friendly smile on his face. 
 
    “However, the rules we make can be arbitrary at times,” Layton said. “We mustn’t be so dogmatic when the founding of the Legion was predicated on one thing. He would not have gone through that Junction if Dr. Kelsing didn’t encourage him. This young man encountered a Herald. And he managed to defeat it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Campbell sighed. “That’s why I’m willing to postpone any discipline indefinitely.” 
 
    “That would be for the best. It appears we have more important matters to tend to.” 
 
    Adviser Campbell took a step away from me and crossed his arms. “You’re curious. If I tell you nothing, your curiosity will only grow. So I’ll satisfy your curiosity. But what I’m about to tell you is classified information. Is that understood?” 
 
    Campbell didn’t have to stare at me as hard as he was to make it clear. I swallowed to clear my throat and nodded. 
 
    “Who else knows?” he asked. 
 
    “Besides my squadmates? Dr. Kelsing, I guess… Brooke Silvestri and her squadmates. But I don’t think she knows exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    “Keep this information to yourself and your squad for the time being. There’s no telling what will happen on campus if word gets out.” He looked at Layton, who nodded slowly in response. 
 
    “Your communicator is synced to our database,” Campbell continued. “Every Mana orb you collect. Every Shadow you defeat. Every Junction you close. All of it is recorded. We have the data from your battle with the Herald. We were able to collect more information on him. 
 
    “The information matches what we already know. Several years ago, another cadet at another facility had a similar encounter to yours. A Gold Omega and his squad managed to defeat this talking Shadow. They learned from the Shadow that they’re trying to cross over to Earth, our dimension, and rid it of all life, just like they do all other dimensions. That is their goal. Complete annihilation. 
 
    “That incident was recorded and our researchers made note of it. There have been no other encounters with beings dubbed Heralds. Until now. 
 
    “We knew this day would come. With the data we extracted from your communicator, we’ll be able to get a reading on the specific Mana signatures in other dimensions. We may be able to locate the other Heralds.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” I put my hands as I tried to wrap my head around everything he was telling me. “Are you saying the Heralds are the ones responsible for Pandora?” 
 
    “Responsible for Pandora itself, we can’t say. But their intent is certain. The Mana signatures your communicator recorded match the same energy levels as the First Event.” 
 
    “All this time… They’ve just been trying to get through and do nothing else but destroy us.” 
 
    “Our scientists were having trouble getting a reading on the threat level of this dimension. Now we know why. The encounter with the first Herald yielded similar results when instruments weren’t properly calibrated to detect for them.” 
 
    “So… We have to do something.” 
 
    “The wheels are in motion. For the time being, you and every other cadet are restricted from the Junction Room until further notice.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat. It was hard not to hide my disappointment. “What am I supposed to do until then?” 
 
    “You have access to the rest of the Nerve Center. The Drill Rooms are open. Consider visiting your Class Captain to raise your Mastery Ranking. I suggest you take this opportunity to strengthen yourself as much as possible.” 
 
    Campbell widened his eyes at me to get his point across. Something was up. That much was obvious. But there was no telling when he would actually tell me what it was. 
 
    “Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    Quentin leaned back on the bed and groaned. “Nothing a burger and a milkshake won’t be able to fix.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for you to be laid up in bed,” Nina said as she rolled her eyes. “The Recall Box brought you back to the Med Bay and you’ve already been restored to full health.” 
 
    “Hey! You know what it’s like to get hit by a full-blast of weird energy. I thought I’d jumped into the sun for a second there. My whole body was on fire. I think I deserve a chance to sit back and relax for a bit.” 
 
    “Just admit you want to hang around here because of Dr. Marchal. I’d have more respect for you then.” 
 
    “All right, it’s because of Dr. Marchal.” 
 
    “Ungh… And to think I had respect for you.” 
 
    “What?” he exclaimed. “But you just… Never mind.” He put his hands behind his head and sank into the bed. “What’s the word, squad leader?” 
 
    I laughed at how comfortable Quentin looked before remembering everything Campbell told me. 
 
    “Everything that guy in the robes said was true,” I said. “They’re called Heralds. He’s not the first one they’ve ever encountered. Apparently, they’re the ones running things. All they want is to destroy us. Turn Earth into another dead dimension.” 
 
    “Geez…” Quentin sighed a deep breath and shook his head. “Everybody knows about the First Event. We’re all here because we’re trying to do our part. But when you realize there really is something out there that just wants to destroy us and says it… it really puts things into perspective.” 
 
    “We’re the line between existence and extinction,” Nina said. “It’s on the brochures. It’s in our acceptance letters. It’s in the oath. Now we know what it really means.” 
 
    There was a somber mood in the Med Bay room. Nina looked dejected to the point that it bothered me. Even Quentin wasn’t as nonchalant as he usually was. 
 
    I got up from my seat and put a hand on Nina’s shoulder in some attempt to comfort her. “That doesn’t change anything though, does it? I mean, we all came here because we’re trying to do our part. What’s different? Nothing. We stick together. We keep fighting.” 
 
    Quentin’s eyes lit up. He slowly nodded in approval as a smile came to his face. “Yeah…. Yeah, you’re right… I mean, we know they’re trying to kill us. Some bald assholes in some bad cosplays aren’t gonna stop us.” 
 
    “We did manage to kill that Herald,” Nina said. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Quentin pumped his fist. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Listen… Adviser Campbell told me they’re working on something. They didn’t tell me what it was exactly. But the Junction Room is off limits. In the meantime, we should be getting ready for everything. Training labs. Drill Rooms. Mastery Ranks. We’ve gotta do what we can without the Junctions. There’s no telling how much time we have.” 
 
    Nina nodded confidently. “I’ll spend more time in the hyperbaric chamber.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Quentin said. 
 
    “The Herald drop a crapload of Mana,” I said. “I can transfer some of it to you guys.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about. The Great Defenders, baby!” 
 
    Quentin held his hand out. Nina and I looked at one another in confusion. 
 
    “C’mon! Put your hand on top of mine!” 
 
    I gave Nina a shrug and did it. She followed and we put our hands together. 
 
    “Go ahead, squad leader. What’s our motto?” 
 
    “Motto? We never went over this…” 
 
    “The best mottos are the ones that come at the spur of the moment.” 
 
    “Right… Lemme see…” I thought about it for a moment before saying the first thing that came to me. “Let’s kick some ass!” 
 
    “Uhh…” Nina shifted her eyes away from me. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Quentin said. “We’ve still got time to work on it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 35: A Favor for a Favor 
 
    The three of us headed back to our dorm rooms late that night. I looked down and read 2200 hours. 
 
    “Ten o’clock…” 
 
    If I were still back home around this time, I would just be getting my night started. Now I was so active during the day that I didn’t want to do anything except collapse on my bed. 
 
    I’d only just stepped into my dorm room when my communicator vibrated against my arm. I looked down at the display. 
 
    Incoming Message 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    I swiped the screen and saw it was from Brooke. 
 
    “We need to talk about what happened. Second floor. Room 2212. Urgent.” 
 
    So much had happened, I forgot Brooke was there in the Junction Room when Dr. Kelsing gave me the mission. I figured I’d talk about it with her now than wait in the morning. 
 
    The halls of the dormitory were mostly empty with a few sparse cadets wandering around. I didn’t have trouble finding her room. I only had to knock on it once for the door to swing open. The brunette, still dressed in her uniform, greeted me with a subtle smirk. 
 
    “You said this was important,” I said. 
 
    She looked left and right in the hallway then tugged on my arm. “Not in the hall.” 
 
    The door clicked closed and I was able to see her dorm room. It wasn’t much different from my own. The walls were barren. The bed was made. But some of her casual clothes were scattered across the floor. Skirts and shirts. Socks and sandals. A not-so-subtle pair of lacy black panties stuck out from a small hamper where our laundry was picked up. 
 
    And then there was the smell. I sniffed into the air to make sure I got the scent right. Some kinda perfume. Or air-freshener. Whatever it was, it made being in Brooke’s room a lot more tolerable. 
 
    But any mood I assumed Brooke was in didn’t apply at the moment. She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I shrugged in response. “You’ll have to be a little more specific than that.” 
 
    “The reports in the Med Bay aren’t private. Two of your squadmates had to be recalled. And then you’re in Chancellor Layton’s office for a meeting right after.” 
 
    “You are following me, aren’t you?” 
 
    She sighed softly. There was some disappointment in her eyes. She was always in a good mood. So confident and friendly. I knew something was wrong from the way she looked now. 
 
    “What happened in your Junction?” I asked. 
 
    “It went fine. My squad and I went through it without any trouble. Found the Obelisk. Beat the guardian. Standard procedure. Don’t try to change the subject, Liam. This isn’t about me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.” 
 
    “Just tell me the truth. Dr. Kelsing is talking about some talking Shadow. You go to the Junction Room when it’s shut down. A meeting with Chancellor Layton… What’s up?” 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before the details got out. I knew I could trust Brooke but I hesitated for a moment. I suddenly realized I didn’t wanna worry her. 
 
    “Liam…” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath, knowing she wouldn’t stop trying to get it out of me. “I found a Herald. A talking Shadow. It turns out, they’re the ones responsible for everything happening in Pandora.” 
 
    “A Herald… I heard the rumors. I thought they were just that. That explains why they can’t get any proper readings.” 
 
    “Campbell said my communicator recorded all of my combat data and it lines up. The Junction Room has been shut down to plan their next move.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. The engineers are scanning the dimension to see if the campus is adequate enough to deal with the threat. Otherwise, they’ll alarm one of the other Districts. In the meantime, we all have to start preparing.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Anything. Level. Train. Practice. We have to do everything we can to be ready.” 
 
    Brooke wasn’t that much shorter than me but she still had to look up at me. She twisted her lips like she was trying to think of what to say. The concern I saw in her eyes just a second ago was gone, which was a relief. 
 
    She kept her arms crossed and sighed as she looked away. “Go figure. The highest-ranking cadet on this campus is a Silver and we’re already dealing with a Herald.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be that much of a problem. I mean, if they’re at the same level as the one I just fought… After all, I did beat him.” 
 
    “That’s right.” She raised an eyebrow at me, her eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down. “I had a feeling about you. Rhys always tries to single out the people he sees as a threat. He gave me a hard time back when we both first came on campus.” 
 
    “I guess we have that in common.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” 
 
    She took a step closer to me and I realized the flowery scent was coming from her and not her room. Her hand moved to my chest with her thumb and forefinger fiddling with the top button on my uniform. 
 
    “You’re strong,” she said. “I don’t have to look at your stats to know that.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. The dimly-lit dorm room wasn’t enough to stop me from noticing how amber brown they were. Her gaze distracted me from the way she undid the top button. Another button followed but still I didn’t move from my spot. Not that I had much of a choice. Brooke was the type of girl who had guys falling over themselves because of how pretty she was, even without wearing much makeup outside of some eyeliner. 
 
    “I owe you,” she whispered. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “That’s right. For telling me about everything that happened. For convincing Dr. Kelsing to let my squad go through that Junction.” 
 
    “You didn’t find anything but… You’re welcome, Brooke.” 
 
    She put her arms around my neck and pulled me close. She tugged on me hard enough so suddenly I wasn’t ready. Not that I minded. Our lips met and her tongue quickly found its way into my mouth. The sound of our messy kiss echoed through her dorm room. 
 
    My hands instinctively moved up to her body and slid over her frame, the cotton of her uniform the only thing stopping me from feeling her completely. 
 
    She pulled on my lips with hers as she moved away, her hands still unbuttoning my shirt. “That was for slugging Rhys…” Her hands moved down to my pants. She undid the top button then pulled the zipper down. I was so hard I was poking through. But Brooke let my pants fall and tugged my underwear down to free me completely. “…This is for everything else.” 
 
    She suddenly fell to her knees and took me into her mouth. Along with the shock of her giving it to me so fast, the wet warmth against my rigid flesh made my knees buckle. Both of my hands pressed on her shoulders to brace myself. She smacked her lips on me, not hesitating to take me as deep into her throat as she could. 
 
    It all happened just like that. I looked down at her to enjoy the sight. Shit… I could hardly believe it. A cute brunette bobbing her head back and forth on me. Slurping loud enough to make sure I heard it. Moans blocked off from how much she was taking me in. I’d never been with a woman like this before. Not with the same enthusiasm. Not with the same skill. 
 
    I ran my fingers through her curly locks and gently pulled her off. She stood back up to her feet to give me another messy kiss. My hands moved to her top and undid her buttons, revealing the white bra underneath. She opened her shirt off and threw it aside like it was on fire. We worked together to take her bra off. Her arms lowered, Brooke let her bra fall to the ground and reveal a pair of breasts with a tan that matched the rest of her bronze body. I’d seen her in her uniform and in her armor. Now I saw just much how she was hiding behind all of it. 
 
    I reached my hands up and cupped one of her breasts. She was big enough I couldn’t hold her all in my grip. Soft flesh spilled from beneath my fingers as I tried to squeeze all of her. My other hand did the same with the other breast. 
 
    “I didn’t think…” I whispered into her mouth. 
 
    “You didn’t think I was so big.” She giggled as she kissed me. “The armor and uniforms do a good job of constraining me. I consider a C-cup to be a nice little surprise, don’t you?” 
 
    She pulled away to give me a devilish smirk. I took a moment to admire her figure. A slim waist led up to the breasts she was proud of. Toned arms from the Red Mana and running Junctions only made her petite frame even more appetizing. 
 
    She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and raised an eyebrow at me. “So… Are we doing this?” Her eyes shifted down between my legs. “Because it looks like you wanna do this.” 
 
    “I… wanna. It’s just…” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Protection?” 
 
    As soon as I said it, she put her hand up to her mouth and giggled. “The Med Bay brings people back from the brink of death. Contraception isn’t a problem. And every girl on campus uses. You’re not allowed to be a part of the Legion if something… unplanned were to happen.” 
 
    “Right… I guess that covers all the bases.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” She grabbed my length in her palm suddenly and tugged on it. “Follow me.” 
 
    I was curious as to what she was up to. We walked the short distance into her bathroom. She moved over to the sink and reached underneath her skirt. I watched her lower the white pair of lacy panties to her ankles and kicked them away. My eyes worked up her slender, golden-tanned legs toward the pink slit. A dropped leaked down the inside of her thigh and made my stomach churn with anticipation. 
 
    “What are you waiting for—” 
 
    She gasped when I took her waist in my hands. I pressed my hips forward, using my shaft to search for her warmth. Her reflection stared back at me, biting the corner of her lip to hide the devilish grin she had. 
 
    “Go ahead—Ahh!” 
 
    Another gasp poured out of her when I plunged into her. So warm. So tight. So wet. My eyelids flickered from everything hitting me all at once. 
 
    I squeezed my hands tight around her waist, digging my fingers into her soft flesh. My hips moved on their own. My hilt thumped against her tan cheeks, the sight of them reverberating with every thrust making me even harder. I grunted in satisfaction as the clapping of our bodies grew louder. 
 
    “That’s it… Give it to me, Liam… Do it…” 
 
    “You like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I like it… You like it… Banging a Silver Omega… Bet you never thought you would get this high—Ungh!” 
 
    She gasped again, her mouth hanging open when I thrust into her hard to cut her off. Whimpers, sighs, and giggles all fought with one another as they tried to escape her throat. 
 
    Her hands pressed down over the sink to hold her up while I relentlessly took her. A desire like an animal consumed me. My focus couldn’t be broken. 
 
    My eyes locked on our reflection. Her narrowed gaze. Panting for breath. Big, tan breasts heaving in rhythm with my thrusts. Skirt flailing. Her round, firm ass reverberating as my hilt slammed into her. Another moment of disbelief came across me. 
 
    “Harder…” she grunted. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and followed her instructions, pounding her furiously. 
 
    “Harder!” 
 
    My hand roamed up into her hair. I squeezed a handful of her curly-brown locks hard enough to make her head tilt back. Another gasp was followed by another giggle. 
 
    “Harder! Do it!” 
 
    The friendly cadet was gone, replaced by a girl who wanted nothing more than for me to satisfy her. 
 
    But I couldn’t keep up. Even with all the endurance in the world, my body was giving in. Every ounce of pleasure was building up inside of me like a dam overflowing. 
 
    “Brooke…” 
 
    “Do it… Give it to me… With me…” Her mouth opened wider. Her face was a twisted combination of ecstasy and agony. 
 
    Suddenly, her body shook beneath me. She squeezed around my length. 
 
    There was no fighting it. The strongest man couldn’t resist. One last thrust and I grunted to let her know I was finished. 
 
    My body shook hard as the first line of seed spilled out of me. Thick throbs made my knees buckle. I dug my feet into the ground and gripped her waist, making sure I was as deep in her as I could be. I gave her everything I had while she trembled against me. 
 
    I fell on top of her right after. I just now realized how much both of us were sweating, our wet skin pressed against each other. The bathroom fell silent except for our heavy breathing. 
 
    She giggled again and stared at me through the mirror. 
 
    “Not bad for a bronze, eh?” I said with a wink. 
 
    She winked back. “Not bad for a bronze… How about another round?” 
 
    “I…” I was completely exhausted but I couldn’t refuse. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “…First time I ever hooked-up with a lower rank…” 
 
    “Any regrets?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me and shook her head. 
 
    Brooke stood naked in front of me as she finished buttoning my shirt. She straightened my collar then smudged her thumb across my lips. 
 
    “You’ve got a little lipstick,” she said. 
 
    “Just a little, huh?” 
 
    “A little.” She gave me a smirk. 
 
    I’d lost track of time before Brooke was eventually satisfied. The lust in her eyes was gone, replaced with the less obvious desire I was more used to. She took a seat on the edge of her bed as she put her underwear back on. 
 
    “Listen, Liam… Everybody here at the Academy is on edge. We’re all fighting for humanity. I mean, when they say we’re the last line between existence and extinction, it’s a big deal. The officials know that more than anybody. So they encourage this sort of… fraternization. There’s no better way to relieve tension.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Back when I was in the real world… When I was just a regular civilian, I was some girl who was still trying to figure herself out. A lot of people teased me for being ‘friendly.’ I’ll admit, sometimes I got a little too friendly, especially with boys.” 
 
    I chuckled softly. “I get what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Out here though, I really am just trying to do something. I wanna make something of myself. Tonight was just…” 
 
    I took a seat on the bed next to her. “If this is your way of telling me it was just sex, you don’t have to keep beating around it. We can be professionals, too.” 
 
    She smiled softly and nodded. “I had fun. But we need to focus. There’s something we both need to get ready for.” 
 
    The fun with Brooke was over. I got up from my seat and regained my composure. “Maybe after this is all over, we can have some more fun.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be against that. Maybe you can invite your squadmate.” 
 
    “Uh… Which one?” 
 
    She giggled. “The redhead, of course. She’s pretty.” 
 
    “Hmm… Never noticed.” 
 
    She got up from her seat and patted me on the chest. “Life on campus can’t be all about going through Junctions and leveling up.” 
 
    “True. There’s also training.” 
 
    I laughed but she rolled her eyes and slapped me on the arm. “In that case… Stay focused, cadet. You might be an Omega but you’re still just a Bronze.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek before I stepped out of her room. 
 
    As I made my way down the empty halls back to my room, my communicator vibrated against my arm. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 2: 5% damage resistance 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of damage…” 
 
    Hooking-up with Brooke was enough to make me smile. The damage bonus might’ve been the best part though. Now it was time to put that bonus to use. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 36: In The Stars 
 
    “Bronze. Two-Star. In order to earn your new rank, you must demonstrate your proficiency with the most basic abilities. Slash. Thrust. Parry. The foundation of any competent Cavalier is your offense and your defense. Should you decide to switch classes, your foundation does not change. Even a Gunrunner or Harbinger fighting on the outside will have to deal with the nearby threat of Shadows. A Vanguard will have to do more than be a meat shield for his squad. Earn your second-star and you will be on your way to being a complete Omega.” 
 
    Captain Hamilton stood right in front of me, his chest puffed out like always. 
 
    “Do you have any questions, cadet?” 
 
    “I guess I can’t ask what exactly I’ll be fighting.” 
 
    “Step onto the grid and find out for yourself.” 
 
    We were the only people in the small training lab, so it was a lot more spacious than it actually was. He stayed near the entrance next to the digital display tablet and swiped his finger on it. I brought my saber up and readied myself. Blue lines pulsed on the walls and floor as the lights above dimmed. 
 
    “Bronze Star Rank Examination. Level two. Combat initiated.” An automated female voice came over the speaker. 
 
    Digital drones formed in the air above me and immediately descended upon me. The exercise wasn’t much different from the Omega Trial. 
 
    If someone told me a week ago I’d be wielding a sword and turning drones into digital dust, I wouldn’t have believed them. Now I was wielding my saber like it was a part of me. 
 
    Vicious wolves. Giant worms and flying bats. A giant Basilisk. I’d seen enough in the Junctions not to be intimidated by a bunch of drones. I slashed and swiped at them as they tried to attack. The ones that moved with greater speed were parried away and met the same fate as the others. 
 
    I managed to stay standing in the center of the training lab when the lights above brightened. The pulsing lines in the room around me began to fade. 
 
    “Bronze Star Rank Examination level two completed.” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath of satisfaction and wiped the bead of sweat from my forehead. 
 
    Captain Hamilton walked up to me and nodded. “Congratulations. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Honestly? That might’ve been the easiest thing I’ve done so far. I’m guessing it gets a lot harder…” 
 
    “The two-star exam was never meant to push you hard. It’s a test of basic competency. As you ascend in rank, the examinations will test everything you have at your disposal. Abilities. Fighting prowess. Battlefield IQ and generalship. Decision-making.” 
 
    “A foundation. Got it… What exactly do I get for making it to two-star?” 
 
    “Besides the prestige of another star on your armor?” The smirk on his face hadn’t gone away. “You get a weekly stipend increase. And confidence in the basic techniques I’ve taught. Perhaps Engineer Gage might be willing to craft you a more potent weapon. And…” 
 
    He held his hand out and swiped the touchscreen on his communicator. Red energy swirled in his palm before taking the shape of an orb the size of an orange. 
 
    “You get a Red Mana bonus as well.” 
 
    I reached out and absorbed the Mana into my communicator. “That’s always useful… Say… Since nobody is allowed in the Junction, this is the only way to level up. Is there any chance I can go for another star now?” 
 
    Hamilton nodded and moved back to the digital display at the front of the room. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He let the voice over the loudspeaker do all the talking. 
 
    “Bronze Star Rank Examination. Level three. Combat initiated.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I stood at the front of the training lab, peeking over Captain Bell’s massive pauldrons as I watched Quentin moved around on the grid. My squadmate lumbered around as flying drones descended upon him. 
 
    Even though Quentin’s Vanguard armor made him more formidable than any other class, he moved around with quickness and agility that would’ve been surprising if I hadn’t fought alongside him. 
 
    His shield over his frame, he rammed into the drones coming at him. They exploded into dust before they could raise their cannons and fire. When he wasn’t fast enough to slam into them, he raised his shield up to block any projectiles. 
 
    The examination lasted longer than I would have completed it, mostly because of his lack of offensive options, but Quentin didn’t appear to have taken any damage when the female voice came over the speaker. 
 
    “Bronze Star Rank Examination level four completed.” 
 
    Captain Bell moved to the center of the grid and slapped Quentin on the arm. “Nice job, cadet!” 
 
    “Thanks,” Quentin sighed. 
 
    “One more exam and you’ll max out at Bronze.” 
 
    “No thanks. I… I think I’m done for today.” 
 
    “What? You just barely started.” 
 
    “Captain Bell, I really think I need a breather.” 
 
    “…Fine, fine. Bronze exams are easy. Make sure you get back in here when you catch your breath. The sooner you rank up, the greater the benefits. Don’t wimp out on me now.” 
 
    Quentin walked over to me. Despite how hunched over he was along with the exhaustion on his face, the sight of him was enough to make me smile. 
 
    “You all right?” I asked. 
 
    “I just need a break, that’s all. I just finished four exams straight.” 
 
    “Same here. It’s about time for lunch anyway.” 
 
    “Lunch. The magic word.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The main dining hall in the Nerve Center was large enough to fit a hundred people at the same time. Not that there was ever that many people anyway. During lunchtime, there were cadets who’d rather spend their time enjoying the weather in the Central Square. The LOD scientists and engineers were all busy making sure the facility was running properly. 
 
    The silver steel walls were a lot more polished and the floors were spotless, too. But the atmosphere wasn’t much different from a high school lunchroom, with the dozens who were here managing to fill the place with endless chatter. 
 
    “Nina’s really taking that hyperbaric training pretty seriously,” Quentin said. “Do you think she might be overdoing it?” 
 
    “They’ve got machines and Dr. Marchel herself overseeing everything. I’m pretty sure she’ll be all right. We should work on endurance after this.” 
 
    “No kidding. Beating up on some drones is easy but it gets pretty exhausting after awhile. It’s worth it though. Can’t wait to get my armor back from Gage to see the extra stars branded into it.” 
 
    He took a bite of his turkey sandwich and grinned. I’d never seen such satisfaction on his face before. 
 
    “So what is it?” I asked. “The extra stipend. The Red Mana bonus. The new abilities opening up in the shop. Why are you excited about ranking up?” 
 
    “Probably the armor. I mean, it’ll look pretty sweet with four stars stamped on it, right? I should’ve probably waited and finished the last one before giving Gage my armor…” 
 
    “Hmm… We’ve been focused on Junctions so much, I forgot how much you care about the prestige.” 
 
    He stuffed some french fries into his mouth and shrugged. “Why not?” he said with a mouthful. “I mean, everything here is being measured. The Shadows we kill. The Junctions we close. I can look down at my wrist and see how many levels I’ve gained. Getting a higher-rank is like getting a nice big, fat A+ on your report card.” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” 
 
    He chugged on some soda to wash his bite down and sighed. The smile left his face suddenly as he shifted his eyes toward one of the crowded tables next to us. 
 
    “You remember how I said my brothers were the successful ones? I wasn’t very popular in school either. Yeah, I know. Hard to believe, right? But it’s not all about being popular. Rich. Successful. Smart. Good-looking. Talented. I wasn’t any of those things either. I was just… lost in the crowd. I wasn’t even average…” 
 
    I gave him a reassuring smile. “I’ve only got one older half-brother… but I think I know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “I know you do. To be honest, I joined the Legion because I figured it’d be a chance for me to do something big. Now I’m starting to think this is what I’m best at. I couldn’t have done it without you or Nina. The more I think about it, the more I feel like I have a place I belong.” 
 
    He took another sip of soda and laughed. “Shit, man.” He shook his head. “I didn’t mean to get all mushy on you like that again. I was just thinking about what’s going on. With Campbell telling us to gear up, I feel like I’m really on the right path.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “No point in thinking too much about it now though. We gotta level up. Rank up. Gear up. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “…I’m proud of you, Quentin.” 
 
    Quentin went back to being as nonchalant as he always was, taking another bite of his sandwich and following it up with some french fries. I almost thought he didn’t hear me. But he gulped some soda and sighed to clear his throat. 
 
    “Thanks… Thanks for always listening…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be much of a squad leader if I didn’t.” I took a bite of my own sandwich and felt my communicator vibrate against my arm. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 3: 10% damage resistance 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 2: 5% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    I held back a smile as I read the display. 
 
    “Nina’s got the right idea with her training,” Quentin said suddenly. “Without the Junctions, we don’t have many options for leveling up.” 
 
    “There are other ways to get stronger. We’ll figure something out and then we’ll be ready for anything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 37: All Quiet in the Central Square 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 23 Bronze 4-Star Cavalier 
 
    (1150 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 55 (+5) 
 
      
 
    Strength 18 (+1) 
 
    Speed 16 (+1) 
 
    Durability 15 (+2) 
 
    Control 11 (+1) 
 
      
 
    “Damn…” 
 
    I ignored the gains from my last-leveling up session and focused on the endurance boost. More than four hours with a mask over my face resulted in a five-point increase and enough exhaustion to leave me tired for the rest of the day. 
 
    Quentin stood next to me. He put his hands on his hips to keep from falling over. His chest heaved with deep breaths. 
 
    “This better be worth it.” He glanced at the display on his communicator. “Five points… It doesn’t seem like it’ll make much of a difference…” 
 
    “You can’t expect to see big gains after one training session. We’re gonna have to keep this up.” 
 
    “It’s not about the gains though. We’ve been sitting around here since lunchtime. The sun has gone down. How are we gonna make the time to do this again?” 
 
    “Considering the Junction Room is closed, we don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right… I think we should take a break though. Who knew sitting around breathing through a mask would be so tiring?” 
 
    We both turned toward Nina as she emerged from her chamber in the Med Bay. Some beads of sweat dripped from her forehead. Her cheeks were slightly flushed against her fair skin. She took a deep breath but it was hard to tell she just went through what we did. Even her uniform managed not to wrinkle as much. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” Quentin said. “Sitting around and just breathing into that thing while your energy slowly slips away.” 
 
    “It’s no different from you sitting in front of your PC,” she replied. 
 
    “At least I’ve got something to do to keep me occupied… Say… You think Dr. Marchal will let me set something up while I’m in there? Then again, I probably wouldn’t have the strength to do much…” 
 
    I chuckled and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s already past 1800 hours. We’ve all had a long day. I say we take it easy for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “No argument from me. Nina?” 
 
    The redhead nodded in agreement, already recovered from her time in the chamber. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Inside the Internet cafe in the Central Square, cadets occupied all of the PCs available. Some of them were busy gaming with each other. Just from the way they mouthed to each other, I knew the trash talk was flying. Others sat quietly with earbuds in while they relaxed to whatever videos YouTube recommended to them. 
 
    The night was as peaceful as it always with the weather just as perfect. There was some chatter from the cadets at the other tables but for the most part, everybody kept the conversation to themselves. The cadets lounging on the grassy area at the center of the Central Square dozed off to sleep beneath the stars. 
 
    I sat just outside with Nina and Quentin. Quentin slumped in his chair, his eyes flickering as he stared at the cafe next to us. “I kinda miss it,” he said. “Sitting for hours in front of my PC.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now? Now I’m too tired from leveling up myself that I can’t imagine having to level up another character. I can barely raise my arms. But… I think I can make an exception.” 
 
    The aroma of the herbs and meat on the pizza wasn’t enough to keep him slumped for too long. He dangled the lines of cheese from his slice into his mouth and took a healthy bite. I chuckled at his bulging cheeks before taking a bite for myself. The smell of our dinner made me forget about everything going on for a moment. 
 
    Nina sat silently as she stared off into the distance. It was obvious something was on her mind but I wasn’t about to bother her about it. Not when Quentin was in such a good mood. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” he said with a mouthful. “I got one more Mastery Exam before I max-out. I was thinking about talking to Bell and going for Silver.” 
 
    “You can’t go for Silver until you’re level 30.” Nina slowly turned toward him. “You’ve acquired just as much Red Mana as I have. You’re not at 30.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I can make it to 30.” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “I can… Look…” He glanced at his communicator display and swiped through it. “Let’s see here. I’m at level 17 right now… I got orbs from the exams… One more orb should push me up to…” 
 
    He suddenly sighed. The realization he couldn’t make it dawned on him. The frown on his face didn’t last for long as he took another bite of pizza. “Why do they gatekeep us like that? I mean, if we’re good enough to make it to max-stars, shouldn’t we be allowed to rank up?” 
 
    “There’s a difference between your rank and how many stars you have,” Nina said. “Bronze, Silver, Gold. They’re all labels to indicate your status as an Omega. The higher your rank, the more access you have to the next level of abilities, weapons, and armor. The Class Captains will also be willing to teach you new techniques.” 
 
    “And what about the stars?” I asked. 
 
    “The stars are an indication of your proficiency with what you already have. A 1-Star Bronze has access to nearly everything a 5-Star does. The stars are more of a measure of capability.” 
 
    “That explains why I didn’t have much trouble with the exams. I’ve done enough thrusting and slashing in the Junctions that I don’t even think about it anymore.” 
 
    “That’s the idea. When you get to higher ranks, there’ll be more to think about. That’s where the difficulty comes in.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter to me,” Quentin said. “I think I’ve got being a Vanguard figured out.” He stuffed the rest of his slice into his mouth and dusted his hands off proudly. Nina and I laughed at how smug he was with himself. 
 
    I was in the middle of another slice when Paige walked up next to me. “Hi, Liam… I’m not bothering you, am I?” 
 
    “Just having a meal with the squad. What’s up?” 
 
    “There’s something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    “Sure… Pull up a chair.” 
 
    She took a seat next to me and looked around like she was making sure nobody was looking. “There are rumors going around. They said you managed to find a Herald. An actual talking Shadow. Is it true?” 
 
    I looked at Quentin and Nina even though the decision was mine to make. None of them seemed to object. 
 
    I turned back to Paige and nodded. “It was a Herald, all right. We managed to kill him.” 
 
    “It’s true… I heard stories about the Herald. Most people think they’re just mindless monsters from another dimension trying to kill us. But it makes sense something is actually behind all of this.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Quentin said. “Now we might be able to figure out what the hell is going on and put these assholes to sleep for good.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Nina said. “The Shadows in the higher-level Junctions won’t be such a pushover.” 
 
    Elliot suddenly walked up to our table and grabbed a chair. The blond plopped down and looked at all of us with a maniacal enthusiasm in his eyes. “I heard the big secret,” he said. “Turns out Liam here found a Herald.” 
 
    “Not much of a secret now…” Quentin muttered as he took another bite of pizza. 
 
    “Word on the street is the officials are freaking out. Everybody in the Nerve Center is setting up some gigantic operation.” 
 
    “Where did you hear this?” Paige asked. 
 
    “That’s the word going around. I’ll tell you what, taking down that Basilisk was pretty damn satisfying. But filling a Herald with some lead… That’ll be even sweeter. Say, Liam. I heard you shanked a Herald up with your saber. What was that like?” 
 
    I chuckled at Elliot’s growing enthusiasm. “Are all Gunrunners like you?” I asked. 
 
    “Wanting to do their part? Being the best Omega they can be? Then yeah, we’re all like that.” 
 
    “…Fighting a Herald is harder. They’re not mindless beasts with a predictable attack pattern. I couldn’t get my saber into him without my squad. Something tells me he won’t just stand there while you shoot him.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say. Nobody can outrun an energy bullet though. It’s funny… I came here because I wanted a sword. Now I realize the old saying is true. The gun is mightier than the sword.” 
 
    “Isn’t that about pens?” Paige said. 
 
    “Guns are mightier than pens, too. What’s your point?” 
 
    We all shared a laugh with one another. Even with an unknown operation on the horizon, there was no tension at the table. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s going on,” Nina said. “All we can do is prepare and wait until they inform us what’s next and we’re heading back through Junctions. I say we enjoy this time as much as we can.” 
 
    “I can agree to that,” Elliot said as he grabbed a slice of pizza and took a bite out of it. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Quentin rolled his eyes and sighed. “The next pizza’s on you.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second… You’re really a model?” Elliot leaned forward in his seat, his eyes wide like a teenager who took a wrong turn on the Internet. “You got any pictures on you?” 
 
    “Why would I have any pictures on me?” Nina said. 
 
    “Because you’re a model. You know, I got a good idea for a photoshoot. You, an Omega, posing in the Central Square. Think about it. The fountain. The park area. The Nerve Center as the background. Tell me that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea. I’m sure the Legion would love to allow me to take photos of their top-secret facility.” 
 
    “Ha!” Quentin leaned back in his seat, his face pointed to the sky as he cackled. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Elliot said. “Models are a dime-a-dozen. But a model who’s an Omega… That’ll get the boys gawking.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s exactly what she wants,” Paige said. 
 
    “Hey, when you’ve got it, flaunt it.” 
 
    After a few more pizzas, the conversation had degenerated enough that nobody was thinking about what was on the horizon. While Nina continued to humor Elliot with all of his crazy ideas, Quentin kept stuffing his face as he tried to contain his amusement. 
 
    I looked over at Paige and noticed she was staring off to the side. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I put a hand on her shoulder and she jerked her head back toward me. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Her soft smile was always so polite. It was hard to imagine someone like her ever getting upset. “It’s just… There’s something… Do you mind if we talk for a second?” 
 
    We both got up from our seats and walked near the grassy park area where the students were sprawled out. 
 
    “What’s up?” I said. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we first arrived. Long enough that I’m not thinking about what it was like when I was a civilian.” 
 
    “You said you were going to art school… There’s no reason you can’t go back there.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I’m so comfortable here. I thought the feeling would go away but now I know it was meant to be. Douglas is gone and Brian decided to be a Gunrunner.” 
 
    “He did? I was wondering why I haven’t seen him around…” 
 
    “We’re the only two Cavaliers in our recruitment wave left. I’d like to think there’s a reason for that.” 
 
    “It’s because we’re the only ones who have what it takes.” 
 
    Her grin widened enough to show off the dimples on her cheeks just beneath her round eyes. “I wouldn’t have made it this far without you. The confidence you have… Even though we’re not in the same squad, I’ve been following your lead, whether you realize it or not.” 
 
    I took my hand away and shook my head. “I never mattered. You were always going to succeed as a Cavalier… as an Omega. That’s what your compatibility results are for.” 
 
    She giggled softly and nodded. “I guess you’ve got a point… I know there’s some big operation on the horizon. Maybe some World Boss that’s gonna push all of us to the edge. I just… I just wanna say thanks for making sure I wasn’t alone in those classes with Hamilton.” 
 
    “Once you get to Silver, you’ll be taking advanced lessons with the other cadets.” 
 
    “Maybe. But Nina was right. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We should enjoy our free time while we can.” 
 
    I walked with Paige back to the table. As I did, my communicator vibrated against my wrist. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 2: +3 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 3: 10% damage resistance 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    More damage put a smile on my face like it always did. I swiped the display closed and enjoyed the friendly conversation continuing around me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 38: The Operation 
 
    Every cadet was gathered into the Assembly Auditorium early the next morning. There were about a hundred of us total with most of the cadets murmuring about what was going on. With the Class Captains all on the stage, it was obvious something was up. 
 
    Chancellor Layton stood at the podium and smiled warmly despite the tension in the room. The lights dimmed except for the ones shining bright on the stage and everybody began to quiet down. 
 
    “Good morning, cadets. I know how valuable your time is, so I won’t waste it. I don’t mean this lightly when I say today may be your most important day as an Omega.” 
 
    On the large wall behind him on stage, a giant digital screen taking up the whole wall turned on. A bunch of information appeared on the display as Layton explained it. 
 
    “As you know, our engineers were having trouble pinpointing the exact parameters of the nearest Pandora dimension. They’ve been hard at work to get the readings you need to succeed. Late last night, they were able to find out why that was the case. 
 
    “We’ve managed to pinpoint the exact location of a new threat. A Herald.” 
 
    The image resembling the pale man my squad and I fought appeared on the screen. The cadets all chattered in surprise to one another. Nina and Quentin were the only ones who didn’t seem affected by the growing tension. 
 
    “What is a Herald, you ask? A Herald is the very being responsible for all of the dangers in Pandora. Beings from another dimension who threaten our peace and the sanctity of Earth. The Mana density of these Heralds went undetected until our engineers knew to start looking for them. Through their diligent efforts, we can now properly gauge the strength of these dimensions. More importantly, we can focus more on closing the Junctions where they draw most of their Mana from. And as you know, Mana is the source of their power. 
 
    “The other Districts around the world have learned of our discovery. Now they, too, will begin their search of nearby dimensions and the Heralds that dwell within them.” 
 
    The image of the Herald shifted to one side of the screen while a digital globe appeared on the other. Inside of the globe, there was the white skull of a beast. 
 
    “One Herald was defeated,” Layton continued. “But a stronger Herald still lurks within the nearest dimension. Tomorrow, the Vegas District will begin a coordinated assault to close this dimension and the threats that lurk within. 
 
    “Your Class Captains will head through one Junction to face the Herald responsible for this dimension. The rest of you Omegas will venture through another Junction. There you will confront the current World Boss: The Fire Golem. This raid will be no different from the previous ones. You will venture through the Junction and succeed as you always have.” 
 
    Layton leaned forward against the podium. His hands gripped it tight as if he were about to fall over. I narrowed my eyes and could see his eyes beginning to glaze over from behind his glasses. 
 
    “Today marks a new day not just for the Vegas District but for the entire Legion. We now know who threatens us. We know why they’re doing it… Because they want to destroy us and turn Earth, our dimension, into another desolate realm where only death exists. 
 
    “Though the circumstances may be clearer now, the means do not change. You are Omegas. You are here to protect the innocent and vanquish the evil. You are the line between extinction and existence. Never has that been truer than right now. 
 
    “Today will be your last chance before the assault begins tomorrow. Level up. Visit the Med Bay to maximize your stats. Engineer Gage and his colleagues in the Crafting Bay will be working constantly to get you the gear you need. Class Captains will go over any last minute abilities you might need.” 
 
    Chancellor Layton straightened and sighed a deep breath. His eyes no longer glazed over, he puffed his chest out and looked as confident as I’d ever seen him. 
 
    “You have not failed before. And you will not fail tomorrow.” 
 
    The murmuring of the cadets returned as everybody got up from their seats. The chatter about the LOD’s plan was endless. 
 
    I walked with Quentin and Nina by my side as we filed out of the auditorium. 
 
    “I guess that’s pretty much what I expected,” Quentin said. “It was the presence of a Herald giving them all of those bad readings. It’s a shame we won’t get the chance to fight the Herald ourselves. I mean, we beat one, didn’t we? Now the Captains are taking all the glory for themselves.” 
 
    “This isn’t about glory,” Nina said. “We defeated the Herald. That means the Captains shouldn’t have any trouble dispatching the next one. We should be grateful all of the weight isn’t on our shoulders.” 
 
    “Besides, it’s not like we’re not doing our part,” I said. “We’ve got another raid.” 
 
    “The Fire Golem…” Quentin ran his fingers through his messy hair. “Sounds like one hell of a monster… Anyway, we should probably get started now. Gotta use every minute we got to get ready for tomorrow. Where should we start?” 
 
    We stood in the circular main hall of the Nerve Center with everybody moving all around us. Nina and Quentin looked to me while I thought about what to do first. 
 
    “Liam.” I turned and saw Janice walking toward me. She greeted me with a smile and bowed her head, her tablet close to her chest like always. “Adviser Campbell would like to have a word with you in his office.” 
 
    “He would, huh?” I looked at Quentin and Nina. “Meet in the Med Bay. I’m sure this shouldn’t take long.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Campbell sat as upright as possible at his desk as he glanced at his computer monitor. I’d been around the man plenty of times at this point but I still wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. Sometimes I was a little intimidated by his intensity. Other times, he almost seemed like an ordinary cadet. An old cadet, for that matter. 
 
    He ran his hand over his smooth head and sighed a deep breath. I didn’t have to ask him whether or not the operation was weighing on his mind because it was obvious from the weariness in his eyes. 
 
    “What level are you at right now?” he asked. 
 
    “Level 23, last I checked. I was just heading to the Med Bay to input the last of my Red Mana.” 
 
    “Still a Cavalier?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m pretty used to it at this point. My squad and I have built some good synergy. Wouldn’t wanna mess with it.” 
 
    “That’s good.” He gave me half-a-smirk and the wrinkles on his leathery skin became more apparent. “You shouldn’t change just for the sake of it. But you should know, you keep your rank if you do decide to change. If you were incompetent in your new class, you wouldn’t be able to advance in rank. An Adept like you shouldn’t have a problem though.” 
 
    “Maybe after the operation is over,” I said with a laugh. “It might be fun to try a new class with my squad.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Uh… Maybe fun was the wrong word…” I said under my breath. 
 
    He shifted his eyes toward his computer monitor. “You already heard what’s going to happen but I’m going to explain it to you again. The Class Captains will be leading an assault toward the direction location of the Herald while everybody else heads toward the World Boss. Completing both raids successfully eliminates both threats from making it through Pandora and into our dimension.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. I’ll do my part. Whatever it takes to make sure the threat is neutralized.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way. Because you have a different task from the other cadets.” 
 
    “I do?” I raised an eyebrow at him. The uncertainty made the butterflies flutter in my stomach. I never knew quite what to make of Campbell and right now wasn’t an exception. 
 
    “You and a small contingent of Omegas will remain here on campus. You won’t take part in the assault on the Herald. You won’t take part in the raid against the World Boss.” 
 
    “I… I’m supposed to do what here exactly?’ 
 
    “You’ll be on standby. With the Captains all being occupied, other Omegas need to remain here. In this case, you.” 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My mouth open, I had to struggle to get the words out. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “What’s to understand? During a raid, the Captains are on standby. With the Captains occupied, someone else will need to stay back.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat, doing my best to ignore my frustration. “Are you telling me I’m not gonna get to fight in either raid?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. If either raid needs assistance, that’s where you come in. But diverting all of our forces is something the Legion has never done. It was established protocol ever since the Legion was first established.” 
 
    “Right… So I’m backup… Why me? How come I was chosen to stay back here? My squad and I were the ones who beat the Herald. You need us out there. Either battlefield.” 
 
    “You said you would be willing to do whatever it takes to help.” 
 
    “That’s right—” 
 
    “And this is what you’re being told to do… Cadet Griffin will be leading the raid. He granted you with the task of standing by.” 
 
    “Wait a second… Rhys? You let Rhys make the decision?” 
 
    “Griffin is the highest-ranking Omega among all of you. You might have some personal issue with him but I don’t care. He’s proven his judgment is sound as the Apex. We won’t change procedure now.” 
 
    I scoffed at the thought. Now I was just trying not to fall out of my seat. It was ridiculous and I had to bite my tongue to not come out and say it. 
 
    “You’ll be on standby,” Campbell repeated. “The Junction engineers will be monitoring the progress of both assaults. Should your assistance be needed in either Junction, then you can provide it.” 
 
    “Standby… I should be out there on the frontlines… But if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    “Good. There’s nothing more to discuss. Dismissed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 39: Control 
 
    The line in the Crafting Bay was longer than usual. Gage and all of the other engineers were hard at work upgrading the weapons and armor for all of the cadets waiting to get their gear. 
 
    There was something in the air today. Not the usual smell of metal welding. It wasn’t the sound of machinery whirring and sparks flying either. No, it was something else entirely. The upcoming operation had everybody trying to get things done as fast as they could. With the Captains stepping up and a new objective laid out, there was an uncertainty that was almost palpable. 
 
      
 
    Red Mana 8,675 
 
    Blue Mana 9,125 
 
    Green Mana 2,125 
 
      
 
    “Lemme get this straight… We’re just supposed to sit around while everybody else is in the middle of the fight?” 
 
    I went over my available Mana while Quentin lamented the details I just gave him. 
 
    “That’s what I was told.” 
 
    “Did you tell him you were the one who beat the Herald that started all of this nonsense? I mean, wouldn’t it make sense to send you back out there?” 
 
    “If we can beat the Herald, the Captains shouldn’t have a problem.” 
 
    “What about the World Boss? Are they really letting Rhys dictate who goes and who doesn’t?” 
 
    “He’s still the Apex apparently.” 
 
    “You know we did some big damage to the Basilisk.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “…How come you’re not as pissed about this as I am?” Quentin crossed his arms. Even when he was mad, he still managed to make me smile. 
 
    I wish I had the answers he was looking for. But all I could do was shrug. 
 
    “I’ve been in this position before,” I said. “Never getting any credit even when you do something right… But those are our orders. Straight from Chancellor Layton himself.” 
 
    He sighed and dropped his head. “Standby… I really hope everybody gets their ass kicked by the World Boss. I hope this Fire Golem just tears every cadet fighting it a new fuckin’ asshole in the most painful way possible so they know what they’re missing out on. I want them to experience nothing but misery and anguish because they need us out there.” 
 
    The other cadets waiting in line turned and raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “He doesn’t mean that,” I said to them, stifling my laugh. “He’s rooting for you guys. A hundred percent…” 
 
    Nobody cared too much to pay any further attention to Quentin as he continued to pout. 
 
    “Look at it this way,” I said. “We level up. We get our gear right. We get ready for war. If everything goes smooth and we’re not needed, we wait for the next Junction and jump right into it. And we go hard. No brakes. Just run through as many Junctions as we can. We’ll beat Rhys for the Apex when we get the chance. They can’t deny us the next time something like this happens.” 
 
    Quentin swallowed a gulp of air to make his already puffy cheeks swell then slowly exhaled. “Damn, Liam. You’ve got a way of looking at the bright side of everything… I guess that’s why you’re Squad leader.” 
 
    “I’m as pissed as you are. But you’ll get another chance to run another Shadow over.” 
 
    Despite how upset he was, Quentin managed not to draw any more attention from the other cadets. We quickly made it to the counter where Engineer Gage was waiting, stroking his beard while he looked me up and down. 
 
    “Cadet Aldridge,” I said. 
 
    He moved back into the work area of the Crafting Bay then sorted through the suits of armor hanging on the wall. He pulled one of them off then set it down in front of me. 
 
    “Everything’s been polished and reinforced,” Gage said. “That’s Cavalier armor.” 
 
    I scanned it with my communicator and saw the information pop up on the display. 
 
      
 
    Standard Cavalier Armor Core 
 
    Defense Rating: D 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Resistance 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Quentin): 10% Damage Resistance 
 
      
 
    Gage installed one of the Cores Nina found on our last venture. Along with the Synergy Bonus, I was a lot more confident I could take a hit. 
 
    The light-blue sheen on the armor wasn’t different from how it usually looked. There was an aura emanating from the Core at the center. But the upper-left side of the chest drew my attention. 
 
    Four bronze stars had been stamped underneath the Omega logo. I trailed my fingers over the metal and felt how rigid they were. 
 
    “Nice…” 
 
    Gage dropped my saber onto the counter. 
 
    “I resharpened the edges and polished it. Can’t do much else with it without a new Core.” 
 
      
 
    Silver Steel Saber 
 
    Damage Rating: D 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Paige): 10% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Brooke): 10% Damage Increase 
 
      
 
    Now I understood why it was so important to find good Cores. My synergies made more of a difference than I expected them to. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can craft me a new weapon,” I said. 
 
    “You got 10,000 blue babies, I can have something whipped up for you by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Blue Mana 9,125 
 
      
 
    I double-checked and sighed when I saw that I didn’t have what he needed. “Need more Mana…” 
 
    “You’re doing just fine with that saber,” Quentin said. “Why do you need a new one?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know… It’d be pretty cool to have a new weapon.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Gage grumbled. “To look cool? Unless you got something important, stop wasting my time.” 
 
    Quentin picked up his gear after me and we stepped just outside of the Crafting Bay. 
 
    “What do you got planned?” he asked. 
 
    “Gear’s done. I got a training session with Captain Hamilton. Some new abilities opened up on the shop and I think I’m gonna get one.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go see Captain Bell. Don’t see what good a new ability will do when we won’t even get the chance to use it.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the Med Bay right after. Maybe we can squeeze in some more of that hyperbaric training.” 
 
    “Nina’s probably already there. She’s gonna be pretty disappointed when she finds out we’re on standby.” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling Nina would be training hard regardless.” I put my hands on his shoulders and looked right into his eyes to make sure I got my point across. “Just because we’re on the sidelines doesn’t mean this is over. We gotta keep pushing.” 
 
    “Hey. Whatever my squad leader says, I’m gonna do it.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true Vanguard.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Energy Charge 
 
    Imbue your weapon with the power of Mana. 
 
    Cost: 2,000 
 
      
 
    The description in the ability shop was vague. It cost all of the Green Mana I had left. And then there was the fact I probably didn’t even need a new ability. 
 
    But I couldn’t help myself. My curiosity got the best of me and I decided to splurge. 
 
    Now I was back in a training lab with Captain Hamilton standing next to the display panel. 
 
    “Energy Charge… Any particular reason you chose that, cadet?” 
 
    Of course. The first question he asks me is why I decided to pick something I wasn’t completely sure about. 
 
    “…We use Mana to level up. It’s in our Cores. Sounds useful.” 
 
    Hamilton looked up from the display tablet and smirked. “Indeed.” He brushed away his perfectly coiffed brown hair and held his hand out. “Draw your saber.” 
 
    I stepped out on the small training grid and did as I was told. 
 
    “When you want to activate an ability, all you have to do is focus. Concentrate. The Mana works in unison with your thoughts, channeling your body to do things you wouldn’t normally be able to do. Energy Charge is not different. Now… hold your saber and focus.” 
 
    I held my weapon up in front of me and did as I was told. It didn’t take nearly as much concentration as I expected it to. When the green aura surrounded my weapon, I nearly fell back. 
 
    “Whoa…” 
 
    The blue energy from the Core on my hilt flowed along with the new green aura surrounding my blade like smoke. 
 
    “Now… deactivate it.” 
 
    I relaxed and the green energy slowly dissipated. 
 
    Hamilton tapped the tablet display and a digital blue wolf appeared at the center of the grid. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “For this demonstration, we don’t need it to fight back. Show me your training. A slash should be enough to kill it.” 
 
    I gave him a nod then walked over to the wolf. My saber up over my head, I brought it down and severed its neck. The wolf dropped to the ground with its head barely hanging on before fading. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “I can do better than that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can.” He tapped the tablet and brought back another wolf. “Energy Charge.” 
 
    I focused and the green aura returned. The energy flowed through the blade and down into the hilt. It was strong enough for me to feel in my palms even through my gloves. 
 
    I brought my blade back up and sliced down on the wolf. As soon as I touched its neck, I felt little resistance. The blade cut through clean, cutting the wolf and even managing to split the bone. 
 
    “Holy crap…” 
 
    Captain Hamilton walked up to me with his hands behind his back, his chin up and his chest out. A smirk curled onto the corner of his lips as he looked down at the wolf on the ground. 
 
    “Mana is what makes you stronger. It’s what powers your weapon and enforces your armor. When you’re able to channel that same Mana into your saber, it will amplify your damage that much more. Even a Cavalier can make use of control.” 
 
    “Control… I knew it’d come in handy. 
 
    “But remember. Abilities are taxing. Don’t overexert yourself by using it when you don’t need to. Otherwise, you might find yourself unable to even lift your saber.” 
 
    A brand new ability had me excited about the possibilities. Now I had the rest of the day to make my final preparations. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I stood in the Med Bay and went over my Mana along with my current stats. 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 23 Bronze 4-Star Cavalier 
 
    (1150 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 55 
 
      
 
    Strength 18 
 
    Speed 16 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 11 
 
      
 
    “Damn… Just short…” 
 
    I had enough to get six levels, which would put me up to level 29, but not enough to make it to Silver. But six levels meant six ability points. 
 
    “I wonder…” 
 
    A smirk came across my face when I realized what I had to do. Now that I could make use of control and apply it, I figured I would put four points into it. Since Nina and Quentin had me covered with their speed and durability, I put the other two points into strength. 
 
    I confirmed the level up and felt the rush of Red Mana pumping through my veins. 
 
    “A nice, balanced build. I can live with that.” 
 
    Nina walked up next to me and observed the display. “Not bad. Proper stats for a Cavalier.” 
 
    “More than proper, Nina. I’m gonna kick some ass.” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait a bit for that. Quentin gave me the news.” 
 
    She didn’t look as disappointed as Quentin but she wasn’t too happy about it either. I searched for something to say but there was nothing. 
 
    “We have to do whatever we can,” she said. “This isn’t about our squad. This isn’t about the other cadets. This is bigger than all of us.” 
 
    “I know, Nina. You don’t have to remind me.” 
 
    “I feel like I do. You’re strong. You should be out there. But if they want you here, to secure the campus and be the last line of defense, I think that’s a good thing. It means they believe in you.” 
 
    “Hmm… I don’t think Rhys looks at it that way… But maybe Campbell and the others do.” 
 
    Nina smiled softly. Compared to all of the other women I’d met on campus, she had a subtle way of showing how she felt. When she smiled, I knew she meant it. It didn’t hurt that she had a couple of deep-green eyes that made me forget about anything that could be troubling me. 
 
    “Have you made all your preparations?” she asked. 
 
    “I have my gear. I finished with Captain Hamilton. He’s busy with other cadets, so I can’t take another Mastery Star Exam. I think I’ve leveled up enough though.” 
 
    “There are still hours left in the day. Let’s try to squeeze in as much time as we can in the hyperbaric chamber. Quentin’s already waiting for us.” 
 
    “He is? That’s surprising.” 
 
    “A Vanguard needs endurance more than any other class.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “You ready, Liam?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 40: Last Chance for Romance 
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 29 Bronze 4-Star Cavalier 
 
    (1150 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 60 (+5) 
 
      
 
    Strength 20 (+2) 
 
    Speed 16 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 15 (+4) 
 
      
 
    “Still obsessing over your stats, huh?” Quentin poked at the sloppy mishmash of fried potatoes and roasted turkey before pointing at my communicator with his fork. “We just spent four hours in that damn chamber breathing through a mask without any entertainment. I should really talk to Dr. Marchal about getting an Internet connection in there…” 
 
    “You had plenty of time to do that when you were a civilian,” Nina said. “Haven’t you had enough of that?” 
 
    “It’s different. I mean, I’m not just sitting there. I’m exhausting myself… No… I’m draining myself. People jog on treadmills with a little music. Why can’t we have a little music at least?” 
 
    “Focus on the serenity of the chamber to improve your stat increases.” 
 
    “Oh, no… Don’t you start talking that ooga-booga, mumbo-jumbo with me. My endurance is going up just fine, even when I’m complaining about how exhausting it is.” 
 
    “Maybe it wouldn’t be so exhausting if you didn’t complain so much.” 
 
    “Whatever…” Quentin rolled his eyes as he took another bite of turkey. 
 
    The friendly bickering between my two squadmates wasn’t serious. We all had smiles on our faces as we enjoyed what was likely our last meal before the operation tomorrow. 
 
    The mood in the dormitory dining hall wasn’t as somber as I expected it to be. The chatter was lively and everybody was enjoying themselves. I guess it made sense, considering they were about to jump into another raid against a new World Boss. This was our time to forget about it. 
 
    The spacious room looked as pristine as always. My sterile surroundings were another reminder I was away from the rest of civilization, in a military facility about to take on another threat. On standby, anyway. 
 
    “Standby,” Quentin sighed with a mouthful. “We’re really gonna be sitting around while they’re having all the glory.” 
 
    “If all goes well, the job will get done,” Nina said. “If not, we can step in. Worst-case scenario, we wait for them to find the next world and we can run through Junctions again.” 
 
    “Well, then… I hope Rhys does a shit job of leading this raid and we have to step in.” 
 
    “Fat chance of that happening!” 
 
    Rhys suddenly appeared next to the table. It’d been a long time since I’d seen him. But judging from how annoyed I was, it hadn’t been long enough. The cocky smirk. The pig nose. The stupid man bun. Everything about him was obnoxious in a way I had to remind myself to ignore him. 
 
    With his personal bodyguard Gregory right behind him, he looked down his nose at Quentin. 
 
    “Big operation tomorrow,” Rhys said. “The Captains are stepping up to defeat the Herald they found. And I’m leading the raid against the Fire Golem. You, though… You’ve got an important job. You’ve gotta make sure nothing happens around here. You never know what crazy Dr. Bonet might do. I heard he gets cranky when he doesn’t have his coffee.” 
 
    He looked at Gregory and the two snickered like schoolgirls. But the smile quickly left his face as he shifted his eyes toward me. 
 
    “Follow orders. Know your role… Bronze. If you do your part, maybe they’ll bother keeping you around on campus. Ha!” 
 
    Rhys reared his head back and cackled like a pompous prick as he walked away. I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to my dinner. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Quentin asked. “You’ve been quiet this entire time.” 
 
    “What do you expect him to do?” Nina said. “As much as I’d like to see Liam sock him again, that’d just make things worse.” 
 
    “You don’t have to put your hands on him. But letting him talk to us like that…” 
 
    Even though Rhys bothered me more than I wanted to admit, all I did was shrug. “Rhys is like every other school bully. He’s just trying to let everybody know he’s the man. It’s not personal.” 
 
    “You’d think they’d grow out of it by the time they hit his age but apparently not,” Nina sighed. 
 
    “Can’t blame him. There’s a giant scoreboard whenever we walk into the Junction Room. We can see someone’s rank on their armor. There’s no denying how good it feels to level up and get a little stronger. Rhys is just… reveling in it because we’re lower-leveled and lower-ranked.” 
 
    “Say… I got an idea.” Quentin leaned forward and stopped chewing for a moment, so I knew it was serious. “Fuck Rhys. How about we beat him? We grind Junctions. We level up as much as we can. We get our rank up to his and pass him, so he can’t talk all of the shit he’s talking.” 
 
    “Just put our heads down and keep working…” Nina’s face scrunched in confusion. “I’m pretty sure we’ve been doing that all along. But… I guess it helps if you focus on a particular goal. Liam?” 
 
    “I was with you when you said ‘fuck Rhys.’” I shrugged again and we all shared another laugh. 
 
    Quentin turned his attention back to his mash of turkey while Nina chewed on her sandwich. Our table fell silent with the chatter around us continuing to fill the room. It was an uneventful dinner with my squad but I enjoyed it all the same. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The moon was full and the nighttime breeze was as perfect as always. Just outside the dormitory, it was a calm night before the operation. 
 
    “Ungh… Nothing like a good meal after a hard day of work.” Quentin stretched his arms to the sky and showed off the small belly protruding underneath his uniform. His brown hair scattered all over his head, he looked like he was just about to pass out. “Now, I think I’ll hit the hay to get ready for tomorrow. I mean, they’re gonna need us when we’re sitting around on standby.” He rolled his eyes to emphasize his sarcasm. “What are you two up to?” 
 
    Nina stared up at the sky, her eyes lost in the emptiness above. “I think I’ll walk my meal off. Enjoy the peace of the night before tomorrow, you know? I’m heading over to the Central Square. Why don’t you come with me, Liam?” 
 
    “Um…” I looked over at Quentin and saw him trying to hold back his smirk. “Sure, Nina. Sounds like a good time.” 
 
    “Make sure you get back to your rooms early,” Quentin said. “If something goes wrong tomorrow, I won’t hesitate to blame you crazy kids breaking curfew.” He sarcastically wagged his finger at us before stepping back into the dorm room. 
 
    Nina didn’t bother waiting for me as she began the short walk west to the Central Square. 
 
    The center of the Vegas District was quieter than usual. The water splashed quietly in the fountain near the entrance of the campus. Some cadets were sprawled out on the grassy area as they slowly drifted off. Others enjoyed the peace underneath the shade of the trees. 
 
    Along the wide pathway on both sides of us, the tables outside of all the shops were nearly empty. Cadets enjoyed the last bites of their meals before having to head back to the dorms. Still, there were others who were walking just like us. 
 
    “It’s kinda weird,” I said. “Pizza. Coffee. Burgers. Desserts. They’ve got all kinds of places to eat. They’ve got that Internet Cafe for recreation but not much else. You’d think they’d give a bunch of bored young people more outlets to unwind.” 
 
    “There are other places. There’s a juice bar over there. We just really haven’t had the time to enjoy it all. Not with having to integrate into this way of life… And the campus is still new. There are two acres of land. Plenty of room for expansion.” 
 
    “I guess… Maybe I could put something in their suggestion box.” 
 
    “And what would you suggest?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment before an idea quickly came to me. “A pool would be nice. A nice, community pool for everybody to just relax and bathe in the perfect weather we always have. The weather always sucks in Cutler Valley. I guess I’m just tired of the heat.” 
 
    “Or maybe you just wanna gawk at the female cadets in their bathing suits.” She raised an eyebrow at me. Her lips twitched but it was hard to tell whether she was fighting a smile or trying to embarrass me. In any case, it was enough to make me chuckle. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “That sounds like a good reason, too.” 
 
    She put her head down as we continued our walk. “I’ve done some photoshoots in my bikini before. Have you ever been to the Bahamas?” 
 
    “Sure. I visit every other month. I have a place right along the beach.” 
 
    She slapped me on the arm and got another laugh out of me. “You should see how nice it is. The air is so clear. The sand is so white. You don’t realize how perfect it is until you’re out there.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’ll bet. Maybe one day we’ll walk through a gate and end up somewhere like that.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Nina… I know your family has a history with the LOD. But it sounds like you left a nice life behind. I mean, why would you wanna become an Omega when you could be on a white sandy beach in your bikini, soaking up the sun?” 
 
    Nina didn’t respond. She just kept staring at the ground like she hadn’t heard me. It was obvious something was on her mind though, so I just stayed quiet. A few moments went by before she spoke. 
 
    “That’s what my mother wanted. She enrolled me in ballet when I was a child.” 
 
    “Ballet, huh? I can see some of that when you fight.” 
 
    “She saw how much attention I was getting because everybody thought I was pretty. Being a model, that’s exactly what you’re supposed to do… what you’re supposed to be. But I didn’t want that. It… It just wasn’t satisfying.” 
 
    “So you came here trying to see if you could find something more fulfilling?” 
 
    She nodded softly. “I think so… And I think I found it, too… What about you, Liam? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Me? I don’t think it’s as interesting as your story.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Well… What’s there to tell? I was just some kid in college who didn’t wanna end up like everybody else. I… I guess it’s selfish of me, not wanting to do an honest job and work a nine-to-five.” 
 
    “Your family though. They supported you, right?” 
 
    “Ha!” I scoffed. “My dad never paid too much attention to me. My mother didn’t either. I’m just some kid living with them who may or may not amount to anything… I don’t think I could disappoint them because they aren’t expecting anything.” 
 
    “There had to have been somebody who cared.” 
 
    As soon as she said it, I thought about Adam and couldn’t help but smile.” 
 
    “…My brother… Adam… I wonder what he’d think if he saw me now. He was the successful one.” I chuckled softly to myself. “When I was growing up, I wasn’t anything special. High school. College. Always just a nobody…” 
 
    She shook her head softly. “Maybe you were a nobody. I was a somebody. We couldn’t be more different. But who we were as civilians on the outside doesn’t matter. We’re here now.” 
 
    “Right… You know, it’s a kinda funny coincidence that Adam’s a model, too. You wouldn’t be able to tell though. Different moms. Never stopped him from having my back though…” 
 
    “Well, I guess he’s not the only model who has your back then.” 
 
    Nina stopped in her tracks suddenly and looked up at me. Her throat shifted with a swallow. 
 
    “I have to tell you something, Liam.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a shrug. “You’re making this sound like it’s serious but I don’t think—” 
 
    “I know you’re an Adept. I’ve known since the beginning. I read everybody’s compatibility results before they were released.” 
 
    “Right… I guess it pays to have family who work with the LOD… Wait a second. Is that why you wanted to be in my squad? That’s why you asked me to go through that Junction with you the first time?” 
 
    She shifted her eyes away from me. “That’s how it was at first. But once I got to know you, I realized you’re just like me. The same with Quentin. We’re all just trying to make it and do our part. And I’d say we work pretty damn well together.” 
 
    Nina’s revelation was so sudden. Then again, considering who she was, I shouldn’t have been surprised at her having a secret. I never thought it would be personal though. I mean, she wanted to use me just because of my stats. 
 
    “You’re not mad, are you?” 
 
    I should’ve been but all I did was shake my head.  “On one hand, it sounds like you were just trying to use me … On the other hand, it’s kinda flattering. That’s the first time anybody ever wanted something from me. It’s nice to know what I finally have to offer now that my stats are open for everybody to see.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just the stats. You stood up to Rhys in the dining hall. You went through that first Junction and led our squad without hesitating. Most people would’ve quit if they went through what you did. That’s something that can’t be measured. Anybody can choose their class and pick up a weapon. But after all the things we’ve faced, you know it takes something special to be an Omega, especially being a squad leader.” 
 
    “Well… I can’t argue with our synergy. I mean, it’s right on my communicator—” 
 
    “Don’t show me.” The way she looked at me now, I wasn’t sure if she was about to start crying or burst into laughter. But she turned around and motioned for me to follow her. 
 
    We moved into the middle of the Central Square. There was enough grassy area for us to move around. She moved underneath the shade of a tree and looked up at the moon. 
 
    “We might be on standby tomorrow but that’s just one operation,” she said. “I really feel like we can do something. Not just because of your stats or how you perform on the battlefield. There’s… something else. It just works. God… Listen to me… I’m not making any sense.” 
 
    “I get it.” I laughed and put a hand on her shoulder. “Sometimes it’s just a feeling. Can’t argue with the results we put up.” 
 
    She slowly turned to me. Emerald green eyes stared back at me, piercing the darkness of the shade. I was close enough to see the faint freckles on her porcelain cheeks. 
 
    “You have freckles… Never noticed that before.” 
 
    “Must be the Irish genes from my mom’s side. That and the red hair.” 
 
    “It’s a good look.” 
 
    “You’re not too bad looking yourself, Liam.” 
 
    “Oh?” A mixture of surprise and confusion made me struggle to find what to say next. But I didn’t need to say anything. 
 
    She put her hands up around my neck and pulled me closer. I watched as her eyes started to shut. So many thoughts were running through my head. Voices telling me how crazy this was. But I stopped thinking. 
 
    My eyes closed. My lips pressed against hers. Her kiss was soft and wet with her tongue searching for mine. She sighed softly into my mouth and moved her body against mine. 
 
    I instinctively reached up and cupped her through her uniform. A soft squeeze of her breast made her pull her lips away and step back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Um… What do you think?” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of the Central Square, Liam.” 
 
    I looked around and remembered where I was. Even though the other cadets weren’t paying attention, I didn’t have nearly enough guts to do what my body was telling me to do. 
 
    Nina giggled softly and straightened out my collar. “I’ll tell you what,” she said. “Maybe when this whole operation is over and we’ve got some free time… We’ve gotta focus. Even on standby.” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath, which did little to stop the feelings already stirring inside of me. But looking into Nina’s eyes was enough to make it worth the wait. “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “When the time is right.” 
 
    My communicator buzzed and I glanced at the display. 
 
      
 
    SYNERGY with LIAM ALDRIDGE 
 
    Nina Higashi - Level 3: +5 increase to speed 
 
    Quentin Young - Level 3: 10% damage resistance 
 
    Paige Costa - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
    Brooke Silvestri - Level 3: 10% increase to saber damage 
 
      
 
    “Anything interesting?” She raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    Nina didn’t need to know what just happened. Judging from the grin she was trying to fight off, I figured she already knew. 
 
    I shook my head and sighed. “C’mon. Let’s head back to the dorm now. We’ll need our rest. Even for standby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 41: Roll Call 
 
    Everybody was lined up in the Junction Room early the next morning. Even with around a hundred cadets, there was enough space for everybody to fit in formation. 
 
    The Class Captains lined up in front of our group and remained silent. The only sound was the soft hum of the energy flowing from the Junction gates. 
 
    Everybody had their attention on Chancellor Layton, who was accompanied by Adviser Campbell and Janice. Layton smiled with a calm confidence as the room quieted. 
 
    “Today is an important moment. Not just for us. Not just for the Legion Omega Defense. For every person affected by the devastation of the First Event. And for future generations. The threat must be defeated. Today, we challenge that threat. 
 
    “Our coordinated strike will set the example for all other Districts around the world to follow. Now that we know the presence of the Heralds is real, we can seek them out. We will find them and defeat them.” 
 
    The elderly man straightened up as much as he could. His head raised high, he held his chin up and smiled at all of us. 
 
    “There is no peace without war. Every battle brings us one step closer. Find that peace.” 
 
    The Captains looked at one another before moving into one of the Junction gates at the center of the room. 
 
    “All right! Listen up!” Rhys barked. “You’ve all been through this before. Wait for your class to be called out. Follow your orders. You do what you’re told, the Golem will fall like every other World Boss.” 
 
    He unholstered his saber and rested it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Those of you on standby, stay ready. You never know what might happen… Do your duty.” 
 
    I was near the back of the formation but he still made it a point to look right at me. His obnoxious confidence had never been so apparent. It was the look of a man who knew I wasn’t happy about sitting on the sidelines. 
 
    “What a prick,” Quentin muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Move out!” Rhys led the formation into the next Junction gate. The cadets disappeared squad by squad until only those who were on standby remained. 
 
    All twelve from my recruitment class were here with me. Paige and her squad. Elliot and his. And the last squad. 
 
    But we weren’t the only ones. To my surprise, Brooke was left behind as well. Judging from the frustration on her face, I figured she wasn’t happy with the decision like the rest of us. 
 
    We fell out of formation and watched as Janice escorted Chancellor Layton out of the Junction Room. 
 
    Adviser Campbell moved in front of us, his hands behind his back as he addressed us. “Because of the nature of this operation, we need Omegas on standby. If you’re needed, you’ll be recalled to assist the Captains in their hunt for the Herald we’ve located or you’ll join Omega Griffin in his battle against the Fire Golem. Until you’re called, stay ready. As far as you’re concerned, you’re in this fight as much as everybody else.” 
 
    He didn’t say another word before marching out of the Junction Room. Men and women in lab coats moved around the room like I was used to, monitoring the progress of the simultaneous raids occurring. 
 
    Dr. Bonet walked up to us, his white hair swishing around with every step he took. 
 
    “Omegas. Now, I know you’re not exactly thrilled to be standing around while everybody else is in the fight. But it’s just like Campbell said. You can see how they’re doing for yourself. If your assistance is needed, you’ll head in—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Elliot said. “Campbell just said all of that. You got anything important to tell us?” 
 
    The doctor arched an eyebrow at him. Bonet looked like he was somewhere between punching Elliot in the mouth and throwing his tablet at him. I held back a laugh along with everybody else standing around. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” Bonet said. “You’re not leaving until the operation is over.” 
 
    He moved back to the small lab area at the side of the room where all of the other scientists were. 
 
    The rest of us stood in a circle and looked around at one another. 
 
    “Every Bronze gets left behind,” Brooke said. “And I’m the only Silver who gets ordered to stay here, too. Fucking Rhys…” 
 
    She crossed her arms and sighed in frustration. The others murmured the same displeasure to one another but I was too resigned to the facts to complain. 
 
    I walked over to the side of the room along with Nina and Quentin. 
 
    The digital display on the side of the room took up most of the wall. It was about as big as a movie screen, so it was easy to see regardless of where I was in the room. At the moment, the status of both raids was on display. 
 
      
 
    Junction 1 
 
    Herald 
 
    Current Boss HP: 100% 
 
    Active Omegas: 100% of battalion 
 
      
 
    Junction 2 
 
    Fire Golem 
 
    Current Boss HP: 91% 
 
    Active Omegas: 100% of battalion 
 
      
 
    Quentin stared up at the screen, a dejected look on his face. “All of that leveling up. All of that training. Just to sit on the sidelines and watch a bunch of numbers change.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “Look at it this way. We’ve got two chances to contribute. Either group has trouble, we’re storming in to save the day. Who wouldn’t wanna be a part of a good rescue?” 
 
    “Have you seen the Captains? They’re all Primes. I don’t think they’re gonna be asking us for help…” 
 
    “Maybe we can sneak into the Junction when nobody is looking. Eh? Eh?” I nudged him with my elbow and finally got a smile out of him. 
 
    “The thought of fighting alongside Captain Valentine is pretty appealing… Let’s hope I didn’t put on this gear for nothing.” 
 
    He took a seat against the wall and stayed staring at the progress on the display. 
 
    I looked at Nina and she smiled back. 
 
    “Last night—” 
 
    “Save it.” She held up an index finger. “Not when we’re in gear. Not when there’s a chance we have to step up.” 
 
    I stayed staring at her. Her cheeks were so pale, it was easy to tell when she was blushing. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” She narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    “Nothing. Just noticed your freckles… again.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and laughed before leaning against the wall next to Quentin. 
 
    The numbers on the giant scoreboard continued to shift around but there was no indication we were needed. 
 
    “Standby it is…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Liam Aldridge 
 
    Level 29 Bronze 4-Star Cavalier 
 
    (1150 Red Mana until next level) 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 60 
 
      
 
    Strength 20 
 
    Speed 21 (+5 Nina Synergy Bonus) 
 
    Durability 15 
 
    Control 15 
 
      
 
    Silver Steel Saber 
 
    Damage Rating: D 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Paige): 10% Damage Increase 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Brooke): 10% Damage Increase 
 
      
 
    Standard Cavalier Armor Core 
 
    Defense Rating: D 
 
    Core: 5% Damage Resistance 
 
    Synergy Bonus (Quentin): 10% Damage Resistance 
 
      
 
    Available Abilities 
 
      
 
    Upper Thrust (Cavalier) 
 
    Level 3 
 
    800 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    Spiral Swing 
 
    Level 1 
 
    500 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    Mana Charge 
 
    Level 1 
 
    1000 Green Mana until next level 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Nina’s bonus is cumulative…” There was a noticeable difference in how light I was on my feet. I hopped in place to appreciate how much quicker I was while I listened to the conversation next to me. 
 
    “I love hot sauce. Frank’s. Tabasco. Sriracha. I put it on everything. You know what’s really good? Ice cream. Yeah, yeah. I know what you’re thinking. Hot sauce on ice cream? That’s crazy! But you get a nice bowl of plain vanilla ice cream, wait until it melts a little, then swirl in some hot sauce… I’m telling you, it’s good. You should try it sometime.” 
 
    Elliot widened his eyes, the grin on his lips slowly growing and revealing the gap in his front teeth. There was a certain kind of enthusiasm he had that nobody else could mimic. 
 
    And if anybody needed some enthusiasm at the moment, it was Brooke. The brunette stared blankly at him like she was wondering why she was listening to him. I was counting the seconds before she would reach her hand up and push him away. But all she did was sigh and slowly walk away. 
 
    Elliot looked at me and shrugged before turning around to join his squad. 
 
    I didn’t bother trying to hold back my laugh as Brooke walked up. 
 
    “Something funny?” she said. 
 
    “You gotta respect Elliot. He’s always willing to put himself out there without caring about what other people think.” 
 
    “I’ll give him that. This wave of recruits is an interesting bunch.” 
 
    “Interesting? Is that your way of softening the blow of having to be on standby with a bunch of Bronzes?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with being Bronze. This is the first time I’ve ever had to be on standby. I didn’t even know that was a thing. Didn’t realize having the Captains around was a luxury…” 
 
    We moved over to the side of the room by ourselves. Everybody else was focused on the screen where the numbers continued to shift. It had only been twenty minutes since the operation began but everybody was already getting bored. 
 
    “How’s your squad?” I asked. 
 
    “My squad is fine. The blond guy, Isaac, he’s the best Zealot I could ever ask for. Phillip’s a hell of a Gunrunner.” 
 
    “Cavalier, Gunrunner, Zealot. Sounds like a good comp.” 
 
    She looked over my shoulder at Nina and Quentin. 
 
    “Cavalier, Strider, Vanguard. Traditional. Can’t go wrong with that. It’s a shame we’re both Cavaliers.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “It means we won’t ever be in the same squad together. It might be nice to fight alongside you.” 
 
    “When you say that, do you actually mean fight alongside me or…” I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She giggled in response and shook her head. “Boys. Can’t keep their minds off of it for one second. I meant actually fighting.” 
 
    “You never know. I might change classes. Then again, I don’t know if you’d wanna be seen fighting next to a lowly Bronze.” 
 
    Brooke moved her fingers over the stars on my chestplate. “It looks like you won’t be Bronze for long. Catching up fast.” 
 
    “Working hard.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes back toward Nina and Quentin. A subtle smirk slowly formed on her lips. “You and your friend there. Did you…” She widened her eyes to say what she was trying to say without so many words. 
 
    “Gossip?” I said. “Are we back in high school now?” 
 
    “Gotta do something while we’re on standby. Answer the question.” 
 
    “And I suppose if I answer that, you’ll be willing to tell me about all of the… Junctions you’ve closed.” 
 
    “Come on now, Liam. Don’t act like you don’t want to kiss and tell.” 
 
    I burst into laughter. I laughed hard enough I had trouble breathing. Brooke didn’t seem to mind, smirking as she waited for an answer. 
 
    When I finally regained my composure, I shifted my eyes back to the giant screen. “We’ve got more important things to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    Junction 1 
 
    Herald 
 
    Current Boss HP: 82% 
 
    Active Omegas: 100% of battalion 
 
      
 
    Junction 2 
 
    Fire Golem 
 
    Current Boss HP: 66% 
 
    Active Omegas: 92% of battalion 
 
      
 
    “Omegas! Omegas! Your attention, please!” 
 
    Dr. Bonet suddenly rushed to the center of the room. 
 
    “Quickly! Gather around!” 
 
    Brooke and I looked at one another before joining everybody else. 
 
    “What’s going on, doc?” Elliot said. “You all right?” 
 
    Dr. Bonet looked more panicked than usual, his eyes wide as he looked over his tablet. 
 
    “We’ve detected a surge,” he said. “A Mana spike.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Brooke said. 
 
    “When there’s that much Mana, it means there are Shadows present.” 
 
    “All right!” Quentin pumped his fist. “Time for some action!” 
 
    “That is what you’re saying, right?” Nina said. 
 
    Dr. Bonet nodded. “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Who are we joining then? The Captains or Rhys?” 
 
    “Neither… Our energy readings are coming from right here in the facility.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Brooke took a step forward and put her hands up. “Are you telling us there are Shadows here? On campus?” 
 
    “That’s what our readings are indicating. You have to deal with them. If our tracking is correct, they should be located in the vicinity of the Central Square.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Quentin said. “We only fight Shadows in Junctions. Why can’t we go through a gate?” 
 
    “We can only use the Junctions to defeat Shadows before they arrive. Something changed… It must have something to do with the presence of the Heralds…” 
 
    “The last time Shadows were actually here on Earth was during the First Event. That was like, what, forty years ago or something. Are you telling me there are Shadows coming through here again?” 
 
    We all waited for Dr. Bonet’s response. And the longer he didn’t give it, the more we all realized what he was trying to say. 
 
    “There’s no time to recall any of the other Omegas,” he said. “It’s up to you to deal with it.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Paige spoke up, her voice still calm despite the tension among everybody. “What’s the threat level of the Shadows coming through?” 
 
    We all looked back at Dr. Bonet for the answer. 
 
    “It’s a heavy Mana signature,” he said. “I can’t give you any more details than that.” 
 
    “There are fifteen of us,” Quentin said. “Some Shadows are coming through. We shouldn’t have any trouble… right?” 
 
    We all looked at one another, waiting for the other to step up and say something. That’s when I realized I had to be that somebody. 
 
    “Shadows in the Central Square,” I said. “Let’s stop wasting time and get this done.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 42: An Affair in the Central Square 
 
    The path between the Nerve Center to the Central Square was two car-lanes wide but I never saw anything more than cadets walking across the pavement. Some trees around the Nerve Center and along the path made it feel like a stroll through the park. 
 
    Today was a little different though. We headed to the Central Square, our eyes focused on the clear sky in the distance. The short walk ended and we were suddenly standing in the most peaceful spot of the entire campus. 
 
    The robot run shops were completely empty. The tables were clear. The grassy park area was untouched. The only sound came from the water splashing in the fountain across from us and a soft wind howling. With the sun shining bright, it was hard to think something was coming. 
 
    But the look on Dr. Bonet’s face hadn’t changed. He stared at whatever data he was looking at on his tablet and shook his head. “The readings are only getting stronger. There’s a presence here. It has to be here.” 
 
    We all looked up at the sky. There wasn’t a single cloud to be found among the blue. 
 
    Quentin scratched his head and messed his hair up. “I don’t see anything. Any of you see anything?” 
 
    “Nothin’.” Elliot spun around his hand cannon before sticking it to his magnetic holster. 
 
    The rest of us remained with our weapons drawn, waiting for any sign of a threat. Dr. Bonet kept his head down, his eyes focused on his tablet. 
 
    “It’s getting stronger… The percentage is increasing… I’m getting a large wave of Mana. Something is here. It’s close.” 
 
    “Wait…” Nina held her hand up to get everybody’s attention. “Do you guys hear that?” 
 
    I listened closely at the wind howling softly. Everybody held their breath and waited for it. I closed my eyes and focused then barely made something out. Energy. Something in the air. It was faint but I could pick it out. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    A thunderous explosion made me jerk my eyes open. White and red lines of lightning cracked the blue sky above us when—BOOM—another flash of white light made all of us shut our eyes. 
 
    I looked away then quickly turned back. My hand blocking the light, I squinted to make out the figures slowly beginning to emerge from the light. 
 
    “Shadows…” 
 
    Wolves. Lions. Tigers. Bears. Crows. Every low-level wild beast in the bestiary decided to show up, appearing in the sky in an instance. The Shadows themselves weren’t a problem. The problem was how damn many of them there were. Dozens of them landed on the stone paths of the Central Square, shaking the ground so much you would’ve thought it was an earthquake. 
 
    “Okay, this is what I’m talking about.” Elliot unholstered his pistol and readied with the rest of us. 
 
    “Shadows,” Nina said. “Here. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Looks like someone broke a damn zoo open.” Quentin readied his shield. “What’s up now?” 
 
    Everybody looked at one another. My eyes met with Brooke’s. She gave me a wink before turning to her squad. 
 
    “Everybody squad up,” I said. “Just like I know you can.” 
 
    “On me!” Brooke shouted. 
 
    We separated into trios. Brooke led hers. Paige moved with her squad. Elliot joined his. The former Cavalier Brian was part of the last squad. 
 
    Every squad spread out near the pathway leading back to the Nerve Center as the beasts locked their eyes on us. 
 
    “I’m not getting any remarkable Mana signatures from any individual ones,” Dr. Bonet said. “It’s just the sheer volume of them.” 
 
    “All right.” I rested my saber on my shoulder. “How about a little friendly competition? Let’s see who can take out the most.” 
 
    “Big talk for a Bronze,” Brooke said. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Afraid a lower-rank might beat you?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    Brooke’s squad was the first to charge into the fray. 
 
    “Let’s kick some ass, Defenders!” I yelled. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Quentin rushed forward right next to me with Nina in tow. 
 
    The other squads moved as all of the beasts charged at us. 
 
    The serenity of the Central Square was gone. Lions and tigers tore through the grass. Brown Bears lumbered forward and cracked the stone pavement. 
 
    I kept my focus with my saber up as Quentin took the lead. The Vanguard shot forward, his body covered in an aura of Blue Mana. 
 
    “Hyper Charge, baby!” He barreled into a group of wolves with his shield and sent them scattering. 
 
    “Rose!” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    There was no need for me to tell Nina what to do. The redhead leaped into the air and sank her katanas into the first hapless wolf. A quick spin and she was stabbing another one as it struggled to get up. 
 
    I wasn’t as fast as her but I could hold my own. A quick slash at one of their necks stopped it from getting up. 
 
    “This is easy work.” Quentin raised his shield up and hammered the edge of it into a wolf’s skull. There was no refinement in his fighting style. No deft parries or skillful thrusts. It was only sheer, reckless abandon as he slammed his shield into anything that moved. 
 
    The pack of wolves was dispatched but another came charging right at us. 
 
    “I got this! Behind me!” Quentin yelled. 
 
    Nina moved next to me as Quentin stood in front of us. He raised his shield up and took the brunt of half-a-dozen wolves lunging at us. Their claws scratched against his steel shield. Their snarls were vicious. But Quentin stayed on his feet. He fought off the attack then dashed forward, sending them flying again. 
 
    Nina and I rushed up to take them out. Relentless viciousness wasn’t enough to deter either of us as their threats faded into orbs of Mana. 
 
    Mana continued to litter the grassy areas and stone paths of the Central Square as every squad fought back at the push of the ferocious beasts. There was no rhyme or reason. There was only the sole purpose of opposing forces trying to put an end to each other. But despite overwhelming odds, we continued to push every threat from Pandora back. 
 
    “This is what I’m talkin’ about!” Quentin shouted after charging through another pack of wolves and leaving them helpless for the others. “When are we gonna get a real challenge?” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the air so loud it made the hair on my neck stand up. Everybody looked toward the sky and watched the red and white lines of energy beginning to crackle like lightning. The wind swirled and whipped everybody’s hair. 
 
    “I’m getting a massive spike in Mana!” Dr. Bonet shouted from the other end of the Central Square. “Something is coming. Prepare yourselves!” 
 
    “I could’ve told you that,” Quentin muttered. 
 
    I was so distracted by the energy I just barely managed to parry a lion lunging at me. Nina sliced at its body, sinking her blades into its golden fur and turning it into Mana. 
 
    My hands stayed tight around my hilt. A swirl of white energy spun around like a cloud in the sky. I watched as a figure slowly began to emerge. It took the shape of a man. I only had to glance at his robes for a second to know who it was. 
 
    “Another Herald…” 
 
    The man descended from the sky and landed softly on the stone path of the Central Square right across from all of the squads. 
 
    His robes covered him completely. Even his face wasn’t visible from underneath the hood. But in the shadow where his face would be, two glowing red eyes stared at us. 
 
    He raised one of his hands up, his skin pale and veiny. His long, bony index finger extended with a sharpened nail at its point. 
 
    “I can feel it… There is Mana here… So much Mana… Mana you’ve taken from our dimension…” 
 
    His voice was ethereal. It was like he was speaking from another world even though he was right in front of us. 
 
    “You’ve stolen the Mana from us…” 
 
    “We’re only using it to defend ourselves,” Nina said. “You’re the ones who came to our world first.” 
 
    “This dimension must be destroyed like all the others.” 
 
    “We won’t let you take it like that,” Quentin said. “Not if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “You cannot avoid your destruction. Strengthening yourselves with the Mana from our world only delays the inevitable.” 
 
    “The only thing that’s inevitable is you getting this beatdown.” I took a step forward and pointed my saber at him. “If you don’t go back to where you came from, you’re gonna be in a world of hurt, buddy.” 
 
    The guy looked like the grim reaper himself but I wasn’t about to back down. None of us were. We all stood there, waiting for the black-hooded figure to make a move. But he stayed in his position with his index finger raised. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Elliot stepped up again and twirled his gun. “Why are we even giving this asshole a chance? I’ll take care of this guy by myself.” 
 
    Elliot squeezed the trigger and fired off three shots. The blasts of bright white energy headed right for the Herald. The man in robes raised the rest of his fingers up just before the shots were about to land. A white barrier formed around him, absorbing all of Elliot’s shots. 
 
    “No way…” Elliot said. 
 
    “You don’t know the power you wield,” the Herald responded. “You will learn the meaning of destruction and join those who have opposed us.” 
 
    The white and red lines in the sky began to crackle even louder. The wind picked up, blowing in my face and swishing my hair in every direction. 
 
    “I’m sensing a massive wave of energy!” Dr. Bonet shouted. “There’s something coming!” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding!” Quentin yelled. 
 
    We all stood and watched as another figure emerged from the sky. I narrowed my eyes, trying to make out what it was exactly. First I saw the claws. Then there were the wings. I didn’t have to see the rest of its body to know what it was, even though I’d never seen anything like it before. 
 
    “Is that…” Nina’s mouth hung half-open. She wasn’t able to finish her thought so I finished it for her. 
 
    “…a dragon.” 
 
    The beast flapped its wings and landed on the pavement with a thud strong enough to nearly knock all of us over. 
 
    The thing was bigger than any building in the Central Square. Its body was covered in black scales that shimmered underneath the sunlight like onyx. It opened its mouth and revealed black fangs as sharp as any beasts and long enough to impale anybody who got too close. The only part of it that wasn’t black were its eyes, empty white pupils focused right on us. 
 
    The beast took a step forward, digging its claws into the stone path and uprooting the pavement. 
 
    “I feel sorry for the guy that has to repair all of this,” Quentin said. “You think insurance covers giant dragon attacks?” 
 
    “Your kind has meddled in our world for too long,” the Herald said. “Now we will finish what we started all those years ago. Your destruction has arrived.” 
 
    The dragon bellowed into the air, screeching loud enough to hear all the way on the other side of the campus. It flapped its wings and a giant gust of wind nearly knocked all of us over. 
 
    “No big deal, no big deal,” I said. “It’s just another World Boss. Just another raid.” 
 
    “We’ve never finished a raid with only five squads,” Brooke said. 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll be the first. A bunch of Bronzes and a Silver squad. What do you think?” 
 
    Brooke looked up at the dragon and tightened her grip around her saber. “No time for thinking. Just time to do it.” 
 
    Brooke charged forward with her squad right behind her. 
 
    Quentin dashed to join her and the other squads quickly followed. The dragon lowered its head and opened its mouth. I watched the flames swirl around and ignite in its throat. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Quentin raised his shield up and activated his barrier just in time to block the attack. He grunted through gritted teeth as the massive flames threatened him. Bright red and orange fire bounced off his blue aura like fireworks. His shield was large enough to parry the flamethrower. Even though it was being blocked, the flames were hot enough to make me sweat like standing next to a furnace. 
 
    “Rose! You got an opening!” 
 
    Nina quickly leaped into the air and pounced on the dragon’s neck. She yelled as she thrust her katanas down and pierced its thick black scales. Even though it was so massive, the beast still squealed in pain. It shrieked and shook to try and get her off. It moved violently enough to send Nina flying. She tumbled through the air and landed on her back with a thud. 
 
    Before it could follow up, the other squads descended upon it to fight back. 
 
    I rushed up to Nina and knelt down next to her. “You still with me?” 
 
    She blinked like she was still in a daze then slowly got up to her feet, her attention quickly back on the dragon. 
 
    The Zealots were swinging their mauls. The Cavaliers and Striders stabbed with their blades. Gunrunners and Harbingers attacked from a distance, sending Mana and energy blasts all the same. Quentin and the other Vanguards stayed ready to block any potential attacks. 
 
    They managed to keep the dragon in check but all it took was a flap of its wings to knock them back. Another blast of fire from its mouth was enough to force them to scatter away from the middle park area of the Central Square. 
 
    “I don’t think we have enough people,” Nina said. “We have to wait for the operation to finish. We need back up against that thing.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    I looked past the dragon and saw the Herald still standing there. He was motionless like a statue but his eyes were still glowing red underneath his hood. 
 
    “…Maybe we can do this now,” I said. “Him. We go for the Herald. We beat him, we’ll take down the dragon.” 
 
    “How do you know it works that way?” 
 
    “Isn’t that how it works in the Junction? We beat the guardian of the Obelisk and all of the other Shadows fade.” 
 
    “We’re not in a Junction. There’s no Obelisk. There’s no guarantee it’ll work.” 
 
    “We’ve gotta do something. We won’t be able to hold off that dragon long enough for the raids to finish. The raids don’t finish, that thing will tear down the entire Nerve Center. Everybody will be stuck inside of their Junctions.” 
 
    We were running out of time. The seconds were slipping away as I tried to convince Nina. I looked into her eyes and could see the doubt. But something strange happened. The more doubt I saw, the more determined I got. 
 
    “C’mon, Rose. We got this.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
     I held my hand out to her. “The Great Defenders.” 
 
    She stared back at me, her eyes wide in surprise. But a smile slowly curled onto her lips as she placed her hand on top of mine. 
 
    “The Great Defenders,” she said confidently. 
 
    “Q!” 
 
    Quentin finished blocking another blast of fire and came rushing up next to me. “That shit is hot! I can feel it through my damn armor!” He looked at Nina and me then immediately placed his hand on top of ours. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We can’t fight that thing. Not with our numbers. We gotta go for the big guy.” 
 
    Quentin stared at the Herald on the other side of the Central Square. He slammed his fist against his shield and nodded. “I got your back.” 
 
    “Follow my lead and let’s kick some ass.” 
 
    “We really do need a new catchphrase.” 
 
    Quentin and I ran past all of the nearby shops and made a beeline straight toward the Herald. For a second, I thought he didn’t notice us. But just when we were a few meters away, he raised his hand up and sent a blinding blast of white energy at us. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Quentin moved in front of me and raised his shield up. Even though he blocked the blast, the strength of it was still enough to move him. His feet dug into the pavement, crumbling it as the energy moved him back. But Quentin stood his ground and didn’t fall. 
 
    “Rose!” 
 
    Nina came flying through the sky with both of her katanas raised. Her blades ignited with flames, she twisted around like a top. She managed to clip the Herald in his arm before he hit her with a blast that sent her tumbling back. 
 
    I followed up, rushing forward and thrusting with my saber. I hit nothing but air as the Herald dodged to the side in the blink of an eye. Another slash was avoided. Then the next. Then the next. I ignored my frustration and kept slashing until the Herald raised his hand up to fire another blast. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    My saber raised up instinctively, turning sideways to parry it. To my surprise, I managed to avoid the full brunt of the blast even though it made me stumble back and scorch my armor. 
 
    “I got you, Soul!” 
 
    Quentin came rumbling forward with his shield lowered. An aura of Blue Mana covered him as he darted like a blur, moving fast enough to slam into the Herald and send him tumbling across the pavement. 
 
    “Go! Now!” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Nina slowly stirring. I didn’t wait for her, running toward the vulnerable man in robes and thrusting my saber into his gut as he got up to his feet. I pierced his body completely. The end of my blade poked through his back. 
 
    “Gotcha.” I looked into his glowing red eyes as I twisted my saber inside of him. 
 
    But he didn’t budge. He didn’t grunt or scream or beg for mercy. His red eyes just stared blankly at me. 
 
    Nina yelled as she came from behind. Two flaming katanas sank into his neck, igniting his robes. As the fabric began to burn, I slowly saw the rest of his face. Pale blue skin. A smooth, bald head. Blue lines running along his cheeks. He didn’t look much different from the last Herald we beat. But his eyes… Glowing red, staring back at me. 
 
    His black lips twisted into a half-smirk as he stared back at me. “You have no idea the power you’re dealing with.” 
 
    He raised his hands up and a white flash sent Nina and I both flying back. I fell so hard on the stone path it knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    I raised my head up just in time to see Quentin dashing forward again but he got sent flying back, his armor uprooting the stone path as he rolled through it. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 40 
 
    Endurance 20 
 
      
 
    I was on the verge of unconsciousness. And frankly, it felt like it. I barely had the strength to crawl over to Nina. We helped each other to our knees while the Herald continued to stare at us. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she said. 
 
    The other squads had faded, half of them recalled to the Med Bay. The dragon was dripping with black blood all over its body but showed no signs of slowing down. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll finish in time,” Nina said. “We don’t have to beat them. We just have to hold them off until everybody else gets here.” 
 
    The dragon opened its mouth and spewed flames. It missed the Omegas it was aiming for but managed to burn down one of the shops next to it. 
 
    “Wait a second… That’s it.” 
 
    “What’s it?” Nina said. 
 
    “The dragon…” 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll have any better luck with that thing.” 
 
    “Q! You still with me?” 
 
    He slowly walked over to us, hobbling in pain. “I think my leg might be broken…” 
 
    “You don’t need your leg for this. All you need to do is stand in place.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can stand either.” 
 
    “Just for a few seconds. Not for long. C’mon, Q.” 
 
    Quentin took a deep breath. His face was covered in sweat and soot. There were bleeding cuts on his puffy cheeks, which were swollen and bruised. His hair was scattered in every direction. With how much he was slouching, the guy looked like he’d be better off laid up in a hospital bed. 
 
    “I got you,” he said. 
 
    Nina looked just as exhausted. But all I cared about was the determination I saw in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re planning,” she said. “But I’m ready.” 
 
    “Just wait for your opening. You’ll know it when Q gives it to you.” 
 
    I looked toward the dragon and slowly started walking toward it. The beast flailed in every direction, spewing flames and forcing everybody to duck behind cover. 
 
    “Hey! Over here!” 
 
    The dragon spun around and turned its attention toward me. 
 
    “That’s it… I’m right here…” 
 
    I stood my ground. Both hands around my hilt, I stared up at the black dragon as it towered over me. It stomped forward, so close just the warmth of its breath threatened to melt my armor. 
 
    “Liam!” I heard Brooke yell behind me. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Her shouts went ignored as I kept my attention on the dragon. The massive beast kept moving closer and closer until it reared its head back. It opened its mouth and the flames began to swirl in its throat. 
 
    “C’mon… Do it…” 
 
    I stared into the growing inferno and waited until the last moment. The dragon lowered down and spit a blast of flames. I ran then rolled forward, ducking beneath the fire. As I moved underneath its neck, I did an Upper Thrust and caught it right in the throat. With all of my strength, I shoved the edge of my blade into its thick black scales. I felt it started to give. 
 
    “C’mon!” 
 
    I focused and activated my Energy Charge. A swirling green aura surrounded my blade like smoke. The blue energy from my Core swirled around my saber, too. Slowly, the resistance above me began to give. The dragon screeched loud enough to shake the ground as the rest of my blade shoved up into its flesh. I went flying up, taking the rest of the dragon’s head with me. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    The dragon continued to spit fire into the air as I kept its head impaled. I landed back on the ground. My saber controlling it, I used all my strength and turned it toward the Herald. Before he could react, the pale figure took a full blast of flames. He flailed helplessly, his body completely engulfed. 
 
    The fiery burst ended. The Herald moved around, struggling to put out the flames. 
 
    “Q! Shield up! Go!” 
 
    Quentin fell to a knee and raised his shield up. Broken limbs and exhaustion weren’t enough to stop him from doing what he needed to do. 
 
    And Nina knew exactly what was next. She raced toward the Vanguard and vaulted off his shield. She tumbled high into the air, a twisting blur of unstoppable fierceness. Frost formed around her katanas before she fell down onto the vulnerable Herald. Both blades sank into its chest. Even from a distance, the determination in her eyes was clear. She screamed as she focused her energy and amplified her ability. The chill from her blades began to spread until the Herald’s entire head itself began to freeze solid. 
 
    “Do it!” I shouted. 
 
    Nina pulled her blades out then with a hard slice, separated the Herald’s head from its body, making it explode into every color of Mana. 
 
    I didn’t have much time for celebration as the dragon quickly broke free from my blade. It scratched me on the face then wrapped its claws around me, crunching my armor and bones all the same without much effort. Long claws dug into the plates of metal and pierced my skin. I’d never been stabbed before. The beast was showing me just how painful it was. 
 
    “Shit…” I grunted in pain as the blood dripped out of my new wounds. I didn’t have to look at my communicator to know my HP was trickling away. 
 
    The dragon raised me up into the sky, holding me in its grip and looking me right in the eye. I tried to raise my saber up but my hit points were fading and my endurance was gone. 
 
    “So much for them being connected…” My last words managed to make me smile before the inevitable. 
 
    The warmth from the dragon’s breath warmed my entire body through my armor. A growing inferno swirled in its throat. All I could do was brace myself, waiting for the dragon to finish me. 
 
    I wasn’t as upset as I thought I would be. The Great Defenders beat another Herald. I would wake up in the Med Bay with some Mana to level up with. That was my hope anyway. 
 
    The dragon stared at me, its mouth wide open. A great bellow was building along with flames ready to engulf me. 
 
    SCREE! 
 
    A deafening screech from the beast rang in my ears and made me shut my eyes. The flames were coming next. The heat was growing. But its grip suddenly loosened around me. Its claws fell out of my skin. I crashed to the ground, too numb to feel it. In a daze, I blinked and watched as the dragon squealed and flailed. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    A sudden blast of energy ripped a hole through its neck and sent black blood spraying in every direction. Another blast of energy against its body made it stumble back. 
 
    I straightened up and watched as Captain Valentine and Captain Magnus came running forward. The Strider and Zealot raised their weapons up as they leaped in unison. They both came crashing down on the dragon. A massive swing of Magnus’s maul rotated its head while Valentine’s blades severed its neck. 
 
    The Harbinger Captain Pearson sent another green blast of Mana at it while Captain Lawler fired two guns to ice it. Captain Hamilton and Captain Bell appeared but the dragon was already gone. Mana rained down like fireworks, spreading out and covering the entire Central Square. 
 
    The dragon defeated, I fell back on the pavement and looked up at the blue sky and the sun shining bright. The scent of singed scenery filled my nostrils. The bitter taste of copper was on my tongue. I felt like shit but still managed to sigh in relief. 
 
    Quentin somehow managed to hobble over and fall down next to me. “Damn, Soul… You did it.” His crooked smile made me laugh even though it was painful to do it. 
 
    “We did it,” I replied as the blood rose in my throat. 
 
    Nina walked over and fell down to a knee in exhaustion. Through all of the soot and sweat on her face, her eyes were as striking as they always her and her smile managed to stay a gleaming white. She didn’t say anything except let out a sigh. Her satisfaction of what we just accomplished was obvious. 
 
    I listened to more footsteps approaching then saw Adviser Campbell standing above me in his Cavalier gear. 
 
    “Sorry, we’re late,” he said. 
 
    “Late? You’re right on time.” 
 
    “I knew you could do it.” He knelt down and patted me on the chest. “Get some rest, Omega.” 
 
    I wasn’t exactly in the position to argue with him. Before my hit points drained completely and my consciousness with it, I used my last bit of strength to smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 43: The Reset Button 
 
    I didn’t remember anything that happened after my Recall Box activated. I imagined having to be genetically reconstructed would be pretty painful but there was no feeling at all. One moment I was dying and the next, I was in the Med Bay. Just like that. 
 
    But the memory of what the dragon did was still in my memories. The claws ripping through my armor, digging into my body, and piercing my organs. The warmth of the flames against my skin. The sinister look in its eyes as it prepared to devour me. Or maybe it planned on doing something worse. It was enough of a reminder not to go looking to get myself killed again. 
 
    A brief stay in the Med Bay had me back to full health without any issues. The holes the dragon poked into me were gone. There was no taste of blood on my tongue. The only problem was my exhaustion. It seemed the doctors hadn’t yet created a replacement for sleep. 
 
    Not that I needed to move much at the moment. 
 
    Adviser Campbell didn’t care that I slumped in my seat. He sat on the other side of his desk, staring at his computer monitor. He’d called me into his office after Chancellor Layton just finished giving a speech to the entire District. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    “…Tired.” 
 
    “You should be. It’s not every day you take on a World Boss with as small and low-level a squadron as you did. It was foolish of you to even try, you know that?” 
 
    “I guess when there isn’t much time to think, we all do stupid things. Dr. Bonet didn’t exactly give us a chance to consider the possibilities. But I figured all I had to do was fight it off until the raids were finished. Otherwise, that thing would’ve torn down the entire Nerve Center.” 
 
    Campbell still wasn’t looking at me, his eyes focused on the computer monitor. 
 
    “I’m going over the damage results. You would’ve had to poke that dragon a thousand times to beat it. It was smart of you to use it against the Herald.” 
 
    “It was burning everything. Might as well let it take the Herald down, too.” 
 
    Campbell got up from his seat. He slowly walked around his desk and moved toward the picture hanging on the wall. He stared at the old image of himself back when he was a younger Cavalier, his eyes lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “I remember what it was like when the LOD was first founded. Every capable man and woman signed-up because it was the right thing to do. The devastation of the First Event… Nobody ever wanted to see anything like that happen again. 
 
    “These days are a lot different. We get a bunch of young people. A youthful, excited generation. But they’re not here to do what’s right. They just want to get their hands on a weapon and level up. They see how much Red Mana can strengthen them and it becomes their new obsession.” 
 
    He paused though his unblinking stare remained on the photo. 
 
    “We give you free rein over your time in the District,” he continued. “We teach you the basics but it’s up to you to figure out how to use those basics when you’re out there. Do you know why we do that?” 
 
    I shook my head, especially curious to what he would say. 
 
    “Because you can’t learn what it’s like without doing it yourself. For you, it’s a test of your leadership capabilities. Knowing how to think on your feet. Knowing how to fight your way out of an impossible situation. Knowing where to find the light when you’re surrounded in nothing but darkness. 
 
    “It’s no surprise you’re able to improvise so well. Your compatibility results were indication enough of that. You’re an Adept. You have great potential to not only be a fighter but a leader, too. What you did in the Central Square proved that more than anything.” 
 
    He sighed another deep breath. His eyes were still so focused like something heavy was on his mind, so I bit my tongue. 
 
    “Today… Today changes everything. The Heralds know we’re aware of their presence. Every LOD District is on alert. Strikes inside of Pandora have to be more measured because retaliation like today is more likely. We have to change the way we do things. 
 
    “Seeing that Herald on our campus today… I hope you realize how important this is now. I hope you understand what’s at stake.” 
 
    He still wasn’t looking at me. But he didn’t have to. All I had to do was think about what happened to know what he was trying to get at. 
 
    “I’m old,” he said. “A beat-up, rundown Cavalier whose best days are behind him. When I got word of a dragon in the Central Square, I knew I wouldn’t be able to provide much more than another body for it to feed on. In case you were wondering why I showed up so late.” 
 
    “We took the oath. We’re Omegas. We can’t rely on you all the time.” 
 
    “And what now, cadet? You’ve seen the devastation the Shadows are capable of in our world. Now you know what’s truly expected of you. The burden ahead of you will be greater. Are you still willing to fight on?” 
 
    The incident in the Central Square was still fresh in my mind. Seeing all of my fellow cadets getting consumed alive by flames was enough to make someone’s stomach turn. At least, it should have been. But all I could think about was what I’d done and how much I still had left to accomplish. 
 
    “I joined the LOD to find myself,” I said. “I… I was just an ordinary guy who wasn’t sure about his future. I still don’t know what my future holds for me. But I can tell you this much. When I was out there, holding my saber and facing down that dragon… It just felt right. Like… I was meant to be there… Like I’m meant to be here.” 
 
    He slowly turned toward me. He smiled only slightly before his lips turned back into a frown. 
 
    “Unfortunately, you can’t stay here,” he said. “The attack left the entire Central Square devastated. All Cadets will be on break during reconstruction. In the meantime, our scientists and engineers will work together to formulate a new plan of attack. It won’t be a simple matter of heading into the nearest Junction and defeating the World Boss like always. We know who’s gunning for us. And they have a target on us just the same.” 
 
    “However long that takes, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “You’re still an Omega. Your weekly stipend will be deposited into an account. In addition, I made sure to add a little bonus for your most recent performance. I suggest you take this time away from the District to refocus and reenergize. You’ve earned your respite.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “What did I tell you about calling me ‘sir’?” 
 
    I got up from my seat and nodded. “Adviser Campbell.” 
 
    I walked to the exit then he called out to me. “One more thing, cadet. The Legion Omega Defense Council has allocated all of the necessary funds to rebuild what we’ve lost. In addition, they’re providing us with enough resources to expand the District. More recreation spots besides simple eateries were recommended. I figure you should have some say, since you’re a cadet using these facilities. Any suggestions?” 
 
    A suggestion box. I held back a laugh and smiled. “It’d be nice to have a pool around here.” 
 
    “A pool?” 
 
    “It’s good exercise. And… I guess it would be fun for a… respite.” 
 
    The way he smiled made the wrinkles on his tan, leathery face more apparent. The older man’s rough exterior was the same as always. But as intimidating as he could have been, he wasn’t the man I thought he was when I first met him. 
 
    “A pool… I’ll see what I can do, Omega.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Every breath filled my head with the smell of char. It wasn’t hard to tell where it was coming from. The grass and trees in the park at the center of the Central Square had turned into blackened ash. The stone pavement had been ripped up in spots where weapons, claws, blood, and bodies landed. The buildings were just black, the steel melting into a shape that was surprisingly still standing. As strange as it was, the sun shining bright above us made the scene less depressing than it could have been. 
 
    Quentin was the least worried about everything, stuffing a slice of pizza into his mouth and making his cheeks bulge like always. I’d lost count of how many times I’d seen him eat but it never failed to make me laugh. 
 
    “I can’t believe you can eat so nonchalantly,” Nina said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he said with a mouthful. “We just fought a Herald and his pet black dragon. If that doesn’t work up your appetite, I don’t know what will.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a little strange to be eating in a place that was nearly burned down entirely? I mean, your chair looks like it’s about to snap.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Quentin wobbled on the uneven steel chair that had been melted down to a metal stub by the dragon fire. 
 
    “I’m surprised the pizza shop is still standing,” I said. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of a place run by robots. They’re a lot sturdier than some punk making minimum wage. I say we take advantage of it.” 
 
    He motioned for us to take a slice for ourselves. I looked at Nina and we both laughed at each other before finally giving in. 
 
    Other cadets were scattered at the tables around us. The conversation was so casual, I wouldn’t have known a dragon almost burned down the entire campus. 
 
    Nina swallowed her bite and looked at me. “What did Campbell say?” 
 
    I gave her a shrug. “Just wanted to make sure I was doing all right. Said we would have never been able to defeat the dragon with just us no matter how much we poked at it.” 
 
    “We were only trying to hold it off anyway,” Quentin said. “We did our job. Say… you think Captain Valentine noticed me? I’d say she’s pretty impressed with how I handled my shield.” 
 
    “I think Valentine was more focused on trying to kill the giant dragon threatening to burn everything down.” 
 
    “Eh. Maybe. All I know is I’m gonna spend all of this time off thinking about her.” 
 
    Hearing Quentin say it reminded me. This was probably the last meal we were gonna have together until it was time to come back. I looked at Nina and Quentin. Hell, it wasn’t just them. Paige, Brooke, even Elliot… I didn’t wanna admit I’d miss seeing them around. 
 
    “You got any plans?” Quentin asked. 
 
    “No plans,” I said with a shrug. “I mean, I live in Cutler Valley. It’s not too far from here. I figure I’ll hang around and wait until we get recalled.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. I’m hanging around Henderson, so I’m a little farther. We should hang out. How about you, Nina?” 
 
    We both turned toward her. She looked like she was surprised by the question, putting her slice down and wiping her mouth before saying anything. 
 
    “Well… I live in Los Angeles.” 
 
    “Hollywood, heh,” Quentin said. “Why’s that not surprising? Gonna go do a few shoots and enjoy your free time, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “It might be nice to take a break from all this action. But we should all hang out. Especially since Liam lives in the area.” 
 
    She looked at me, smiling softly. It wasn’t hard to tell she was sincere about it. 
 
    “Hey, I got an idea.” Quentin’s eyes widened as he talked with his mouth full. “We’re all still getting our stipend. It’s not much but maybe we can chip in together. Think about it. We could get a nice place just for the Defenders. We teamed up in Pandora. We can team up outside out of it. Maybe you can invite some of your model friends over, Nina… What do you say?” 
 
    Quentin stared at us, his mouth open with a big grin. He was frozen in place, waiting for our responses. His babyface always made him look like he was up to something. 
 
    I searched for something to say. “Uh…” I looked at Nina and saw her eyebrows wrinkle. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and stuck her nose in the air. “If you think I’m gonna live you two, you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Quentin sighed. “Princess Higashi needs to live in her palace and can’t slum with her squad. So much for camaraderie.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with slumming. I know how messy boys are. Two of you? You can forget about it.” 
 
    I burst into laughter at Quentin’s disappointment. He sighed and stuffed the rest of his slice into his mouth. 
 
    “The pizza,” he said. “The burgers and fries. The milkshakes. That’s what I’m really gonna miss.” 
 
    Nina looked at me and smirked. “I’ll miss the food,” she said. “I’ll miss everything.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. “Yeah… Me, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 44: Heart & Soul 
 
    Two weeks later… 
 
    I would’ve complained about it being the middle of the summer in Cutler Valley if I wasn’t so used to how miserable the weather always was. In nothing but a tank-top and a pair of shorts, I enjoyed the modern comforts of air-conditioning and tinted windows. It was a lot easier to enjoy the view outside with the smell of my food filling my nostrils. 
 
    “Ah… Big Mac…” 
 
    I raised my burger up and took a bite just as footsteps approached. 
 
    “All that time away and things still haven’t changed.” My brother took a seat in the booth across from me. The trimmed blond hair. The perfectly straightened collar on his white polo shirt. His confident smirk. Adam was still as well put-together as he always was. “I thought you’d be in uniform eating a salad. But here you are in some shorts, chowing down at McDonald’s.” 
 
    “They didn’t have Big Macs on campus,” I said. “The burgers were good but they just didn’t have that special sauce.” 
 
    “They must’ve had some kinda sauce though.” He reached out and poked a finger into my bicep. “What the hell happened to you? You been working out?” 
 
    I didn’t notice the changes very much when I was on campus. My muscles swelled and firmed slightly. I guess being away for even a short time was enough for Adam to notice the difference. Explaining to him the concept of Red Mana wasn’t something I wanted to try and figure out though. 
 
    “I went through some training,” I said. “You can’t expect to fight if you’re not in decent shape.” 
 
    “I can see that… You were only gone for a few weeks. I thought enlisting with the LOD lasted a little longer than that.” 
 
    “I thought so, too. Something happened.” I took another bite of my burger then chomped on a couple of fries. 
 
    Adam leaned forward in his seat, his eyes wide and his hands out. “And?” 
 
    “And we every cadet was given temporary leave while things get sorted out. Don’t worry, bro. Everything’s all right.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that,” he said with a laugh. “When I heard you were moving out from mom and dad’s place, I thought they were talking about you moving in with the LOD for good. Didn’t think you’d find a place of your own.” 
 
    “A place of my own… In more ways than one. I think it’s about time. It’s only temporary, anyway. Everybody was told to get ready to be recalled.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re doing all right then.” 
 
    I sighed a deep breath. Thinking about everything I’d been through, it was hard to imagine how far I’d come even though I was back home for the time being. 
 
    “Do you remember what we talked about the last time we were here in this McDonald’s?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “How could I forget? You fell for the LOD brochure like everybody else does.” 
 
    “Going to college… Getting a regular job… I knew how grateful I should’ve been to have that chance. And I was. But there was something missing. Something… unfulfilled.” 
 
    “And you found it. Wielding weapons and slaying monsters. A real military man.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. There’s something you don’t really get when you read the brochure. What it really means to be on the frontlines and face something that threatens all of us. You remember what’s important… who’s important.” 
 
    Adam nodded slowly, his grin growing even wider. “My brother. Doing his part to save humanity. What did mom and dad say?” 
 
    I gave him a shrug. “You know them. Even saving the world wouldn’t be enough for them to be proud.” 
 
    “They’d care if you told ‘em.” 
 
    “Try explaining to them what it’s like to wield a meter-long saber while facing a fire-breathing black dragon and see if they keep a straight face. Not that it matters. I’m not doing this for them.” 
 
    “Hmm… I guess you have a point. Well, you know I’m proud of you, bro. This sounds like you found what you were looking for. I’m happy for you.” 
 
    He picked at one my fries and leaned back in his seat. I took another bite of my burger and the table fell silent. Adam’s nonchalant attitude about everything meant there was never any awkward silence between us. I could’ve enjoyed this moment for what it was but he leaned forward in his seat again. 
 
    “Say, Liam… Lemme ask you something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “So, you joined the Legion. I’m sure they gave you a weapon and proper training. You’ve faced down those things from the First Event we’ve only seen on YouTube.” 
 
    “I did that, yeah.” 
 
    “It’s real then? There really is another dimension threatening the entire planet.” 
 
    “Not just our planet. Every dimension. I tell you, Adam. I’ve seen some wild stuff. Stuff you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    “Like what?” He widened his eyes at me. Adam was never the type to lie to me, so I knew he wasn’t kidding. But the curiosity he had only made me laugh. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to get over it. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “This. All of this. You’re the model. You’re the one traveling around the world, walking on runways, doing fancy photoshoots with hot girls, rubbing shoulders with the rich and famous. You’re the one always telling the story when we hang out. Now you’re asking me.” 
 
    “I guess that is pretty funny. Sounds like there’s a story in there somewhere.” 
 
    “I’ve fought plenty of monsters. Leveled up. Got some new weapons. Made some friends.” 
 
    “Friends, huh? Anybody cute?” He leaned forward like an obnoxious schoolgirl. Even the way he licked his lips looked like he was literally hungry for gossip. 
 
    I laughed and took another bite of my burger. “Everybody’s around my age,” I said. “Use your imagination.” 
 
    “How about I don’t and you just tell me?” 
 
    “You never told me about the girls you messed around with.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m trying to spare you the lascivious details, bro!” 
 
    “And I’ll try to do the same for you. All you need to know is that everything’s cool. I’m in a good place, Adam. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    He exhaled a deep breath through his nose and nodded. “My brother… You head back there, you keep going. Push yourself as hard as you can. Don’t stop until it’s over.” 
 
    “I won’t… But right now, all I wanna do is enjoy this burger.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 45: A Job Well Done 
 
    One week later… 
 
    Even with the AC on, the Nevada sun managed to warm my room enough to force me into my boxers and an undershirt. I stared up at the ceiling while I laid in bed as lazy as I’d ever been. My eyelids flickered as the fatigue slowly took over. Sleep always came easy when there were no responsibilities to keep you up. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    A sudden thumping against the front door made my eyes jerk open. 
 
    “Quentin…” I sighed as I slowly climbed out of bed. The journey from my bedroom through the living room wasn’t much of a walk but it felt like a marathon. 
 
    KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK 
 
    “Hold on!” I swung the door open. “You forget your keys again—” 
 
    I cut myself off when I saw Nina standing there. Seeing her out of her uniform and armor was strange. A black leather jacket along with a matching skirt was an outfit that worked perfectly against her pale complexion. A plain white tee and long black stockings leading down to a pair of flats completed the ensemble. But with her red hair straight and down instead of up like she usually had it, I was only focused on her face. 
 
    “You never gave me any keys,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    The surprise of seeing her again so suddenly had me speechless for a moment. “Nina… You didn’t call or text…” 
 
    “I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
 
    “Right…” I stood there with my mouth half-open, watching her grin grown even wider. 
 
    “You gonna invite me in?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    I turned around and looked at the living room. Paper bags filled with fast-food wrappers. Empty pizza boxes. Cords running from all of the consoles Quentin had hooked up. It’s funny how I never noticed until Nina showed up at my front door. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “You moved in with Quentin. I know exactly what to expect.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a laugh. “Come in.” 
 
    She stepped into the apartment and immediately began examining it. She arched an eyebrow at me but didn’t seem too turned off by everything. 
 
    “As expected,” she said. 
 
    “You want something to eat or drink? It’s kinda hot in Cutler Valley.” 
 
    “Southern California isn’t that much better this time of year. I’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    She smirked then leaned forward for a tight hug. She didn’t seem to mind that I was still in my underwear, which only made me laugh again. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Liam… What do you think I’m doing here? Can’t an old squadmate pay a visit?” 
 
    “Old squadmate? You say that like we’re not on the same squad anymore.” 
 
    “It’s been nearly a month since we’ve fought together. That’s a long time.” 
 
    “I guess it is…” 
 
    She took a seat on the couch and crossed her legs. I noticed the small folder she had underneath her arm when I sat down next to her. 
 
    “You got something there?” I said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What are those? Reports on the latest Pandora findings? Scouting the Shadows we’re going up against? Or maybe it’s the latest ability list so we can decide on what to choose before we get back?” 
 
    “Aren’t you excited about going back?” 
 
    “I’m excited. But I’m enjoying my time away, too.” 
 
    “Right…” She gave me a subtle smile. Just a second of silence was enough to make it awkward between us. “How have you been, Liam?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Can’t complain. The bonus we got for that last fight is taking care of the necessities. Still getting a weekly stipend into my bank account. It goes a long way.” 
 
    “And Quentin?” 
 
    “Quentin’s cool. I mean, I couldn’t have asked for a better roommate. Except for you, maybe. There’s still room, you know.” 
 
    “Ha!” She leaned back and laughed so hard her body shook. “You really expect me to move in with you two? With all of this?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Not that it matters anyway. I hear reconstruction of the Vegas District is ahead of schedule.” 
 
    “Glad to hear. Can’t wait to hang out on the Central Square again.” 
 
    “I heard they not only rebuilt it but expanded it, too. Something about more recreation areas for the cadets to unwind.” 
 
    “They sure know how to reel the young people in.” 
 
    Another awkward silence came between us. I looked away and chuckled, waiting for her to say something. There was a reason she came all this way but I wasn’t about to force it out of her. 
 
    “So…” she tapped her hand with her folder, which made me curious as to what was inside. “You wanna show me around your place?” 
 
    “Show you around?” I scrunched my face in confusion. “It’s a small place. Living room’s here. Kitchen’s over there. Not much else except our rooms…” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. An eyebrow raised at me, the corner of her lips twisted into the tiniest, subtle smirk. 
 
    I swallowed without realizing it then nodded. “Right… Follow me.” 
 
    I got up from my seat with Nina following just behind me. I headed back into my bedroom. Thankfully, I didn’t own much, so it wasn’t as messy as it could’ve been. Outside of a pile of laundry off to the side, my room wasn’t very hard to navigate. 
 
    “This is it,” I said. 
 
    She shifted her eyes around and nodded. “A real bachelor pad.” 
 
    “It’s about the size of my dorm room. It means I won’t have much trouble adjusting.” 
 
    “Nice. Maybe you should invite Brooke over.” 
 
    “Brooke?” 
 
    “C’mon, Liam. I’ve seen how you two are. You’ve got her stink all over you.” She kept her eyes narrowed on me. Her thin pink lips sealed tight with her jaw clenched. 
 
    There was nothing quite like a woman giving you an eyeful. But I was comfortable around Nina I could laugh about it. 
 
    “What does it matter?” I said with a chuckle. “Jealous?” 
 
    “Not jealous. But I figure, since we’re squadmates, after all. We should look out for each other’s well-being.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about Brooke. Sometimes a thing is just a… thing.” 
 
    “I suppose it is.” 
 
    She waved the folder softly in her hands and drew my attention back to it. 
 
    “All right,” I said as I put my hands up. “What the hell is that? Did you come to give me reports on the new Junctions or something?” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that. It’s a present. For you.” 
 
    “A present? Lemme see.” I reached my hands out but she moved the folder out of my reach. 
 
    “I’ll let you see it. On one condition.” 
 
    “Ungh…” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know if I like the sound of this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You will. I’ll let you see. But you have to turn around. And you can’t turn back around until I tell you.” 
 
    I looked into her eyes, trying to figure out what she was up to. But there was nothing except for the focused stare I’d seen too many times before. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll turn around.” 
 
    She hesitantly placed the folder into my hands. The sudden smirk on her lips only made me more curious. I turned around and opened the manila folder up, my curiosity gnawing at my insides. As soon as I saw what it was, I had to blink to make sure I was seeing it right. 
 
    “Is this…” 
 
    “It is,” she said. “It’s been a long time. A photographer asked me if I was interested in giving him some practice. Some photographers just need the experience. I told him I’d do it for personal reasons. The prints aren’t for resale. For a certain pair of eyes only.” 
 
    It was a photo of Nina in a set of black lingerie. The lacy bra cupped her curves perfectly. The stockings and garter accentuated her hips and legs. Her skin was so pale it was hard to tell whether or not there was any Photoshop involved. Not that it mattered to me. She laid in a bed with her arms at her side and her hair splayed out. My imagination started running wild, almost forgetting she was standing behind me. 
 
    “Liam…” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Turn around.” 
 
    I slowly turned and saw her standing there in the same set of lingerie as the photo. Seeing her this close, her bare flesh on display just a few feet away… I probably looked like an idiot with my half-open mouth and my blank stare. 
 
    She took a step toward me, green eyes locked on me like a predator stalking its prey. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked, her voice soft. 
 
    “I…” I sighed a deep breath, trying to find my words. “I don’t know what to say. You really are a model.” 
 
    “Anybody can be a model.” 
 
    “That’s true. But that doesn’t mean they’re good at it.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes down her body. Her armor. Her uniform. They both did a good job of hiding the figure underneath. Her breasts were large enough they made her waist even slimmer in comparison. Her stomach was flat with the faintest lines of muscles on it. Her slender figure led down to an ass and hips that had just the right amount of curves. I wasn’t sure if it was the stockings that made her legs seem long and shapely. 
 
    She took another step toward me and moved her hands behind her back. I listened to the sound of her bra unclasping. I wouldn’t believe it until it happened. But she didn’t tease me. Her arms dropped at her sides and her top fell to the floor, revealing a pair of breasts that made me swallow to clear my throat. 
 
    “Everybody always wonders about me. They wanna know exactly what I am. But I don’t answer. I like to keep it a mystery. But for you… 34-22-33. C-cup.” 
 
    “That… looks about right.” I reached my hand up and cupped one of her breasts. She sighed softly and kept her eyes locked on me. “Feels about right, too.” I squeezed her gently, trying to grip her all even though she was more than a handful. 
 
    She moved close and wrapped her hands around my neck. I leaned in for a kiss, again noticing the freckles on her high cheekbones. The deep green eyes were even more distracting up close. 
 
    “Anybody ever tell you, you look like Olivia Wilde? I mean, if she was half-Japanese and a redhead.” 
 
    She giggled, her breath against my lips. Even her gleaming white smile was distracting. “Never got that before but I’m not against it. Is that what you’re into, Liam?” 
 
    I inhaled and the sweet scent of her perfume flooded my nostrils. She reached down between my legs and grabbed my length through my boxers. I was so swollen it didn’t take her long to find it. 
 
    “Yeah… I’d say that’s what you’re into,” she whispered. 
 
     She stroked me as I put my lips to hers. Our messy kiss bounced off the walls of my room. She moaned as I pressed my body against her, squeezing her breasts as she continued pumping me. She tugged my boxers down enough to free me. I was already enjoying myself but the soft flesh of her palm against me was that much better. My knees buckled as I tried not to explode right then and there. 
 
    A sudden hand on my chest shoved me back and made me stumble on the edge of the bed. She walked up to me and fell to her knees before me. 
 
    I stared at my door and she giggled. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “Quentin won’t be back for a long time.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Who do you think told him to leave?” She gave me a wink as she stuck her tongue out. 
 
    Nina didn’t give me a chance to protest. Hell, I wouldn’t have even if I could. When a beautiful redhead was on her knees with her tongue out, all you could do was let her take control. 
 
    The sight of Nina wrapping her lips around me made it hard for me to keep my eyes open. Red hair gently swaying with her bobbing head. Tongue running along the underside of my full length and making me shudder. The soft sound of her slurping. Green eyes giving me a focused stare to make sure I was enjoying it. 
 
    “I never thought… I never thought this would happen…” I put a hand on her shoulder to brace myself. 
 
    She leaned up and kissed me, wrapping her hand around my spit-covered shaft. “You never thought what would happen? Nina Higashi going down on you?” 
 
    “The Nina Higashi… going down on me…” Just saying the words was enough to make me even harder. 
 
    “I’m about to do even more than that.” 
 
    She stood up straight and turned around. I watched as she bent over, tugging her lacy panties down her legs. I stared between her cheeks and watched her reveal herself. A tight pink slit leaked a drop of anticipation. My heart beat so hard in my chest I thought it was gonna jump out. 
 
    Nina turned back around and I saw all of her. Outside of the stockings and garter, there was nothing for her to hide. I stared between her legs at the trimmed line of red hair trailing down her mound. 
 
    “See something you like?” she said with a smirk. 
 
    “I see a lot I like.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    She moved back to me and pulled my shirt up over my head. I kicked my boxers off my ankles as she straddled me. My hands moved to the small of her back. She looked down at me, hands wrapped around my neck. 
 
    Ever since I met her, she was so strong. I’d seen her take down Shadows without backing down. I’d seen her wield blades and viciously fight against all odds. A relentless, violent warrior on the battlefield. 
 
    But holding her in my arms now… She was so frail… soft… delicate. Her waist was so slim and her body was so tight, I didn’t have trouble keeping my grip despite how much she was beginning to sweat. 
 
    Her muscles tensed as she moved closer, grinding on top of me. The anticipation sent another rush of adrenaline surging through me. 
 
    “This is nice,” she whispered, a smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “But we’ve been through a lot. I figure we both deserve this.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” 
 
    She giggled and leaned close to me. Her breath was warm against my cheek as she whispered into my ear. “Let’s just do it, Liam.” 
 
    The heat emanating from her made my shaft twitch. Thankfully, she didn’t waste another second. She lowered herself down on me with one swift movement. I gasped as her warmth tightened around my length. She whimpered softly, gripping the back of my neck tight in her hands. 
 
    My instincts took over. My grip firmed on her waist. My hips shifted. I slammed my body into hers. 
 
    Nina rode me, matching my rhythm. My hilt smacked hard against her folds. Our bodies clapped together in rhythm with the mattress squeaking underneath us. 
 
    “That’s it… Just like that…” 
 
    She leaned back. One hand still around my neck, her other hand brushed her red hair back over her head. 
 
    Her back arched. Her breasts were large enough to heave with every thrust I gave her. Sweat continued dripping all over her pale skin. Green eyes flickered in a combination of agony and desire. Red hair flailed in the rhythm she rode me. Her cheekbones. Her nose. Even the way her lips twisted. Every damn thing about her had never been as gorgeous as this moment. A beautiful redhead was riding me, giggling as the pleasure overtook her. A Strider. A model. My squadmate. But right now, she was just a woman who wanted me just as bad as I wanted her. 
 
    She moved back close to me, whispering into my ear. “I’m close…” 
 
    “Me… too…” I struggled to get the words out. 
 
    “Together…” 
 
    “Together… Nina…” 
 
    “Liam…” 
 
    Our breath was short. Our sweaty bodies rubbed against each other. We moved faster, pushing one another closer to the edge. 
 
    I drove myself into her like a piston. My hips moved like a blur. I moved so fast I lifted myself off the bed completely. She wrapped her arms and legs around me, squeezing me tight before suddenly seizing. 
 
    “Ahh…” a soft whimper came out of her as she started to convulse. 
 
    I kept my arms around her as I lost myself. My knees buckled hard as I fell over the edge. My length throbbed inside of her. Thick ropes of my seed filled her up, splashing against her slick walls. I held onto her for as long as I could to make sure she enjoyed the feeling of my pulsing as much as I did. 
 
    Every inch of my body shook until I was completely drained. I fell back onto my bed on top of her. She didn’t seem to mind my weight pressing down on her, giggling as she tried to catch her breath. Even just the feeling of her slim body against me was as enjoyable as taking her. 
 
    I eventually managed to work up the strength to roll over. My eyes closed and face pointed at the ceiling, I was content as could be. 
 
    Nina curled up next to me, resting her head on my chest. Her feminine scent made me sigh one more breath. 
 
    “Not like a little squad-strengthening exercise after a successful mission,” she said. 
 
    “If this is for the squad, we can’t get back on campus soon enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 46: All Hands on Deck 
 
    One week later… 
 
    “Woooooooooooo!” 
 
    The loud shout was followed by a giant splash that sent water flying out of the pool. I didn’t have to bother looking to know it was Elliot. His blond head popped up over the surface of the water. 
 
    “C’mon in, everybody! Water’s perfect!” 
 
    The cadets all looked at one another before a few of them decided to join him. Seeing everybody enjoying themselves was enough to make me as content as ever. 
 
    “This is great, isn’t it?” Quentin said. “Sun is shining. Weather’s warm. Pool is cool. Perfect time for a swim, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Be honest,” I said. “You only invited the cadets to our apartment pool because you wanted to enjoy the view.” 
 
    He looked over at a couple of female cadets in their bikinis. “Hey! Our recruitment wave got whittled down to twelve people. We share a special bond here. We were the first ones to defeat a Herald on campus. If that’s not a reason to celebrate, I don’t know what is. Besides… Don’t act like you’re not staring, too, Liam.” 
 
    “I just need someone to point the finger at when they start to suspect something is up.” 
 
    “What’s a Vanguard for, eh?” He nudged me with an elbow and got a laugh out of me. 
 
    Paige walked up and greeted me with a smile. She was a lot more petite out of her armor. Her frame was small but her muscles were toned from her toned legs and arms to her flat stomach. She wore a small black bikini that was a sharp contrast to her pale skin. The bun her dark hair was in managed to be as neat as it always was. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me,” she said. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I said with a smile. “We fought together, right?” 
 
    “Sure… But we’re not on campus anymore. We don’t have any obligations to the LOD at the moment. This was supposed to be our vacation.” 
 
    “We’ll be heading back soon anyway. I’m the closest one to the District. I figure we might as well enjoy ourselves together before we have to strap back in. What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Nothing wild. I’ve been putting some new art projects together but I’m really just focused on getting back on campus. I’m looking forward to seeing how I can improve as a Cavalier. Now that we know who we’re dealing with, I’m really excited about it.” 
 
    “I think everybody who’s still here is excited,” Quentin said. “I’ve got a feeling things will be a lot different when we get back. Doesn’t matter now though. Whatever’s waiting for us, we’ll be ready for it.” 
 
    “From what I heard, it’ll be at least another week until we’re recalled. I was thinking I might hang around Cutler Valley while I’m waiting.” 
 
    “The more the merrier,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting everybody, Liam.” 
 
    Paige gave me a demure smile then nodded before turning around to talk with the rest of her squadmates. Quentin turned his head sideways as he examined her. 
 
    “She’s cute,” he said. “I wish some of the people in my class training sessions looked like that.” 
 
    “Is that what it’s all about? Choosing a class with all of the good-looking girls?” 
 
    “No… but it’s good motivation, ain’t it? Don’t tell me you haven’t looked at Paige and thought about it.” 
 
    He crossed his arms and gave me a detective stare silly enough to rival my brother’s. I chuckled at the sight and shook my head. Even though I could have brushed him off, I didn’t. 
 
    “Paige is cute,” I said. “I can admit that.” 
 
    “Damn straight. Nothing like a pale girl with dark hair to get you going.” 
 
    “But thinking about pretty girls should be the last thing on your mind during a training session.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point… But what’d we do besides eat, sleep and train the entire time? You’ve gotta learn to live a little, Liam.” He slapped me on the arm. 
 
    “If inviting our fellow cadets to our apartment pool isn’t living, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nina walked up to us. 
 
    The crimson red bikini she wore made it more apparent how fit her body was. Even though her waist, arms, and legs were slim, she had curves in all of the right places. 
 
    Quentin had no shame in looking over her pale body. 
 
    Nina crossed her arms and rolled her eyes in response. “You invited everybody here just to look at the girls in their bikinis. Was this your idea?” She shifted her cold stare toward me. 
 
    Before I had to say anything, Quentin put a hand up. “It was my idea. I mean, c’mon, Nina. Even you can agree a little camaraderie never hurts. And we’re gonna need every edge we can get if we’re gonna take on Pandora now that the Heralds have revealed themselves.” 
 
    Nina twisted her lips. Her nose wrinkled as she gave Quentin a side-eyed stare. The pouty look on her face and Quentin’s enthusiastic, open-mouthed grin made me chuckle even harder. 
 
    I put my hands on both of their shoulders. “Look,” I said. “We don’t know when we’re being recalled. But when we do, we know for sure it’s gonna get a lot harder. The Junctions. The Shadows. The training. Even dealing with some unknown threat Dr. Bonet happens to stumble upon. I think Quentin’s got the right idea.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I do!” 
 
    “The sun’s out. The sky is clear. The breeze is blowing. We all fight together. Who says we can’t celebrate, too?” 
 
    Nina looked me up and down then smiled. “You’re right. A little camaraderie never hurt.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Quentin slapped his hands together. “Now… It’s not a party without a little food. I say we get some pizza. We can’t get that robot stuff on the campus but hey, we can still find something satisfying. I’ll get on it now.” 
 
    Quentin walked away and left me alone with Nina. 
 
    She only looked at me for a second before raising an eyebrow. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m not thinking anything.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I know you well enough, Liam.” 
 
    “You don’t know me as well as you think you do. Not everything is on file.” 
 
    “True… But I know you.” 
 
    I laughed and put an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “I hope you can keep your focus when we get back,” she said. “It’s gonna be a lot harder once we move up in rank.” 
 
    “I know I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because we’ll be doing it together. The Great Defenders…” 
 
    She laughed softly and nodded. “The Great Defenders…” 
 
    We both looked out at the pool. Everybody was splashing in the water, chatting among themselves without a care in the world. 
 
    “It’s kinda strange to think about,” she said. “These are the people responsible for protecting the world. Just a bunch of young twenty-somethings.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how old they are or what they look like. We’re all Omegas.” 
 
    “The line between existence and extinction…” Nina sighed a deep breath. “They’ll be calling us back soon…” 
 
    I kept my arm around her as I enjoyed the scene. Something stirred inside of me. I always had trouble placing my feelings but this… this was something different. Something I couldn’t remember feeling in a long time. Now I knew what pride felt like. And that was enough to make me smile. 
 
    “Whatever’s waiting for us, we’ll be ready.” 
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