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      Synopsis

      
        Following a miserable, wretched life and a tragic, untimely death, the protagonist finds himself reincarnated as a baby in a different world to the one he was in before. In this world, there are people with special powers, known as Alters.

      However, Alters are a minority in this world, and are discriminated against severely. Initially believe that he doesn't possess any powers, the protagonist soon realizes that he has inherited an ancient power, a power that only one other being has previously possessed in this world.

      Black Blood, the power that had originated in the Progenitor of Alters, the very first human to develop powers in this world, and from whom all existing Alters are descended from.

      Determined to avoid going through the strife and hardship of his previous life, the protagonist decides to keep his powers hidden and strive to live a peaceful life in this new world.

      But it doesn't last long, his peaceful life is shattered and he gets thrust into the cruel reality of this world, a world wracked with prejudice and conflict. And it soon becomes apparent to him, that any peace he had hoped to find in this world, he would have to fight for...

      What lies in wait for him in this new world? Will he find peace in this world, or is he destined for something darker? What's the secret behind the power of his Black Blood? There's only one way to find out...

      Welcome...to The Alter World.
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    Volume 1 : Prologue Introduction

    
  


      
        
    Chapter 1 - Preincarnation(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "Finally, I've found you...yes, you are a most worthy candidate to be my successor and bring peace to this world..."
   

        Huh? Whose voice is that? What's going on?
   

        "You will understand soon. When the time comes, you shall inherit the great power that was once mine. Soon. Very soon..."
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        I woke up with a sharp gasp, a couple of beads of sweat running down the sides of my face, my body tense and cold. Oh, it was just a dream...whew, that was really weird, I should've realized it wasn't real. Still, though...it sure felt real.
   

        Well, whatever, no time to get hung up on some dream. I've got work to do. 
   

        I then got out of bed, stretching my arms up as I let out a sleepy yawn, squinting as rays of sunlight coming in through the window hit my eyes. I hate mornings, they're the worst... 
   

        I rubbed my eyes drowsily, before I grabbed my towel and went into the bathroom, shutting the door as I let out a sigh. 
   

        I stared back at my reflection in the mirror as I began brushing my teeth, before splashing water onto my face once I was done. I sat down on the toilet and took care of my business, before taking a shower.
   

        Once I was done with that, I dried myself off and got changed, putting on my clothes. I then headed out of the bathroom and glanced at the time, letting out a quiet sigh of relief...okay, good, I still have time.
   

        My name...isn't important at this juncture, so I'll keep it to myself. As things are now, there's nothing about my life that's worth mentioning.
   

        But here's the basics in a nutshell. Before I was born, my family immigrated to America, hopeful of starting a new life. It was my parents, and my mother's sister and her husband. 
   

        From what I've heard, things were going okay for them in the first few months after they arrived. But it didn't last long...shortly after I was born, my parents were killed in a car accident. 
   

        My uncle had been driving the vehicle, when some drunk asshole on a joyride crashed into the car, killing my parents and severely injuring my uncle. 
   

        And then, said rich asshole sued my uncle for an injury he sustained in the accident, a broken arm. Meanwhile, my uncle had broken nearly half the bones in his body, and was struggling to recover, barely able to afford the hospital bills. 
   

        The trial dragged on for months, and my aunt and uncle were barely able to afford the fees for their attorney and other legal fees, struggling to make ends meet, while the rich asshole hired the best lawyers in the city and deliberately dragged out proceedings. 
   

        He was the richest man in the city and wielded a ton of influence, so despite the accident having occurred in a busy street, no witnesses stepped forward to back up my uncle's claims that he wasn't responsible for the accident. 
   

        The police force reported that the security cameras in the area had mysteriously malfunctioned during the accident, leaving no proof. False testimonies, ignored evidence and mounting legal fees ensued, until my uncle was completely bankrupt. 
   

        He couldn't handle the sheer stress of it all, and eventually ended up killing himself. My aunt didn't even have any time to mourn, as she was promptly evicted from the apartment she was staying in, along with infant me. 
   

        She was a school teacher, and lost her job following the homelessness, after which she was forced to move to a more shady part of town, full of trailers, tents and the like. 
   

        For the first few years of my life, I grew up in a trailer, and though she never told me how she managed to convince the owner to let her live in the trailer, I can imagine how she must have gone about it. 
   

        When I was eight, she'd made enough money to rent a small, cheap apartment in a slightly better, but still pretty shady, part of town. She then worked several odd jobs to make ends meet, all while raising and providing for me. 
   

        I'm sixteen now, and recently, I've taken over that role from her. Three years ago, there was a major economic crisis, prices for food and other essentials skyrocketing while wages remained the same, making it effectively impossible to survive without a proper job. 
   

        The area we were living in became a hell hole of suffering, pretty much everyone here starving, sick or both, with diseases spreading like wildfire. It was like everything around us was visibly rotting, and at an alarming rate. 
   

        Then, about a year and a half ago, a group of people showed up to help us, providing food and medicine for the people. And a year ago, my aunt got sick, barely even able to walk about anymore. 
   

        Since she was a teacher, she spent a lot of time teaching me about various subjects, making sure I had at least a basic level of knowledge in each of them. 
   

        Thanks to that, I was able to earn a little bit of money by working jobs for people, but it was nowhere near enough. I was definitely being taken advantage of, but I had no other options. It's not like I could complain, there's no one to complain to, the city doesn't give a shit about the people in the slums. 
   

        So I've had no choice but to suck it up and try to earn as much money as I possibly can in order to take care of my aunt. But it seems like all I've been able to do is keep her state from getting worse, she isn't actually getting any better. 
   

        "You're going out already? Isn't it a bit early?"
   

        "Oh...thought you were asleep, auntie. Don't worry, I'll be back in a few hours, just take it easy. I left some food in the fridge for you, make sure to warm it up before eating. I also filled up your water bottle, it's next to your mattress, try to drink at least one glass every-...," I began, gently pushing down on her shoulders as she began to try and get up. 
   

        "So, the same as every other day, then? You're the one who needs to take it easy, kiddo, I really appreciate how hard you're working for my sake, but I'm afraid you might push yourself too far," She replied with a look of concern.
   

        "We barely managed to pay rent last month, we can't afford to get kicked out in your condition, so-...," I began to point out. 
   

        "Alright, alright, I get it...just promise me that you'll be careful, okay? You're all that I have left now, I...I couldn't bear to lose you too," She smiled as she cupped my cheek with her hand. 
   

        "Okay, I promise...you're all I have too, after all. I should really get going now...I'll see you later, okay?"
   

        "Yeah, okay...see you when you get home, kiddo."
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!
   

        Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.
   

        Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:
   

        https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 2 - Preincarnation(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "You're late, kid, we told you that we'd have to dock your pay if you don't arrive on time."
   

        I'm literally less than a minute late, I'm basically right on time...
   

        "Sorry, sir, it won't happen again," I replied, biting my tongue. 
   

        "Oh, come on, no need to be so harsh on the kid, he does work hard for us, after all."
   

        Remember how I mentioned that, following the economic crisis, about a year and a half ago, a group of people showed up to help those of us who live in this area? 
   

        Yeah, lately, I've been working for them to earn money. A few months after providing aid for us, some charity organization run by a rich guy took over their group, claiming that they were absorbing small groups like this so that they could help provide more help for people in need. 
   

        At the time, we all thought it was a good thing, that we'd be receiving more help than we were before...but it didn't turn out that way. The bare essentials, which includes water, bread and medicine for common ailments, are still provided for free. 
   

        But the quantity has been growing smaller and smaller, and if you require any kind of help that'd be more expensive for them to provide, you have to pay them. 
   

        When my aunt first got sick, it didn't seem like a big deal, just a common cold with a light fever...a doctor working for the group helping us treated her, and at first she seemed to be getting better.
   

        But then she took a turn for the worse, and as luck would have it, that was around the same time when the big charity organization took over the group and are now effectively running things in this part of the city. 
   

        Admittedly, the help they provide does still make a difference, so their presence isn't exactly unwelcome, but the people who need help the most haven't been able to get the help they need. 
   

        Specifically, people who get infected with life threatening illnesses and need treatment beyond cheap medicines, they can't afford to pay for the more expensive treatment that the charity group provides, and end up dying. 
   

        Even those who do try to pay mostly just end up spending a ton of money to try and pay for the treatment, until they're completely broke. 
   

        It's hard not to think about the fact that my situation might be the same...I've managed to get regular checkups and the bare minimum amount of medicine for my aunt, but I'm afraid that by the time I've worked enough to get her the proper treatment she so desperately needs and fully cure here, it'll be too late. 
   

        And it's difficult not to lose heart over it...my aunt is the main reason why I'm able to keep at it. She always tells me to see the best in people and go through life with a smile...and considering everything she's been through, her optimism in life inspires me. So I can't lose hope and give up...it'd be an insult to her. 
   

        Anyway, I was soon put to work, tallying up receipts for them. It's a bit tough, but I'm just about good enough at math to do it. Guess letting me do this is cheaper than hiring someone properly, huh? 
   

        They also have me move boxes and clean the place as well, and I don't receive all that much money for it. They keep most of what they owe me in return for weekly check ups on my aunt and providing the bare minimum in medicine to keep her from dying. 
   

        But all it's doing is prolonging the process...so the money I do receive, I save up as much of it as I possibly can, until I have enough to get her the proper treatment she needs. 
   

        It's taken a while, but in a couple more weeks, I should have enough saved up. Originally, I would've saved enough to get her treated sometime last month, but our landlord abruptly increased the rent for the apartment, so it's taking a few weeks longer than I had hoped. 
   

        Anyway, a few hours later, I was done with my work, and after receiving my payment, began heading back home. I'm so tired...they really worked me to the bone today. 
   

        As I arrived in front of the apartment building, I headed inside and to the room I was staying in with my aunt, unlocking the door and walking in. 
   

        "Hey, welcome back, kiddo," She greeted me with a smile, as she paused the video she was watching on the laptop. 
   

        A while ago, I came across this laptop in the trash. It's kinda slow and gets stuck a lot, but it works, and is my only source of entertainment. It's full of pirated anime, movies and shows, which I know is illegal, but I can hardly afford such entertainment legally, so I try not to think about it. 
   

        "Hey, I'm home...did you eat yet?" I asked her, as I shut the door and walked in. 
   

        "Yeah, don't worry, I did. You look really exhausted," She replied with a worried look on her face. 
   

        "Just a little tired is all, nothing to worry about. I'll go to sleep a bit earlier tonight," I responded, as I took a drink of water. 
   

        "I wish you wouldn't worry about me so much and just focus on taking care of yourself, you shouldn't be completely worn out every single day like this," She frowned apprehensively. 
   

        "Seriously, don't worry about it. I mean, I'm in pretty decent shape, see?" I grinned as I flexed my arms. 
   

        Truth be told, I'm completely fucking spent. Every single day, I look forward to going to sleep and dread waking up and having to go work again. But I can't let her worry...so I'll keep it to myself, and while I'm around her, I'll smile and act carefree. 
   

        I don't want her to worry about me, she needs to be as stress-free and relaxed as possible, now more than ever. 
   

        "Always putting on a tough act, aren't you?" She sighed, before a wistful smile appeared on her face as she patted her lap, "Come here, rest up a bit."
   

        "H-hey, come on, I'm not a kid anymore," I muttered awkwardly. 
   

        "It's fine, I insist. You don't want me to waste my energy arguing trying to convince you, do you?" She inquired with a raised eyebrow. 
   

        Oh, come on, that's so not playing fair.
   

        "Okay, but just for a little while," I relented with a sigh, as I walked over, sitting next to her and resting my head on her lap. 
   

        "Good boy...I want you to know, I'm so grateful for all that you do for me, I consider myself truly blessed to have you, kiddo," She remarked soothingly, stroking my hair. 
   

        "That's my line...who knows where I'd be and what I'd be doing if it wasn't for you," I responded quietly, as I inadvertently let out a yawn. 
   

        This is nice, it's warm and cozy...my eyelids feel really heavy, I think I'll let them close, just for...a little...while...
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!
   

        Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.
   

        Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:
   

        https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 3 - Preincarnation(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "Is he here yet?" I inquired with an impatient frown, as I walked into the office of the charity group. 
   

        "Good morning to you too, kid."
   

        "Come on, tell me, has the doctor arrived yet?" I repeated myself, feeling anxious and restless. 
   

        A couple of weeks have passed, and as of three days ago, I'd finally earned enough money to pay for my aunt's treatment. But on the same day, the doctor working for the charity had to leave the city for some emergency in another state. 
   

        I was given a medicine that'd further slow the spread of my aunt's disease, but it hasn't worked, and last night, she took a turn for the worse. She's running a high fever, even stepping out like this for a short while is making me feel uneasy, I don't want to leave her alone right now. 
   

        "We told you, kid, he'll be back tonight. We have your address, we'll be there as soon as he returns, okay? Be patient, it'll just be a few more hours and this'll be over."
   

        Damn it, I can't wait a few hours, who knows what might happen by th-...!? 
   

        N-no, I...I need to calm down. There's no point fussing about something that's out of my control, losing my cool here won't accomplish anything. 
   

        "My aunt's condition got a lot worse all of a sudden, I don't know if she'll-...," I began. 
   

        "Here, take this medicine. It should at least buy your aunt some time. It's on the house, no need to pay. Well, not that you can pay with no money, so just take it."
   

        Huh? That's strange, they've never even given me a discount before...but I'm not gonna question it right now. If it'll help my aunt, that's all that matters. I took the medicine from him and then rushed back home as fast as I could, feeling more and more worried as I began to overthink things. 
   

        I sprinted through the streets, my chest pounding and sweat pouring down my face and body as I ran back at top speed. I shot into the building as I reached the apartment and hurried up to our room, opening the door and bursting in. 
   

        "Sorry I was gone so long," I greeted her, as she glanced up from her mattress with a weak smile. 
   

        "Hey, kiddo, welcome back...," She replied, her voice hoarse and her skin pale, her eyes dim. 
   

        I felt my chest tighten, as I struggled to hold back my tears at the sight of her...her shoulders are lightly trembling, her breathing is heavy and ragged, and it looks like she can barely keep her eyes open. 
   

        "How are you feeling?" I asked her worriedly, as I kneeled down beside her and held her hand. 
   

        "I'm...I'm okay. I'm feeling a lot better now, just sleepy. I'm sure the medicine is working, I'll be as good as new after some sleep," She responded with an assured smile. 
   

        She's lying. Her fever has gone up, and she's sweating more profusely. 
   

        "Here, take this medicine, it should help," I replied, as I took out the medicine I'd been given and pouring it out into the cap. 
   

        "Thank you, dear, I'm sure it will," She nodded, as I helped her sit up and drink the medicine. 
   

        "Let me know if you want or need anything, okay?" I smiled at her. 
   

        "Sure, I'll do that," I responded, before adding after a brief pause, as an anguished, remorseful look appeared on her face, "I...I've wasted your youth, haven't I? You've been spending all these years focused almost entirely on taking of me instead of living your life the way you want, I'm...I'm so sorry, I-..."
   

        "Please, don't say things like that...you raised me when you had just lost everything, so this is the least I can do. I haven't even repaid a fraction of everything you've done for me. So don't ever say that you've wasted even a second of my life...I need you more than anything," I remarked, as I felt my eyes growing watery, a lump in my throat as my voice cracked. 
   

        "I really am incredibly blessed to have you...I love you, kiddo," She smiled, looking like she was barely conscious. 
   

        And after a couple of minutes, she dozed off, her eyelids fluttering shut. Must be the medicine working, hope her condition is better once she improves. This is so frustrating...is there really nothing more I can do but hope? 
   

        ... 
   

        ... 
   

        I sat up with a start as the bell rang, several hours later. I quickly got onto my feet, my knees wobbling as I'd been sitting this whole time. I rushed towards the door and opened it, a sense of hope welling up inside me as I saw the doctor and a couple of others standing outside. 
   

        "Please, come in! My aunt, she's...she's in a really bad way, please help her!" I cried in desperation.
   

        "Oh, she's still alive, is she?" Inquired one of the men. 
   

        I felt a surge of anger at his tone, but bottled it in...I can't afford to say something that might make them decide against helping her. 
   

        "Don't worry, kid, I'll take care of it," Responded the doctor, as they all stepped inside. 
   

        He then walked over towards my aunt, kneeling down and examining her, taking out a stethoscope and pressing it against her chest. 
   

        "How is she?" I inquired with a sense of dread and hope. 
   

        "Give me some room, I need silence to properly assess her situation," He replied, as he continued listening to her heartbeat. 
   

        "O-okay," I nodded, stepping away and heading towards the window, opening it up to take a breath and calm myself down. 
   

        Hm? There's a large truck parked outside the building...I think I've seen it around the area a few times, why is it here? Maybe they brought it in case they need to take her to a hospital for proper treatment? 
   

        I hope it won't have to come to that, and that they'll be able to cure her right here and now. Please...please, let this work-...
   

        "Sorry, kid, I did everything I could...but we got here too late. She's already dead."
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        "H-huh? What...what do you mean? I-it hasn't even been a minute since you started examining her," I muttered in shock, refusing to believe it. 
   

        Th-this is some kind of fake-out thing, right? Y-yeah, any minute now, he's gonna be all like 'sike!' and reveal that she's totally fine now, right? Right? 
   

        "Sorry, but it's true...she's dead. Maybe an hour earlier and I'd have been able to save her. But I was too late." 
   

        J-just...just one hour? Just one hour earlier and she'd still be alive? That's...that's not fair...she was stable for all these months, and in the end, a difference of an hour was all it took!? 
   

        "N-no...no, this can't be happening...," I trailed off, shaking my head as I stumbled back. 
   

        "Well, that's a real shame, kid. You almost did it, too...tell you what, we'll pay you a little extra next time, okay?" Remarked one of the others, patting my shoulder, before his phone began ringing, "Yeah, hello?" 
   

        "How did it go?" Came the response, the audio loud enough to hear even though it wasn't on speaker. 
   

        "Uh, hey, you might want to-...," Began one of the other men. 
   

        "Mhm, great. No issues," He replied to the caller. 
   

        "Good to hear. Bring the body right away, you took too long last time and the organs weren't in ideal condition. Make sure to use ice to-...," The caller instructed, before the doctor quickly snatched the phone away and hung up the call. 
   

        Huh? 
   

        "Hey, the hell, man!?" The guy who answered the call exclaimed indignantly. 
   

        "Your volume was turned up too high, idiot," He hissed in response. 
   

        Wait...h-hold on, what did I just hear? No, that...that can't be right. Why did the caller mention organs? N-no, I must have heard it wrong...no, I know that I didn't. 
   

        But, then...why? Why did I work so hard for all this time? Was I...being tricked right from the start? That can't be right...it just can't! I...I was trying to save my aunt...there's no way everything I did, all that time I spent, there's just no way it was for nothing, damn it! 
   

        My eyes then widened in horror...my aunt's condition, when it first took a turn for the worst, it was around the same time the charity organization took over the small group that had been helping us. 
   

        And when that happened, the people who'd been part of the initial group had been replaced by the people who were currently running this area. A lot of people have been helped by them, but...there have also been a lot of deaths in this area after they showed up... 
   

        "What...what did you do to her? What have you people been doing for all this time!?" I snapped furiously, as it all started to become clear to me. 
   

        "Well, this was totally my fault...my bad, guys," Sighed the guy who answered the call, before suddenly knocking me down and pinning me to the ground.
   

        "Y-you bastard...what have you done!?" I growled as I tried to push him off of me, but to no avail. 
   

        "Here, use this. It's a good thing I prepared for if something like this happened," The 'doctor' sighed in exasperation, as he handed the guy pinning me a syringe. 
   

        "Ohh, nice!" He grinned as he took it and moved it towards my neck. 
   

        "T-tell me...what the fuck did you do!?" I snapped, tears of rage pouring down my face. 
   

        "Hm...sure, why not? There's no harm in telling you now that it's come to this...we're not from a charity, that's just a front. We deal in human organs in the black market, you see, but they can be so hard to acquire. Then, we realized...why not take the organs from people no one will miss or notice are gone? 
   

        And the easiest way to gain access to such people, is to volunteer to help them. Of course, if people start disappearing like flies, that'd be a problem for us. So we had to take our time...the medicine we've been providing you with, it's actually a poison our research team developed. 
   

        It's quite incredible, it slowly but surely deteriorates the body, but without damaging the organs. The problem is that it works way too slowly, and requires regular, continuous dosages. And you working so hard to keep you aunt healthy slowed the spread of the poison further...the cheap, and actual, medicine we provide for free turned out to partially counteract the poison!" He chuckled in amusement. 
   

        "Y-you son of a bitch...!" I shot back, as it tried to pull his hand off my throat. 
   

        "Quite ironic, isn't it? Hah! Well, anyway, it took some time, but she's finally dead. Most of the sorry excuses for people in this area are drug addicts or alcoholics, their bodies were already in shit states to begin with, so they died much sooner, unlike your aunt who survived for so long. 
   

        Man, this was a lot of effort we put into killing just one person, it doesn't feel worth the trouble anymore. You know, if you think about it, you kinda killed her too...if you'd stopped buying our medicine or just given up, she'd have recovered on her own! 
   

        But thanks to you, her body never got the chance to get better...you kept poisoning her, week after week, giving her no respite. Tell me, I have to know...how does that make you feel?" He leaned down with a vicious smirk, before I reached up and violently plunged my thumbs into his eyes, eliciting a scream of agony from him as he dropped the syringe and fell back, blood pouring down his face, "Argghhhhh, you...y-you little shit, my fucking eyes!!!"
   

        "I-I'll kill you...I'll kill you, I'll kill you, I'll fucking kill you, you rotten pieces of sh-...!" I began in a seething rage as I started to get up, before trailing off as I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder. 
   

        I turned my gaze that way, my eyes widening in horror as I saw the 'doctor' kneeling down beside me, having plunged the syringe into me... 
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        I...I can't move. My body, it's...it's getting weaker and weaker, I can feel my consciousness slowly but surely starting to fade away. Is...is this it? Am I...am I about to die here? 
   

        "Fuck, my eyes...god fucking damn it, this hurts so much!" Exclaimed the bastard whose eyes I'd smashed in. 
   

        "Yeah, that's gonna leave a mark. But quieten down, we don't want the neighbors showing up," Sighed the doctor in exasperation. 
   

        "If anyone asks, we'll just say that the kid caught the disease from his aunt and kicked the bucket. As for you eyes...I don't know, let's say a raccoon or something attacked you, there's plenty of them in this area, so I'm sure most people would buy that. We should add some scratches and stuff to your face to really sell it," Suggested the other guy. 
   

        So...this is how my life ends, huh? Laying on the ground, slowly dying while the monsters who did this to me casually discuss their plans, after I'd failed to save my aunt. 
   

        No, worse than that, I ensured that she couldn't recover by blindly trusting these pieces of shit...what did I do to deserve this? It's...it's just not fair, damn it. 
   

        Why is this happening to me? All I wanted was to save my aunt and get better lives for the both of us. I didn't want anything grand, I just wanted enough to live happily and peacefully...was that really too much to ask? 
   

        And these people, who actively ruin and destroy the lives of others for their own gain, they're going to live on and continue doing as they please? How is that fair? 
   

        Why aren't people born equal? Why don't people get what they deserve? Why do people like my aunt, who had nothing but love and hope to give, suffer so cruelly, while others who cause suffering and despair live more comfortable lives? 
   

        "Looks like he'll be dead any second now. Let's wrap things up, take the bodies down to the truck and transport them to the lab for dissection and harvesting," Remarked the doctor, as my eyelids slowly closed, no longer able to muster the strength to open them. 
   

        I should've been more careful...I shouldn't have blindly trusted these bastards. If it wasn't for me...my aunt would still be alive, and healthy at that. They have to pay for what they did... 
   

        "It's finally time now. My power will soon be yours."
   

        But it's too late now, there's nothing I can do. I mean, I'm even hallucinating that voice from my dream a while ago. 
   

        "You must bring peace to the world, I believe I've chosen the right person to succeed me."
   

        Yeah, yeah, I get it, this is all in my head...I think I'd rather have my life flash before my eyes than whatever's happening right now.
   

        Then again, there isn't much worth remembering about my life...I was nothing but a tool to these people, one they used to kill my aunt. They accomplished their goal, while I failed miserably...I won't be so gullible next time. Next time, I'll-...hah, what am I even talking about?
   

        What 'next time'? There won't be a next time for me...after all, I'm already dead... 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        Hm...? A light? What the...where am I? What's going on? My body feels weird...and that light is really annoying, it's right in my eyes. I began to raise my hand over my eyes to block out the light, before my eyes widened in disbelief. 
   

        Uh...what the hell? My hand is so...small and stubby. And my skin complexion is different too. No way. Am I...white?
   

        "Congratulations, Mrs Phoenix. It's a healthy baby boy."
   

        Woah, is someone carrying me? And now handing me to someone else? Uh...hold on, back up a second, what the hell is going on here!? Am I...a baby!? 
   

        "Aw, he has your eyes," Came a man's voice, as I felt myself being gently embraced in someone's arms. 
   

        "I never understand when people say that, all eyes look the same to me. Well, he does have the same eye color as mine, so I kinda get it in this case," Laughed a woman in response, the person who was holding me. 
   

        Did I just get reborn as a baby? Am I reincarnated? This feels way too real to be a dream. 
   

        "What should we name him?" Inquired the man, as the woman slowly and lightly stroked my head. 
   

        "I'd like to give him my grandfather's name, Ariodred, we can call him Ario for short, or Red since he has red hair," Suggested the woman in response. 
   

        This is all happening too fast to keep up with...they're already naming me? And my new name is...Ariodred Phoenix? It's kinda...extravagant. But, you know what, I kinda like it...
   

        Hold on, let's back up, is this really happening? Let's see, I was killed, like, a minute ago...maybe this is a hallucination or something? 
   

        No, I doubt that's the case, this feels way too real. Then, should I assume that I really was reincarnated? Wait, in that case, then the voice I heard while I was dying...was that real too? I've heard that voice before in a dream... 
   

        Hey, voice that spoke to me, you there? Hello? Helloooo!? 
   

        Hm, no response...did I imagine that, after all? Was it unrelated to this reincarnation? I feel like my head's starting to spin, I can't believe that this is really happening. 
   

        "Hm, I thought babies always cry when they're born. Guess we've got ourselves a little tough guy, don't we?" Laughed the man, as he lightly booped my nose with his finger. 
   

        Uh, should I start crying? Or would it be suspicious if I start crying right after he brought it up? Well, I'm sure there are some babies that don't cry all that much, I'll just be one of those. 
   

        I still have a whole lot of questions and concerns about this reincarnation thing, but since I'm a literal new born baby, there's not exactly much I can do. I'll wait till I'm old enough to-...oh, I think I just shit myself. Right, yeah...I'm a new born baby. This sucks... 
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        Six years have passed since I was reborn in this world as a baby, and recently, I realized something...this isn't the same world that I was in previously. 
   

        Which was a disappointing realization...I'd been hoping to go find the people who killed my aunt and I in my previous life and pay them back for what they did to me, but I guess that's not going to be possible anymore. 
   

        The reason I took so long to realize I was in a different world is because this world has a very similar technology level to my old world, maybe about a decade or two below the era I lived in. 
   

        Although, my parents in this world didn't let me near any screens until I turned five, which I suppose is good parenting and all, but it kinda sucked since I'm not actually a child on the inside.
   

        My parents seem to be pretty rich and they treat me with a lot of love and care, so I've lived a pretty comfortable life in this world so far. More than comfortable, really, it's honestly pretty lavish and luxurious. 
   

        I do often find myself recalling my previous life and my aunt, but I try not to think about it too much since it only ends up depressing me, and worse is the fact that there's nothing I can do about it. 
   

        All I can do is hope that my aunt reincarnated too and is living a happy, peaceful life somewhere, like she deserves. 
   

        Getting back to this new world, I've been using my father's computer whenever my parents are asleep, browsing the web to learn about the history and present of this world. Turns out, it's completely different from the Earth I was familiar with. 
   

        There are five continents in this world, plus four independent islands that aren't a part of any of the continents. My parents are from the continent of Angla, which is basically Europe as it's made up of mostly white people. 
   

        They don't live there anymore though, having moved to the continent of Slinpa, which is like a mix of the Indian Subcontinent and the Middle East in terms of the majority population. 
   

        Then there's the continent of Froa, which is like this world's Africa. After that, there's the continent of Paspen, in which the majority of people are Hispanic. And finally, the continent of Talorin, which is like East Asia. 
   

        The history of this world is quite fascinating in comparison to my old world...in the past of this world, each continent has invaded the others and enslaved the people of those continents, unlike my old world where it was mostly white people doing the enslaving. 
   

        Sure, there were exceptions like Genghis Khan and the Ottoman Empire, but for the most part, when you think about slavery, you think of white people as the perpetrators. 
   

        But in this world, all the continents are more or less equally guilty in that regard. Relative peace was established about four hundred years ago, when people from each continent banded together and preached peace and equality for all. 
   

        It was a messy process, of course, but in the end, they prevailed. Slavery was eventually abolished, and racism faded significantly...naturally, it didn't completely disappear, and it still exists today, of course, but in terms of racism based on skin color, it's pretty minimal. 
   

        That's because, about two hundred and fifty years ago, a century and a half later, a new form of prejudice was born. And this is what sets this world the most apart from my old world. Three hundred years ago, a human with special powers appeared, capable of destroying an entire army of normal humans with ease. 
   

        According to what I read online about it, a meteor crashed onto a small village and he was the only survivor. His injuries healed almost instantly, his body became significantly stronger, his blood turned black, and when angered, he would manifest wings, horns and a tail, making him powerful enough to wipe out an entire city in minutes. 
   

        He later discovered that, by letting others drink his black blood, they would develop powers too, and most of their descendants would be born with powers too. For the next fifty years, he proceeded to give powers to hundreds of people. 
   

        These people with special powers are known as Alters, and currently, make up about one percent of the world's population. 
   

        The first Alter, who's referred to as the Progenitor, was said to be agelessly immortal and infinitely regenerative, but mysteriously disappeared about a century ago, no one's seen him since. 
   

        Naturally, the people without powers feared the Alters, marginalizing and discriminating against them. That prejudice remains quite heavy to this day, many countries do have laws protecting the human rights of Alters, but in a lot of places, Alters are treated like shit and no one bats an eye. 
   

        And in the continent of Slinpa where I live, it's especially bad. My parents run an organization that supports Alters, they're basically Alter right activists, I guess. 
   

        They're normal people themselves, with no superpowers to speak of, and the same goes for me. Initially, I was disappointed that I don't have any cool powers, but it's for the best. I'd rather not have to live at the mercy of people who would discriminate against me. 
   

        Oh, and the Progenitor also let animals drink his blood, which evolved them into new species with special powers. Those species are now referred to as Monsters...also, dinosaurs never went extinct in this world, and there are a few Monster species that evolved from them after drinking the Progenitor's blood. 
   

        Well, all that probably won't ever concern me...all I want is to live a nice, peaceful life in this world, it doesn't have to be remarkable or anything grand. So long as I can live happily, I don't care. 
   

        I do sympathize with the Alters, but I...I can't put myself in danger for the sake of others. I just can't...not again. Call me selfish all you want, but I don't want this life to end up like my previous one. 
   

        And if living a selfish life is what it takes, then so be it. I don't want to suffer, not again. Never again... 
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        I woke up with a yawn, sitting up and rubbing my eyes groggily, as rays of sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtain, the air pleasantly cool. I love being able to wake up like this, all carefree and relaxed. 
   

        It's not something I'd ever take for granted after my previous life, it feels so good to be able to go to sleep without any worries. I then got out of bed and stretched my arms up with another yawn, before heading towards the bathroom. 
   

        Not that it's saying much, but this place is so much nicer than the apartment I lived in in my previous life. This is an apartment too, but it's in a pretty upscale building, there's even a pool and gym that the residents can use for free. 
   

        I'm eight years old now, and I've gotten pretty used to this life now. The current date is the 5th of October, 2003, I was born on the 6th of September, 1995. 
   

        The technology level of this world is similar to my old world at the same date, smartphones aren't really a thing yet, but touchscreen technology was introduced a few years ago, so it's probably not too far off. 
   

        I had been enrolled in a school for a couple of years, but I'm homeschooled now since things have gotten kinda dangerous here in the country we were living in, called Larisk. 
   

        And we were in the capital city of Sreeh, which was near the south border of the country. This country is run by a government with democratically elected presidents, and the most recently elected president is a pretty anti-Alter guy, so the tensions between regular humans and Alters are at an all time high here in Larisk. 
   

        Crime has been on a pretty heavy uptick, so my parents decided to pull me out of school and teach me at home instead. I certainly have no complaints about it, I'm thoroughly enjoying the abundance of free time on my hands. 
   

        As I splashed water onto my face, I glanced at my reflection, still not fully used to my new appearance. I had dark red hair with two black streaks down across the front, dark red eyes and pale skin.
   

        I'm also pretty thin, not sure why though, because I eat a lot. I rarely ever got to eat my full in my previous life, so I've been eating quite heartily in this world. 
   

        Just like in my previous life, English is the most common language in this world, but my parents in this life have been trying to get me to learn other languages too. 
   

        As I result, I now understand bits and pieces of Arabic, Urdu, Tamil, Hindi and Sinhalese, the languages spoken here in the continent of Slinpa. I also know a bit of French, Spanish and Japanese. 
   

        I have to say, it's weird that the languages of this world have the same names as the languages in my old world, even though all the country and continent names are totally different. 
   

        Maybe the languages were introduced to this world by people who reincarnated here like I did. Yeah, this world is kind of a mess. Well, it doesn't really matter, I suppose. 
   

        Once I was done washing up and brushing my teeth, I headed out to the dining room, where breakfast was waiting for me. Mm, I smell pancakes, chocolate spread and strawberries...what a heavenly mixture of fragrances. 
   

        "Good morning, sleepyhead, you look like you slept well," Greeted my mother with a smile. 
   

        "Mhm, good morning," I replied with a lazy yawn, basking in the cool air conditioned room. 
   

        My mother, Jane Phoenix, she's in her early thirties I think, she has long, straight black hair, red eyes like mine and freckled skin. She's really kind and loving, but can be a bit scary at times. 
   

        "I think it's good, growing children need their sleep," My father remarked with a slight nod, as he watched the morning news. 
   

        Ray Phoenix, he's somewhere around his mid thirties, with thick, curly red hair, green eyes and a pale complexion. He's a pretty serious guy, but earnest and a good man. 
   

        I count myself lucky to have been born to parents like these two, I couldn't ask for more. I took a seat at the table with a gulp of anticipation, as I piled on the pancakes on my plate. 
   

        I dumped a generous glob of chocolate spread onto the pancakes, along with a large handful of chopped strawberries, before tearing apart the pancakes with my fork and mixing it all up together. 
   

        "Glad to see you enjoying your food, but maybe go a bit slower," Smiled my mother, using a napkin to wipe the corner of my mouth. 
   

        "Sorry, my bad," I grinned sheepishly. 
   

        "How awful...," Suddenly muttered my father, staring at the TV. 
   

        A news report of an attack on a pair of Alter kids was playing, one had been killed and the other was in critical condition, comatose in a hospital. What kind of people could do this to children?
   

        No, that's a stupid question...I know exactly what kind of people are capable of such things, I'm all too familiar with such people. 
   

        "Turn it off, please," Frowned my mother, as she noticed me watching. 
   

        Right, I'm an eight year old, most people would probably consider this too dark and gruesome for someone my age to watch. 
   

        "The situation keeps getting worse, I wish there was more we could do," He replied with a grimace, switching off the TV. 
   

        "We don't want to attract too much unwanted attention...we can't afford to be reckless with our lives," Muttered my mother, subtly gesturing to me, my father nodding in response. 
   

        I'll pretend like I didn't notice, it'd probably be too perceptive for an eight year old. 
   

        I do admire them for how they've dedicated themselves to helping Alters, but yeah, I'd rather not end up an orphan again. I haven't met any of my relatives in this world, since they're in a completely different continent. 
   

        These two are effectively the only people in my life currently, and I've grown quite attached to and fond of them. I want this peaceful life to continue as it is, without any major disruptions. I don't think that's too much to ask for... 
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        "Okay, I think that's enough for today," Remarked my father, shutting a book.
   

        "Finally! I'm beat!" I sighed dramatically, laying my head on the table. 
   

        It's the 2nd of December, 2007, I'm twelve years old now. And I'd just gotten done with a study session with my father, both regular subjects and my studies towards learning more languages.
   

        My parents take turns teaching me, four hours each day except on weekends. I'm totally free the rest of the time, but I never feel bored or anything. 
   

        I used to be allowed a maximum of three hours of TV, which I could spread out across the day as I pleased. But as of my most recent birthday, they got me my own computer, and I can basically use it as much as I want, so long as I keep up with my studies. 
   

        It's only the learning new languages part that's really tough, I had a decent level of knowledge in basic subjects thanks to my aunt, and the subjects that are different here, like history and geography, are fascinating to me, so I don't have trouble focusing on those. 
   

        "Oh, before I forget, your mother and I will be attending an important event for our organization in a bit, we might be back late," He remarked, as I put away my pens. 
   

        They never take me along for these events, they're probably afraid of putting me in danger. And I'm fine with that, I've come to enjoy staying at home and relaxing for most of my time. 
   

        Still, I do occasionally ask them to take me with them, but only because it seems like the kind of thing a kid my age would do. It's been a while since I asked, maybe I should... 
   

        "Can't I come with you? I never get to go with you to these events," I sighed, putting on a look of disappointment. 
   

        "Maybe when you're older," He responded dismissively. 
   

        "You always say that, though," I frowned as I stood up.
   

        "Listen to your father, Ario, it's for your own good," Chimed in my mother, as she entered the room with a couple of steaming mugs on a tray, adding as she set down the tray, "I know you must be feeling cooped up, we hardly ever take you out of the house. But it's to keep you safe...the situation in the country is really bad these days."
   

        "Then why do you go out? Aren't you afraid that some bad people might attack you?" I inquired in response, genuinely curious.
   

        "Oh, don't worry, we're always sure to be careful. And besides...it's all to make the world a better place. We hope that, by the time you're all grown up, you'll get to live in a world where such awful things never happen," She explained, as she handed me one of the mugs, which was filled with hot chocolate, while my father sipped on his coffee. 
   

        That's a little bit too optimistic, if you ask me...but I'm guessing she probably chose to say it optimistically for my sake. 
   

        "That's right, we don't want you to do what we do...or rather, we want to make it so that no one has to do what we do anymore, for organizations like ours to no longer be necessary," Added my father. 
   

        "I think I get it...and I hope you accomplish that goal, then we can live together peacefully forever," I remarked with a smile. 
   

        I'm not just saying that, I genuinely hope this world becomes a better place. Because then, the chances of me getting to live a peaceful, happy life become so much more likely. 
   

        "Aw, aren't you just the sweetest?" Grinned my mother, kneeling down and hugging me as she ruffled my hair playfully. 
   

        "Hey, that tickles, cut it out," I muttered awkwardly.
   

        "We hope to become people that, when you're older, you'll be proud to call your parents," Remarked my father, as he placed a hand on top of my head. 
   

        "I'd say I already am," I responded honestly. 
   

        It's true, I have nothing but respect and admiration for them. 
   

        "We're so lucky to have such a great kid like you. I'm sure you'll grow up to be someone amazing," Said my mother, as she kissed my forehead. 
   

        "Uh, I don't know about that," I replied with a wry smile. 
   

        Yeah, no thanks, I just want an average, comfy life.
   

        "Well, we should get ready and head out now, Jane, it's almost time to go," Chimed in my father, as he glanced at his watch. 
   

        "Sure, I'll get dressed and let's be on our way, dear," Nodded my mother, before adding to me, "I've left your dinner in the fridge, warm it up in the microwave before eating, okay?"
   

        "Yeah, okay. Be safe out there," I replied with a smile. 
   

        They got ready and headed out before much longer, as I put on a movie to watch on my computer, after getting some soda and chips from the kitchen. 
   

        As I sat down on my computer chair and began to get comfortable, I let out an exasperated sigh as I felt the need to go to the bathroom...come on, why now? 
   

        I don't have to go that bad, I can probably just hold it...but if I do that, I'll probably need to go halfway through the movie. Might as well get it done with now so that I can enjoy the movie uninterrupted. 
   

        I got up with a reluctant sigh and headed for the bathroom, flushing after I was done and then going to the sink to wash my hands. 
   

        Oh, the handsoap bottle is empty. I opened up the medicine cabinet next to the sink and reached up to the top shelf to try and get a new bottle of handsoap. 
   

        Damn it, it's just out of reach, I'm standing on my tiptoes. I could go get a stool or something...but that's too much work. I then bent my knees and sprang up as high as I could...and striking the ceiling with the top of my head with a loud thud.
   

        Fucking...owww!!! Holy crap...this body's legs have got some serious springs. As I fell back down, the soap bottle appeared in my line of sight. I reacted quickly, snatching the bottle as I managed to grab hold of it. 
   

        But as I pulled it out of the cabinet, it struck a scissor that was next to it, which fell out and plummeted down. I reflexively reacted and tried to grab it, letting out a hiss of pain as the tip of the scissor hit my left index finger, drawing out a trickle of...blood? 
   

        Huh? I stared in bewilderment at my finger, a dark black liquid dripping out of it. What the hell...? Why...why is my blood black? And the pain...I can't feel it anymore. And I feel a strange sensation coming from the blood...it's really faint but I'm definitely feeling something. 
   

        I then turned on the tap and ran my finger under it, washing away the blood...it feels strange, it's like I'm washing away a small part of me. Well, literally speaking, that is the case, I suppose. 
   

        As I turned off the water and looked at my finger, my eyes widened in disbelief. There's no wound...my finger is perfectly fine. 
   

        Oh, no...am I an Alter? No, no, no...this can't be happening. A small part of me is excited that I have powers, but a much larger part of me is alarmed at this turn of events. 
   

        I'm, uh...I'm just gonna pretend like I didn't see this. Y-yeah...there's no telling what could happen to me if people find out that I'm an Alter. I'm...I'm just not gonna think about it...
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        Yeah, that didn't last long. There's no way I can't not think about this...I mean, this is not the kind of thing you can just forget! 
   

        Alright, let's think about it then...first, let's recap what happened. I dropped a scissor onto my finger and it started bleeding black blood...and then, within seconds, the bleeding stopped, the wound closed up. 
   

        The Alter Progenitor had black blood, and he was said to be agelessly immortal and infinitely regenerating. Do I...have the same powers as the Progenitor? 
   

        There's no question that I'm an Alter, it'd be illogical to deny that. It does make sense, I suppose...my parents aren't Alters, but they each have one Alter parent, so they carry the gene. 
   

        Alters can have anywhere between one to three superpowers, often developing the same powers as their parents or previous ancestors. 
   

        Alters make up one percent of the world's population, and of that number, eighty percent develop one power. Fifteen percent develop two powers, and five percent develop three powers. 
   

        From what I've read online, Alters can generally use their powers naturally and instinctively, it's a physical ability like breathing. But in some cases, where the powers they possess are passive abilities, like a resistance to poison for instance, the power can go unnoticed. 
   

        This healing ability of mine seems to fall under that category, I had no idea I could heal like this until now, after all. Huh, come to think of it, I've never gotten injured before this in this world...I've never gotten sick either. 
   

        Alright, getting back to the black blood...the Progenitor wasn't just immortal, he also had physical capabilities beyond the norm, could give others powers by letting them drink his blood, and when enraged, he'd transform into a monstrous appearance and gain a tremendous amount of power. 
   

        But most of what I've found about him online beyond that is just speculation, it's impossible to find any detailed descriptions of what he was capable of. He didn't have a lot of enemies that faced him and lived to tell the tale, most of them were killed. 
   

        Okay, just because I have black blood doesn't mean I have the same abilities...I'm sure there have been other Alters with black blood. Or at least blood that isn't red...Alters are evolved or mutated versions of normal humans, so I bet anything goes. 
   

        Let's look it up...only articles about the Progenitor are showing up for 'black blood'. Let's try some other colors then. Come on, there's gotta be something...just one single case. 
   

        Damn it...there's nothing. At least as far as public knowledge goes, there are no other Alters besides the Progenitor with different colored blood...and me now too, apparently. 
   

        Okay, that still doesn't mean I have the same powers. I mean, why would I of all people just so happen to have the same powers as the very first Alter, as if I've inherited it or someth-...oh. Ohh, shit. 
   

        That voice I heard in my previous life when I was dying, and once before during a dream...what did it say, again? 
   

        Something about me being a worthy successor and inheriting power, wasn't it? 
   

        I let out a strained sigh as I buried my face in my hands and sat down on the corner of my bed...I'd forgotten all about that voice, having written it off as a hallucination. 
   

        So, then...this black blood is no coincidence. Neither was my reincarnation, for that matter. I think I remember the voice saying that I have to save this world or something...am I supposed to, like, be a superhero or whatever? 
   

        No...no way, absolutely not. Sorry, Voice, but it ain't happening. I'm guessing that was the voice of the Progenitor...well, hate to say it, but he chose the wrong person. 
   

        I'm not selfless enough to risk my life and suffer for the sake of something like world peace, I won't do it. 
   

        Well, at least that voice isn't, like, constantly haunting me, pestering me, I don't know, fulfil my destiny or whatever. 
   

        That said, since I do have powers...I might as well figure out how to use them. The healing seems to work automatically, but maybe I can control how fast it works and stuff...then again, that'd mean I'd have to injure myself repeatedly just to get a feel for it. 
   

        Yeah, let's put that on hold for now, I don't think I have the stomach for self-harm. What else can I do? 
   

        Alters are supposed to be able to use their powers instinctively, but I've never felt anything like that...what about superhuman strength and speed? 
   

        I've never actually exercised or anything in this world...huh, now that I think about it, have I ever ran even once after being reincarnated? I...wow, I honestly don't think I have. Huh, that's kind of a surreal realisation. 
   

        I then hopped off my bed, before I bent down and grabbed the bottom of the frame with both hands, lifting my knees once I had a good grip over it.
   

        And...with hardly any effort, I lifted it up, my eyes widening in disbelief. Damn...this is amazing. I mean, I'm definitely not, like, Superman strong, but I'm definitely a lot stronger than a couch potato of a twelve year old should be. 
   

        Now that jump in the bathroom makes sense too, I should've realized something was weird when I jumped high enough to hit the ceiling with my head, hard. The black blood must have distracted me. 
   

        Okay, so besides the ability to give others powers by letting them drink my blood and that thing about going out of control and super powerful when angered, I haven't read about any other powers that the Progenitor had.
   

        I remember getting a strange sensation from the trickle of black blood that dripped out of my finger...I wouldn't say I was angry, but I was definitely annoyed at getting injured. 
   

        Maybe that sensation was the rage thing, a tiny hint of it. I should look up the Progenitor online again, maybe if I really dig deep, I can find out if there were any other abilities he possessed. 
   

        More importantly...should I hide this from my parents or not? Hm, I think...I think that I should. I'll keep this entirely to myself, no one can ever find out... 
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        "Wow, this is really good," I remarked with a grin, as I munched on my food, a plate of pasta. 
   

        It's the 6th of September, 2009, today's my fourteenth birthday. And to celebrate, my parents brought me out to a fancy restaurant for dinner. Over the last year and a half or so, they've been bringing me out a lot more often. 
   

        I guess they must have thought that I was feeling cooped up or something...I definitely wasn't, and honestly, going out is kind of a drag, but I play along and act excited whenever they take me out. 
   

        And honestly, it's not been too bad. They've taken me to places like malls and amusement parks, and I really enjoyed myself on those outings. That said, I still prefer staying at home to going out. 
   

        But it'd probably be weird for a fourteen year old kid to just want to laze about on their birthday...so, here I am. Well, I guess I can't really complain, the food is great and this place is pretty nice. 
   

        I had some cheesy garlic bread sticks as an appetizer, and a beef pasta with spicy tomato sauce for my main meal, and it's really good! There's a layer of creamy white sauce in the middle and gooey, melted cheese on top, there's so much flavor in every bite.
   

        "What would you say is better, my cooking or this food?" Inquired my mother with a teasing smirk. 
   

        "I feel like that's a trick question I shouldn't answer, so I won't," I replied with a wry smile. 
   

        "You could just say that mine is better, you know," She sighed with a pout, as she reached over to my father's plate and grabbed a mozzarella stick from him.
   

        She'd ordered a salad for herself, while he'd ordered a bunch of appetizers for his entire meal...my parents might be a couple of weirdos. 
   

        "Hey, I was saving that...," He muttered with a look of disappointment. 
   

        "By the way, are you sure it's okay for you two to be missing the thing today?" I asked them, as I took another bite. 
   

        "Oh, it's fine, we can't very well leave you alone on your birthday," Smiled my mother, as she sneakily grabbed a chicken strip from my father's place, much to his chagrin. 
   

        There was a protest taking place today at a government forum, Alters and those who support them would be protesting the government's negligence in making the prejudice towards Alters in this country worse. 
   

        My parents' pro-Alter organization was going to be a big part of the protest, which is supposed to begin soon. Alter prejudice and incidents where Alters have been attacked or even killed have become increasingly frequent lately, things have gotten pretty ugly. 
   

        Which is why I'm glad I made the decision to hide the fact that I'm an Alter...I haven't really thought about my powers all that much in the last few months, I never did find any other powers that I might have, so I kinda just lost interest after a while. 
   

        Anyway, once we were done eating, we then headed out of the restaurant and began driving back home. Whew, I'm stuffed...that was some good food. 
   

        "Oh, I almost forgot...here you go, happy birthday, Ario," Remarked my mother, as she handed me a wrapped present. 
   

        "You didn't have to get me anything, but thanks," I grinned, as I accepted it, "Can I open it now?"
   

        "Sure, go ahead," Nodded my father as he glanced at me in the rear view mirror. 
   

        I tore off the wrapping and tossed it onto the seat beside me, my eyes widening slightly...it's a smartphone. They were only recently invented in this world, not quite in widespread use just yet, and they're pretty expensive. 
   

        I didn't have a smartphone in my previous life, so this is really cool. I couldn't even begin to consider affording one in my old world, a world where most people have smartphones...and now, here in this world, I've got a smartphone when not many other people do. 
   

        "Do you like it?" Asked my mother with a smile. 
   

        "Yeah, of course! Thank you so much! I'll be super careful with it," I grinned in response, as I opened up the box and took out the device. 
   

        Huh, it's a bit heavier than I imagined. I think I should hold down this button to switch it on, right? Nothing's happening...guess I gotta charge it first. 
   

        "Oh, we're passing by where the protest is taking place," Remarked my father. 
   

        "Yeah, it's probably already begun, let's hope it doesn't get too out of hand," Frowned my mother with a worried look on her face. 
   

        "Which building is it?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "That one over there, with the dome-shaped roof," She pointed in response...right before the building she pointed at suddenly exploded. 
   

        "Uh, it just exploded," I muttered, wide-eyed.
   

        The ground shook slightly as windows in the surrounding buildings shattered into pieces, screams ringing out from the passersby as chunks of rubble and shards of glass rained down towards the sidewalk. 
   

        "We need to get away from this area, quickly," She said to my father with a grimace.
   

        "Yeah, I know," He replied as he glanced as the dark, massive plume of smoke rising up from the building, tightening his grip around the steering wheel with an anguished look on his face. 
   

        Well, this can't be good...was the explosion the doing of the protestors or maybe some resentful Alters? Or maybe it was done by anti-Alters to deal a blow to the pro-Alter movement? 
   

        The answer, as I'd later find out, is that the culprits were in fact Alters, at least according to what the news channels were reporting. 
   

        The attack was declared an anti-government terrorist attack, and in the following months of the incident, Alter prejudice and hatred in the country would only continue to grow... 
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        "Alright, we're all set. Our flight is tomorrow night, make sure everything's packed and ready," Remarked my father. 
   

        "We've packed everything we need to take, we're ready to leave any time," Nodded my mother with a grimace. 
   

        It's the 8th of February, 2010, a few months after the explosion on my fourteenth birthday. And things have gotten really bad in this country...dozens of people have been fleeing the country in fear for their lives, both Alters and normal humans. 
   

        And we were fleeing too, heading back to my parents' home country of Iscor, in the continent of Angla. It was just too dangerous...last week, another pro-Alter activist group was wiped out, brutally killed by anti-Alter fanatics.
   

        My parents started receiving death threats, and were responding by making the very wise decision the get the fuck out of this hell hole. We fly out tomorrow night, so this'll be the last night I spend in this country, at least for the foreseeable future. 
   

        "How and why did it come to this?" Sighed my father, pinching the bridge of his nose with a look of frustration. 
   

        "I hate to say it, but there's nothing more we can do...the situation in the country has just gotten too dire to salvage, it's only going to get worse from here," My mother shook her head. 
   

        "If only Unity had set up a branch of their organization here, that might have prevented this," Frowned my father, as I headed back to my room. 
   

        Unity is a group of Alters that originated in a country called Cahgo, which is in the continent of Angla. Their organization was founded thirty years ago, when Alter prejudice was high in Cahgo. 
   

        They thwarted both anti-Alter and Alter terrorists, controlling and reducing the spread of prejudice in the country. Eventually, they made a deal with the government, effectively gaining recognition as a legitimate organization. 
   

        Since then, they've branched out into several other countries, recruiting like-minded Alters to their cause, and as a result, Alter prejudice and hatred has significantly reduced in all of those countries.
   

        There are a total of thirty countries in this world, not counting the independent islands...and Unity have branches in seventeen of them. Unfortunately, that doesn't include this country, Larisk. 
   

        There's also another similar organisation that fights for Alters, called Liberty. But there's a big difference between the two. Unity makes an effort not to break the law, specifically stuff like avoiding killing people, in their efforts. 
   

        Meanwhile, Liberty don't mind getting their hands dirty. It's a question of whether the means justify the ends, and each of those two organizations answer that question in the opposite way to the other. 
   

        Most countries regard Liberty as a terrorist group, and it's unknown how many countries their presence is in.
   

        Well, it doesn't really matter, neither organization is in this country, so the situation here isn't going to improve unless something drastic and unforseen happens. 
   

        And the fact that they aren't here supports my decision to not use my powers to fight for others...I mean, if an organization large enough to put their presence in more than half the world isn't enough to bring peace, what difference could I make by my lonesome? 
   

        The risk isn't worth the reward, simple as that. Once we get out of this country, I'll continue living a selfish, peaceful life. The only thing that's gonna change for me is the location, everything else will stay exactly the sa-...hm?
   

        I just heard a loud crash, I think it came from the front hall...did something fall? I got off my bed and opened my door, heading out my room and down the corridor. 
   

        "What happened? Did something get dropped and break?" I inquired, as I spotted my parents in the hall. 
   

        "Get back, Ario! Go to you room and hide, this is-...!" Began my mother, right before another loud crash echoed out and the front door fell in as the sound of splintering wood burst out. 
   

        "There they are, the Freak-loving bastards!" Exclaimed a man, as a large group stormed into the house. 
   

        Oh, yeah, Freak is a derogatory term used for Alters. More importantly...this looks really bad, these people, they...they look like they're out for blood. 
   

        "Please, leave. You're not welcome here," Frowned my father, as he stepped out in front of my mother.
   

        "Fuck you, old man! Because of people like you, those damned Freaks demand that they should be treated equally to us! Just look at what they've done to our country!"
   

        No...no, no, no, this can't be happening. There's no way this is going to go well...I can't take it, not again, not like this. I...I don't want to die at the hands of people like this again... 
   

        "Take whatever you want, you can have all the money we have in our possession...and you can do whatever you want to me, just please...please leave my wife and child out of it," My father implored them. 
   

        "Hm, let me think about...nah, we're not here to negotiate, we need to make an example out of you people. This is what you deserve!" One of them sneered viciously, as he pulled out a gun...and shot my father through the head, killing him instantly. 
   

        "N-no...no, please, no...," Gasped my mother in horror, stumbling back. 
   

        "Hey, nice aim, man! That was square through the middle of the forehead!"
   

        "Yeah, that was tight!"
   

        This can't be happening, please no... 
   

        "That's one down. Two more to go," Smirked the man with the gun, as he took aim at my mother. 
   

        In that instant, what happened with my aunt flashed through my head, and before I could think twice, I found myself racing forward in desperation, pushing her out of the way...before an excruciating pain burst out across my neck, as a loud gunshot rang out. 
   

        I let out a choked, wheezing gasp as the bullet tore through my throat, blood gushing out as I collapsed onto my hands and knees, writhing in agony as I struggled to breathe. 
   

        "No, Ario!" Screamed my mother in despair. 
   

        "Haha, what a brave little fellow!"
   

        "Let's shoot one into his head, I think that effort deserves better than a painful death-...huh? Hey, what the fuck? Look, his blood, it's...it's black!"
   

        "He's a Freak!"
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        "Hah, so that's why you people had such a hard on for the Freaks. Your own brat is one!" Spat one of the men in disgust. 
   

        The pain is starting to fade, but it's still agonizing, I...I-I can't even muster the strength to stand, m-my entire body is trembling in pain...!
   

        "P-please, you can do whatever you want to me, but leave him alone! He's just a child!" My mother cried desperately. 
   

        "It's a Freak that just looks like a child, don't be stupid, bitch," One of them responded, before she screamed out in pain as several gunshots rang out. 
   

        I stared in horror as her body was riddled with bullets, her screams fading as one shot through her heart, killing her. I froze in despair as her body collapsed onto mine, her blood trickling out onto me and dripping on the floor, as the footsteps of the men grew closer and closer. 
   

        "Fuck, he's still alive."
   

        "Should we kill him?"
   

        "Nah, if he can survive a bullet to the neck, then I bet we can sell him for a pretty penny to those geeks in Esidd. Let's collar the little shit so that he can't try anything and-...," One of them began to suggest. 
   

        "Y-you...you'll pay for this...!" I snarled, flecks of my black blood spraying out of my mouth as I felt an immense rage welling up inside me. 
   

        "You little piece of...!" Growled another of them, firing at me. 
   

        Bullets struck and pierced through my right shoulder, arm and my chest, but I felt eerily calm as a cold fury took over me, my consciousness slowly starting to fade as I felt a strange sensation taking control of my body. 
   

        "All of you...die," I stated in a sharp, icy whisper, right before a bloody red enveloped my mind, a feral roar escaping my lips as I shot forward, my consciousness sinking away into what felt like a deep, dark void... 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        Hm...? What the...? What just happened? Where am I? What's going on? 
   

        "Wh-what...what the fuck was that? This thing isn't an ordinary Freak, it's a goddamn monster!" Snapped a voice, wracked with pain. 
   

        My eyelids slowly fluttered open as I caught whiff of an unpleasant, kinda metallic smell, shaking my head with a slight groan as I looked around in a slight daze. 
   

        My eyes then widened in horror at the sight that met my gaze...there was blood everywhere, splattered across the walls and ceilings, and there were chunks of meat all over the place. 
   

        It took me a moment to realize that those were human body parts, torn apart to pieces. I then glanced down at my hands as I felt something wet, stiffening as got a look at them...my hands were coated with blood, and a thick metal wire had been used to tie my wrists together. 
   

        And there's something around my neck too, some kind of collar...I then turned towards the voice I heard, to see two of the men standing in front of me, one of them missing an arm and the other with a deep slash across his chest. 
   

        "The Freak's awake," The one with the slashed chest nudged the other one as he noticed me staring at them. 
   

        "You almost had us, you fucking monster...but you're nothing with that Suppression Collar around your neck," Remarked the one with the missing arm, as he slammed his foot onto my chest, knocking me onto my back as I let out a gasp of pain. 
   

        Ow, d-damn it...it feels like I have a few broken bones. This Suppression Collar they've put on my neck...it's blocking my powers, keeping me from healing my injuries. 
   

        The man then stomped on me again, before repeatedly slamming his heel onto me, over and over as his eyes bulged with rage. 
   

        "Hey, don't kill the thing. This has been a real fucking mess, we might as well get some money out of it for our trouble."
   

        "Tch...yeah, I guess you're right. Just one more kick, then," He sighed, as he swung his foot at my face, slamming it against the left side as I felt my jaw crack, a couple of my teeth getting knocked loose in the process. 
   

        "Hey, check it out, they've got some top shelf booze here, this is the good stuff. I bet we can put this quality liquor to better use than they can. I mean, they're dead now," Laughed the other guy, as he rummaged through the cabinets. 
   

        "Yeah, that sounds good, my arm hurts like a son of a bitch. Maybe a couple of gulps or ten would help dull the pain," He grimaced in response, as he clutched at the stump of his arm, which he'd tied his belt around to stop the bleeding. 
   

        How...how can they be like this after killing innocent people? Don't they feel anything? And why...why me? Why do I have to go through this again? 
   

        Across both my lives, all I've wanted is to live a simple, happy life with my loved ones...and across both my lives, I've had to watch as they're killed before me. 
   

        It's...it's not fair. It's just not fair, damn it! I haven't done anything wrong...I've never hurt another person-...okay, looking around at this room, I guess that's not technically true. I also destroyed that one guy's eyeballs in my previous life before I died. 
   

        Let me rephrase that, I've never hurt an innocent person. What I'm trying to say is...what the fuck have I done to deserve this, huh!? 
   

        "Well? How's the pain now?" The guy with the slashed chest asked the other one, as he chugged down several gulps from a bottle of wine. 
   

        "Still hurts, damn it...ugh, whatever, let's just grab the little monster and get the hell out of here already," He muttered in response, as he walked towards me, arching back his right leg as he stepped in front of me, "Time to take a nap, Freak boy."
   

        And with that, he swung his leg towards my face, everything going dark as his foot slammed square onto the middle of my nose, knocking me out... 
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        "N-no, stop it, please don't do i-...arghhhhhhh!" I yelled out in agony, as an excruciating pain burst through my body. 
   

        "How fascinating...look at this. The blood we extracted from him body, it seems to be reacting to the pain he's feeling."
   

        "Amazing, it's almost like the blood has a mind of its own. I've never seen anything like it."
   

        I-it hurts, it's hurts so damn much...!
   

        "Y-you bastards, I'll...I'll kill you, I'll fucking-...argghhhhh!" I began, before crying out in pain as the immense agony suddenly intensified and spiked drastically. 
   

        "Go easy, it'd be a huge waste if he dies. Let's move on, inject the new formula."
   

        "Alright, shutting off the nerve probes. Injecting the formula now."
   

        As the pain then began to fade, I felt several syringes piercing onto my arms and the sides of my neck, injecting something into me. 
   

        I let out a weak groan as my vision suddenly became loopy and spinny, as if I was dizzy. It quickly started to fade after a few seconds, as I struggled in futility to break free of my restraints. 
   

        "Hm, the formula is already being nullified inside his body...looks like we won't need the antidote, as usual."
   

        "Damn, that's a lethal poison, and he's recovering from it in seconds? I'm almost envious."
   

        "Inject him with a larger dosage, keep the antidote ready just in case."
   

        "Right, got it."
   

        This is hell...an endless nightmare I have no escape from. The men who killed my parents sold me to a research group who experiment on Alters...I don't even know how long I've been here. 
   

        Every single day, for several hours at a time, they experiment on me mercilessly, I've been cut open, subjected to various forms of pain and injected with a wide variety of drugs and poisons. 
   

        The Suppression Collar is still on me, but they've tweaked it to allow me to heal. That's all though, the rest of my powers are suppressed...so I'm helpless to defend myself. 
   

        I...I can't take it anymore, please just let them kill me already. Living like this is far worse than death, so please, kill me, I-I've...I've had enough. 
   

        "I think we've adequately tested the limits of his healing prowess, it's clearly beyond anything we've ever seen. I think we can move on to the next phase now...is the chip ready to be implanted yet?"
   

        "Not quite, but it should be ready any day now. We're just making sure that there aren't any oversights or loopholes he can exploit."
   

        "Good, we can't afford to be careless...we need him fully under out control."
   

        What...what are they talking about? 
   

        "Hey, there, how are you doing today?" One of them, I think the head researcher, inquired as he leaned over me on the operating table with a chilling smile, "I've got good news for you. You're not gonna have to go through all this pain anymore...so long as you cooperate obediently for the next phase of our little project, you won't have to suffer."
   

        I don't know why, but he always makes it a point to talk to me during these experiments. Seeing his face fills me with a mix of rage and fear, along with murderous intent. 
   

        He introduced himself the first time they experimented on me, while my stomach was being cut open. I think he said his name is Alok Das...he looks about middle aged, with slicked back black hair that was slightly graying and a short, thick beard. 
   

        He had brown skin, black eyes and was a bit on the fatter side, and always had a creepy, emotionless smile on his face, with a dark look in his eyes. 
   

        "F...fuck you, asshole...," I muttered weekly. 
   

        "Hm, charming as always, I see. Alright, let's put him to sleep for a while, shall we? Pump him full of the stuff and set the collar to full suppression mode," He instructed the others. 
   

        "I swear, I'll kill you, you fucking bastard. Even if it's the last thing I do, I'll...I'll kill you...," I declared, trailing off as an immense drowsiness washed over me, my vision blurring and darkening rapidly. 
   

        "What a terrifying empty threat that is. Just accept it, already...you're nothing but a lab rat, you belong to...," He chuckled, the rest of what he said unclear as my consciousness faded... 
   

        ... 
   

        ... 
   

        Hm...? Where am I? Everything's dark all around me... 
   

        "How disappointing. I expected more from the one I chose to be my successor."
   

        Oh. It's been a while since I heard this voice. 
   

        "Well, screw you, Mr Progenitor. I didn't ask for this!" I snapped in response. 
   

        "I can only hope that, eventually...you'll understand what you need to do."
   

        "Yeah, keep hoping all you want. But you better set yourself up for disappointment."
   

        "Yes...perhaps I should."
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        I woke up with a sharp gasp, grimacing as I sat up, my head pounding. 
   

        "Welcome back. It's been a while...well, as far as you're concerned, it probably feels like hardly any time has passed," Alok Das greeted me with that creepy smile, as I let out a slight groan. 
   

        Huh? I'm not restrained, even the Suppression Collar has been taken off...I'm in a room, alone with him. I don't know what's going on here, but... 
   

        "I'm gonna k-...!" I began to snap as I sprang onto my feet, abruptly interrupted as my body was suddenly wracked with an immense, devastating pain. 
   

        I...I-I can't even cry out in pain, it's like every single cell in my body is on fire and being stabbed by thousands of needles... 
   

        "Hahaha, hurts, doesn't it!? Feel the back of your neck. We've implanted a chip in there, it'll inflict your entire body with unimaginable pain should you show any aggression towards us, or try to escape, or disobey us, and so on. Basically, anything that'd count as going against us. Naturally, you try to tear out the chip, that'll trigger it too," He informed me with an amused chuckle. 
   

        So, this is my life, huh? Sorry, Mr Progenitor, but even if I wanted to, I don't think I'm gonna be able to follow in your footsteps or whatever anytime soon... 
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        "Take this more seriously, brat, if you don't want to end up with your nose smashed in again."
   

        "Go fuck yourself, dickhead," I growled in response, before picking up the wooden sword as I stood back up. 
   

        Some time has passed, I don't know how long...after the control chip was implanted in the back of my neck, I soon found out what the next phase of their plan for me was. 
   

        They're turning me into a weapon for them to use...they've been forcing me to train to kill. And thanks to the control chip, I've had no choice but to comply. 
   

        I can only hope that I get the chance to use it against them at some point...but realistically speaking, that's probably not going to happen. 
   

        Getting rid of the control chip is going to be impossible, believe me, I've tried. Even thinking about trying to tear it out of me triggers it and wracks my body with excruciating pain. 
   

        What's more, every time I get seethingly, intensely angry and enraged, which happens pretty damn often, that triggers the chip too, with pain immense enough to knock me out. 
   

        I think that's for the purpose of stopping me from triggering whatever power I used when I killed all but two of the men who killed my parents. 
   

        So I've had no choice but to keep my emotions in check...I've felt that immense pain several times now, but I never get used to it. I don't want to feel it anymore...so I have to play along with them. 
   

        After they implanted the chip, they first had me train using various weapons, though wooden ones not the actual metal ones. Even with the control chip keeping me from defying them, they're still being cautious and careful towards me. 
   

        In the end, they surmised that a sword worked best for me, so they have me train using wooden swords. They hire mercenaries and soldiers to fight me, getting me used to combat. 
   

        And I hate to admit it, but...right now, that's the only real way I have to blow off steam, and it works. 
   

        Since the people hired to train me aren't members of the research group, I can be as aggressive towards them as I want without getting to the point where it'd trigger the chip. 
   

        Alok Das even told me to kill them if I can, though then commanded me not to mention that to them. And I can't disobey without triggering the chip...I'm little more than a slave at the mercy of the researchers, a tool for them to use at their disposal. 
   

        "Hey, this isn't worth my time! I've got better things to do than train some Freak brat!" My newest trainer barked at Alok. 
   

        I think he said he's a former soldier turned bounty hunter or something. He's been fighting me with a pair of daggers, and unlike my wooden sword, his blades are very much real. 
   

        "Yes, well, we've paid you quite handsomely for your services, so we expect you to fulfil what we hired you for," He responded icily. 
   

        "Tch, this sucks, I made a mistake taking on this j-...shit!" He trailed off and exclaimed in alarm as I suddenly flung my wooden sword at him with a rapid spin. 
   

        He began to raise one of his daggers to try and block it, but could only partially defend against it, a loud thud echoing out as the bottom of the handle struck the right side of his forehead. 
   

        "You little shit!" He snapped as I shot forward and leapt straight at him, flipping his grip on one of his daggers. 
   

        I grabbed his shoulders and tightly wrapped my legs around his torso to keep him from pushing me off, letting out a sharp gasp as he drove one of his daggers straight into my throat, violently twisting the blade as he plunged it in. 
   

        I then gritted my teeth before leaning forward, opening my jaws and snapping them around the side of his neck. He let out an anguished yell of pain as I viciously tore out a chunk of his neck with my teeth, the foul taste of blood filling my mouth. 
   

        I quickly sprang off him as he then wildly swiped his other dagger at me, before I pulled the first dagger out of my throat as I spat out the piece of his neck I'd bitten off and the blood. I then shot towards him again, leaping forward as I closed in.
   

        He'll probably bleed out and die soon anyway...but I want to kill him with my own hands! 
   

        He drove his dagger into my chest with a panicked look on his face, before I repeatedly and violently stabbed his neck, blood gushing out as pulled the blade out with a sharp twist each time, before his body began to fall backwards. 
   

        But I didn't stop...or rather, I couldn't stop, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I continued to plunge the blade into his body over and over, mutilating his corpse. 
   

        "Haha, wow, that was great! It wasn't that long ago that you'd constantly get your ass kicked without laying so much as a scratch on your opponents. Hm, well, this might make it harder to find people willing to take on this job, but it's good to see that you're progressing nicely," Alok slow-clapped with a chuckle as he walked in. 
   

        I felt a surge of rage as I heard his voice, before calming myself down to keep the chip from triggering. As I got off the man I'd just killed and stepped away from his dead body, I felt immense disgust as I felt Alok place a hand on my shoulder. 
   

        "Don't touch me, you asshole," I growled icily. 
   

        "Ho, looks like you've figured how far you can go without triggering the chip. Maybe it's time to make some adjustments and recalibrate the trigger parameters...after all, there's still a glimmer of defiance in your eyes. That won't do...I need to kill what's left of your emotions, I need you to have the look of a dead fish in your eyes," He mused sadistically. 
   

        "If I'm done here, then I'm going to my room," I responded, as I began to walk away. 
   

        "Not so fast, brat...you know the drill, leave the dagger," He smirked as he grabbed my arm to stop me. 
   

        "Tch...," I muttered, as I took it out from the waistband of my trousers and tossed it away. 
   

        "Yeah, see what I mean? This is exactly the kind of defiance I need to kill. So just stop resisting and allow me to do so already, would you?"
   

        "Go shove that dagger up your ass, shithead."
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        "Wow, that was close! I was afraid I took it a bit too far for a moment there...your physiology is truly freaky, thankfully. It would have been a shame to lose such a valuable lab rat. Still, how intriguing. That was enough pain to cause you to briefly die of shock...and then you promptly came back to life in a matter of seconds," Remarked Alok in fascination. 
   

        "Are you done yet?" I muttered in response. 
   

        "Hm...I guess that's enough for today. No need to overdo it, I've killed your spirit quite significantly at this point. But you do still have a habit of talking back, so we'll pick up where we left off tomorrow," He replied, as he undid my restraints. 
   

        "Great, I can hardly wait," I sighed dryly, as I got off the operating table, grimacing as I briefly felt the pain triggered by the chip. 
   

        He got himself a remote to manually trigger the chip whenever he feels like it, and I've been subjected to daily torture for quite a while lately. 
   

        I train in the morning and get tortured in the afternoon...but the rest of the day is great, I get to chill in a cold, empty room with a paper thin mattress and a toilet that's in open view. 
   

        It's amazing, I bet they must have modeled the room after a five star hotel or something. Oh, you think I'm being sarcastic? I can't imagine what might have given you that impression. 
   

        I wonder how long I've been here...after I was brought to this research facility, I've completely lost track of time. At this point, I've all but given up on trying to regain my freedom. 
   

        I've tried to remove the control chip so many times, but no matter what the approach, it's just not possible. I've even tried killing myself, but all the injuries I inflicted on myself healed right away. I then figured out how to suppress my healing, and managed to cut off my head, but my head then reconnected back to my neck on its own, bringing me back to life. 
   

        And now, to prevent me from trying that again, they've adjusted the control chip to trigger if I attempt suicide again, so I have no escape. They've had me train relentlessly, and lately I've killed all of my trainers without too much trouble. 
   

        It's the only escape I have from this nightmare...the rush I get from those fights, it helps me forget all this and gives me some respite, if only for a brief moment.
   

        They've also been testing out a wide variety of poisons and viruses on me, as well as exposing me to several different diseases, building up my body's tolerance and letting me recover from those toxins more quickly. 
   

        This is probably going exactly how they're desiring...slowly but surely, my spirit is getting crushed, it won't be long before there's nothing left. 
   

        And with all the restrictions placed on me with the control chip, I have no choice but to obey their every command. 
   

        Anyway, as I headed back to my room and headed in, the door automatically locking as I entered, I let out a slight sigh as I caught whiff of a strange scent and felt a faint dizziness hit me. 
   

        Another poison gas, huh? Great. 
   

        I walked over to my bed and laid down, staring up at the ceiling as my vision began to spin a bit. Huh, actually, whatever poison this is, it isn't too bad. I do feel a bit tingly, but mostly relaxed and drowsy. 
   

        Oh, it's starting to fade. I then closed my eyes and focused, trying to stop my healing from doing its thing. I stopped practicing after they took measures to prevent me from killing myself, but I've still got a feel for how to do it. Come on, resist it...suppress it down and keep a lid on it. 
   

        There we go, I'm getting a stronger grasp over it...almost there, just a little more-...oh, I lost my grip over it. The effect of the poison is fading rapidly...too bad, I was starting to enjoy it. 
   

        Once my body recovers from a poison, I build up a resistance towards that specific poison. So whatever this poison is that's filling my room, it won't have much of an effect on me after this. 
   

        I then reached for the back of my neck and touched at the spot where the control chip had been implanted...this tiny square is the only thing between me and my freedom. But there's absolutely nothing I can do about it...
   

        ... 
   

        ... 
   

        "It's time for the next step in your training. Your killing prowess has improved at an encouraging rate, but it's far from enough...it's time to see how you fare against guns," Remarked Alok, as he pushed me into the training room. 
   

        There wasn't a human trainer like usual, instead there were several robots in the room, with wheels beneath them and guns attached to their arms. 
   

        "You want me to destroy these robots?" I muttered, as the machines got activated. 
   

        "Yes, if you can manage to avoid the storm of bullets, of course. Here, you might need this," He chuckled, as he tossed a katana at me. 
   

        I caught it by the handle and stared at the blade, my face reflecting off of it. So, they're finally letting me use proper, metal weapons, huh? 
   

        "Doubt this is gonna make a difference against guns though," I muttered to myself dryly.
   

        "Okay, ready...begin!" Exclaimed Alok, before all the robots suddenly aimed their guns at me. 
   

        I shot forward as fast as I could, rushing in towards one of them at top speed...right before my entire body was riddled with bullets from several directions. Pain bursting out at each spot I was struck in. 
   

        I leapt towards the robot I'd shot towards, and as a bullet hit the side of my face and burst in through my left cheek and shooting out of my right cheek, knocking out a few of my teeth in the process, I swung the sword down at the robot, which slashed through the top of its head. 
   

        An electric spark and crackle burst out from it as it then stopped working, its arms slumping down. I quickly pulled the blade out and began to turn towards one of the other robots, before I found myself on the floor as a bullet shot through my skull, piercing through my brain. 
   

        O-oh, this is...really weird, I...I feel so strange whenever my brain takes damage, I can barely think and I can hardly move at all...this is gonna be really rough... 
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        "Excellent work, you only took nine hits before destroying all the robots this time. You're finally into single digits in that regard," Remarked Alok, as he strapped me onto an operating table. 
   

        "Uh-huh," I responded blankly, starting to get numb to the whole thing. 
   

        Another substantial amount of time has passed, and of course, I have no idea exactly how much. They've been extracting a lot of blood from me lately, though I don't know what for. 
   

        They can take as much as they want, since I've heard them say that my body automatically replenishes any lost blood almost instantly. They've probably extracted several gallons at this point. 
   

        "It won't be much longer now until you're ready to be deployed. We'll use you to wipe out other Freaks, it'll be quite sweet to have them killed by a fellow Freak. You'll also be assassinating those who in positions of power who support Freaks. It's too bad we can't just upload fighting skills into you, it'd be so much easier that way," He sighed wistfully, as he began extracting blood from my arm. 
   

        "Uh, excuse me, sir, we have a-...!" Suddenly exclaimed another researcher, as he burst into the room with a panicked look on his face. 
   

        "Did you ship the last batch of blood we extracted to the other facility?" Alok interrupted up. 
   

        "Huh? Yeah, I sent it out yesterday, it should have already arrived there and-...no, wait, there's no time for this! Someone tripped the perimeter alarm, and our guards aren't responding to their comms! We've got intruders!"
   

        "You have got to be kidding me...do we know how many there are?" He frowned as he got onto his feet. 
   

        "No, sir, whoever they are, they took out the security cameras without being spotted," He shook his head, before tapping on his earpiece and grimacing, "I'm getting word, it's a group of Freaks! And they're close, they'll be here soon!"
   

        "Damn it...! What rotten timing!" Alok growled in frustration as he hastily undid my restraints, before snapping at me, "I want you to kill whoever the intruders are, is that understood? And keep me safe!"
   

        Before I could respond, a powerful gust of wind suddenly burst into the room, the doors abruptly swinging open as the guy who'd rushed in to warn Alok was suddenly sent flying across the room and crashed onto a wall, losing consciousness and slumping down to the ground. 
   

        "It's over, you scum...we're putting an end to this vile operation of yours," Came an unfamilar voice, as I spotted someone standing where the researcher had just been. 
   

        It was a guy who looked like he was in his early to mid twenties, with spiked up blonde hair, purple eyes and a look of anger and disgust on his face. 
   

        "Shit...I recognize you, you're one of those Unity Freaks, aren't you?" Growled Alok icily, backing away warily. 
   

        Unity? They're the ones attacking? Am I...am I going to be saved? 
   

        "The name's Theo Ranger. But you can call me Turbo," He responded before cracking his knuckles, "Now, you can surrender. Or we can do this the hard way. Your choice, old man."
   

        "Y-you, kill him, now!" Alok snapped at me with a panicked look on his face. 
   

        This...this might be my only chance to be freed from this place. If I kill this guy, I may forever be their slave...no. I won't do it...if it means I can be free, I'll endure any amount of pain... 
   

        "I'd rather see you die, you piece of shit," I smirked in response, before letting out an agonized cry of pain as excruciating agony burst out across my entire body, collapsing onto the floor and writhing in pain. 
   

        "Whoa, what's happening?" Frowned the Alter in bewilderment. 
   

        "Of all the time to...!? Listen to me, damn it, kill this Freak bastard! Obey me if you want the pain to stop!" He exclaimed furiously, as his back bumped onto a desk, cornered as the Alter took a step towards him. 
   

        "G-go...fuck...yourself...!" I gasped through gritted teeth, feeling like my body was getting torn apart. 
   

        "Just endure it for a little longer, we'll save you," The Alter assured me, before he began to zip towards Alok.
   

        Suddenly, Alok pulled something out of the desk drawer, pointing it forward and pressing a button on the device, a devastating sonic blast shooting out of it. 
   

        The Alter collapsed onto his hands and knees with a pained look on his face, struggling to get up, but I didn't really feel it...no, I was too overwhelmed by the pain caused by the control chip to notice anything else. 
   

        "Mark my words, you Unity bastards will pay for this!" Declared Alok, as he placed the device on the floor, pointing it at the Alter and keeping him down, before glancing at me as he placed his hand on the wall and opened up a hidden passage, "Congratulations, you're free, for now. But rest assured, I'll have you in my clutches again, sooner or later. And then, I'll make sure to take extra precautions to ensure that you can never disobey me like this again. So don't go getting too comfortable."
   

        With that, he rushed into the hidden entrance, which closed as he entered, the echo of his footsteps fading away as the Alter struggled to try and crawl towards the device emitting the sonic waves. I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself, doing my best to ignore the immense pain overtaking my entire body. 
   

        Alok isn't here anymore, so the order he gave me isn't valid anymore...I need to convince myself of that. I'm...I'm in the clear, I have no orders to follow. I don't...I don't! 
   

        I let out a sharp gasp and sat up as the pain then faded, before grimacing as a wave of nausea and vertigo washed over me as the sonic waves engulfed me. 
   

        The Alter is almost unconscious, blood trickling out of his left ear...I gritted my teeth as I reached for a nearby scalpel on the floor, picking it up, taking aim and then flinging it at the device with a rapid spin. 
   

        The sharp edge of the scalpel struck and pierced into the device, short-circuiting it and shutting off the sonic waves, the Alter letting out a strained sigh of relief as he slowly sat up, rubbing his head with a dazed look on his face. 
   

        "Thanks, man...I owe you one," He remarked with a weak smile. 
   

        "Get me out of here and we'll call it even," I responded as I shakily got back onto my feet. 
   

        This isn't a dream, right? It's really happening, right? Am I...am I really finally about to be free...?
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        "Oh, there you are, Turbo. We've restrained and captured all the researchers in the facility, any trouble on your end?" Came a voice, as I heard footsteps approaching. 
   

        It was a woman, she looked like she was in her late twenties, with short black hair that framed her face, dark skin and dark brown eyes...I think I've seen her on TV, she's a member of Unity.
   

        "I guess you could say that...one of them got away. He opened some kind of hidden door on the wall, not sure how though," Frowned the guy with super speed, as he inspected the wall. 
   

        "Come on, seriously? You had one job, make sure no one gets away. For someone so fast, you can be awfully slow sometimes," She sighed in exasperation. 
   

        "Hey! That was really uncalled for, Siara!" He responded indignantly. 
   

        "How many times have I told you not to use our real names on these missions?" She frowned as she narrowed her eyes at him. 
   

        "I don't see the point, it's not like we wear masks or something...Poltergeist," He muttered, averting his gaze as she glared at him. 
   

        "Some of us do, we try to get into the habit of using codenames so that we don't accidentally call those of us who want to keep their identities a secret by their real names in front of our enemies," She pointed out, before noticing me, "Oh, who's this?"
   

        "A victim of these bastards. The guy who escaped ordered him to kill me, and he seemed to be in a lot of pain when he refused," He informed her. 
   

        "Um...hi," I remarked awkwardly, as the woman walked over and stared at me. 
   

        "You must have been through a lot, haven't you? How long have you been here?" She asked me softly. 
   

        "I...I don't know. But I was brought here when I was fourteen. It was in, um...2010, I think? February, if I remember right," I responded uncertainly. 
   

        "What?" Blurted out the guy with a wide-eyed look on his face.
   

        "I don't know how to say this, but...it's 2016 now. The 5th of September, 2016, to be specific. You've been here for over five and half years," The woman informed me solemnly. 
   

        "Oh...tomorrow's my birthday, then," I realized thoughtfully. 
   

        I'm kinda overwhelmed right now...it's hard to get my thoughts in order. For quite a while now, I'd resigned myself to being stuck in the clutches of the researchers here. But now that that's over...I don't know what to think. 
   

        "Man, it must have been rough, I can only imagine what you had to endure for all this time," Remarked the guy with a grimace. 
   

        "Yeah, it...it wasn't great," I muttered in response. 
   

        "I'm sorry, but do you mind if we ask you some questions, about how you ended up here and what they did to you?" Requested the woman, kneeling down in front of me. 
   

        "Sure, that's fine."
   

        "For starters, what's your name?" She asked me. 
   

        Uh...what was it again? Oh, right... 
   

        "Ariodred Phoenix."
   

        "Nice to meet you, Ariodred. I'm Siara Abara, a member of Unity, I also go by the codename Poltergeist," She introduced herself with a smile, before adding, "How exactly did you end up here?"
   

        "My parents were Alter right activists in Larisk, we were about to flee the country because of the situation. But the day before our flight, some men broke into our house, killed my parents and then sold me to this place," I recalled with a grimace. 
   

        "Oh, man...that's awful, I'm so sorry," Replied the guy sympathetically. 
   

        He mentioned his name earlier, what was it again? Theo something or other, and his codename was Turbo, right? 
   

        "It's fine...the memories are a bit fuzzy at this point anyway," I responded with a shake of my head. 
   

        "I'm sorry for your loss. We'll do everything we can to bring the bastards who did this to you to justice," Siara assured me, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
   

        "Can you tell us what they did to you here?" Theo asked me. 
   

        "I...I'm not sure if I can. There's a control chip in the back of my neck...if I do anything that might be considered disobedient to the researchers, it inflicts pain across my entire body," I remarked with a frown. 
   

        "Ohh, so that's what happened earlier. It must have been tough to refuse to follow that son of a bitch's orders," Responded Theo with a somber look on his face. 
   

        "We'll get you out of here and to a hospital where we can remove it surgically," Added Siara with a nod. 
   

        "Actually, if it isn't too much trouble, could you do it now? Tear it out if you have to, I can heal from just about any injur-...," I began, before trailing off with a sharp gasp of pain as I triggered the chip. 
   

        F-fuck...!
   

        "You okay!? Does this mean that even thinking about removing it causes you pain?" Frowned Theo, as I collapsed onto the ground, gritting my teeth as I trembled in pain. 
   

        "P-please...hurry...!" I gasped in agony, my vision blurring. 
   

        "Leave it to me!" He nodded, as he suddenly zipped across the room, picking up the scalpel I'd used to destroy the sonic wave device, before racing behind me. 
   

        I felt a sharp prick at the back of my neck, slicing down, grimacing as he poked his fingers through the slit he'd cut...and then, relief. I sat up in disbelief, as the pain throughout my body abruptly faded. 
   

        And the stinging pain at the back of my neck was already fading too. I then hesitantly started thinking about killing that bastard Alok, bracing myself...and nothing happened. It's...it's really gone. The chip, it's out of my neck... 
   

        Before I realized it, a slight, choked sob escaped my lips, as I felt a tear running down the left side of my face, my chest tightening as it finally began to sink in...i-it's really over, I'm...I'm finally free. 
   

        "What's this black liquid? Did they inject some weird substance into you or something?" Inquired Theo with a frown. 
   

        "Huh? Oh, that's my blood, it's black."
   

        "Hold on, what?" Blurted out Siara in disbelief. 
   

        Yeah, I guess that's not a surprising reaction. 
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    Chapter 18 - What's Next?

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "You seem awfully on edge, you good?" Inquired Theo, as I was rocking back in my chair and tapping my foot against the floor. 
   

        "It's just...last time I was getting ready for a flight, my parents were killed and I ended up a madman's lab rat for almost six years," I remarked dryly. 
   

        "O-oh, uh...," He trailed off awkwardly, not sure what to say. 
   

        "Relax, you don't need to worry about me being sensitive or whatever. After being tortured for that long, it'd probably take a lot to upset me," I replied with a wry smile. 
   

        After Theo and Siara questioned me about what had gone on in that lab, they took me out of that hell hole, along with all of the researchers except for Alok, who got away. 
   

        I wasn't too happy about the fact that they were arresting those bastards instead of killing them, and I said as much, Siara responded that killing them would make us no better than them or whatever. 
   

        While I disagreed with that notion, I kept quiet and didn't say so out loud. After all, they did save me, and I can't put into words how grateful I am to them. So, I didn't say anything. 
   

        After that, they took me to a hospital to get checked up, but I was cleared before too long, since any injuries I sustain heal right away. Since then, they've had me stay in their base here, in the country of Esidd. 
   

        They've been busy exposing the crimes of the research group that I'd been a captive of, apparently they'd experimented on several Alter kids before they got me in their clutches. 
   

        I'm the only one of their test subjects who's still alive...guess they never got another subject after me since a lab rat who can heal from any injury and ailment was probably sufficient for their experiments. 
   

        The Unity people have been really nice to me, they've made sure I'm comfortable and even hired me a therapist to talk to. I can't deny that I've broken down and bawled a couple of times or five during those therapy sessions. 
   

        I still feel like a part of me was destroyed permanently in that lab, and maybe that's for the best. The old me probably wouldn't have the strength to readjust back to a normal life if I'd remained exactly the same. 
   

        I mean, it's only natural that I'd change after all that, right? The therapist even said so, and that I'm apparently remarkably well-adjusted and sound of mind for someone who was tortured for more than five years. 
   

        Which is great and all, but there's one thing that's been bothering me...I have no idea what to do with my life, I don't know what's next for me. Unity investigated the deaths of my parents, and informed me that their bank accounts had been cleared out, likely by the men who killed them. Which means I have absolutely no money. 
   

        And then, as if they'd read my mind, they asked me what I wanted to do after this, but of course, I had no answer. So, they then offered me a place in Unity. If I agreed, they'd take me to their main base in the country of Cahgo, in the continent of Angla. 
   

        There, they'd teach me to control and use my powers, and I'd help them fight against anti-Alter terrorism and any other threats that they deal with. I was hesitant to accept their offer at first, mainly because I'd be playing into what the Progenitor wants me to do with the powers I inherited. 
   

        And I have absolutely no intention of obeying someone else's will, not after I spent over five and half years being forced to do so constantly. 
   

        However, learning to better use my powers and being able to defend myself, that's something I desperately need. The researchers trained me in regular combat, but besides my healing, they never really took the rest of my abilities into account. 
   

        They placed heavy restrictions on me with the control chip, including the restriction that prevented me from triggering whatever power I used to kill most of the men responsible for killing my parents. 
   

        If I join up with Unity, then maybe they can teach me how to control that power. And so...I accepted their offer. And in just a few hours, I'll be flying to Unity's main base with Theo and Siara, who live there and were only here to help the branch of Unity in this country in their operation to crush the research group. 
   

        Though I have agreed to join them, I do have a couple of concerns...most significantly, their no-killing rule. It just doesn't make sense to me. I mean, think about it, if Batman killed the Joker the very first time, imagine how much damage he could have prevented later on. 
   

        "About the whole 'we don't kill anyone' rule you guys follow...are there really no exceptions to that rule?" I asked Theo. 
   

        "Hm? Well, no, unless it's, like, a swarm of Monsters attacking a city or something. That's pretty rare these days though, Monsters usually just stay in their habitats, like any other wild animal, they hardly ever wander into towns or cities. 
   

        But when it comes to people, we don't kill. Instead, we capture them and expose their crimes for the world to see...by taking the high road, we make the world see us Alters in a brighter light, and anti-Alter terrorists in a more negative light. You know what they say, if you kill a killer, then the number of killers in the world remains the same," He surmised objectively. 
   

        Wait, that's a Batman quote, isn't it? Freaky, I was just thinking about Batman. But that quote is flawed... 
   

        "I've got two arguments against that. First, if you kill several killers, then the number of killers in the world will definitely decrease. And my second argument, let's say you kill a serial killer who kills people for fun. The number of killers may remain the same in that case...but the number of victims, or at least, potential victims, will reduce," I countered with a shrug. 
   

        "...okay, that's a strong argument, both of those. But if both sides end up killing each other, it'll either never end, or it'll end with everyone on both sides dead. We have to be better than our enemies, otherwise, no one's in the right."
   

        Guess we'll just have to agree to disagree. Because if it were upto me, every last one of those rotten bastards from the lab would be dead already...
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!
   

        Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.
   

        Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:
   

        https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 19 - Contact

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "I have to say, flying through the clouds isn't as awestriking as I'd imagined," I remarked, as I stared out the window. 
   

        "I think it's pretty cool that we can travel through the air so easily, though," Replied Theo with a shrug. 
   

        "I mean, sure, it's a marvel of engineering and all, that's not what I'm talking about...the seats aren't very comfortable, there's not enough leg room, reclining the seat doesn't make much of difference, and the view gets old pretty fast," I countered dryly. 
   

        "Okay, fair enough, you're not exactly wrong on any of those counts," He responded with a chuckle. 
   

        We were currently on a flight to the nation of Cahgo, it was a five hour flight and we were only two hours in so far. It's the first time I've been a plane, and I'm already over it. It doesn't live up to the hype. 
   

        As an air stewardess then headed down the aisle, pushing a cart with a bunch of drinks on it, Theo raised his hand with a smile as she walked by our seats. 
   

        "Yes, sir, how can I help you?" She inquired with a friendly smile. 
   

        "Hey, have you ever had any booze to drink?" He turned to me and asked. 
   

        "Huh? Well, no, I've never had the chance," I shook my head. 
   

        "Could we get two beers each, please?" He requested politely. 
   

        "Of course, sir," She nodded, before taking out four cans of beer from the cart and handing the cans to us. 
   

        As she then walked away, Theo cracked open one of the cans and chugged down a deep gulp, letting out a content sigh and licking his lips as he set the can onto the tray table. 
   

        "What does it taste like?" I asked him curiously, as I opened one of my cans. 
   

        "Hey, try not to drink too much, you might bother the other passengers," Siara turned around and warned Theo. 
   

        She was in the window seat in front of us, Theo was in the aisle seat as he offered me the window seat since it's my first time on a place and all. 
   

        "Yeah, yeah, I know," He waved the back of his hand at her dismissively. 
   

        "In case you forgot, you threw up all over a little girl in the seat next to you on our flight to Esidd," She sighed in exasperation. 
   

        "Seriously?" I responded in bemusement as I glanced at him. 
   

        "O-okay, yeah, that wasn't great. But in my defense, that was because the food they served gave me a stomachache, the booze was innocent," He muttered defensively as he averted his gaze. 
   

        "Anyway, getting back to my question, what does this taste like? It smells kinda weird," I frowned, as I gave the open can a sniff. 
   

        "Just brace yourself and you'll be fine, it's pretty easy to get used to," He assured me. 
   

        Hm...alright, then, here goes, I guess. I raised the can to my mouth and began drinking from it, taking several gulps. It's kinda bitter, but the cold and fizz is nice. 
   

        Oh, right, I should probably suppress my healing power. There we go...but I think I might have wasted a bit of the drink. I then took a few more gulps from the can, pulling it away as the bitter taste began to get a bit overwhelming. 
   

        "Hey, nice, you chugged down, like, half the can in one go, not bad for your first time trying alcohol. Up high," Grinned Theo, as he held up his hand. 
   

        Huh? Oh, he wants a high five. I then awkwardly raised my hand and lightly tapped it against him, feeling weirdly embarrassed. I've never high fived another person before, it's kinda strange-...hm?
   

        "Uh, you okay?" I asked him, as a bewildered look appeared on his face. 
   

        "I...I don't know. Something feels off, it's hard to explain. It's almost like...something is missing," He frowned with a confused, uncomfortable look on his face. 
   

        "Hm? Are you being serious or just messing around?" Inquired Siara, turning around with a look of concern. 
   

        "I'm serious! Like, right after we high fived, something feels off," He shook his head. 
   

        "I see...hey, Ariodred, touch my hand," She turned to me, reaching out her hand. 
   

        "Uh, sure, okay...," I nodded, before touching her palm with my index finger. 
   

        "W-woah...you're right, something feels off. Wait, this is...," She muttered, before raising her hand towards one of the beer cans, her forehead scrunching up as a strained expression appeared on her face. 
   

        "What's wrong? You look constipated or someth-...ow! Hey!" He frowned indignantly, as she smacked him with the back of her hand. 
   

        "My powers, I can't use them. Ariodred, I think you blocked my powers when you touched me," She remarked as her eyes widened in realization. 
   

        Wait, what? I can do that? 
   

        "Holy crap, you're right. Hold on, uh, isn't this, like, really bad!? Have we lost our pow-...!? Oh, never mind, I think my powers are back now," Replied Theo, his expression easing up significantly. 
   

        "I see, you can temporarily block the powers of other Alters upon physical contact," Siara surmised thoughtfully. 
   

        "Wait, it's been more than two weeks since we found him, how have we not noticed this sooner?" Inquired Theo with a confused look on his face. 
   

        "Hm, well, it could be-...oh, my powers are back too. I think that was about a minute or so. Anyway, as for why we haven't noticed this power, it might be because we didn't come into direct physical contact with him until now," She shrugged in response. 
   

        Oh, yeah, now that I think about it, when they helped me out of the lab, they were holding onto my shoulders, which were covered. 
   

        Well, it's not much of a power, it's only useful against other Alters. And I doubt I'd be getting into too many fights against Alters...at least, I hope I don't... 
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    Chapter 20 - Jetlag

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "I'm so tired, my entire body feels heavy...," I muttered wearily, as we walked out the airport. 
   

        "Yeah, that's the jetlag. It sucks, I know," Sighed Theo with a worn out look on his face. 
   

        "Quit your complaining, we'll be back home within the hour," Replied Siara, before turning to me, "Welcome to the capital city of Cahgo, Gelanes. Our home base isn't too far from the airport, you can get some rest once we're there."
   

        "Sounds good, I could really use a nice, long nap," I nodded in response, as Theo flagged down a taxi.
   

        I helped him put the luggage in the trunk, which was almost all theirs, I didn't exactly have a whole lot of belongings to bring with me. 
   

        Siara then hopped into the front seat, while Theo and I climbed into the back. I let out a yawn as I leaned against the door, resting my head against the glass of the window. 
   

        I feel so damn drowsy, this jetlag thing is the worst. I think I'll just take a quick nap, my eyelids feels so heavy. Yeah, I'll just doze off for a little while... 
   

        ... 
   

        "...ake up. Hey, wake up! We're here," Came a voice as I felt someone roughly shaking me by the shoulder. 
   

        "Wha...? What's going on? Where am I...?" I muttered as I yawned sleepily, keeping my eyes closed. 
   

        "You better get up, or I'm gonna smack your face at super speed!" 
   

        "Tch...alright, I'm awake," I grumbled irritably, reluctantly opening my eyes and dragging my feet out of the car.
   

        "Hey, don't click your tongue at me!" He frowned indignantly. 
   

        Why do I feel even more worn out than I did before? Shouldn't sleep make me feel less tired? 
   

        "Yeah, whatever."
   

        "Come on, we'll introduce you to our friends, you can go to sleep after that," Remarked Siara, as Theo stepped behind me and pushed me along. 
   

        "Okay, okay, stop pushing me, I can walk on my own," I sighed as I picked up my pace, before turning my gaze up ahead. 
   

        Oh, wow...that's one big building. It's a large mansion, with a huge yard around it that's the size of a small park. I'm getting major X-Men vibes from this place. 
   

        As we approached the entrance of the mansion, the doors were suddenly flung open, a young woman stepping out with a smile. 
   

        "Hey, you guys are finally back, I missed you!" She grinned cheerfully. 
   

        Wow...she's pretty cute. She was on the short side, with a slender build and a light brown complexion. She had brown hair tied up in a ponytail, keen black eyes and long eyelashes. 
   

        She was wearing a blue tank top with black shorts, and had on gloves that went up past her elbows, along with boots that went up past her knees. 
   

        "It's good to see you, Xandra, it's been a while," Replied Siara with a smile, as she walked over and gave her a hug. 
   

        "H-hey, Xandra...you look really good, I, um...I missed you," Chimed in Theo with a stutter, a slight redness in his cheeks. 
   

        "Thanks, buddy, glad to have you back!" She grinned as she walked over and patted his shoulder. 
   

        Buddy, huh? Ouch, that's gotta hurt. So, this must be the friendzone, I've never seen it in action before. It's just as brutal as I've heard... 
   

        "Y-yup, glad to be back...buddy," He laughed with a slight look of defeat in his eyes. 
   

        "You must be the one these two saved from those cruel researchers, right? It's nice to meet you, my name is Xandra Ortiz," She introduced herself with a friendly smile, as she raised her hand towards me. 
   

        "Oh, uh...nice to meet you too. I'm Ariodred Phoenix," I replied awkwardly. 
   

        "Ariodred, huh? That's kind of a mouthful...do you go by any nicknames?" She asked me. 
   

        Wow, she's really forward...I can't imagine speaking to a stranger in such a friendly manner, just thinking about it is kinda mortifying. 
   

        "Well, um, my mother used to call me Ario, or Red sometimes," I responded, feeling a little uncomfortable under her piercing stare. 
   

        "Hm...mind if I call you Red? It's pretty fitting, cuz of your hair and eyes," She remarked as she glanced at my head before fixing her gaze onto my eyes. 
   

        "Uh...sure, I don't mind," I nodded in bemusement. 
   

        "So, where's the boss at? We wanted to introduce Ario here to him," Spoke up Theo. 
   

        He'd been calling me by my entire name this whole time, wonder why he switched to the nickname? 
   

        "Oh, he had to go attend a meeting with the president about something. He left, like, ten minutes ago, you guys just missed him. I think he said he wouldn't be back until later tonight," Replied Xandra with a shake of her head. 
   

        "Hm, that's too bad. Guess the introduction will have to wait, then," Sighed Siara wistfully. 
   

        Fine by me, I'm completely drained right now...I could really use some sl-...
   

        "Hey, in that case, how about I show you around the place? It's pretty big and easy to get lost in, so it'll help to know the lay of the place early on," She suggested as she turned to me. 
   

        "Maybe later, I'd actually rather-...," I began to turn her down. 
   

        "I'll come along too!" Blurted out Theo before I could finish my sentence, startling me. 
   

        "You're awfully enthusiastic, huh? I like the energy, let's go," Grinned Xandra with a nod of approval. 
   

        Oh, hell, no, I'm not letting myself get swept up in this, I'm way too tired to deal with this right now. 
   

        "Ahem...could we do this later instead? I'm exhausted, I'd like to get some rest right now," I remarked with a weary sigh.
   

        Wow, feels like I just killed whatever vibe was going on here. Whatever, I don't care...I just want to go to sleep... 
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    Chapter 21 - Unity(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        "Hello? You awake in there?" Came Theo's voice, as a loud knock on the door echoed out. 
   

        "Yeah, I'm up!" I called out, as I sat up and stretched my arms out with a wide yawn. 
   

        Oh, I feel a lot better now. I woke up about half an hour ago, not sure how long I was asleep. Don't think it was that long ago though, the sun's still out. 
   

        My head feels nice and clear...I think I had a dream about my aunt while I was asleep, and I feel like I've gained some clarity over what to do with myself after this. But let's set that aside for now. 
   

        "It's about time, I was starting to think you were never gonna wake up," He remarked, as the door swung open and he walked in with a grin. 
   

        "Huh? Exactly how long was I out?" I asked him as I yawned again. 
   

        "Oh, it's been more than a day. You went to sleep around 1 PM yesterday, it's currently past 3 PM," He informed me. 
   

        Oh. So, I was asleep for almost twenty-six hours? No wonder I feel so refreshed and well-rested. 
   

        "Wow, is that right? Anyway, what's up?" I inquired in response. 
   

        "Well, if you're up for it, our leader would like to meet you. You can wash up in there," He nodded at the small bathroom in the room, before pointing at a closet, "We also left some clothes for you in there, feel free to wear whatever you like." 
   

        "Yeah, sure...why don't you come back in, like, an hour or so? I should be ready by then," I replied, as I hopped off the bed and stretched my arms up. 
   

        "Got it, be back in an hour then," He responded with a thumbs up, before heading out and shutting the door behind him. 
   

        That was the best nap I've had in a really long time...it's been so long since I slept so soundly and comfortably, I've got those sleep marks all over my arms and face. 
   

        I then took off my clothes and headed for the bathroom, turning on the shower as I stepped under it. 
   

        I shuddered slightly as ice cold water rained down on me, quickly adjusting the taps to even out the temperature, as I felt goosebumps all over my arms. I then let out a content sigh as the water got warmer, my shoulders relaxing. 
   

        I closed my eyes as I tilted my head down, letting the water fall onto my hair, running down the back of my neck. I then turned my head up, the water splashing onto my face as I pushed my hair back from my forehead, as the water ran down my shoulders and chest. 
   

        I stayed in the shower for longer than I intended, there isn't a clock in this room, but I'm willing to bet that I was in there for at least half an hour. 
   

        As I dried myself off with a towel that was hanging on a hook on the bathroom door, I walked back into the room while drying my hair, heading for the closet. 
   

        I opened up the closet doors and glanced through the outfits in it, before picking a loose black t-shirt and dark blue knee-length shorts, slipping into them. Nice, they fit perfectly. 
   

        Almost right on cue, a loud knock echoed out from the door...huh, talk about timing, barely ten seconds had passed after I finished getting dressed. Wait, they haven't, like, put cameras in here or something, right? 
   

        "Uh, hello? Did you go back to sleep or something?" Called out Theo. 
   

        "No, I'm up, just finished getting ready," I responded, before the door opened and he peered in. 
   

        "You ready to go?" He asked me, as he walked inside. 
   

        "Yeah, let's go," I nodded in response. 
   

        It's kind of a drag, but they have taken me in and all, so I shouldn't be rude. As we left the room, I followed after Theo as he led the way. 
   

        I got a few stares from people we walked past, looking at me curiously. Most of them are pretty young, some are literally just children. Maybe they're like me, taken in since they have nowhere else to go. 
   

        "Hm? Oh, hey, guys!" Suddenly came Xandra's voice, as she bounded over with a cheerful wave. 
   

        "Hey, Xandra, f-fancy running into you here," Theo greeted her with a goofy, awkward grin. 
   

        There's no way she hasn't noticed, right? 
   

        "Yeah, I guess," She shrugged with a smile, before turning to me, "So, how'd you sleep? Hope you're finding things comfortable here."
   

        "Uh, yeah, I am. I slept great, thanks for asking," I replied politely. 
   

        "So stiff, loosen up a bit! We're all friends here," She grinned as she suddenly smacked my shoulder. 
   

        Ow... 
   

        "Uh, right, okay...," I nodded in response. 
   

        "You guys headed to meet the boss, right? Let me tag along," She remarked, as she slipped in between us, putting her arms around our shoulders. 
   

        She's so close...huh, she has a pleasant fragrance. Theo looks both happy and conflicted right now...I'm guessing happy because her arm is around him, but conflicted because I'm here too. 
   

        Well, whatever, since this seems to be a one sided affair, it's not like I'm a third wheel here. The two of them then took me to their leader, making their way through the building until we were in front of a room with a large, wide doorway, with two doors. 
   

        "Hey, boss?" Called out Theo, as he knocked on the door, "You in there?"
   

        "Yes, Theo, I'm here. Come on it," A deep voice echoed out from inside the room. 
   

        "Well, you heard the man. In we go," Remarked Theo, as he pushed opened the doors and stepped in. 
   

        I followed after him, before meeting the gaze of the man at the back of the room. 
   

        "Ah, and you must be Ariodred Phoenix, young man. It's a pleasure to meet you...I'm the leader and founder of Unity, Yale Charlin," He greeted me with a smile. 
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        Looks like this room is some kind of study, there's a bunch of bookshelves and a large desk at the back of the room, where the leader was seated, though I couldn't see his face clearly since the window was right behind him. 
   

        As he stood up and walked around the desk as we entered the room, I got a better look at him. He looks like he's somewhere in his late forties or early fifties, more or less. 
   

        He had graying dark blonde hair, the sides fully gray and the top with a few gray streaks across, pale, light blue eyes, on taller side and looked like he was in good shape for his age. 
   

        He had a thick mustache and a bit of stubble, looking kinda scruffy. He also had a burn scar on the left side of his jaw, under the corner of his mouth. 
   

        "Uh, hi...nice to meet you, Mr Charlin," I replied with a nod. 
   

        "Oh, you can just call me Yale. Here, have a seat. Theo, Xandra, I'd like to speak to Ariodred here alone," He remarked as he glanced at the other two. 
   

        "Got it, boss, we'll head out then," Nodded Theo, before the two of them walked out the door. 
   

        "See you later, Red," Xandra waved at me with a smile, before Theo swiftly shut the doors. 
   

        "So, uh...what did you want to talk to me about?" I inquired awkwardly. 
   

        "No need to be so on guard, you're safe here. I just wanted to let you know what our organization, Unity is all about, and what it means to be a member. We try to help as many Alters as we can, out goal is to make the world a better place for Alters. We don't force anyone who we take in to risk their lives unwillingly for our cause, but that said, we don't take care of freeloaders. 
   

        If you would rather live a peaceful life, we're more than willing to help you achieve that and live comfortably. We'll help you with the bare minimum in regards to controlling your powers, so that you'll be able to defend yourself. The choice is entirely yours to make," He surmised with a smile. 
   

        "You know...for the longest time, all I cared about was living a comfortable life, it didn't have to be anything grand, I'd have been happy to accept a simple life so long as it was peaceful. But after my time as a lab rat, that's changed. 
   

        I wasn't sure about it at first, but after my nap, I feel like I've gained some clarity. Even as we speak, there are people who are going through the same thing I did, or maybe even worse. And those that are responsible for such atrocities, I want them to get what they deserve. 
   

        I'm not going to claim to be noble or righteous in my motivations, because I'm most definitely not...I'm just really pissed that I had to go through all that. So I want to bring down scum who treat Alters like shit, it's as simple as that," I stated without hesitation. 
   

        Huh, I didn't totally realize any of this myself until I put it into words just now. 
   

        "In that case, let me tell you about our organization. I founded Unity thirty years ago here in Cahgo, when Alter prejudice was rampant in this country. I gathered like-minded Alters to the cause, to make this country a better place and get the so-called 'normal' humans to see that Alters are no different to them. 
   

        We were effectively vigilantes, apprehending anti-Alter terrorists, revealing their crimes for the whole world to see and then handing them off to the police. Eventually, we struck a deal with the government, we would help them keep the peace in the country, and in return, they would recognize us as a legitimate force of justice. 
   

        It took some time, but eventually, we turned Cahgo into one of the countries most accepting of Alters in the entire world. We then began expanding into other countries and doing the same thing in those places, and we've-...," He remarked with a nostalgic look on his face. 
   

        "Hey, uh, I don't mean to be rude, but I kinda know all this...I mean, Unity's history is pretty public knowledge," I interrupted as he began rambling. 
   

        "Ah, my apologies, I got a bit caught up in reminiscing," He replied with a sheepish smile, before clearing his throat and continuing, "To put it simply, Unity is a force of justice, not vengeance. That's why we don't kill our enemies...instead, we reveal to the world what they truly are, and imprison them so that they may reflect on their actions."
   

        "That seems kinda flawed...I mean, wouldn't most of them just grow more hateful and resentful while locked up instead of becoming better people?" I pointed out. 
   

        "Yeah, I can't deny that that's often the case...but we need to try and see the best in people, no matter who they are. And that doesn't mean forgiving or forgetting their crimes...but instead giving them the chance to atone and make up for what they've done. 
   

        Additionally, not killing our enemies is one of conditions the government has set for us if we want to continue being officially recognized. Exceptions are made in the cases of genuine accidents, of course, but we can't exploit that and take advantage of their goodwill."
   

        Seeing the best in people, huh? That's what my aunt used to say, it was the core of the values she passed onto me...but as I've come to realize, and like I just said to Yale, it's flawed. Some people just aren't going to become better simply because they fail to accomplish what they set out to do. 
   

        "And does everyone in Unity agree with it? The whole no-killing philosophy you guys swear by," I responded curiously. 
   

        "Well...a lot of us do, but there have been a number of our members who disagreed with it. The first was twenty-five years ago, five years after I founded Unity. That almost derailed everything, when the first person to leave Unity started his own organization, Liberty..."
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        "Right, Riley Moone, the leader of Liberty," I nodded in response. 
   

        "Yes...Riley was a huge part of our success early on, but she disagreed with our methods. She wanted retribution and vengeance...initially, she put up with my decision to capture, not kill, but she gradually grew more and more dissatisfied. 
   

        And honestly, while I disagreed with her way of thinking, I can't blame her for it...the things we saw done to Alters, even to young children no older than five years of age, it was truly horrific. Eventually, she snapped, and massacred an entire group of anti-Alter terrorists. 
   

        We got into an argument, and it soon became apparent that we weren't going to find any middle ground...so, she left and started Liberty. Quite a few others who I've recruited into Unity have left and joined Liberty since then, regrettably. 
   

        On the surface, it may seem like both Unity and Liberty have the same goal. But the crucial difference is that we believe that the means do not justify the ends. 
   

        It's not just the 'no-killing rule', as you put it...no, Liberty have no qualms with getting innocent people involved in the crossfire of their battles. Even if they come across, say, a terrorist organization that they can't take down without endangering innocent civilians, they won't hesitate. I find that unacceptable," Yale clenched his fists with a grimace. 
   

        Yeah, okay, that's not great. 
   

        "Well, I can't say I totally agree with Unity's philosophy, I firmly believe that there are some people who are much better off dead. That said...I can probably do a lot more good with you guys than I could on my own. 
   

        And if not killing people is what that requires, then fine, I suppose it's a fair compromise. I mean, it's not like I would know how to find anti-Alter terrorists and the like on my own, so I probably won't be able to make that much of a difference solo. 
   

        Alright, then, I'm on board, at least for now. I'll join Unity and help you guys make this world a better place. I didn't ask for these powers, but since I have them, I might as well use them, right?" I sighed as I stared down at my hand, opening and closing my fist. 
   

        "Speaking of which, that's another thing I'd like to discuss with you. If it's okay with you, I'd like you to tell me everything you know about your powers, Ariodred," He replied with a smile. 
   

        "Yeah, I'm fine with that...it won't really make a difference. I didn't notice I had powers till I was, like, eight, I think it was? But, before that, I'd hear a voice in my dreams a couple of times, telling me stuff like I'd inherited this power and that I should bring peace to this world, stuff like that," I recalled with a sigh. 
   

        I haven't heard that voice in quite a while now, and I gotta say...I don't miss it. 
   

        "A voice, huh? Was it a voice that's familiar to you?" He asked me. 
   

        "No, I'd never heard it before...but if I had to make an educated guess, I'd say it's the voice of the Progenitor. I mean, this is the same power he had, right? There's the black blood, of course. Don't know if I can give people powers by letting them drink my blood though, never tried that. 
   

        From what I've experienced, I can heal from pretty much any injury, I've been shot through the head a few times and got back up a few seconds later. It still hurts like hell though. 
   

        I'm also resistant to poisons and other toxins, and after experiencing one once, I build up a tolerance to it. And I also just found out that I can temporarily nullify the powers of other Alters by touching them. Plus my body is stronger than a normal person, I could lift my bed when I was a little kid. Oh, and when I get enraged, something happens. 
   

        I'm not sure what, exactly, it's only happened once so far, and I blacked out during that instance. It was right after my parents were killed, there were around seven men who had broken into our home. By the time I came to, I had a Suppression Collar around my neck, and only two of the men were still alive, both badly injured. 
   

        Yeah, that about covers it, I think. That's everything I can do with this power, which I believe stems from the black blood running through my veins," I mused thoughtfully. 
   

        "Oh? And what makes you think that?" He inquired curiously.
   

        "Huh? Well, I...I don't know, actually. I just assumed that was the case without really thinking about it. Also, whenever I bleed, I feel strange...like, any blood I lose, it's like I can kinda faintly feel it, I get a slight sensation from it. As if it's still a part of me, even after spilling out...the first time I bled, I washed away the blood in the sink. 
   

        And when I did, it felt like, I don't know...like I was washing away a small part of myself. Don't get me wrong, it's not as though something is missing or anything, otherwise I'd be an empty shell at this point, with the amount of blood those researchers extracted from me. Whenever I lose blood, the missing amount is instantly replenished inside me...at least, that's what I heard the researchers say," I recalled with a grimace. 
   

        "I see. Hm, most of what you've said matches up with what little historic records we have regarding the Progenitor. But the full range of what he was capable of remains unknown...well, if there are any other special abilities hidden away in you, I'm sure we'll find out eventually.
   

        For the next few months, we'll help you train to gain control over your powers and use them to the fullest. Alter powers are like physical abilities, you have to continually work at them to improve your mastery and use over them. Allow me to officially welcome you on board, Ariodred...welcome to Unity," He remarked with a smile... 
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        "Hey, you made it. Ready to get started?" Xandra greeted me with a smile. 
   

        "Wait, you're the one training me?" I responded, as I entered the room. 
   

        "Mhm, that's right. I'll warn you, I'm tougher than I look. I'll whip you into shape," She grinned as she flexed both arms. 
   

        "Uh, right, I'll take your word for it," I replied, trying not to stare too much. 
   

        She was wearing a red tank top with black stripes on the sides that exposed her cleavage and midriff, and tight black shorts. She had sweat ands around her wrists, and was wearing red shoes. She looks really hot...in contract, I had on faded, baggy black track pants with white stripes at the sides and a loose fitting dark green t-shirt. 
   

        A couple of days have passed since I came here, it's the 23rd of September now, 2016, and I'm all rested and good to go now. And today, I start my training to master my powers. 
   

        "Ready to get started?" She asked me. 
   

        "Wait, you haven't even told me what we're gonna be doing. What kind of training is this going to be?" I inquired in response. 
   

        "Huh? Oh, just some sparring, nothing complicated to start out with. We want to see what level you're at when it comes to combat...you were trained by those researchers, right?" She replied, as she began stretching. 
   

        "Yeah, I guess, if you can even call that training. Okay, then, I'm ready when you are," I remarked, stepping forward. 
   

        "You should warm up first, you might pull something otherwise," She advised me. 
   

        "Nah, that's alright, I'll heal right even if I do," I replied with a wry smile. 
   

        "If you say so. Oh, by the way, you know how we have codenames, right? Do you know what mine is?" She smirked, as she laced her fingers together and stretched her hands out.
   

        "No, I don't think so."
   

        "Then allow me to enlighten you. I go by Fiery Monkey," She grinned in response. 
   

        "That's an, uh...interesting name," I muttered in bemusement. 
   

        "It's because of my powers. I have two...the first is Pyrokinesis, I can create and manipulate flames. And the second one is an Anima type power, do you know what that means?" She asked me. 
   

        "Yeah, it means you have the power of an animal, right? Like, someone with a, say, Cheetah Anima could have highly agile legs or something, right? Then, do you have a Monkey Anima?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Yup, that's right! Normally, I'd keep my powers a secret and let you figure it out as we fight, but since I already know what you can do, and it's your first time training with us, I'm giving you a handicap. I've got some serious, and literal, firepower at my disposal...and I also have the agility and athleticism of a monkey," She remarked, as she kicked off her shoes, revealing her feet. 
   

        Huh, they look like hands. This training room has a bunch of pillars, poles, bars hanging from the ceiling, stuff like that...she's probably gonna be jumping around all over the place. 
   

        "Good to know, I'll keep that in mind," I replied with a wry smile. 
   

        "You'd better. Alright, we've waited long enough...ready or not, here I come!" She exclaimed as she suddenly raced towards me, forming fireballs with both hands. 
   

        If I can touch her directly, I'll block her from using her powers. At least, the flames will be nullified...not sure what'll happen with her Anima, but I doubt my nullification will change her physically. 
   

        As she flung one of the fireballs at me, I swiftly shot forward, raising my arm and letting the fireball hit it, making sure to cover my face...I faced robots equipped with flamethrowers while in that lab, so I'm used to being burned. 
   

        Her eyes widened in alarm as I ran through the flames and closed in on her, dissipating the fireball in her other hand as she began to halt. 
   

        Uh, wait, what do I do now? I don't have a weapon, I'm bare handed here...sure, I fought bare handed plenty of times against some of the trainers in the lab, but whenever I got this far, I usually go in for the kill. 
   

        Biting or breaking their necks, jamming my fingers into their eyes, splitting their jaws open and tearing their heads apart...can't do that here. Guess I'll just try punching, then...as I drove my fist towards her chest, she quickly sprang off to her right...before my fist brushed against one of her boobs. 
   

        W-woah, that was soft...it was little more than a graze, but the sensation is already burned into my head. That's the closest I've ever come to a boob...okay, there was the breastfeeding when I was a baby in this world, but I try not to think about that. 
   

        It's...way too traumatizing. 
   

        Anyway, since my fist technically touched her clothes and not her skin, the nullification didn't activate...she then sprang up, flipping her body across and grabbing onto a ring hanging by a chain from the ceiling with one of her feet. 
   

        "Quick timeout for a sec...why didn't you dodge the fireball? I didn't think you'd take it head on like that!" She called down at me with a bewildered look on her face. 
   

        "Huh? Why not? It's already healed, and if I take it head on, I don't have to slow down," I pointed out with a shrug. 
   

        The only damage done is a few burns to my clothes.
   

        "I mean, I guess that's true, but...didn't it hurt?" She responded incredulously. 
   

        "Sure, but it faded pretty quickly."
   

        "That's-...okay, from now on, if you can dodge an attack, dodge it! There's no sense in taking damage that you can avoid!" She instructed me. 
   

        "Alright, fine. Let's keep going then," I replied with a nod. 
   

        "Mhm, timeout over. Time for me to get serious," She declared with a smirk. 
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        "Missed me! Missed me again!" She grinned, as she ducked under my fist and whipped the side of her palm at my throat, striking me there and eliciting a sharp gasp. 
   

        "That hurt...," I muttered, as I drove my knee up towards her.
   

        She swiftly sprang up, blunting my strike with her feet before swinging both her palms in towards the side of my neck. I then reacted on instinct, turning my head to the right and grabbing her left hand between my teeth, chomping down on it as her right palm thudded against the left side of my neck. 
   

        "O-owwww!" She exclaimed in alarm, before forming a fireball with her other hand. 
   

        I quickly let go of her hand and sprang back while swinging my foot up towards her, before she swiftly slammed the bottom of her foot onto mine and kicked off, backing away. 
   

        "You totally bit me!" She frowned indignantly, as she shook her hand with a grimace. 
   

        "Why did your hand taste like chocolate?" I inquired in bemusement, licking my lips. 
   

        "Wha-...? Y-you can taste it? I, uh, had a chocolate bar before this, but it wasn't melty since it was in the fridge, so I figured I didn't need to wash my hands after I was done," She replied sheepishly. 
   

        "Cool, though you didn't need to defend yourself, it's no big deal. Mind if I get another taste?" I grinned jokingly. 
   

        "Hah, you want another bite? Come and give it a try, if you can," She smirked in response, before she she sprang up, grabbing a metal bar hanging from the ceiling and leaping across the rings and bars around, shooting down fireballs at me. 
   

        I sprang back to evade, racing across the room to dodge her attacks, before jumping towards a pillar and leaping off of it, grabbing a hanging ring. 
   

        "Guess the nullification doesn't work if I touch you with my teeth," I remarked with a wry smile. 
   

        "Heh, you're coming up here? Big mistake, this is my turf!" She grinned, as she suddenly raced across the handholds hanging from the ceiling, barreling towards me at an alarming speed...woah, she's seriously fast! 
   

        I quickly let go and began to drop back down, before she suddenly launched herself towards me, grabbing my shoulders with her hands and wrapping her feet around my knees, slamming me onto the floor on my back. 
   

        "Ow...," I muttered with a sigh. 
   

        "The way you move, there's a lot of wasted movement. Your reactions are pretty good, but you rely too heavily on being instinctive. And your attacks feel like one dimensional and like they have some uncertainty behind them. There's a lot of room for improvement though," She remarked, as she got off me and helped me up. 
   

        "I'm not used to attacking without trying to kill my opponent, though...I usually fight with a sword, and even without it, I generally got for the neck, chest or eyes when bare handed," I informed her. 
   

        "Wow, that's kinda scary. After you ran through my fireball the first time, it did feel like you were locked onto my neck, I kinda got chills...but then you threw that clumsy punch instead," She laughed in amusement. 
   

        "Okay, so I need to sharpen up my attacks, then? I still think I'd rather have a weapon though...even a wooden sword would be fine," I sighed wistfully. 
   

        "Well, some of us do use weapons, but only ones like tasers and stun grenades, nothing that can do fatal damage like a sword or a gun, unless it's with something like rubber bullets or tranq darts," She explained with a shake of her head. 
   

        "In that case, how about something like a blunt sword that tases people?" I suggested after mulling it over. 
   

        "Hey, that could work. We have a guy who makes us custom gear and weapons as we request, he was saved by Unity back in the day so he helps us for free," She informed me. 
   

        "Sweet, sounds good."
   

        "We'll get to that later. For now, let's continue, shall we? This time, we'll do close combat, I won't use my flames or jump across the ceiling," She remarked with a smile. 
   

        "Isn't that too much of a handicap? I won't be doing anything different, after all," I pointed out. 
   

        "Yeah, it's fine...you're pretty strong, and you've got decent speed too. But your technique is way too sloppy. Now that I know what you can do, I know that you can't hit me," She smirked tauntingly. 
   

        "Oh, is that so? Okay, then, challenge accepted, Monkey," I replied wryly. 
   

        "That's Fiery Monkey, Red. Alright, bring it on!"
   

        "Be careful what you wish for!" I exclaimed, as I drove my fist towards her. 
   

        She ducked under my punch and gave me a sharp jab on my side, just under my armpit, before striking my other wrist as I began to raise my arm. 
   

        I then swung back the arm I tried to punch her with, trying to grab the back of her head. She ducked to evade, before letting herself fall back, planting her hands on the floor before raising herself up and unleashing a barrage of rapid kicks at me. 
   

        I managed to block a few, before she struck me on the middle of my chest and sent me stumbling back, before she sprung forward off her arms and shot straight towards me before I could regain my balance. 
   

        I quickly drove my leg straight out towards her, and as my foot closed in on her midriff, she sidestepped to avoid my kick at the last second, before grabbing my leg and giving it a sharp tug, pulling me off my balance, as I fell down on my back again. 
   

        She swiftly sprang onto me, holding down my wrists with her feet while she sat on my chest, smirking down at me triumphantly. 
   

        "What did I tell ya? You can't touch me," She laughed cockily. 
   

        Yeah, she's a lot more skilled than I am, there's no denying that. But this isn't too bad...her butt feels kinda nice on my chest. And I don't dislike the way she's pinning down my wrists either...huh, I think this might have just awakened something in me... 
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        "Woah!" Exclaimed Xandra in alarm, as she just barely evaded the swing of my arm. 
   

        She then struck my chest with a swift punch, before grimacing as I grabbed her wrist in a flash, right upon impact. She quickly hit my forearm with a sharp jab using her other hand, slipping out of my grasp as my grip weakened. 
   

        She deflected my fist as I drove a rapid punch towards her, before countering by driving her fist towards my face. I quickly raised my hand and blunted her punch with my palm, before clamping my hand down on her fist. 
   

        I then pulled sharply, pulling her towards me and getting her off balance, before she used that momentum to headbutt my chest with a loud thud, quickly raising her leg as I began to swing my knee up towards her, blocking my strike. 
   

        She then backed away, shooting out a blast of flames at me from her mouth. I quickly drew my weapon, a taser in the shape of a sword. Blunt, of course, much to my disappointment. 
   

        I swung it across with as much force as I could generate, partially dissipating the flames across the middle before racing through the gap, the sides of my arms getting scorched as I ran between the flames. 
   

        I then flung my taser blade at her with a rapid spin, the weapon crackling through the air as it spun towards her rapidly. She shuffled across to evade it, as I shot towards her at top speed, closing in on her. 
   

        She struck my wrist as I reached out to grab her throat, before I slid my right foot forward and behind her heel, trying to trip her. She suddenly grabbed onto my leg with her foot before I could trip her, giving it a twist and bringing me down on one knee, before I snapped my jaws forward and bit down on her hip. 
   

        "Again with the biting...!" She exclaimed with a stifled gasp of pain, before driving her elbow down towards the back of my neck. 
   

        I quickly swung my head across while biting down more firmly, pulling her off balance and off her feet, before swinging her down, her left side hitting the floor with a thud, before I quickly pinned her down. 
   

        "Finally, I win," I smirked, as she let out a slight groan. 
   

        "Yeah, congrats on your first win...what does that make it, seventy-six to one?" She replied with a wry smile. 
   

        "I'll even it out in seventy-five more sparring matches," I grinned, as I helped her up. 
   

        "Wish you'd stop with the biting, though...seriously, what are you, a crocodile? What kind of person can toss another person around like a rag doll with nothing but jaw strength?" She sighed wistfully, as she rubbed the spot I'd bitten down on tentatively, a deep bite mark imprinted there. 
   

        I can't take too much credit for my jaw strength, it's probably an effect of my Black Blood, an element of my superhuman strength. 
   

        "What can I say, biting you is fun, plus you're pretty light," I shrugged teasingly.
   

        About a month and a half has passed since I got here, it's now the 10th of November, 2016. I've been training with Xandra almost everyday during that time, and I think I'm progressing nicely. 
   

        It's actually pretty fun. And today, finally, I defeated her in a sparring match. I've gotten pretty used to my new weapon, which wasn't too tough, it's about the same length and size as the sword I used while in the lab. I just wish it was an actual blade though... 
   

        "You know, you should take better care of this. Looks like you broke it again. What does that make it, the eighth time now?" She remarked with a raised eyebrow as she picked up the weapon. 
   

        "Wouldn't be a problem if it was a normal sword," I shrugged in response. 
   

        "Quit it with that already. Well, anyway...this concludes your training with me. The decision was already made a few days ago, so this was actually your last chance to beat me, at least for a while. Someone else is gonna take over training you now. We don't want you getting too used to my fighting style and end up struggling when you're up against different fight patterns," She informed me. 
   

        "Guess that makes sense. You might as well quit while you're still ahead, before I overtake your number of wins over me," I nodded with an innocent look on my face. 
   

        "You jerk," She laughed as she playfully punched my shoulder, before adding, "By the way, you should know, I'm pretty good at reading people, and in addition to my job in training you, I was also to assess your mental state. 
   

        I should tell you, you haven't fully ridded yourself of killing intent. Granted, you've never tried to kill me when we spar, but I can tell...if you were fighting someone you held real anger or hatred towards, you'd probably go in for the kill on impulse. 
   

        Every now and then, particularly when I'm dominating a sparring match and totally kicking your ass, I feel a hint of something like feral aggression from you."
   

        She says she's good at reading people, but hasn't noticed Theo's very obvious crush on her...or maybe she's just pretending not to notice?
   

        "Hm...now that I think about it, if I ever see that bastard who experimented on me again, yeah...I'd probably try to kill him. No, I definitely would. But in my defense...he'd totally deserve it," I replied wryly. 
   

        "That's not a good defense, Red."
   

        "Yeah, yeah, killing is wrong and stuff, I know the drill. Anyway, who's gonna be training me now?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Well, my job was to sharpen up your technique and movements, and I've accomplished that, so the next step is to improve your reaction time. He should be here any second n-...," She began, before the door suddenly swung open, almost as if on cue. 
   

        "Hey, man! You're gonna be tangling with me from now on, and fair warning, I won't go as easy on you as Xandra," Came a familiar voice. 
   

        Theo's my next trainer? Well...he's an idiot, but his Super Speed power is pretty formidable, I suppose. 
   

        "Please don't call it tangling, it's kinda creepy," I sighed in exasperation. 
   

        Yeah, I think I miss Xandra already... 
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        "Whew, I'm beat! Let's call it a day for now, my tank's just about running on empty," Sighed Theo wearily, as he flopped onto the floor. 
   

        "Yeah, sounds good to me. At least I beat you once today," I replied with a sigh, as I sat down beside him, wiping my forehead with a towel. 
   

        "That's a nice, even twenty-five wins for me, and ten for you," He grinned triumphantly. 
   

        "Well, twenty-five isn't even, but yeah."
   

        "I know it's not even, but there's something about multiples of five...it's hard to explain, but they just feel even somehow, not quite sure how to put it into words," He replied thoughtfully. 
   

        "I hate that I know what you mean...yeah, it's like, when you're turning up the volume on a TV or computer, it feels more right to have it at a multiple of five," I smiled wryly. 
   

        "Yes! That's exactly it, you described it perfectly!" He exclaimed with a nod, before we both burst out laughing. 
   

        "What even is this conversation?" I chuckled in amusement. 
   

        Two weeks have passed since I switched trainers from Xandra to Theo, it's the 20th of November, 2016, today. 
   

        I'm faring a lot better against him than I did when I was sparring against her...for one thing, while he's way faster than I am thanks to his Super Speed power, his technique isn't as sharp or as refined as Xandra's is. 
   

        Once I got used to his patterns of attack, it became a matter of predicting and premeditating his moved, and then reacting accordingly. Of course, since he's got such overwhelming speed at his disposal, I don't always predict correctly, which is why he still has a winning record against me. 
   

        That said, I'm glad it's not as overwhelming a record as Xandra's win ratio against me. Because Theo really likes to rub it in whenever he wins...but on the flipside, that makes it all the more satisfying when I beat him. Which is slowly but surely starting to get more frequent lately. 
   

        "Oh, yeah, I almost forgot to tell you, I won't be able to train you for the next couple of days. We've got an important mission that's suddenly come up," He informed me. 
   

        "Yeah? What kind of mission?" I asked him in fascination. 
   

        "Well, a small group of anti-Alter terrorists have shown up here in Cahgo, they've been causing a lot of trouble. We've apprehended some of them, and after investigating the ones we captured, we found out that each of them had flown in here at different times. 
   

        In other words, they've been sneaking into the country separately and one by one, that's how they've been able to avoid detection until now...Unity has received a lot of threatening messages from them, so we think they're here for us. 
   

        After all, destroying the main base of Unity would be a huge blow for pro-Alter efforts. Which is exactly why we need to get this under control ASAP. There's a big operation to flush them out and try to find their hideout, and I'm gonna be a part of it," He explained, as he picked up the water bottle and took several deep gulps from it. 
   

        "I see. Well, good luck with that. Hope it goes well," I replied as I gave him a pat on the shoulder. 
   

        "Xandra, the boss and a few of our other core members will be staying behind as a precaution, but most of us will be on the mission. I mean, it's unlikely that these terrorists would be stupid enough to attack this place directly," He pointed out. 
   

        Depends on how fanatical these terrorists are...if they're the same type as the ones who wouldn't hesitate to suicide-bomb for their beliefs, I'm not so sure that that possibility is as unlikely as he thinks it is... 
   

        "Mhm, hope you're right," I responded as I stood up and stretched my arms out, "Well, I'm gonna hit the showers and spend the rest of the day in my room. Later."
   

        "Cool, dude, see you later."
   

        I then headed out of the training hall and upto my room, feeling pretty worn out as I dragged my feet through the building. As I entered my room and shut the door, I took off my sweaty clothes, tossing them into the laundry basket, before heading into the bathroom. 
   

        I took a quick shower before drying myself off, tying the towel around my waist and getting out of the bathroom, before being startled as... 
   

        "Hey! I heard that you've got a couple of free days since Theo's gonna be a part of the big mission to apprehend the terrorists...you always spend your time in here, you should come socialize and get to know some of our other members better," Xandra greeted me, sitting on the bed. 
   

        "I've already met pretty much everyone here, there's no need for that," I sighed in exasperation, "Now, could you please leave? I need to get ch-..."
   

        "You've met them but you've barely spoken to most of them! We're all living in the same building, so you should get to know everyone!" She interrupted, walking over and grabbing my shoulders. 
   

        "I'd really rather not...maybe another time, if I feel like it," I replied, taking a step back. 
   

        "You're not getting away!" She exclaimed, as she tried to pull me back by the towel...and ended up yanking it right off, "Uh...oops?"
   

        "You didn't have to do that, I wasn't gonna run away while half naked," I sighed as I reached out for the towel with a frown, "Can I have that back, please?"
   

        "Y-yup, all yours!" She nodded as she handed it back immediately, "I'll, uh, wait outside...come out once you're done getting dressed, okay?"
   

        "Better idea, I'll stay in here and you can go do whatever."
   

        "Nope, denied! I'll be back in two minutes, that should be enough time, right? And just to make sure you can't lock yourself in...," She smirked as she took the key out of the door before stepping out of the room, "See you in a couple of minutes, Red!"
   

        ...but I really don't wanna. 
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        "Hey, Red! You free right now? What am I saying, of course you are! Come on, let's go to the garden," Xandra burst into my room enthusiastically. 
   

        "Don't you know how to knock? And I already tagged along yesterday, so leave me alone," I sighed in exasperation, as I set down my handheld game device. 
   

        "Come on, it's not like you've got anything better to do," She responded with a grin, as she pulled on my arm. 
   

        "You're exhausting," I replied wearily, trying to get back to my game. 
   

        "Socializing with be good for you, you can't say you didn't have fun yesterday!" She pointed out, trying to persuade me. 
   

        Yeah, I suppose that's true...I hung out with her, the non-combatant members and some of the younger members, and it was nice. We played card games and stuff like that, and yeah, I enjoyed myself. 
   

        But I did also feel pretty awkward...I'm not used to hanging out in a large group, there were a lot of times where I was just sitting in silence while the others chatted away. I felt pretty out of place there. 
   

        I'm not good at starting casual conversations, I tend to only speak when spoken to in those situations. I'd much rather laze about in my room and play some games instead. But she isn't going to relent, as I found out yesterday... 
   

        "Alright, fine, but I'm taking tomorrow for myself. Give me your word that you won't bother me tomorrow and I'll tag along today," I gave in with a grumble, as I hopped off the bed. 
   

        "Hmmm...okay ,fine, I guess I'll accept that compromise," She nodded after a brief pause. 
   

        She was planning on making me do this again tomorrow? I'm glad I made sure that won't happen. 
   

        I then followed after her as she opened the door and gestured to me to follow. Well, at least I managed to relax and laze about for most of the day. It's 6 PM in the evening right now, I was hoping she wouldn't show up and drag me away, but I guess that was too optimistic. 
   

        "Hey, why are you trying so hard with this, anyway?" I inquired with a frown, as we made our way through the mansion. 
   

        "Huh? Well, I haven't really thought about it. I mean, we're all living under the same roof, so we might as well all get along, right?" She replied with a shrug. 
   

        She said something like that yesterday too. 
   

        "Fine, whatever. So, what's the plan? We gonna play cards again or what?" I asked her. 
   

        "Actually, we've got something else planned for today. We're gonna chill on the balcony and eat some snacks and stuff, it's nice and windy outside right now," She grinned as she glanced back at me. 
   

        "That...actually sounds pretty good," I muttered reluctantly. 
   

        "Doesn't it? It'll just be a few of us, the younger ones won't be joining for this," She informed me. 
   

        "Yeah? How come?" I responded curiously. 
   

        "Because they're too young for this...it's an adults-only kinda thing, you'll find out soon enough," She replied with a smirk. 
   

        Huh? Wait, hold on...okay, I don't want to misunderstand this. She definitely didn't mean what it sounded like she meant, right? 
   

        Yeah, I highly doubt it...but what else could it mean? Is there anything else that'd be considered adults-only other than sexual stuff? 
   

        Oh, wait. Alcohol...yeah, that's probably what it is. It's gotta be...I can't quite think of anything else. And I highly doubt we're gonna have an orgy on the balcony, so yeah, it's probably a drinking thing. 
   

        Hm...I've had alcohol a few times after coming here, and honestly, I'm not much of a fan of the stuff. It tastes nasty, drinking too much makes me nauseous, and then there's the hangover the next day. Well, not that I've experienced one, since I can sober myself up if I stop suppressing my resistance to toxins. 
   

        But either way, I'll make sure not to drink too much, assuming that's what this is about. Pretty sure it is...though I guess I wouldn't mind being proven wrong and this really is some kind of orgy thing. 
   

        "Alright, here we are," Remarked Xandra, as she pushed open the doors leading to the balcony. 
   

        A couple of others were seated around the table set by the railing, they're staff members...they don't fight, they're more responsible for stuff like cooking and cleaning. 
   

        They're Alters too, but their powers are too weak to be used in combat. I don't see any bottles of alcohol, only a couple of bottles of water on the table. There's also a couple of ashtrays. 
   

        "There you guys are, we've been waiting," One of them greeted us with a smile. 
   

        Josh Root, he's the cook in the mansion, and his food is great. He's a man in his early fifties, with a bald head, a narrow chin beard and grey eyes. 
   

        There were two others here too. One of them was the gardener, Kris Greene, she's a woman in her mid-thirties, with short, light red curly hair, a freckled face and blue eyes. 
   

        And the other was the guy who's responsible for keeping the mansion clean, Sipho Mabaso. He was in his forties, with dark skin, short, thick black hair, a thin goatee and yellow eyes. 
   

        "Is it ready?" Xandra asked them with a gleam in her eyes. 
   

        "Mhm, sure is," Nodded Kris, as she held up something. 
   

        Hm? What is that? 
   

        "Go ahead and suppress your healing, Red, my boy. You're gonna want to feel this," Xandra advised me, as she walked over and took the thing from Kris. 
   

        "Uh, okay? What are we doing?" I responded in confusion. 
   

        "We're getting high, smoking weed! The boss usually doesn't like us smoking in the mansion, so we're only allowed once a month at most. It's been a while since the last time as we've all been pretty busy," She grinned, as she formed a spark of flames over her fingertip and lit it up, putting it to her lips and taking a puff. 
   

        "Wait, we're doing drugs?" I replied in bemusement. 
   

        "Lighten up, the positives outweigh the negatives with this stuff. It might help you relax too, here...give it a try. Since it's your first time, take a slow but long puff, stop when you start to feel some heat at the back of your throat. And then inhale deeply to get it into your lungs, hold for a couple of seconds and then exhale," She instructed me. 
   

        "Well, I guess it worth a try," I remarked as I hesitantly took it from her and put it to my mouth, taking a puff like she'd told me. 
   

        Oh...it's kinda sour and bitter, but not totally unpleasant. And the smell is strong but sort of nice...yeah, I think I like this. And I don't need to worry about any side effects it might have, I can recover from even lethal poisons, so I doubt this'll give me any trouble. I think I'm starting to feel something...huh, it's kinda pleasant... 
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        Point-of-View: Theo Ranger 
   

        ———————————————————————————
   

        "Have we secured the perimeter?" Inquired Siara quietly. 
   

        "Yeah, we're got the place fully surrounded, none of them are getting away," I replied with a nod. 
   

        Hope we can wrap this up quickly...we've been racing all around the city since yesterday, hunting down the anti-Alter terrorists. 
   

        We managed to capture some of them and interrogate them, which led us here, to their main hideout, a warehouse. We've taken down a few of their other bases, but this is the most important part of our mission...cutting off the head of their organization and crippling them for good. Metaphorically speaking, of course. 
   

        "Can we attack yet?" Sighed one of the others impatiently. 
   

        Five of us would be charging in, to attack and apprehend the people in there. The rest have the building surrounded, to make sure none of the terrorists can get away. 
   

        "Yeah, let's get started. Theo, if you would, please," Siara prompted me. 
   

        "Leave it to me," I nodded affirmatively, before racing forward at top speed, leaping forward as I closed in on the entrance of the warehouse, slamming a flying kick onto the door and kicking it in. 
   

        The others swiftly charged in, as alarmed yells echoed out from inside. 
   

        "What the hell!?"
   

        "It's those Unity Freaks! Kill them!"
   

        "Damn monsters...!"
   

        I shot across the large space, striking several of the terrorists at the back of their necks and knocking them out, as they scrambled to try and reach their weapons. 
   

        As one of them managed to pick up a gun and began to take aim, the gun suddenly floated out of his hands, a bewildered look appearing on his face. The gun then began spinning and flew down towards him, the base of the handle hitting his forehead with a loud thunk and knocking him out. 
   

        Nice, that was Siara's Telekinesis. I then continued racing around and knocking the terrorists unconscious, as the others joined in on the action and attacked. 
   

        It didn't take very long to incapacitate them all, there were only about thirty of them in total. I probably could've taken them all on by myself...which is what's bothering me right now... 
   

        "Hey, is it just me, or was this way too easy?" I frowned warily. 
   

        "I hate to say it, but I was just thinking the exact same thing. They've been a thorn in our side for weeks now, it's strange that taking them down was this easy. I've been concerned ever since we captured so many of them during the last couple of days...they've managed to give us the slip for all this time, it doesn't make sense that things turned around so quickly and easily," Nodded Siara in agreement. 
   

        "What are you guys getting at?" Inquired one of the others. 
   

        "I'm not sure...but something doesn't feel right. It's as if-...," Began Siara, trailing off as one of the terrorists began chuckling, "Hey, what's so funny, asshole?"
   

        "You stupid Freaks...it's over for you. Right about now, our friends are carrying out our real goal...and soon, you monsters won't have a home to get back to!"
   

        "Huh?" I responded icily, as I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him up, glaring at him furiously, "The hell are you talking about!?"
   

        "Come on, I couldn't have been more clear if I tried. Take a guess, Freak...what do you think I'm talking about?" He smirked as he laughed triumphantly. 
   

        "We...we need to get back to the mansion, immediately...," Muttered Siara as her eyes widened in alarm. 
   

        "Go ahead, Freaks, but you better hurry! Time's ticking fast, you abominations!"
   

        "You son of a bitch!" I snapped, as I slammed my head onto his and knocked him out as he began cackling. 
   

        "Forget about him, Turbo! We need to go! Now!" Exclaimed Siara urgently. 
   

        Yeah, we need to get back ASAP...I just hope we're not already too late... 
   

        ———————————————————————————
   

        Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix
   

        ———————————————————————————
   

        "There you two are, Ariodred, Xandra, I've been looking for-...oh," Came Yale's voice, as the doors to the balcony opened. 
   

        "Oh, hey, it's the boss!" I grinned with a wave, before adding, "You know, I've been thinking boss...you should totally name your study the 'B-Hole'. The B stands for boss."
   

        Man, I feel so good right now. Like, I'm so relaxed and carefree...and it's made me realize something that I didn't figure out till just now. I'm, like, always on edge...even when I'm chilling in my room, I'm not totally relaxed. So this feels amazing...I didn't realize that I haven't properly relaxed in so long. 
   

        "Hahaha, that's a good one! We should definitely do that! I can get the nameplate for the door!" Laughed Xandra in amusement. 
   

        "You'll do no such thing," He frowned warily. 
   

        "Come on, boss, why don't you join us? There's plenty to go around," Spoke up Kris as she waved him over. 
   

        "No thanks, I'm good. I wanted you two to help me arrange my library, but it's clear that's not going to happen," Sighed Yale in exasperation. 
   

        "Wooo! Looks like we dodged a bullet, Red!" Laughed Xandra, holding up her hand for a high five. 
   

        "Yeah, I'm glad I tagged along, after all," I grinned, as I smacked her palm with mine. 
   

        "Unbelievable...I swear, you-...," Began Yale, before cutting off as, suddenly, a loud explosion burst out, the outer gates of the mansion flying in, hitting and skidding along the ground with a loud crash and screech, as screams of alarm rang out from the younger members, who were playing in the garden below. 
   

        "What's going on!?" I frowned warily, as I stood up abruptly. 
   

        "Oh, no...," Muttered Yale with a grimace. 
   

        I followed his gaze, to see dozens of people charging in through the gateway, carrying large guns and other weapons. 
   

        "This is bad, we have to stop them," Remarked Xandra grimly, standing up unsteadily. 
   

        "There is no 'we'. You're too high to fight. Leave this to me, I'll deal with these intruders," Sighed Yale, as he suddenly began floating up, flying into the air... 
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        "Wait, I can sober myself up, let me fight too, I can-...," I began to say. 
   

        "No, you're not ready yet. Stay put, I can handle this," He replied, as he flew off. 
   

        "This isn't good...the boss isn't suited for combat against a large group, his powers are healing are flight, he's at a disadvantage here," Frowned Xandra with a look of concern. 
   

        "Actually, he has another power...but he hasn't used it in a long time, and I highly doubt he'll use it here, it's too dangerous. Which means, yes, like you said...he's at a disadvantage," Replied Josh grimly. 
   

        Yale flew out towards the group of invaders, zipping across the air to evade as they fired at him. Those aren't normal guns, they're shooting some kind of energy beams. They're faster than regular bullets, I've been shot enough times to tell, even from this distance. 
   

        "Get back inside the house, quickly!" Yale yelled at the younger members who'd been playing in the garden, many of whom were frozen with fear. 
   

        Yale's really fast through the air, but if he doesn't have a way to attack, then-...suddenly, he rapidly swooped down towards one of the terrorists, grabbing his shoulders and lifting him up into the air. The man began to raise his gun up towards Yale, before he swiftly dropped the man back down. 
   

        The man plummeted with a yelp, wildly firing out several energy beams from his gun in a panic, before letting out a cry of pain as his legs broke. A couple of the blasts he fired struck the mansion, one of them not too far away from the balcony we were on. 
   

        Yale then swooped down towards another of them, who fired several energy blasts at him from his gun in response, while the others around began to take aim as well. 
   

        Yale evaded the blasts, and as he began to grab the man and lift him up, another of the terrorists fired at him, the energy beam shooting towards him rapidly. Yale quickly lifted up the man he grabbed, raising him up in front of himself, using him as a shield and letting the blast hit him. 
   

        He let out a sharp yell of pain as the blast scorched off his shirt and severely burnt his skin, letting out a weak groan as Yale dropped him, before zipping forward and striking the guy who shot at him on the chin with his elbow. 
   

        He's really good, but...there's way too many of them, he can't take down all of them. Those beams don't pierce like bullets do, but it does look like they inflict significant damage nonetheless. 
   

        If he takes two or three direct hits, that could be it for him. They're all surrounding him and firing at him in unison now, he's able to evade most of the attacks, but several of the beams have grazed him, his skin badly burnt in those spots. 
   

        He then quickly flew up, getting out of their range, a grimace on his face as beads of sweat ran down the sides of his face, a hint of pain in his expression. 
   

        "Hey, we should go help him...he can't do this alone," I remarked, clenching my fists around the railing of the balcony.
   

        "I hate to admit it, but with how stoned I am right now, I'd probably just get in his way...and you're not ready to fight for real yet, Red," Xandra shook her head with a look of frustration on her face. 
   

        Seriously? 
   

        "Hm? Hey...look over there," Suddenly pointed Kris, gesturing to a row of bushes.
   

        "Oh, no...," Frowned Josh in response, as we glanced in that direction. 
   

        It's one of the kids...she's hiding behind the bushes, crawling while using them as cover. She's not far from the entrance to the building, but she's almost out of cover...she's probably gonna try to make a run for it to cover the final stretch of distance. 
   

        "Well, that's not good," I muttered, as I glanced at the terrorists. 
   

        They haven't noticed her, they're all firing up at Yale. There's gotta be at least fifty of them, and that's not counting the three that Yale's managed to take down so far. 
   

        Then, just as I'd feared, the kid sprang up onto her feet and began racing towards the entrance with a look of desperation on her face. 
   

        "Hey, over there! There's a Freak brat, kill it!" Yelled one of the terrorists, as they noticed her.
   

        She stiffened as the yell echoed out, tripping and falling with a scared cry, hitting the ground and trying to scramble back up onto her feet fearfully.
   

        "No!" Exclaimed Yale in horror, rapidly swooping down as they took aim at the young girl with their guns. 
   

        "Screw this, I'm going down there!" I snapped, as I leapt off the balcony. 
   

        "Red, wait-...!"
   

        As I landed on the grass with a thud, Yale managed to swoop down into front of the girl right as the energy blasts closed in on her, trying to pull her out of the way, before letting out a yell of pain as several of the blasts struck him. 
   

        He collapsed onto one knee with a pained, weak look on his face, his skin severely burnt all over, his body trembling with pain. I shot towards him as fast as I could, as he struggled to try and get up, falling back down as his knees buckled. 
   

        "This is perfect! If we kill the Freak leader of this place, we're set!" Declared one of the terrorists, who had a massive cannon-like gun in his arms, stepping forward and taking aim. 
   

        A slight hum began echoing out of the gun, as an increasingly bright glow emanated out of it. Oh, no, he's charging up the blast, that might be powerful enough to kill Yale...I need to hurry! 
   

        "R-run, quickly...," Yale uttered weakly to the girl, struggling to stay conscious. 
   

        But she was frozen in fear, trembling and unable to move, as tears ran down her face. 
   

        "Time to die, Freaks!" Declared the terrorist, as he fired the gun. 
   

        "Damn it, I have no choice, I have to-...," Began Yale, raising his hand, the air around it shimmering as his hand began to glow.
   

        Whatever's he's doing, he won't make it in time, the blast is almost upon him already! I leapt forward with all my strength, turning my body across to cover him as much as I could.
   

        I let out a sharp gasp of pain as the blast struck the left side of my torso, scorching off my skin and turning my flesh and bones to ash, blasting off almost my entire left side, my vision blurring severely as immense pain burst out across my body. F-fuck, that hurts...!
   

        "That wasn't enough to wipe them all out? Guess I should've charged it up more," Sighed the terrorist with a shake of his head, before taking aim again. 
   

        You rotten bastard, I'll tear you apart...!
   

        "A-Ariodred, get out of here...," Gasped Yale as I let out an enraged growl, his voice wracked with pain.
   

        No. 
   

        "Hey, don't kill the kid. We can use that little Freak as a shield against the other Freaks in there. I bet they won't attack us then!"
   

        Huh? What did he just say? 
   

        "Now that's some nice thinking, talk about poetic!"
   

        Unforgivable...these people don't deserve to be called human. They don't deserve to live...yeah, they deserve to die. They have to die. So...I'll kill them. 
   

        "W-woah, what the fuck!?" One of them blurted out as my body began to regenerate rapidly, Black Blood bursting out of my left side and taking shape, my rage boiling furiously inside me. 
   

        "I'm gonna kill you all, and that's better than you deserve...," I muttered icily, as an immense rage burst out inside me, everything going red as a seething fury took over me... 
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    Chapter 31 - Intruders(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        Point-of-View: Xandra Ortiz
   

        ———————————————————————————
   

        "I'm gonna kill you all, and that's better than you deserve...," Remarked Red icily, as I felt chills run down my spine. 
   

        "W-woah, did you feel that? The air, it feels...it feels so dark and heavy," Muttered Kris, as she shuddered slightly.
   

        Red's body regenerated rapidly, the left side of his torso and left arm growing back at an incredible rate as a large mass of Black Blood burst out. And as the terrorist charged up and fired his cannon again, a massive energy blast shooting towards them, Red calmly raised his hand out in front of himself. 
   

        "Get out of there, quickl-...!" I yelled desperately, before trailing off as...wait, what am I looking at? 
   

        "N-no way, that shouldn't be possible...," Stuttered the terrorist in horror. 
   

        His energy blast had been completely dissipated...and I could hardly believe my eyes as to how that had happened. 
   

        As Red raised his hand in the direction that the blast came from, a huge mass of Black Blood burst out of his palm, striking the middle of the blast and then sharply expanding like a plate to dissipate it. 
   

        Suddenly, he fired out several small drops of blood from the floating mass of Black Blood coming out of his palm, the drops taking the shape of needles as they rapidly sliced through the air, striking the heads of about a dozen of the terrorists and bursting through, killing them instantly. 
   

        Something then burst out of Red's upper back, tearing through his clothes and spreading out. Those are...wings. Black, leathery wings like a bat's. And it's hard to see from this distance, but it also looks like the whites of his eyes have turned black. 
   

        "D-damn you, you fucking monster!" Snapped the guy with the gun, starting to take aim again. 
   

        Red's wings then stretched out...before he suddenly vanished from sight, an intense gust of wind bursting out from where he'd just been standing. I looked around frantically, before spotting him further ahead...right in front of the terrorist. 
   

        As his fingernails extended and sharpened like claws, he then swung his hand across the terrorist's neck...and instantly decapitated him with his claws, slashing off his head before he could even react. 
   

        As another terrorist then sprang up to Red's left, taking aim at him with a gun, Red raised his hand in that direction...and burst out a narrow, spear-like mass of Black Blood, which pierced right through the middle of the terrorist's chest with a loud crunch. 
   

        And then, in the blink of an eye, several black spikes burst out all across the terrorist's body from the inside, as Red presumably branched out the Black Blood he'd pierced into that guy's chest. 
   

        Something then burst out from Red's lower back, extending out and whipping across the air...it kinda looks like a centipede. Is that a tail? It was made up of several segments, with sharp, curved spikes on either end of each segment. 
   

        As a terrorist leapt up behind him, his tail darted out towards them and wrapped around their body, tightening sharply and ripping their body to several bloody shreds, which splattered onto the ground and spread out. 
   

        "N-no one told us they had a monster like this...!"
   

        "F-fuck this, I'm getting out of here!"
   

        Red then zipped across at a rapid speed towards the rest of the terrorists, cries of alarm and fear ringing out as he shot towards them at a blinding speed. 
   

        Screams of pain then rang out as he began to fear them apart brutally, grabbing one of them by both arms and pulling across violently, tearing her in half. 
   

        He then flew up a few meters and swooped down-...no, more like blasted down...-towards another terrorist, his foot slamming onto the top of their head and crushing it, as he stomped right through the middle of their body. 
   

        "Die, you freak of nature!" Yelled one of them, as he fired a massive energy blast at Red, his gun short-circuiting as he took the shot. 
   

        Red vanished from sight again as he evaded the blast, before I spotted him right behind the terrorist, his jaws opening wide. Wait, is he gonna-...?
   

        He then snapped his jaws around the back of the terrorist's neck, grabbing hold of his shoulders and then violently swinging his head across...and tearing off the terrorist's head from around the neck, before flinging away the head as blood gushed out. 
   

        As the torn off head bounced away along the ground, Red then turned towards the gateway, where the remaining terrorists were fleeing through in desperation. Suddenly, as he clutched at his head, his forehead split open, a red glimmer shining out from it, as what looked like a large red, oval-shaped crystal formed in that spot. 
   

        He then turned his head towards the gateway, the red glow in his forehead intensifying sharply...before a massive red blast of energy burst out from it, spreading out his wings as the force of the red blast began to push him backwards. 
   

        "His power is incredible...," Muttered Kris, wide-eyed, as he wiped out all the remaining terrorists almost instantly with that blast. 
   

        "Yeah, but...he killed all of them. The president and government aren't gonna be too happy about this, not to mention the boss," Frowned Josh warily. 
   

        Yeah, for him to kill them so easily and with hesitation, it's disappointing...but at the same time, if he hadn't stepped in when he did, the boss would most likely be dead right now. Hm? 
   

        "Woah, look...his tail and wings are receding back into his body," I remarked, as I climbed over the railing of the balcony, "I'll go bring him and the boss in, get the medical room ready." 
   

        "Sure, you got it."
   

        "Glad it's wearing off, it wouldn't have been pretty if he decided to turn his fangs against us while in that stage...," Muttered Sipho warily. 
   

        I then jumped off the balcony, my feet hitting the ground with a thud. I then jogged over to the boss, who was barely conscious. 
   

        "Are you okay, boss?" I inquired in concern, right as I spotted Red collapsing onto the ground, unconscious. 
   

        I hope he's okay. 
   

        "Y-yes, I should be just fine. Don't worry about me. Go see to Ariodred," He replied, as he shakily got back onto his feet, before helping up the young girl he'd protected, "Are you alright, my dear? You didn't get hurt, did you?"
   

        "N-no, um...I'm okay."
   

        "Just give me a minute, I'll go grab Red and then help all of you to the medical room for some treatment," I remarked, as I hurried over towards Red. 
   

        He'd fallen on his face, I knelt down and turned him around...he's out cold, but otherwise seems perfectly fine. What was that power? 
   

        I've heard stories about the Progenitor, how he'd transform into a monstrous appearance with immense power when enraged. I don't think Red was in control after he transformed, however, despite how brutally he attacked them, he was clearly only targeting the terrorists. The boss was right behind him but he didn't attack him. 
   

        He was able to control his blood like a weapon, and there was that red beam he fired out of his forehead, not to mention the wings and tail. I then glanced ahead at the path leading from the front gates...his blast carved right through the concrete of the path, there's not so much as a trace left of our attackers. Oh, wait, I think I see a few hands, feet and some other chunks of body parts. 
   

        Well, there's definitely a lot more to his powers than we'd initially assumed. This made it quite clear that we have no idea what the true depths of his powers are... 
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    Chapter 32 - Blood Demon

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

        Hm...? Where am I? I woke up with a groan, sitting up as I shook my head. What happened? I remember swooping in to save Yale from those terrorists, but...my memories after that are kinda fuzzy. When did I fall asl-...huh?
   

        I suddenly froze as I looked around, my chest starting to pound. A cold, sterile room, with the scent of chemicals all around. I'm...I'm in a lab. Oh, no...please no, not again. This...this can't be happening...!
   

        "No, no, no, no, no...," I muttered as I felt myself starting to panic, my breathing growing sharp and ragged.
   

        I won't go through that again...I won't, I can't, I'll kill anyone who tries to take my freedom away again! I-I'll...I'll fucking kill them!
   

        A surge of rage began to rise up inside me, my mind starting to go red, as I clenched my fists and-... 
   

        "Woah, easy there! Relax, you're safe," Suddenly came Xandra's voice, snapping me out of it. 
   

        "Huh!? What the-...? Oh...hey. Where am I? What's going on?" I inquired in bewilderment, as my panic began to fade. 
   

        "Calm down, Red. You're in our medical room. I forgot that you've never been down here, since you heal from all injuries and don't get sick. We were just giving you a check up after you lost consciousness, to make sure that you're okay," She remarked, placing a hand on my shoulder to calm me down. 
   

        I took a deep breath to compose myself, exhaling slowly as I sat down on the edge of the bed, letting out a strained sigh.
   

        "Sorry about that, I didn't mean to freak out. I thought I was in a lab and assumed I'd been captured again," I replied sheepishly, before my eyes widened as I recalled what happened, "Wait, those terrorists...! Where are they!? What happened!?"
   

        Why can't I remember? And why do I feel so drained and worn out? 
   

        "You don't remember anything?" She asked me, before suggesting, "Try recalling your most recent memories, bit by bit. That might help."
   

        "I...I remember smoking with you on the balcony. And then those terrorists busted in through the gates...yeah, I remember Yale fighting them. They were about to attack him after weakening him...and I managed to get in the way. I think I took a lot of damage...but I don't remember much after that. Wait, did I...bite someone's head off?" I frowned uncertainly, as I recalled flashes of some blurry memories, too unclear to properly make out. 
   

        It's like I'm on the verge of remembering, but every time I get close, my concentration wavers on its own and the memory slips from my grasp, remaining a vague, unclear fragment. 
   

        "Oh, yeah, you did. Bit the back of their neck and ripped their head right off. It was brutal. Come to think of it, after you transformed, that was the only move you made that resembled your usual fighting style. Everything else was different, though to be fair, you were using powers you've never shown before," She recalled thoughtfully. 
   

        "I see...what did I look like when I transformed?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Huh? Oh, let me think...first, the whites of your eyes turned black. Then wings grew out of your back, along with a tail. And there was an oval shaped red crystal down the middle of your forehead, kinda like a third eye but vertical instead of horizontal. But you didn't transform all at once, each of those features manifested one by one. And with each one that appeared, the stronger and faster you grew. And after you...you killed them all, the transformation receded and you passed out," She informed me, frowning slightly towards the end. 
   

        She doesn't seem too happy that I killed them. I regret nothing though...well, okay, that's not entirely true. I do regret not being able to remember any of it, I'd have like to savor the memories. 
   

        "Hm...the first time it happened, I couldn't remember much of it, just like this time. Come to think of it, I was unconscious afterwards, I woke up to find a Suppression Collar around my neck. Whatever that form is...it probably drains a lot of energy, and doesn't last very long," I surmised warily. 
   

        Talk about a double edged sword...my power may increase drastically, but if it doesn't last very long and drains my stamina to the point where I pass out afterwards, I have to be really careful... 
   

        "I should thank you...if you hadn't stepped in when you did, the boss might be dead right now, and who knows how much more damage those bastards could've done? But, that said...you killing all of them is a problem, the boss isn't too happy about it," She sighed with a grimace. 
   

        "Huh? Are you kidding me, right now? I don't actually remember killing them, but I definitely regret nothing. They would have killed every single person in the building if they had the chance, or captured them and put them through the same hell I went through, which I can assure you is a fate worse than death. Furthermore-..."
   

        "I'm not gonna argue with you about this. And I'll admit...I'm not exactly broken up about the fact that they're all dead. Maybe you're right, maybe they are better off dead...but that's not the point. What I'm trying to say is that we don't have the right to decide who lives and who dies, that's all. Well, anyway, I'll leave it at that. Like I said, I'm not gonna argue...instead, I'll say this. I'm glad you're okay, Red," She replied with a smile. 
   

        Yeah...I'd rather not argue either. I've had this conversation with several of the other members of Unity, and it's always ended in disagreement. 
   

        "Oh, uh...thanks, that's nice to hear. Glad you're okay too. By the way, you said that except for when I bit someone's head off, I was fighting differently to how I usually do. How, exactly?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Well...for one thing, you were able to control your Black Blood while it was outside your body, you used it like a shield first, and then as a weapon in different ways, firing it out in the form of needle-like projectiles, shaping it like a spear, and so on. 
   

        You could fly, of course, thanks to your wings. And you tore a guy to pieces with nothing but your tail, by wrapping it around him and constricting it sharply. Also, you shot, like, a massive laser beam or something from your forehead, you probably killed close to forty of them with that alone. There was no trace left of them afterwards," She informed me. 
   

        "Woah, seriously? That sounds awesome...I wonder if I can use those abilities when I'm in my normal state?" I mused thoughtfully
   

        "Hm, it's hard to say. But I think controlling your Black Blood should be possible...the tail, wings and forehead crystal thing might be features of that form you took. We should give that form a name for the sake of convenience," She suggested with a smile. 
   

        "Yeah, I guess so. Your description of it made it sound kinda demonic. So, maybe...Blood Demon?" I replied after mulling it over. 
   

        "Uh...isn't that a bit much?"
   

        "Nah, I like it. Blood Demon it is."
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    Chapter 33 - Differing Opinions

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, this is totally unnecessary. I so don't need this," I frowned apprehensively. 

    "I strongly beg to differ. The recent incident made it abundantly clear that you have, how to put this...some serious anger issues. Your so-called Blood Demon form is triggered by rage, and you have no control over it. From what I saw, mild anger or a bit of annoyance isn't enough to trigger it, it requires an immense amount of rage. 

    And if your current state of mind means that that form can potentially be triggered as easily as it was last time, there's no way we can send you on missions. We can't have you killing everyone you don't like, that's not how we do things," Sighed Yale, looking stressed out. 

    About a week had passed since the attack, it's the 28th of November, 2016. Yale had to work pretty hard for the last few days to appease the government, they weren't happy about the deaths I'd caused. 

    I find the whole thing ridiculous. I completely thwarted the terrorists' main goal, who cares if those lowlives are dead? They would've killed everyone in the mansion without any hesitation if they had the chance. 

    "In case you forgot, you'd be dead if I hadn't killed them, so would that kid you protected. And probably everyone else in the mansion too," I reminded him dryly. 

    "And I'm grateful for that, I truly am. And the fact that you weren't in control of yourself was the only reason why I was able to convince the government to pardon this violation of our agreement with them. 

    But they won't accept that a second time, I had to give them my word that this wouldn't happen again. So, I need you to get a better handle on your emotions. Specifically, your rage. I heard about how you reacted when you regained consciousness in the medical room. 

    You clearly have scars haunting you from your time as a test subject, and I sympathize with that. Actually, it would be strange if you didn't have any issues stemming from that phase of your life, considering what you went through. 

    You have to face your trauma, or these issues will only grow worse over time. And that's why, twice a week, you'll be attending hour-long therapy sessions with Viola here," He remarked, as he gestured to the person beside him. 

    Viola Woods, another member of Unity, codename Cerebralia. She's a telepath, her powers let her read other people's minds. She can also hypnotize people and temporarily affect their memories.

    She's in her mid-thirties, with straight, shoulder-length black hair, dark green eyes and fair skin. She wore purple lipstick and had a swirly pattern tattooed on her right forearm.

    She's kinda weird, she's really into supernatural and occult stuff, and gives off a kinda sadistic vibe. So, I usually sort of avoid her. 

    "Are you qualified to be a therapist?" I inquired skeptically. 

    "Yes, I studied psychology in college. And I can read your mind, so lying is pointless. Which means I can provide more effective sessions than regular therapists," She replied with a smirk, "You have some pretty dark thoughts sometimes, I'm quite curious and excited to get a more in depth look inside your mind."

    She can read a person's surface thoughts without even trying, she actually has to sleep in a room well away from everyone else's rooms since she can't relax while random thoughts of other people are floating into her head.

    But to scratch beyond the surface, she has to put some effort behind it, and the person she tries that on will be able to feel her invading their mind. She can overpower them by force if they don't have the willpower to resist, and read all their thoughts and memories. 

    "How long do I have to do this for?" I asked Yale with a sigh. 

    "Until Viola determines that you don't need any more therapy. And don't worry, just like a regular therapist, anything you tell her will be confidential, even I won't be informed, except for progress reports and updates about your mental state. I'll simply trust in her judgement once she determines that your mental state is stable and you have your emotions under control," He informed me. 

    "I don't know..."

    "Trust me, she never reveals anyone's secrets, except for when interrogating enemies, of course," He assured me. 

    "Mhm, it's not my place to tell people about the thoughts of others. And you don't have to worry about me judging you for your thoughts...trust me, I've heard some pretty disturbing shit over the years," She added with a wry smile. 

    "Yeah, I'm sure you have. Anyway, thanks but no thanks, I respectfully decline," I shook my head. 

    I don't really have anything in particular that I want to hide, but I'd still rather not have to put up with this. 

    "Well, then, you can't stay here for much longer...if you can't keep that berserk form of yours in check, you're too risky an option for us to rely on during our missions," Replied Yale objectively. 

    Hm...I guess he's right about that. And I can't exactly complain if they kick me out because I have nothing to offer in return. And without them, it'll be tough for me to take down anti-Alter terrorists and the like on my own. 

    With all that in mind, I think it's safe to say that it's in my best interest to stay here. Not to mention the fact that, well...I really like it here. I've never had friends my own age before. Or any friends at all, of any age, for that matter...I have to say, it's nice. And, I...I don't want to lose that. 

    "You're really playing dirty...fine, I'll do the stupid thing, you happy now?" I grumbled as I relented reluctantly. 

    "Great, then I'll see you tomorrow evening for our first session. I look forward to it," Smiled Viola with a gleam in her eyes, as a look of relief appeared on Yale's face. 

    What have I gotten myself into with this? I'm starting to have second thoughts... 
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    Chapter 34 - Control

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Uh...what are you doing?"

    "Trying to control my blood...but it's tougher than I thought," I replied with a frown, as the small drop of my blood attached to a thin streak of blood from my finger that I was levitating then stopped floating and hit the floor with a quiet splat. 

    It was the next day, and I was currently in the middle of training with my newest trainer, and the third one after Theo. 

    "Oh, right, Xandra mentioned that you did that when you went all feral or whatever," Came the disinterested response. 

    This is Miyuru Cooray, another of Unity's members. I think he's somewhere in his late twenties or earlier thirties, more or less. He's from Larisk, the country I grew up with my parents in. 

    He had long black hair tied up in a low, messy man bun, light brown eyes and a dark complexion. He was a bit short, maybe an inch shorter than I am, and had a strong build. 

    He's also a rare Alter with three powers, and the only such member of Unity here in the main branch in Cahgo. His powers include Short-Range Teleportation which lets him teleport anywhere within his line of sight, Electrokinesis, and Tranquilizing Mist. 

    I've already gained resistance towards that last one though, it doesn't have much of an effect on me anymore. And his Electro kinesis, the power to create and manipulate electricity, is pretty annoying, getting electrocuted temporarily slows down my movements, not to mention that it freaking hurts, but since I can heal from the damage in a matter of seconds, it's not too hard to deal with once I got used to it. 

    It's his Short-Range Teleportation that's the most difficult and troublesome to deal with. He can use it repeatedly without any breaks, so as long as he sees an attack coming, he can almost definitely avoid it. 

    He's a pretty low key guy, and based on the dark circles that's under his eyes every time I see him, he's probably an insomniac. He always seems like he has no energy and is in a bad mood, and he was definitely dismayed at being assigned as my next trainer. 

    We were currently taking a break, and I was working on trying to control my Black Blood. I nicked one of my fingers, suppressed my healing to keep the wound open, and now I'm trying to manipulate the blood that's trickling out of the cut.

    But it's a lot harder than I thought...I can definitely control it, there's no doubt about that. I've often felt a strange sensation from my blood whenever I bleed, this must be what I was feeling. 

    However, at the moment, the best I can do is get a small, thin trail of blood to stand up straight. I can only control it so long as it's still connected to me...in other words, I can't control the drops of blood that have fallen onto the ground. 

    The blood that comes out of my body has to stay connected to the blood inside my body in order for me to be able to control it. And even the slightest interruption in focus makes me lose the tiny bit of control I can muster, and the blood I try to control collapses like any other liquid. 

    "That looks like a lot of effort for such an unremarkable display...I feel tired just watching you," Yawned Miyuru drowsily, before muttering, "I didn't get enough sleep last night."

    "Yeah, that seems to be the case with you every night, though. Why don't you, like, use your Tranquilizing Mist power to put yourself to sleep?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Huh? Because I'm immune to it, obviously. Same with any form of sleep medication...it doesn't work on me," He sighed wistfully. 

    "Oh. That sucks, sounds like you have it pretty rough," I remarked sympathetically. 

    "Uh-huh," He yawned again, before glancing at the time, "Alright, enough playing around with your blood. Let's get back to training and be done with it for today."

    "Fine by me," I nodded, as I sprang up onto my feet. 

    "Okay, then...get ready, I'm attacking," He muttered, before suddenly vanishing from sight. 

    As I spotted him reappear in my left peripheral, I swiftly swung my fist out in that direction, before he vanished again right as my fist closed in on him. 

    I then felt a sharp, electrifying pain on my right side, my body stiffening up as he reappeared on my right and struck me with a sharp jab to my side, his fist coated with electricity. 

    I quickly sprang away and got some distance, as lightning crackled around his body. As he vanished from sight again, I stood still and closed my eyes, perking my ears up. 

    And then, as a faint crackle echoed out from my right, I rapidly swung my fist out in that direction. I felt my knuckles starting to come in contact with something...before it suddenly disappeared. 

    I opened my eyes with a frown, as he reappeared several meters in front of me, letting out a sigh. 

    "You're improving already? What a pain...ugh, just great, this means I have to put more effort into this," He groaned wearily, before firing out a bolt of lightning at me. 

    I sprang away to evade it, swinging my leg out backwards as he vanished and reappeared behind me. I felt a sharp electric shock as my foot slammed onto him, as he managed to blunt my kick by catching my foot with both palms over each other in front of himself. 

    I won't get very far against him if I rely on sight alone since he often reappears in my blind spots, and even when he doesn't, I react way too late...in which case, I'll focus on trying to hear him, not just see him. 

    "It's only a matter of time before I land a solid hit on you. Once I figure out your patterns and timing, this'll be easy," I smirked tauntingly, as he teleported away. 

    "Well, that's insulting. Alright, fine, I guess I have no choice...I'll take this a bit more seriously," I replied with a reluctant sigh, as the electricity crackling around his body sharply intensified... 
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    Chapter 35 - State of Mind(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It's been five weeks since we started these sessions, and I think it's safe to say...we've made absolutely no progress," Sighed Viola, setting down her pen. 

    "Huh? You've gotta be kidding me, you mean to say I've wasted ten whole hours on nothing?" I groaned in dismay. 

    "I didn't say that. Here's your problem...you're too damn stubborn. You may have a better understanding of your current mental state, and if you want to, you could probably easily resist your Blood Demon form from coming out. But there's another problem that I've come to realize...you have no interest in changing. 

    It's probably wrong to say we've made no progress at all...I can confidently say that we've made some headway in getting your mental state and emotions to a more stable place, but that said, you're too cynical for your own good. 

    If you're up against someone you hate and you felt immense rage, you wouldn't bother to resist or suppress your transformation. It's not a matter of whether or not you can, it's than you simply won't. I'd go as far as to say that you'd welcome it," She surmised with a shake of her head. 

    ...yeah, okay, that's probably true. 

    It's the 4th of January today, 2017, and as she'd mentioned, five weeks have passed since we began these therapy sessions. 

    I've continued training in that time, sticking with Miyuru. He's pretty tough, despite his lazy personality, I've yet to beat him in a sparring match. I've come close a few times recently, but he's still stronger than I am, and he's not even going all out. It's pretty frustrating, he's holding back and still beating me. 

    As for controlling my blood...that's been pretty slow going. I can make a small drop of it float around and stuff, but the level of my control is nowhere near enough to use it as a weapon in a fight yet. 

    Anyway, despite the slow progress, I'm enjoying training and working on that. The therapy, on the other hand, I'm enjoying a lot less. I've been as cooperative as possible, but apparently, it's not enough. 

    "So, now what? If we're not gonna make any progress, is there really any point in continuing?" I pointed out hopefully. 

    "Yes, we aren't going to make much progress beyond this...not as long as we stick with regular therapy, that is. My powers let me enter the minds of other people and explore their subconscious. I won't force you to let me do that to you, but it's the only viable option at this stage," She informed me. 

    That sounds awfully invasive... 

    "Enter my mind, huh? What exactly will that entail?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Well, I'll insert my consciousness into your mind, which will then put you to sleep. I'll be able to explore your memories, I'll specifically be looking for the sources of your trauma and other key moments in your life that have shaped who you are today. And of course, it goes without saying that I won't tell anyone else about what I see while I'm inside your mind," She assured me. 

    Hm...if I do this, she'll find out that I'm not originally from this world. That would be...huh, actually, it doesn't really matter to me whether people find out about that or not. 

    I mean, it doesn't really make much of a difference. And I don't think I really have any memories I want to hide or whatever. Oh, wait, she can hear my thoughts, so she probably heard all this...yup, based on the puzzled look on her face, she heard. 

    "If you do this, will that mean we no longer have to have these therapy sessions?" I inquired with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Well, we'll need a few sessions to discuss what I see in there, and I suppose I'd like to have two or three more sessions afterwards to make sure you're stable. But basically, yes, you most likely won't need these sessions after that," She nodded in response. 

    "Great! Then, let's do it. Get in my head, let's get this over with," I replied, making my decision. 

    "Huh? You mean right now? Don't you want some time to think it over or-...?"

    "Nope, I'm good. Go on, we don't have all day," I urged her impatiently. 

    "Uh...okay, then. If you're really sure. Alright, you're gonna feel my presence in your head...don't resist it. You'll start feeling sleepy as well, let yourself succumb to it," She instructed, as she locked her gaze onto me firmly. 

    "Got it, so I just-...woah. I think I can feel it...this feels really weird. And yeah, I'm getting sleepy...," I trailed off with a yawn. 

    I relaxed my body and closed my eyes. I can definitely feel myself drifting off here...the next time I wake up, I can finally start to say goodbye to these tiresome therapy sessions... 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    Hm? Where am I? 

    I looked around in confusion as I opened my eyes, taking in my surroundings in bewilderment. There's something familiar about this place...it resembles the slum I grew up in in my old world. 

    Except...more run-down. Like, a lot more run-down. Most of the buildings had broken walls, there was trash everywhere, plants had overgrown all over the place, the entire area looked filthy, as if it was rotting. 

    "What the...? This shouldn't be possible, how are you here?" Suddenly came Viola's voice from behind me, with a tone of disbelief. 

    "Huh? Hey, what happened? How did we get here?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "This...this is the inside of your subconscious. A person's subconscious is a reflection of their true nature," She explained, as she looked around in bemusment. 

    "Wait, so you're saying my true nature is run-down and rotting?" I responded dryly. 

    "Hey, don't look at me, I don't know why your subconscious looks like this. I'm still hung up on the fact that you're in here at all...it shouldn't be possible for a person to enter their own subconscious like this," She stared at me in bewilderment. 

    "Well, it's not like I know why I'm here. Whatever, this works out fine, we won't need to have extra sessions to discuss what you see in here if I'm here too. Let's get started with whatever you came here to do."

    "I suppose we might as well."
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    Chapter 36 - State of Mind(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Gotta say, this place looks like it's been through a zombie apocalypse or something. Well, anyway, let's get started...to begin with, we need to uncover the roots of your trauma. I'll be able to read the exact thoughts you had during the incidents that have scarred you the most, which'll help me understand exactly how you were affected. I'll feel the same emotions that you did as well," She remarked, as she looked around the area. 

    "Uh-huh. So, how do we do that? Do we, like, open up the doors on the buildings and search for memories or something?" I asked her. 

    "Huh? No, nothing like that, that doesn't make any sense. This is simply the default state of your subconscious. Usually, I'd start throwing prompts into your subconscious, like words or phrases that'd trigger certain memories. It's a process of trial and error. But since you're here, maybe...," She trailed off, before glancing at me, "Try thinking of a memory."

    Yeah, this whole thing doesn't really make any sense. But I guess I'll do as she says, I wanna get this over with quickly. 

    "Oh, I think I see what you're going for. I'll think of the time I was in that lab, then," I replied, before I began recalling one of the memories of my days as a lab rat. 

    Almost instantly, our surroundings changed, a chill running down my spine as I found myself in the lab. I was staring at myself, strapped to an operating table and being dissected. 

    "Are you okay? Reliving these memories has got to be difficult."

    "N-no, I'm fine, it isn't real...yeah, this isn't real, it's just a memory. Nothing but a memory. But, uh, more importantly...why isn't this memory from my point of view? I mean, I remember this, but how are we able to observe from a third person perspective like this?" I inquired in bemusement. 

    "Huh? I've...never actually thought about it. Maybe my power recreates the memory this way so that it's easier to follow, maybe?" She replied, a look of anguish on her face. 

    "What's up with your expression? You look like you're in pain," I remarked, giving her a nudge. 

    "I...I can feel it. The despair and hatred you're feeling, the helplessness and rage, you...you felt like this for over five and a half years?" She gasped, trembling as she clutched her elbows. 

    "Yeah, I suppose so...let's move on. I've got plenty of other bad memories stored up in here, so let's quickly run through the rest, shall we?" I suggested, before focusing on other memory. 

    From there, I kept jumping to various bad memories at regular intervals. Not gonna lie, this is pretty rough, having to see all of this again. 

    My aunt's death in my previous life, my parents' deaths in this life, my time being tortured in that lab...it's all a lot. But I can bear it just fine. 

    I see these memories in my nightmares, almost every single night. They're still fresh in my mind, I haven't forgotten. I'll never forget... 

    "Okay, I think we've covered most of my worst moments. Just a few more and-...," I began. 

    "W-wait, stop! I...I need a break! Th-that...that was overwhelming. And...I'm confused! So many things don't add up!" She exclaimed, looking completely drained and worn out. 

    "Oh, right. I lived in a different world before reincarnating in this one. You heard my thoughts before I agreed to this, didn't you? I don't know how or why I reincarnated, but it is what it is. So, wanna keep going?" I responded inquiringly.

    "N-no, I think that's enough. Yeah...I've got a pretty good picture of how you ended up like this. Though I might need a couple of days to process all of it...," She sighed wearily. 

    "Alright, then. Hold on for a sec, though...there are a couple of memories I want to see," I replied, as I started to think of the memory I wanted to visit. 

    "Huh? Which memory is that?" She asked me nervously. 

    "The memory of the time I transformed and killed all those terrorists. I can't remember any of it, but maybe it's locked away here in my subconscious. Here we go, let's see what I-...huh?" I blurted out, as our surroundings changed. 

    What the...? What is this? It's like watching a TV with a really bad signal, everything's blurry and unclear, with several parts missing from the picture. I'm seeing flashes of red, and the distorted echoes of screams. 

    "Th-this is...!" Gasped Viola, her voice strained and wracked with a tone of rage. 

    "Hey, you okay!?"

    "I-I've never felt such pure, unadulterated hatred and rage before...! It's...it's unbearable, I feel like my body is about to get torn apart...!" She yelled in agony. 

    I quickly stopped thinking about the memory, shutting my eyes and letting my mind go blank-...well, not sure what I'm actually doing, since I'm inside of my own subconscious right now, but I can't just do nothing. 

    "Okay, there we go...looks like we're back in the default state of my-...hm? Hey, uh...what's that over there?" I frowned, pointing up at the sky. 

    "Huh? It looks like...a large mass of floating black liquid...," She remarked warily, as she calmed down and looked up. 

    It looks just like my blood... 

    "I...I feel like it's calling to me or something. Like I'm being drawn towards it...," I muttered, as I suddenly began floating up towards it. 

    "Hey, wait, I'm not sure that's safe!" She called out after me. 

    "I think it's okay...I don't know why, but it's making me feel all calm and relaxed," I replied, as I raised my hand towards it as I closed in on it. 

    My eyes widened as I came into contact with it, feeling like a fog inside my mind was clearing up, a fog that I hadn't even noticed before. I...I can feel it, this is the core of my powers. 

    This is the heart of everything I'm capable of...this is the Black Blood... 
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    I raised my hand over my eyes as a bright light hit my eyelids, slowly opening them and sitting up. That was weird... 

    "Well, uh, that was...an experience. I've seen a lot of shit in people's minds before, but I've never been through something like that. I feel completely drained," Sighed Viola, as she slumped down in her seat. 

    "I think it went pretty well, actually. After coming into contact with that floating mass of blood or whatever that was...it feels like I'm more clearly aware of my powers," I remarked, as I stared down at my hand, able to get a sense of the flow of my blood. 

    "There's a lot to unpack, but I'll start with this, since you yourself probably didn't notice. I felt it when we visited your memory of transforming...that form, the way it works is actually quite simple. It suppresses the elements of your being that are deemed unnecessary for combat, to maximize your killing potential. 

    Specifically, your conscious mind and your emotions. That is, except for your instincts, rage and aggression. However, it's not just a rampaging monster. It's more complicated than that. 

    It doesn't simply blindly attack anyone and everyone around it...no, it only attacks those that you yourself have recognized as an enemy. In other words, it won't attack those that you consider to be your allies," She informed me, before adding, "With training, you should be able to make it do as you please by focusing on what you want to accomplish when you transform, even if your conscious mind isn't in control of it."

    "Oh, that's great! Honestly, that was my only real concern with that form," I replied with a sigh of relief. 

    I was afraid it was something like the Progenitor's soul existing inside of me and taking control when I transform, like the typical inner demons you see in a lot of anime. Think more Oozaru and less Kurama or Zangetsu. 

    "I don't know what those are, but sure. Another thing, it's not fully complete yet. The last time your transformed, the transformation progressed gradually, but it didn't fully manifest in its completed form. You killed all your enemies before it needed to get to that point. The next time you transform, it'll likely progress even faster. That process uses up a lot of energy...so, if I'm right, whenever you fully complete the transformation, every time after that won't leave you totally drained of energy," She theorized thoughtfully. 

    "But even then, my conscious mind won't be in control of it, right?"

    "Yes, in all likelihood, that'd be tough to accomplish. But that said, I don't think it's impossible for you to remain in control while in that form. It amplifies your rage to the extent where your conscious mind is drowned in a sea of that rage, that's why your memories of that transformation were so unclear. If you can learn to survive in that sea of rage, you can remain fully conscious when you transform. 

    But I imagine that'll be extremely difficult. After all, your rage surges immensely when that form is triggered, trying to bottle it and keep a handle on it may well contradict that. You still can't, or rather won't, even resist or suppress the transformation when it's about to be triggered, so-..."

    "Oh, actually, that won't be a problem anymore. Like I said, after touching the floating blood in my subconscious, I can feel a sense of clarity towards my powers. My mastery over them remains the same, but I should be able to progress much faster from now on. 

    And regarding the triggering of the transformation, I've got it under control. Hm, how to put this...? Oh, I know, it's like a switch! Think of my rage as electricity, and the transformation as a light switch. I can't trigger it if I have no rage, since there'd be nothing to fuel it. 

    And if I do feel an immense rage, it won't automatically trigger the transformation anymore. Not unless I flip the switch. Just like how a lightbulb won't turn on if the switch is off, it won't matter that there's electricity, that alone isn't enough to light it up," I explained, as I opened and closed my fist, staring down at my hand. 

    "Oh? I can tell that you're being honest, since I can read your mind and all. I have to say, this is great progress...but the underlying problem remains. So, what if you can keep it from triggering? That isn't the same as saying that you will keep it from triggering," She pointed out objectively. 

    Well, yeah. What's the point of having an OP transformation if I never use it? 

    "Fair point. I would say that I'll definitely never use it, but...you'd know I'm lying," I replied with a wry smile. 

    "Yeah, and that's the problem. I know how your mind works now...even if you do agree to not use it, and even go so far as to decide yourself that you'll keep it under wraps, if you come across something that truly angers you, you'd almost certainly act on impulse, giving into your rage and allowing the transformation to trigger," She sighed in exasperation. 

    "Mhm, yup...you nailed it, that does sound like me. But there's a pretty simple solution to that. Put a Suppression Collar on me during missions, and give someone else the control remote for it. Keep the collar switched off unless and until I start to transform. Boom, problem solved," I reasoned objectively. 

    Feel like I'm definitely setting myself up for some frustrations with that suggestion, but I'll take that over continuing these therapy sessions indefinitely. 

    "Even though I know the way your thought processes flow now, it's still pretty incredible to hear you make such a suggestion," She replied wryly. 

    "If you can read my mind, you know exactly why I made the suggestion," I pointed out with a shrug. 

    "Yes, I heard. What, do you really dislike spending time with me that much?" She inquired with a smirk, raising an eyebrow. 

    "Wouldn't say dislike, but you're pretty disconcerting and unsettling at times. Your obsession with ghosts and stuff is kinda creepy...no judgement or anything, but your vibe is sometimes freaks me out a bit. And I'm essentially being forced to be here, so there's that," I responded dryly. 

    "I don't want to hear that from you...I'm pretty damn unsettled after seeing and feeling your memories," She huffed indignantly. 

    "Hey, don't blame me for that, it was your idea."

    "Also, I'm not obsessed with ghosts and stuff, as you put it...I like zombies and ghouls, undead creatures...I find them fascinating. Okay, back on topic, let's address the elephant in the room. Did you really live a completely different life before?" She inquired skeptically. 

    "You don't have to believe it if you don't want to. Even in this world, where people have superpowers, I know that reincarnation sounds pretty farfetched," I replied wryly. 

    "No, memories can't be falsified like that. Well, technically they can, powerful psychics and telepaths can do it, but if there were false memories in your head, I'd have noticed. 

    And moreover, your emotions that I felt during those memories, those definitely weren't false. Well, I suppose it doesn't really make a difference in the big picture...I'll keep to myself, just like I promised," She remarked, as she stared up at the ceiling. 

    She's probably got a lot to process, I'd be pretty stunned if I were in her position too. Gotta say, it doesn't feel bad that someone else knows that I've reincarnated. It actually feels like a weight off my chest... 

    _____________________________________________
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    "Let's stop early today...it's your first mission later today, so no need to train too much, you should conserve your energy," Remarked Miyuru lazily, as he evaded my attack by teleporting away and firing out a lightning bolt at my back...yeah, right, he doesn't actually care about that, he just wants to take the opportunity to slack off!

    I sprang out of the way to evade, before firing out a small drop of my blood from my finger like a bullet...but it lost all momentum and fell onto the floor with a quiet splat, well before it could reach him. 

    "Should you really be saying that? We've still got a hour left, and after that I've got eight whole hours to rest. I think I'll be just fine, so I'd like to keep going," I pointed out with a sigh. 

    Today's the 25th of January, 2017, about three weeks after Viola got inside my head, literally. We had a few more sessions as a follow up, and a few days ago, she decided that I'm in the clear. Which means that, now, I no longer need to attend those therapy sessions with her anymore.

    For the last one, Yale involved himself too, we had a long, in depth discussion about the no-killing rule. Basically, if I kill someone again, I'll effective immediately no longer be considered a member of Unity, and I'll be apprehended and handed over to law enforcement for imprisonment. 

    With a dire threat like that looming over my head, I have no choice but to avoid killing. And suppressing my Blood Demon form will be crucial to that...after all, when I'm in that form, my sense of reason and conscious mind are suppressed, I likely act on sheer instinct and rage.

    And while we've confirmed that it's highly unlikely that I'd attack an ally while in that state, it's also guaranteed that, if I do take that form, I'll definitely be killing some people. 

    My Suppression Collar suggestion to keep me under control was vetoed, since having one of their members equipped with one won't be a good look for Unity. So, my biggest challenge right now...is self-control. 

    I have no choice but to keep that form under wraps, and even outside of it, I'll have to refrain from killing. I do still firmly believe that certain people are better off dead, but I can't deny the effectiveness of Unity's methods. 

    They've significantly reduced the degree of Alter prejudice in most of the countries in the world, especially here in the nation of Cahgo, and they're viewed in a pretty positive light by most people around the world. 

    Well, anyway, I was currently in the middle of a training session with Miyuru. He tried to cancel it because I'm being sent on my first mission today, but I feel kinda restless and impatient just waiting out the next several hours, so I insisted that we complete the session. 

    And since he's the one who's currently been put in charge of my training, he's hard pressed to refuse. But that said, he looks like he's just about done... 

    "I can't do it...I don't have the will to go on. Train on your own or something," He sighed wearily. 

    Guess once he got the thought of extra free time in his head, what little motivation he had towards training me any further today went up in smoke. 

    "Fine, I won't force you to stick with me. I'll work on my blood control instead," I relented with a sigh. 

    "Yeah, whatever, good luck with that," He yawned, already halfway out the door. 

    Should I be insulted? Nah, it probably isn't personal, he's always like that. No point griping about it, might as well make use of all the time I've got on my hands. 

    I then raised one of my hands, focusing on my palm...specifically, the blood flowing beneath the skin. I grimaced slightly, as I hardened and sharpened a small amount of my blood, before protruding it through my palm to create an opening in my skin, focusing as I made a small amount of blood float out. 

    Man, this is really tricky, no matter how hard I focus on the blood, it's seriously difficult to get it to do exactly what I want! 

    Guess this isn't something I can improve on overnight, huh? For now, I'll have to focus on coming up with ways to use this with the limited control I currently possess. I've got plenty of time to work on it, so let's get to the grind... 

    ... 

    ... 

    "Oh, there you are. Getting in some last minute training?" Inquired Theo, as he opened the door and entered. 

    "Actually, I've kinda been here all day, except for a few breaks to eat and go to the bathroom. Didn't realize how fast the time went by," I replied, as I stood up and stretched my arms out. 

    "Uh, sure you haven't worn yourself out? It's time for the mission, let's get going. The others will be ready soon, you should prepare too," He advised me. 

    "No need to worry, I've been pacing myself for the last couple of hours, I've got plenty of energy left in the tank. I'll head to my room right away and get ready, I'll meet you outside," I responded, as I began heading for the door. 

    "Sounds like I plan, dude, I'll see you there," He nodded, before zipping away with his Super Speed. 

    I then headed out the training room and made my way up to my bedroom. Once I got there, I went in and headed for the bathroom, splashing some water onto my face to cool myself down. 

    I walked back into the room and headed for the closet, taking out the outfit they'd made for me to wear on missions. Since these missions can be pretty dangerous, we're required to wear special outfits made of a highly durable fiber, it's pretty lightweight but works great as armor, or so I've been told. 

    I don't really need it, since I can heal from pretty much anything, but I don't like pain, so I wasn't about to turn it down. I then put the outfit on, before checking myself out in the mirror. Yeah, this looks pretty good, I like it. 

    It was comprised of a thin, black, sleeveless hooded top under a sleeveless black jacket that went down to around my knees, along with black trousers and sturdy black boots. It also included black gloves with attached arm guards that went up past my elbows. 

    The area around the neck of the hooded top could be pulled up over my face upto the bridge of my nose, that combined with the hood makes for a good way to hide my face if necessary. 

    I asked for an all-black outfit to go with my Black Blood, but maybe this is a bit too much black? Nah, it's probably fine, it'll be easy to stay hidden in the dark with this outfit. 

    Now, then, I should head out. The others are probably waiting for me. Gotta say, I'm pretty nervous and excited to go out on my first mission. Sure hope it goes well... 
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    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It's about time you showed up. Hey, that's a pretty cool outfit, nice," Theo greeted me with a grin, as I walked out the front entrance of the mansion. 

    He's wearing the same outfit he had on when I first met him...a dark blue long-sleeved top with black streaks across the middle, and black trousers. 

    "You think so? Thanks," I replied, as I skipped down the stairs. 

    "Gotta agree, looking real good, Red!" Smiled Xandra with a thumbs up, after giving me a quick glance over. 

    She looks good too...she was wearing a tight, sleeveless dark red outfit that went halfway down her thighs, with the part of the outfit below the waist not connected on the sides. She also had black shorts on, that stopped just above her knees. 

    She was wearing gloves with metal knuckles on her hands and feet, with extra padding on the bottom of the gloves on her feet. 

    "Let's get going right away, I'll go over the situation and the plan in the car," Remarked one of the others, before heading around the building, the rest of us following after him. 

    Besides myself, Theo and Xandra, three others are a part of this mission. The first, and group leader for the mission, is Wick Irons. He's in his mid-twenties, and is the serious, earnest type. 

    His power is the ability to control and manipulate plants, called Chlorokinesis. As a side effect of that power, his hair and eye colors are a dark green. He had long, wavy hair, it kinda reminds me of seaweed thanks to the color. 

    He was tall and well-built, with a fair complexion and a deep scar on his right forearm. He was wearing a zipped up dark green hoodie and baggy green trousers...guess he's really leaning into his whole plant theme, huh? 

    One of the others on this mission is Umeka Aoki, she's about my age, and she possesses two powers, the power to turn invisible and the power to stick to walls with her fingers, the latter of which stems from her Gecko Anima, like Xandra's Monkey Anima. 

    She can also turn the things she touches invisible, including other people, and more importantly, her own clothes. Otherwise, she'd probably have to strip before using that power. She's pretty attractive, so a small part of me wishes that was the case. 

    She's from the continent of Talorin, specifically from the country of Riia, which is like this world's Japan. Their language is called Japanese even though the country name is different...I've learnt that, in this world, the names of languages don't correlate to the names of the countries they originated in. 

    Some of the countries in this world are like a mishmash of multiple countries in my old world, in terms of culture and languages. 

    Anyway, she's about my age, with pale skin, long, straight black hair with a blue streak dyed across a lock that fell over her forehead, black eyes and was on the slender, petite side. 

    She was wearing a dark purple tank top, black arm guards that covered her forearms and elbows, and tight black shorts that barely went halfway down her thighs, along with tall black boots that went up past her knees. 

    She's also one of the Unity members who wears a mask in public, a simple black mask that covered her entire face with a couple of slits over her eyes and nostrils. 

    At first impression, she gives off a kinda intimidating aura since her natural expression comes off as kinda stern and standoffish, but she's actually...kind of an idiot. Seriously, she makes Theo look like Einstein. 

    "Hey, why does it feel like someone is thinking something rude about me?" Frowned Theo suspiciously. 

    What the...? How? 

    "What are you talking about? You probably just imagined it," Shrugged Xandra in bemusement. 

    Anyway, uh...let's round off the squad, the final member of the team for this mission is a guy named Nevon Weber. He has the power to absorb sunlight or moonlight, which he calls Solar/Lunar Absorption. 

    He can then store and discharge the energy in the form of blasts that inflict physical damage. According to him, solar energy is more destructive and versatile, while lunar energy is better utilized by using it to strengthen his body physically. 

    Apparently, doing that with solar energy damages his body, though simply storing it inside him isn't a problem. He's likely spent the day gathering solar energy to use as ammo for this mission.

    He's in his mid-thirties, with longish, curly light blonde, practically white, hair, dark blue eyes and a sort of ghostly complexion. He says that's because he's resistant to sunlight thanks to his power, meaning that it's a lot harder for him to tan or get some color on his skin. 

    He wore a maroon short-sleeved top, dark orange bands on his wrists and light brown, knee-length shorts, with black sandals on his feet. Seems more like an outfit someone with a dad bod would wear at a barbecue or something, but he's supposed to be pretty strong, so I won't judge. 

    Anyway, as we followed after Wick around the building, we came across a wide shutter door, which he opened up, leading into a large garage. 

    "Wait, did we always have a garage?" I inquired in bemusement. 

    "You'd know if you weren't cooped up in your room half the time," Xandra nudged me with a wry smile. 

    "Can I drive?" Requested Umeka, as Wick walked over to one of the vehicles. 

    There sure are a lot of vehicles in here, but... 

    "All these cars look kinda...normal?" I remarked, looking around. 

    I was kinda expecting some super hi-tech, cutting edge futuristic rides, it's a bit of a letdown... 

    "That's the intention. We don't want to stand out while chasing after our enemies and tip them off, after all. So, the more inconspicuous our rides look, the better. Don't let their appearance fool you though...make no mistake, these vehicles are more than suited for dangerous missions. The exteriors have been modified to be bullet proof, and there's a whole bunch of other additions made," Grinned Theo in response. 

    Oh...cool. Yeah, guess it makes sense that they wouldn't want to use vehicles that'd stand out and attract attention on missions. 

    "Hey, stop ignoring me, guys! I want to drive this time!" Umeka called out indignantly. 

    "Absolutely not. That didn't go so well last time," Frowned Wick warily. 

    "That wasn't my fault, there was a cat on the road, I wasn't going to run it over!" She defended herself. 

    "Except that it wasn't a cat, it was a leaf. You crashed into an ambulance, do you have any idea how-...!? I'm not gonna waste my energy arguing. I'm driving, and that's final. Now, get it, it's time to go," He sighed in exasperation, as he hopped into the driver's seat.

    He's picked a plain, white van...isn't that kinda conspicuous in a different way? Eh, whatever, I'm sure they know what they're doing, so I won't say anything. 

    "You heard the man, let's go! Shotgun!" Grinned Theo, as he got in the passenger seat. 

    "Aw, man, no fair...he beat me to it," Sighed Umeka in disappointment. 

    "Don't let it get you down, just make sure to call dibs first on the way back," Xandra patted her shoulder with a smile. 

    I should take this opportunity to get a window seat, I don't want to get stuck in a seat between two other people... 
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    Chapter 40 - First Mission(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Let's go over the basic details of the mission. Over the last few weeks, Alters have been disappearing without a trace, mostly those from poor backgrounds and who lived in low class neighborhoods. The culprits are the remnants of the terrorist group that appeared not long ago. 

    We learnt as much by having Viola interrogate the members that are currently incarcerated. But they didn't know much about it, only that this would be their backup plan if their primary objective of destroying Unity failed, which it did. 

    Specifically, they had several members lay low and prepare to put the backup plan into motion if it came to it, they intend to capture Alters and traffick them out of the country, selling them off to slave traders. 

    If we had been able to interrogate their leader, we might have learnt more, but he was a part of the group that attacked the mansion...we could've interrogated him if someone hadn't massacred them all," Remarked Wick, giving me a narrowed side glance as we drove out of the mansion. 

    "Read you loud and clear, big guy...interrogate, then kill, got it," I replied dryly, giving him a thumbs up. 

    "Your jokes aren't funny, and have no place on a mission," He frowned in response. 

    "Come on, lighten up, Wicky. He's just kidding around. He's agreed to refrain from killing, so there's no reason or need to provoke him," Chimed in Xandra, defending me. 

    "Yes, I suppose you've got a point. We should focus on the mission...as I was saying, we know who the culprits are, and as of yesterday, we finally located them. We narrowed down their possible locations by investigating the ports. 

    A coastline stretches across the entire west border of the nation, it's extremely vast and would take far too long to fully search. But there's a small coastline to the east as well, and that's where they are. The port town by the coast over there was abandoned years ago due to a sharp increase in aquatic Monsters, making it too dangerous to live there. 

    However, there have been eyewitness reports of vehicles heading in the direction of the abandoned town. We confirmed their presence there yesterday, and overheard them mention that a ship is inbound to arrive tonight to take the captured Alters to another country. 

    Once the ship arrives, we incapacitate both the terrorists and the crew on the ship, taking them all into custody. While we wait, we'll try to gather evidence of what they've done. Again, we incapacitate and capture them...we do not kill so much as a single one, is that understood?" He glanced at me distrustfully, as we drove out of the city, heading east. 

    "Yeah, yeah, I know the drill, you don't have to keep repeating yourself. Otherwise, I might just do so out of spite," I muttered with a huff. 

    The abandoned town is only a few kilometers east of the capital, it shouldn't be much longer before we arrive there. 

    "Let's all play nice here, guys, we're on the same team, after all," Remarked Theo, as he patted my shoulder. 

    "Leave the evidence gathering to me! I'll turn invisible and sneak in and take pictures and stuff," Declared Umeka confidently. 

    "No, that's too risky, and unnecessary. This vehicle is more than well equipped for the task," Wick shook his head. 

    "Aw, but that's my specialty...no fair, I wanted to shine," She sighed in disappointment. 

    "Let's all relax and keep our minds clear, it won't do to have a muddled mind once we get there," Spoke up Nevon with a smile. 

    "How exactly are we gonna get there undetected, anyway? They probably have lookouts to warn them if they see anyone approaching," I pointed out. 

    "Yeah, that's a good point, I don't think we can get near them with the van," Added Theo in agreement. 

    "There's no need to worry. We have powerful sensors built into it, it can detect people upto a kilometer away. Once they start showing up on our radar, you'll need to get to work, Theo. Race on ahead and knock all of the lookouts unconscious. We can then use the radar to find out where the rest are hiding and sneak up on them," Surmised Wick, as he gestured to the display by the dashboard. 

    Oh, cool, I thought that was just a GPS thingy. 

    "Wow, when did we add this to the van?" Responded Theo in fascination. 

    "Hm, almost right on cue...look sharp, the radar's picking something up," Remarked Nevon warily. 

    "I think we're about a kilometer from the abandoned town now, the lookouts must be posted right on the outskirts of the town. We're going slightly uphill right now, but in a couple of hundred meters or so, we'll start to go downhill, we'll be visible to them once that happens," Replied Wick, as the van then began to slow down, before coming to a stop. 

    "Guess it's my time to shine," Grinned Theo, as he opened the door. 

    "Call us once you've taken them out. There's a stretch of trees to the left of the path up ahead, use them as cover. Since we're near the coast, there's a strong wind blowing, that should help you remain undetected," Surmised Wick, as Theo nodded affirmatively before racing forward, rapidly vanishing from sight. 

    "Hey, what if there are other lookouts elsewhere in the town?" Inquired Umeka cautiously. 

    "This is the only clear path to the town, it's basically impossible to get there through any other route. And besides, there shouldn't be more than twenty of them in total, so I doubt they've assigned too many scouts to keep an eye out for enemies," Surmised Wick objectively. 

    "If that's the case, isn't six of us a bit overkill?" Inquired Xandra curiously. 

    "Yes, ordinarily, four or five would be enough for a mission like this. But the boss wanted this one to get some experience," He sighed, nodding at me. 

    Hm, I get the feeling that he doesn't like me very much. 

    "Oh, that must be Theo," Remarked Nevon, as Wick's phone began ringing. 

    "Use codenames when we're on a mission," Responded Wick in exasperation, as he picked up the call, "Yes? Is it done? Alright, good...we're on our way, let us know if any problems arise."

    Here we go, the mission is about to begin in earnest. I have to say, I'm pretty excited to get started...even if I'm not allowed to kill anyone, it's bound to feel good to screw up the plans of these anti-Alter bastards... 
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    Chapter 41 - First Mission(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It's about time you showed up, slowpokes! Thought you'd never get here," Theo greeted us with a grin, as we stopped the van just outside of the town. 

    There were three men sprawled on the ground, knocked unconscious. Only three guards, huh? Thought there would be more of them out here. 

    Hm? They've all got walkie-talkies on their belts...makes sense, if they used phones, they risk their calls being traced. Wait, won't it be suspicious if these guys don't report back to their allies? That might tip off the rest of them that something's wrong. 

    "Alright, let's go in, the van has been modified to be silent, and the radar has detected a group of people gathered in one place, that's probably where-...," Began Wick, as he tossed out some seeds towards the unconscious men, the seeds rapidly blooming into vines and wrapping around their bodies, restraining them.

    "Wait, hold on. Let's first wake one of these guys up and interrogate them. This one's got a cowardly face, I'm willing to bet that he'll talk if we apply a bit of pressure," I interrupted, as I leaned down over one of the men and slapped his face repeatedly. 

    "We can do that afterwards, it's not a priority at the m-...," Wick started to respond with a frown. 

    "It's possible that they're supposed to report in to their comrades with those walkies, we risk exposing ourselves if no word is heard from these lookouts for a prolonged period of time," I countered objectively, smacking the guy harder as his eyelids began to move. 

    "Would you stop interrupting me, I'm the one in charge of this mis-...," He muttered, looking seriously irritated. 

    "Ah, there we go. Don't make a sound, if you start to shout or something, I'll rip your tongue out. Got it?" I smiled at the man icily, as I drew out my taser blade and pressed the tip against his neck. 

    This weapon is too blunt to pierce through skin, but he doesn't know that. This is purely a bluff, I'll have to drop it if he realizes that fact. 

    "I-I'm not gonna tell you a damn thing, you Freaks-...!" He began to snap, before abruptly trailing off as I poked my blade a bit more firmly against his neck. 

    "Wrong answer. You better start talking if you want to live," I cut him off icily. 

    The others are keeping quiet, which I suppose is better than stopping me from doing this, but I'd really like some support here. 

    "Hah, I know that's a bluff! Y-you Freaks are from Unity, aren't you? It'd be different if you were Liberty instead...but you don't kill people, everyone knows that!"

    "Huh? Oh, right, that's what we tell the public...but no, we kill plenty, we just make sure that no one finds out. There's a trick to it, you see...we just gotta make sure we leave no trace of the corpses. See my friend over there?" I smirked as I gestured to Xandra, "She's fucking crazy, none of us can control here if she decides to act out. She loves burning corpses down to ash, till not even a single bone remains intact. Isn't that right?"

    "Wha-...? Y-yeah, totally...hey, if this one isn't gonna talk, let's try one of the other two. If they turn out to be as stubborn as this one, then maybe his charred remains will help them find their voices," She laughed sadistically, playing along pretty well. 

    Nice assist. 

    "Y-you're bluffing, I ain't gonna fall for that!" He stuttered defiantly, but with definite fear in his eyes. 

    "No, we're not! We'll totally do it, just try us!" Chimed in Umeka...holy crap, that was stiff, she'll give away the entire act if she keeps talking! 

    "That's enough out of you, you dimwit...I thought I already warned you to keep your mouth shut, you've run down my last nerve! Fine, I'll make an example out of you, you worthless annoyance, let's show our new friend here what I can do," I remarked, raising my hand towards her before adding in Japanese while maintaining a threatening tone, "On my cue, turn invisible. And...now!"

    She stood there dumbfounded for a second, before her eyes widened in realization... 

    "N-no, please...!" She gasped, clutching at her chest before disappearing from sight. 

    "I-impossible!" Cried the man in horror, his eyes widening in disbelief. 

    Her acting sucks, but it looks like it was good enough to fool this guy. 

    "That may have looked instantaneous, but I assure you, it's the most painful way to die...it tears your soul apart on an atomic level, and even though it happens in an instant the agony will feel eternal. Ah, man, using my powers always leaves me itching for more, one person isn't enough...I'll question one of the other two, it's time for you to d-...," I smirked menacingly, letting out a sadistic chuckle. 

    "No, wait! I-I'll...I'll tell you anything! Whatever you wanna know!" He cried desperately. 

    "Good, that's more like it. Tell me, these walkie-talkies...how often are you required to check in with your friends?" I inquired with a smile. 

    "E-every half an hour!"

    "You better not be lying to us. We'll be keeping you nice and close by, and if it turns out that you're lying, I'll kill you, are we clear? Now, then...do you have any codewords or anything for verification when using the walkie?"

    "Huh? N-no, nothing like that."

    "Good to know. How do the three of you decide who reports in?" I asked him. 

    "W-we just took turns at random!"

    "That's all I needed to know," I grinned, standing up as took the device off his belt, "Oh, one more thing, how long ago was your last report?"

    "I-I don't know, like twenty minutes ago or so."

    "Cool, thanks," I replied, as I struck the side of his neck with the side of my palm, knocking him out. 

    "Hey, way to go, that was some great improvising! We should be able to sneak up to the rest of them without giving ourselves away now!" Grinned Xandra, giving me a high five. 

    "You were really mean to me though. That wasn't very nice," Added Umeka saltily, sounding miffed. 

    "Yeah, sorry about that, but it helped make him talk. Couldn't have done it without you, you were like the most important part of that act," I replied wryly. 

    Despite the fact that her acting sucks... 

    "Oh...well, when you put it that way...," She muttered, looking appeased. 

    "Don't suppose you've got any complaints?" I inquired as I glanced at Wick. 

    "Hm...while your interrogation method was rather reckless and volatile, I have to admit that you did well," He admitted grudgingly. 

    "Heh, that must have been hard for you to admit, man. Your face looked like you'd just had some super sour lemonade," Laughed Theo, patting his shoulder. 

    "Enough, let's just get going already," He huffed indignantly, as he got back in the van... 
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    Chapter 42 - First Mission(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "So, what are all of your codenames, again? I know Turbo and Fiery Monkey, but not the rest of you," I remarked, feeling kinda bored. 

    We were behind a dark, worn down warehouse, where the radar was detecting several people inside. We'd been here for an hour already, we were able to hear what was being said inside thanks to one of the sensors in the van, but nothing of any real importance was being said right now. 

    "My codename is Phantasma, because I can turn invisible, so I'm like a ghost, and a phantasm is a kind of ghost, so-...," Began Umeka, seeming like she was about to go off on a rant. 

    "Okay, I get it, that's a great name! What about you guys?" I asked the other two. 

    "I go by Lux, since I can absorb sunlight and moonlight," Replied Nevon with a smile. 

    "Simple and straight to the point, cool. And that just leaves you, big guy. So, what's your fancy codename?" I inquired, as I tapped Wick on the shoulder. 

    "You should already know the codenames of your teammates before the mission...if you must know, I use the codename Flora."

    "Huh, that's kinda cutesy," I responded wryly.

    "Isn't it, though?" Grinned Xandra in agreement. 

    "Hmph, your opinion doesn't matter to me, I like it. I mean, I tried to think of something cool that would correlate with my powers, but couldn't come up with anything. So, instead, I thought I'd go with something that's less intimidating, that way enemies will underestimate me and make it easier for me to defeat them," He explained defensively. 

    "Hey, chill, I wasn't mocking it or anything. But if you really want a cooler name, it shouldn't be too hard to come up with one. Hm...how about something like, I don't know, The Botanist? That's kinda cool," I suggested with a shrug. 

    "That's-...okay, that's actually pretty good. I'll take it under consideration," He muttered, averting his gaze.

    "Come to think of it, Red, you don't have a codename yet, do you?" Realized Xandra, as she glanced at me. 

    Oh, she's right. I never really thought about it...the idea of having a superhero-like name is kinda embarrassing. 

    "That's enough...listen, they're talking about their victims," Frowned Wick, increasing the volume. 

    "...it be much longer before they get here? I'm getting tired of sharing the same air as these Freaks, the sooner we get rid of them, the better."

    "It should be within the next hour...I'm still having trouble believing that these guys will really be able to sail to the harbor safely. There's a crazy amount of Monsters in the water, pretty sure I saw a pair of eyes staring at me when I went out to piss earlier!"

    "I already told you, they have a special powder that they'll release into the water that'll put the Monsters to sleep. So long as we can get rid of these disgusting Freaks and earn some good money, it doesn't matter how they do it. So long as they get here, that's all that matters."

    "Oh, it's almost time to check in again," I remarked, picking up the walkie talkie and speaking into it as I changed my voice, "Hey, guys, it's me...still nothing out here."

    "Good, continue keeping an eye out. Don't slack off!"

    "Yeah, yeah, I know," I sighed, before taking my finger off the button. 

    "Gotta say, that's impressive, you sound just like that guy you interrogated," Grinned Nevon, giving me a pat on the shoulder. 

    "While I was a lab rat, I was trained to change my voice, they wanted to make me a useful, versatile weapon. I hate that it's something I learnt in that place, but it is a useful skill, so I've continued working on it," I replied wryly. 

    "Yes, it's coming in quite useful here. I've heard that you spend a lot of time in our library, studying languages," Spoke up Wick. 

    Looks like he's warming up to me a bit. 

    "Yeah...my parents taught me several languages, so I've kept at it in respect to them."

    "How many can you speak?" Inquired Xandra curiously.

    "Uh, let me think...twelve in total, though I'd say I'm only fully fluent in eight of them," I answered her. 

    "Come to think of it, you did speak Japanese earlier to Umeka," Recalled Theo with a look of intrigue. 

    "Wait, he did? When?" She frowned in confusion. 

    Wow. She really didn't notice? 

    Before any of us could say anything else, our attention was then caught by the audio feed... 

    "Get the Freaks out of the crates, line 'em up and get them ready! I can see something in the video feed of the camera we set up near the harbor, looks like the ship is here!"

    "Make sure the Suppression Collars are all properly functional and active, we can't afford to be careless here."

    The sound of wooden crates being opened then echoed out, followed by the sound of scared voices... 

    "P-please, let me go home, I-I wanna see my mommy..."

    "Y-you bastards won't get away with this!"

    "Zip it, Freaks! Or we'll shut you up by force!" Snapped one of the terrorists, before a loud crunch echoed out, along with a scream of pain, "Hahaha, yeah, you like that!? Keep it up and I'll do the same with your other arm!"

    "How vile...," Muttered Wick in disgust, his shoulders trembling with anger. 

    "Th-that...sounded like a little girl," Stuttered Xandra with a look of rage. 

    "Hey, so...are we really gonna let these bastards live?" I inquired icily.

    "Calm down, man...trust me, we're all pissed right now, I get how you feel. But we have to be better than they are. They'll get what they deserve...dying would end their suffering right away, we'll have them rot in prison for the rest of their miserable lives instead," Growled Theo, clenching his fists. 

    Even now, they're unwavering in their conviction not to kill? No, I suppose it makes sense...they've probably seen things like this many times already. I don't like it, and I just can't bring myself to agree with it...
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    Chapter 43 - First Mission(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It's almost time...looks like those on the ship are approaching the warehouse," Muttered Wick, staring at the radar. 

    The warehouse is only about a hundred meters from the shore, so the ship isn't too far from where we are. But if we expose ourselves too early, and give them enough time to set sail and get away, it'll be too dangerous to chase after them since the water is teeming with Monsters. 

    I know we heard the terrorists mention that the ship's crew have some sort of powder that puts Monsters to sleep, but we don't know how effective that might be. It could simply repel Monsters instead of putting them to sleep. 

    "So, what's the plan?" Inquired Nevon, cracking his knuckles. 

    "We wait till they're all inside the warehouse. Once that happens, Turbo, you rush over to the ship, take care of any crew members that are aboard. Phantasma, Lux, you'll go with him. Phantasma, use your Invisibility and take advantage of the commotion Turbo stirs up with his speed. Lux, use your solar blasts to make the ship unusable. In the meantime, Fiery Monkey and I will take down and apprehend those inside the warehouse. You'll be with us," Instructed Wick, as he turned to me. 

    Guess he wants to keep an eye on me. Yeah, I don't blame him, I'm feeling pretty murderous right now. 

    "Sounds good to me," I nodded affirmatively. 

    "Do you have a codename for yourself?" He inquired, as we kept an eye on the radar. 

    "Hm...let's just go with Black Blood, at least for now," I decided, after briefly mulling it over. 

    "Very well, then, Black Blood it is. Alright, it's almost time...Turbo, Phantasma, Lux, get going," Remarked Wick, as the moving dots on the radar entered the warehouse. 

    "Leave it to us," Nodded Theo affirmatively, before racing off, as Umeka turned invisible and slipped out. 

    "See you guys in a bit," Smiled Nevon, as he hopped out of the van and jogged after the other two. 

    "Do we move in yet? The commotion from the ship could alert those inside the warehouse, we should attack simultaneously," Pointed out Xandra. 

    "Good point, let's go," Replied Wick, as he opened his door. 

    I reached for the door next to me, as the terrorists began speaking to their guests... 

    "This doesn't look like an awful lot of Freaks...how many have you caught for us?"

    "Eighteen in total, we've got then in all ages, shapes and sizes."

    "Eighteen? We were expecting a minimum of twenty-five."

    "Hey, give us a break! It's been way tough to operate in this damned country, the people here are a bunch of Freak-loving degenerates! We were barely able to capture this many!"

    "Well, I suppose it can't be helped. We'll pay you the agreed upon amount, however, you had better make up for this deficit next time. Dr Das sends his regards, though he won't be pleased with your incompetence."

    Huh? 

    "Yeah, like I care, he ain't the boss of us."

    Dr...Das? No...no, it can't be... 

    "Hey, Red-...I mean, Black Blood? You okay? What's the hold up?" Inquired Xandra with a look of concern. 

    "Dr Das...unless I'm mistaken, that's the bastard who experimented on me," I growled, feeling a surge of rage inside me. 

    "Is that so? In that case, perhaps you should stay behind. I doubt you can hold yourself back against-...," Began Wick. 

    "No, I'll be fine. Trust me, I won't kill them...no, I've got a lot of questions to ask, I'll need them alive to answer those questions," I replied icily, as I got out of the van. 

    I can hear a faint commotion echoing out...Theo and the others must have reached the ship. 

    "Hm...very well, but you better stick to your word," He relented hesitantly, before making his way around the building, towards the entrance of the warehouse, the voices inside becoming audible as we got close to the entrance. 

    "Hey, do you hear something?"

    "Huh? What are you talking about?"

    "I could've sworn I just heard a yell from outside."

    "No way, must've been your imagination."

    "On the count of three, we rush in...one, two...three!" Wick whispered sharply, before the three of us raced around the corner and shot in through the front entrance, right before Wick flung a few seeds behind him, which rapidly sprouted and blocked the entrance. 

    "What the hell...!?"

    "It's the Unity Freaks!"

    "How did they find us!? The fuck are the lookouts doing!?"

    "Surrender now, and you'll get off easy. Resist, and we'll do this the hard way," Wick warned them, as he stepped forward, before glancing at the Alters, "Go take cover, you're all going to be just fine now, we're here to save you."

    They didn't need to be told twice, hurrying away to a corner of the warehouse in alarm. They all look in really bad condition...they're severely bruised, many of them have broken bones, and they've all got Suppression Collars on. 

    It's not hard to imagine how they must have been treated by these bastards...I felt a surge of rage rising up inside me, as the terrorists locked their gazes onto us hatefully.

    "Fuck you, Freaks!" One of them snapped, before several of them pulled out guns and took aim at us. 

    "Get behind me, quickly!" Exclaimed Wick, flinging several seeds forward and forming a wall of plants in front of us, right as they began firing. 

    "Thanks, but I'm good," I responded, as I raced around the shield and shot towards them. 

    "Wait, hold on-...!" Wick began, but I wasn't listening. 

    Several bullets struck my body, pain bursting right throughout me, but I ignored it, as I raced towards one of the men and slammed my blade against his chest, eliciting an agonized cry of pain from him as I electrocuted him. 

    I shot towards more of them as he collapsed onto the ground with a weak groan, leaping straight at two of them. As once of them backed away in alarm, I struck the other one with my taser blade, before springing forward as I landed towards the one who had back away, driving my blade towards the middle of his chest. 

    He let out a sharp gasp as I loud crunch echoed out, my thrust breaking one of his ribs before electrocuting him. 

    Cries of alarm began ringing out as vines shot out and restrained several of the rest, while fireballs burst out towards the windows, creating blazes to keep any of them from fleeing. 

    "W-wait, I know you, you're Dr Das's pet lab rat-...argh!" Began one of the men, before I shot towards him, knocking him down and slamming my foot down onto his chest. 

    "So, you're affiliated with that fucker, are you? Now that I get a better look at you, you do look vaguely familiar. I've got a lot of-...," I began, before being interrupted as a bullet burst through my neck. 

    "H-hah, serves you right, you F-...! H-huh?"

    "...questions for you. And it's in your best interest to answer me, I've found myself in quite the foul mood right now," I continued, as the bullet got pushed out of my neck and fell onto the floor with a clatter as I healed, the hole through my neck closing up as I stared down at the man with a vicious glare, as he stared back up at me with a look of fear in his eyes... 
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    Chapter 44 - First Mission(Part 7)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger 

    ———————————————————————————

    "Is that all of them?" I inquired after striking the side of one of the ship's crew member's neck and knocking him out, as I felt the ship shake, presumably thanks to Nevon's solar blasts. 

    "No, I saw two of them going down through there," Replied Umeka, as she turned visible and walked over. 

    "Well, there's no escape for them. Let's go deal with them and-...hm? Sounds like footsteps...are they coming up here? But why? And it sounds like there's more than just two pairs of footsteps...they might have some kind of weapon, be on your guard, Phantasma," I warned her, as I backed away a few paces. 

    "You got it, The-...urbo," She nodded, almost saying my real name, before mixing it up with my codename. 

    "Here they come," I muttered warily, before my eyes widened in surprise. 

    Those are...children. Two of them, they can't be any older than sixteen or seventeen. They were wearing tattered clothes, and their bodies were in bad shape too. And trailing behind them, were a couple of men, smirking at us spitefully.

    "Alright, you brats, kill these two right now! I don't care if you have to die trying!" One of them commanded the children, who flinched fearfully before meekly stepping forward. 

    They look like they might be siblings, a girl and a boy. They look like they're from Froa, they both have dark skin, the boy had a shaved head and gray eyes, with a dead look in them. 

    The girl had shortly-cropped hair, with the same colored eyes and look in them. I clenched my fists in anger, feeling a surge of rage rising up inside me. Unforgivable...they're using children to fight for them? 

    "I think those kids must have control chips in their necks like Ario did. And we can't just cut 'em out like I did with him since they probably can't heal like he can," I muttered to Umeka, as the two children began to approach us. 

    "So, what do we do?" She whispered back. 

    "Depending on how strong they are, we might have to get a bit rough...we'll knock them out, and then deal with the bastards hiding behind them."

    "Sounds good to me. Let's do it," She nodded, before turning invisible. 

    "I'm sorry...," Muttered the young boy, as his body suddenly turned into a mass of gelatinous liquid and he rapidly shot towards. 

    Meanwhile, the girl fired out a powerful gust of wind from behind him, sending him flying towards me with a burst of speed, as the force of the wind pushed me back. 

    Aerokinesis, huh? And the boy...strange, his neck is still normal, it's only the rest of his body that's gelatinous. 

    "You know what to do! Get inside his body and make him explode from the inside!" Exclaimed one of the men.

    Woah, scary...but now I know to watch out for that, for them to mention that out loud is a real amateur move. 

    Hm, the girl has surrounded herself with a sphere of swirling, slicing wind, probably as a counter against Umeka. I should have told her to turn invisible before they saw us. 

    As the gelatinous blob then expanded as it closed in on me, I raced around it, before zipping towards the girl, who began firing out slashes of wind at me. 

    I raced around to evade it, and as I began to close in on her, I nearly lost my balance, as a slimy puddle appeared beneath my feet...the boy, he flattened and spread out his body! 

    I just barely managed to keep myself from falling, before quickly spinning my arms out in front of myself as the girl fired out a large wind blast at me, narrowly managing to cancel out most of the force by firing out a gust of wind of my own with the speed of my arms spinning, unable to stop myself from stumbling back as a shockwave burst out as our attacks clashed. 

    The gelatinous liquid then began to rapidly slither towards me, closing in at an alarming rate...crap, I'm not gonna be able to get out of the way in time-...!

    Suddenly, it stopped moving, as the only part of the body that was still flesh, the neck, got pinned to the ground, stopping the slime in its tracks. Nice work, Umeka, way to go! 

    I then quickly shot towards the girl, who strengthened the swirling sphere of wind around herself. I began racing around her in the opposite direction to the direction her wind was spinning in. 

    Not fast enough, I need to pick up the pace...come on, faster! 

    As I strained myself, I put on a sharp burst of speed, matching and then surpassing the speed of her wind, canceling out her wind sphere. She collapsed onto her knees, clutching at her throat as she struggled to breathe, before losing consciousness and collapsing onto the floor. 

    I then glanced back at the boy, who had returned to his normal form. He was unconscious too, with ligature marks around his neck. Umeka must have strangled him until he lost consciousness. 

    "This was really unpleasant," I heard her mutter, her voice trembling with anger. 

    "Useless brats, I knew we should've tried to convince the Doc to give us some of his stronger rats," Growled one of the men. 

    "You bastards are gonna pay for this," I remarked icily. 

    "Damned Freak, I'll kill you!" He snapped, as he reached behind his belt and began to pull out a gun. 

    "You're not gonna do shit!" I shot back, as I sprinted towards them, grabbing the both of their heads and slamming them together with immense force, knocking them both out and letting their bodies hit the floor with loud thuds. 

    "You should've hit them together harder," Remarked Umeka, as she turned visible. 

    "Pretty sure I cracked their skulls, a bit more force and they'd probably be dead," I replied dryly, before walking over to the kids, "Let's get these two to the van and sedate them like we did with the lookouts. With control chips in their necks, it's not safe to let them wake up until we remove them."

    "Yeah, okay."

    "And after that, let's go help the others...though I can't imagine they'd need it."
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    Chapter 45 - First Mission(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You better turn around and get out of here right now, you Freaks! I'm warning you!" Exclaimed one of the men, as he picked up one of the captive Alter kids and pressed his gun against the kid's head. 

    "You bastard...," Frowned Wick, who had managed to restrain most of the others. 

    Only three of them were still standing, the other two were scurrying towards the one who had taken a hostage, while pointing their guns at the other captive Alters to keep them back.

    The one with the hostage seems to be skilled in martial arts, he was able to evade Wick's attempt to ensnare him with his vines. And he was quick to grab a hostage once we were close to wrapping this up...damn it, one of us should've gone over to protect the hostages. 

    "Take even a step towards us, and this Freak brat is gonna have his brains splattered all over the place! Don't think I won't do it!" He snapped, before adding, "Release everyone you've caught with those plants, and then leave this place!"

    The kid was frozen in fear, tears streaming down his face as his shoulders trembled. 

    "You're bluffing. If you shoot, you lose your only leverage. You're the ones who should give up," I responded icily.

    I tried interrogating that one guy about Alok, but with bullets flying around all over the place, I decided to put it off till later, so I knocked him out. But at this rate, we're gonna fail the mission. 

    "Hah, I ain't falling for that! Either way, I'm not dying here, you Freaks don't kill, after all! So, if I'm going down, I might as well rid the world of at least one Freak!" He exclaimed, his eyes bulging maniacally. 

    Damn it...he's not playing around, he'll really do it. He's completely insane, how the hell are we supposed to get through this? 

    "Let the kid go...if you release all of your captives, we'll leave right away," Remarked Wick, raising his hands over her head and subtly stepping forward. 

    "You think I'm a fool!? Why the hell would I let them go!? Without them, there's nothing stopping you from attacking! I hold the cards here, so you'll do as I say, or you'll regret it!" He snarled viciously. 

    Maybe if Theo was here, he'd be able to-...no, there's no point in thinking about that, he isn't here, and since Wick blocked the entrance, he probably won't show up. 

    And even if he did, I'm not so sure that he can run faster than a bullet. If I remember right, he mentioned that his top speed is around 300 KMPH, though it takes a few seconds for him to accelerate to that speed. 

    "It doesn't have to be like this, if you surrender to us now, we can-...," Began Wick, as he continued stepping forward slowly but surely. 

    "Are you deaf or something!? We ain't gonna negotiate, asshole! You can either leave right now...or you can have this Freak brat's blood on your hands!" The man cut him off, clearly getting agitated. 

    "If you would just listen to reason and-..."

    "Stop right there, I see you moving closer! Fuck this, I'm taking the shot!" He snapped, starting to pull the trigger. 

    "No!" Exclaimed Wick, as vines suddenly burst out of the ground beneath the man's feet, shooting up towards his arm rapidly, striking it right as a gunshot rang out. 

    I stared in horror as the bullet shot through the top of the kid's head, Wick's vine failing to hit the man's arm in time. 

    "Let's waste these fuckers!" Exclaimed one of the others, as they pointed their guns at us, Wick quickly tossing some seeds in front of himself. 

    I immediately shot forward in a cold fury as Xandra retreated behind Wick to avoid the bullets, but they were only aiming at me, since I was going on the attack. I didn't bother to dodge, letting their bullets riddle my body. 

    As the one who shot the kid began to turn towards the other captives, I quickly flung my taser blade at him with a rapid spin, eliciting a startled, sharp cry of pain as it struck the back of his head, dazing him. 

    I then sprang at one of the other two, grabbing his head as he filled my chest full of bullets, before slamming his head onto the floor with a loud thunk, blood starting to pour out of his forehead as I cracked his skull open, knocking him out. 

    "G-get away, you monster!" Cried the other one, shooting me in the head. 

    I turned my gaze towards him with a murderous glare as the bullets got pushed out of my head, hitting the ground with metallic clangs as the holes in my head closed up, a look of terror appearing on his face as I leapt straight at him. 

    I grabbed his wrist and pulled his arm up, as he let out a fearful yell and fired his gun up at the ceiling in a panic. I then used my Black Blood to form claws over my fingers, driving them into the bottom of his chest and violently ripping out one of his lower ribs. 

    He let out an agonized scream of pain, before I drove the rib into his open mouth at an angle, puncturing it out through the inside of his right cheek and driving the bone into the ground, pinning him there by the face. 

    As a bullet then burst across my right eye, I stood up and glanced in that direction, to see the bastard who had killed the kid aiming his gun at me, a slightly dazed look in his eyes. 

    He fired repeatedly as I stood up and walked over towards him, a look of horror on his face as my eye regenerated almost instantly. 

    "S-stay back...stay back, damn it, I-I'm...I'm warning you!" He cried, as he ran out of bullets and continued pulling the trigger in desperation. 

    "No," I responded icily, as I closed in on him. 

    "D-damn you-...argghhhhh!" He yelled in pain as I grabbed his wrist and broke it with a vicious twist, the gun falling to the floor with a clatter. 

    "You deserve to die, the world would be a better place without a vile piece of shit like you in it...so, you should count yourself lucky, because I'm not going to kill you. But by the time I'm done with you, you're gonna wish you were dead!" I snapped, as I stomped on his right knee with a loud crunch. 

    As he screamed in agony, I did the same to his other knee and his elbows. He writhed around in excruciation, tears running down his face as he wailed like a little bitch. 

    "I-I'm sorry, please stop...p-please, I'm begging you-....mrph!" He began to plead, before I jammed my hand into his mouth. 

    "You talk too much," I remarked coldly, as I violently pulled down, tearing off his lower jaw. 

    "Argghhhg!!!!" He screeched in pain, flecks of blood spurting out as I tossed his lower jaw away. 

    "I think I'll gouge out your eyes next, and then I'll move on to-...!" I hissed viciously, abruptly trailing off as I felt something starting to wrap around me and restrain me, pulling me back... 
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    Chapter 46 - First Mission(Part 9)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "That's enough, Black Blood. I understand your anger...but you've done enough," Remarked Wick, as he restrained me with his plants. 

    "Damn it, let go! I'm not done yet! I haven't killed anyone, I've kept my word...so at least let me tear this bastard apart within an inch of his life!" I snapped, struggling to break free, before he added more vines around me. 

    "He's right, Red...you've done enough. There's no need to do anything more than th-...," Began Xandra, as she walked over and placed a hand on my shoulders. 

    "L-let him go! Let him finish the job!" Suddenly spoke up one of the captive Alters. 

    "Yeah, these pieces of shit have to die!" Snapped another of them. 

    "Do you have any idea what they've put us through!?"

    "Th-they took turns violating me in front of my daughter, and then laughed as they made me watch them kill her! They can't even be called human! Kill them!"

    "Kill those bastards!"

    "Kill them!"

    "They've got the right idea," I muttered to Xandra, "But I promised that I wouldn't kill, so I won't...but if nothing else, at least let me scar them for life!"

    "Okay, you're staying put until you calm down. Fiery Monkey, cauterize that one's jaw before he bleeds to death. Do the same with the one whose rib Blood ripped out, he'll bleed out before much longer," Remarked Wick, as a vine wrapped over my mouth, silencing me. 

    "Yeah, okay...," She nodded somberly, walking over as she formed flames in her hands, scorching the wounds shut. 

    "I sympathize with you. You heard the name of the man who tortured you, and you had to witness that horrific scene play out. I'm angry too, believe me...but this isn't the right way to do things. You may not have killed anyone, but we don't attack our enemies once they're defenseless, you took it too far," Wick said to me, as he placed a hand on my shoulder, moving the vine around my mouth away.

    "That's all well and good, and I know what you're trying to say, the whole 'we need to be better than our enemies' shtick, I get it. But I don't agree with it. There's a big difference between killing a helpless child and crippling an evil child murderer...even if I had killed him, I wouldn't consider myself as being as bad as or worse than this lowlife," I muttered, as he took down the vines blocking the entrance. 

    "Maybe so...but cruelty goes against Unity's philosophies, even against the most vile of scum. I'm going to release you now...I trust that you'll behave," He remarked, as he began to remove the plants restraining me. 

    "Tch...yeah, fine. I'll stand down," I muttered, walking over towards my taser blade as he let me go, picking it up and sheathing it. 

    "Hey, guys, how'd it go? We were gonna come help, but the entrance was blocked, so-...oh. What happened here?" Frowned Theo, as he walked in with Umeka and Nevon. 

    "How awful," Muttered Nevon, staring at the dead child with a grimace. 

    "Were you able to sink the ship?" Inquired Wick, as he began removing the Suppression Collars off the captives, who didn't look too pleased that their tormentors were still alive. 

    "If you people aren't going to kill these monsters, we'll do it ourselves!" Snapped one of them as his collar fell off, forming a bolt of lightning in his hand and starting to step towards the guy whose jaw I tore off, before letting out an alarmed yelp as vines burst out below him and wrapped around his legs and arms, "What the...!? Hey, let go of me!"

    "I do apologize, but I'm afraid I'll be forced to restrain you if you try to attack them. Rest assured, these men will get what they deserve, I-..."

    "Screw that, they deserve to die!"

    "The only reason why you can say shit like this is because you didn't go through what we did!"

    "If only Liberty had come to save us instead of you people..."

    "What if they escape from prison and come after us again!? How are we supposed to rest easy, knowing that they're still out there!?"

    I agree with them, but this could get ugly if it keeps up. I doubt anything Wick says will appease them, so... 

    "If that happens...you can kill them yourselves," I remarked, stepping forward. 

    "Hey, what do you think you're-...?" Began Wick with a frown. 

    "I know what it's like, to be at the mercy of people like this...I went through it for over five years. And believe me, if I could have my way, I'd kill every last one of them. You could certainly kill them now, it would be easy...but then you'd be the ones locked up. 

    I know it isn't fair...you've been through things that no decent person should ever have to go through, and it isn't right that trying to take what would be a perfectly justified revenge would be considered a crime. Go back to your lives and your loved ones, try to move on from this, that's-..."

    "You're insane if you think we can just move on like nothing happened, we can't just-...!" Snapped one of them with an enraged look on her face. 

    "Move on doesn't mean forget...no, not at all. Use this experience to get stronger, learn from it...and then, if there's a next time, do what you must. If you kill them now, you'll be arrested and imprisoned...and after what you've been through, I don't want that. 

    None of you deserve that...trust me, if it were just me here, I wouldn't be stopping you. Heck, I'd gladly help out! Think of this way...you owe Unity a debt right now. Pay it back by going along with their instructions...at least for now," I surmised objectively. 

    Wasn't sure where I was going with this about halfway through my speech, but I think I managed to stick the landing okay, if not a bit clumsily. 

    "Well...they did save our lives, risking their own. We do owe them a debt of gratitude."

    "I don't like this one bit...but I'd rather not fight my saviors."

    "Yeah, I don't care anymore...I'm so tired, I just want to go home already..."
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    Chapter 47 - First Mission(Part 10)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    So...that didn't quite go perfectly as planned. We stopped the trafficking, and captured everyone on both sides. But we let one of the captives die. A young child was killed right in front of us...I can't count this as a success.

    After we calmed down the captives and made sure all the perpetrators were restrained, Wick contacted the police. They arrived along with several ambulances, locking up the terrorists and those who came in on the ship, and after giving the captives first-aid, rushed them off to a hospital. 

    The two with the control chips that Theo and Umeka encountered were also taken to the hospital, where the chips would be removed and they'd receive medical attention and therapy. 

    The guy I'd wanted to interrogate had still been unconscious when the police arrived, but Wick assured me that he'd try to get me a chance to question that man. 

    With everything wrapped up, we began heading back in the van. For a while, everyone was quiet, a tense silence in the vehicle...and then Wick began lecturing me. A lot. I keep tuning him out, but he isn't stopping... 

    "...was incredibly reckless and irresponsible to say all that to those people! I suppose I'm grateful that you managed to call them down before things could escalate further, but you could have worded things differently! 

    That reminds me, when you interrogated that lookout...you should have brought up the suggestion to me first before taking action. I'll admit, most of the actions you took worked in favor of the mission, but the means do not justify the ends. 

    Moreover, I was put in charge of this mission, but you kept acting on your own impulses, not to mention interrupting me constantly! You interrupted me a total of five times during the mission!" He exclaimed indignantly. 

    "Wait, you were counting? Also, no, I wasn't just acting on impulse...if that was a case, there'd have been plenty of dead bodies piled up by the end. I couldn't afford to ask for permission for the interrogation of the lookout since that might have tipped him off that I was bluffing with my threats. 

    And as for the speech I gave to calm down the captives, I just put myself in their shoes and said what I felt might have worked on me if I was in their position. If it were me and someone had tried to convince me by saying stuff like 'killing is wrong', it would've just pissed me off even more. 

    Case in point, they started to get angrier when you tried to calm them down by doing exactly that. I don't see the problem here...I kept my word and didn't kill anyone. I did what I thought I had to do while adhering to that restriction," I huffed in response. 

    "That's not-...!" He began in exasperation. 

    "Come now, give the kid a break. All things considered, he did a pretty good job for his first mission," Chimed in Nevon, patting Wick's shoulder. 

    "Yeah, sure it wasn't perfect, but it's a step in the right direction. I mean, he killed, like, fifty people when the mansion was attacked. Compared to that, severely injuring just two people here is an improvement, a step in the right direction," Added Xandra in agreement.

    "Seeing that guy without his jaw was kind of traumatizing. Also that other guy with his, uh...uh, chest bone through his mouth," Remarked Umeka with a shudder. 

    "Think the word you're looking for there is 'rib'," Replied Theo with a wry smile, easing the tension a bit. 

    "Yeah, that was pretty brutal...but admittedly, quite imaginative," Responded Nevon, as he lit up a cigarette. 

    "Please don't encourage such feral and violent behavior. And no smoking in the vehicle," Frowned Wick apprehensively. 

    "Ah, come on, lighten up, would ya? I'm not doing any harm here," He grinned sheepishly, as he took a puff. 

    "Mhm, except for secondhand smoke, of course," Pointed out Xandra wryly. 

    "Not for me, unlimited regeneration over here," I added with a smile. 

    "Yeah, how convenient for you," Smirked Theo, giving me a playful nudge with his elbow. 

    "I'm not done reviewing your performance yet, Black Blood," Frowned Wick, glancing back at me. 

    "Come on, man, I'm pretty sure you covered everything already," I groaned in dismay. 

    "No, there's one more thing I need to say. It's the way you made use of your regenetive abilities...I can't say I approve of you willing taking on so much damage simply because you can heal," He replied with a grimace. 

    "Yeah, I'm with you on that. That was tough to watch," Nodded Xandra in agreement. 

    "I can't wield my Black Blood anywhere near well enough to use it in battle yet, and the nullification power I have is useless on people without powers. Plus, when I get shot through the head and stand back up unfazed, it works pretty well to rattle and scare my enemies. Sure, it hurts and all, but the pain goes away pretty quickly," I defended myself with a shrug. 

    And besides, in that moment, I was way to enraged to care about a bit of pain. 

    "I'll talk to Master Charlin about having your training be more focused on evasion," He replied dryly. 

    "Fine by me," I responded indifferently. 

    Better evasion requires better agility and faster reaction time. I have absolutely no qualms about sharpening those particular skills, so I have no reason to refuse. 

    "I'll say this much, this guy doesn't slack off when it comes to training...and he improves at a pretty frightening rate too," Chimed in Theo wryly. 

    "I can agree with that for sure," Added Xandra with a nod. 

    "I suppose I should say that, despite my complaints about your performance...you did adequately well on this mission," Admitted Wick grudgingly. 

    "Thanks...I guess."
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    Chapter 48 - Outing(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Not bad, you've gotten pretty good at this...but I'm still better, you can't win!" Grinned Theo, a look of focus in his eyes. 

    "Oh, just you wait, I'm kicking your ass today," I responded with a frown, doing my best to keep my cool and not panic. 

    "You're going down in two or three more hits...time for the finisher!" He declared triumphantly, moving in for the kill. 

    "I knew you'd do that!" I exclaimed, nullifying his attack before countering with a barrage of my own, "And with that...I win!"

    "Aw, man! I was so close!" He groaned in dismay. 

    "Well, you still have a winning record against me, it's ten to one. But now that I've got the hang of this, I'll be sure to quickly overtake you," I smirked tauntingly. 

    "Gloat all you want, it'll make your next defeat all the more humiliating," He huffed indignantly. 

    "If you wanna talk about humiliating, what about your premature declaration of victory just now?" I grinned wryly. 

    "D-don't remind me..."

    A few days have passed since my first mission, it's the 30th of January, 2017 today. And currently, I was playing video games with Theo. It was a fighting game, and while I really sucked at it in the beginning, I've gotten the hang of it pretty well. 

    In my defense, before this, I've never really played games like this before. I certainly didn't in my old life, and while living with my parents in this life, I didn't really game that much, I preferred to watch movies and shows instead. 

    "Oh, there you guys are. I was looking for you," Suddenly came Xandra's voice, as the door opened and she entered the room. 

    We were in the common room of the mansion, it's a large room designed for relaxation and recreation. It has several TV screens, the latest gaming consoles, novels and comics, a huge stack of board games, ping pong, air hockey and pool tables, comfy sofas and beanbags, a shelf full of snacks and a fridge with sodas, ice cream and other cold snacks. 

    For the first few months of my time in Unity, I spent most of my time either training or cooped up in my room. But Xandra and Theo have been making efforts to get me to socialize some more, so I'm more out and about these days. 

    While I was exasperated by their efforts initially, I suppose I'm grateful to them for pulling me out of my comfort zone. For the entirety of my previous life, and even longer in this life, I never had any friends. 

    So I'm not really all that good at holding casual conversations with other people. That's why I stayed cooped up for so long, it felt awkward and a bit overwhelming to be around so many people whom I don't really know. 

    I've definitely gotten better at speaking with people lately, and it's thanks to these two. I don't think I can admit that out loud though, the thought of that is kinda embarrassing... 

    "Hey, Xandra. What's up?" Inquired Theo, as he put down his controller. 

    "Well, there's a big sale in the mall today, so me and some of the others decided to go check it out. Thought I'd let you guys know and ask if you wanted to join. You should definitely come, Red. You've hardly ever been outside the mansion after coming here, and you've been here for a while now. Plus, you got paid for your first mission, might as well spend some of it, right?" Grinned Xandra encouragingly. 

    Honestly, it kinda sounds like a drag. If there's a big sale, the place is bound to be packed, and I'd prefer to avoid crowds. But that said, as I've realized lately, pushing myself to go out of my comfort zone isn't a bad thing. 

    "Yeah, okay, I guess it wouldn't hurt," I replied with a shrug. 

    "Great!" She smiled cheerfully.

    "I'll come too. Who else is tagging along?" Theo asked her. 

    "Oh, it'll be us, plus Umeka, Oleos and Parmila," She informed him. 

    "Cool, sounds good," He replied with a thumbs up. 

    "I called Viola too, but she said she has to go the graveyard, she's probably visiting a loved one's grave, must be an anniversary of their death," She responded somberly.

    "I see, that's too bad. Hope she's okay," I spoke up sympathetically. 

    "Yeah, me too. But knowing her, she'll be just fine...she's a strong person, after all. Alright, you guys go get ready, we'll be waiting in the garage," She smiled with a wave, as she headed back out. 

    "Let's not keep them waiting too long," Remarked Theo, as he stood up and stretched his arms up, before racing away at top speed before I could respond. 

    I got up with a sigh and ambled out of the room, making my way through the mansion and up to my room. Huh, now that I think about it, I've never been in a mall before. 

    When I was living with my parents, I hardly ever went out, they kept me at home most of the time thanks to the situation in the country. I've been following news regarding the nation of Larisk, and it seems like things have gotten even worse compared to when I lived there. 

    Unity has been trying to exert their influence there, but the government has refused to cooperate, letting the situation continue to escalate. And honestly...I can't say I care all that much. 

    Sure, I feel bad for the Alters living there, but I don't really have any attachment to that country...I only really ever cared about my parents while I lived there. And with them gone, I have little reason to care about what happens in Larisk. 

    That said...if I get the opportunity to give the bastards responsible what they deserve, I'd gladly do it. Well, not that I can kill anyone so long as I'm with Unity. 

    And on that note, I doubt I'm gonna be here forever. I just can't see myself agreeing with their philosophy of not killing anyone, not matter how evil they may be. 

    Don't get me wrong, I really like it here, and if I can, I certainly wouldn't mind staying here indefinitely. I've grown fond of a number of the people who live here too...so I hope things work out. But I'll have to prepare myself for the very real possibility that, sooner or later, I'll no longer be able to stay here... 
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    "Sorry if I kept you guys waiting," I remarked, as I entered the garage. 

    "No worries, it hasn't been very long since we got here. Nice outfit, looking good, Red," Xandra greeted me with a nod of approval. 

    I was wearing a dark grey, long sleeved t-shirt with an unbuttoned coarse-white shirt on top and black jeans. I'm not very good with fashion, so to be safe, I always go as simple as possible. 

    She looks really good herself...she was wearing a sleeveless pink shirt with a couple of the top buttons open and the collar turned up, black shorts with thigh-high black tights and slender white shoes, with a red hoodie tied around her waist by the sleeves. 

    "I guess he looks passably good, but not as good as me, of course," Smirked one of the others. 

    Oleos Escarra, one of the other Unity members in my age group. He had black hair which was slicked back, with the hair growing from the point of his widow's peak a snowy white and curled over his forehead. 

    He had brown skin, was pretty tall and strongly built, and had a neatly trimmed goatee. Objectively speaking, he is unarguably the most attractive guy in Unity, at least from the members here in Cahgo, but the problem is that he won't shut up about it. 

    He's about as vain as you can get, and from I've heard, is quite the womanizer as well. Which is fine and all, but hearing him boast about his looks got old real quick. I can't deal with his vibe. 

    "Ugh, I hate that you're popular enough to back up your ceaseless self-praise," Sighed one of the others in exasperation. 

    Parmila Kaur, she's a bit younger than the rest of us, and the newest member after me, having joined just a few months before I showed up. She's seventeen, and the youngest member who's allowed to go on missions. 

    She's something of a prodigy, and honestly, is in no position to complain about someone else's bragging. Because she tends to brag about herself pretty often too, though not as much as Oleos. 

    She's nice enough, but since she's so immensely talented, she can be kinda cocky at times. She had medium length black hair with frosted tips that she'd spiked back, with the sides shaved off. 

    She has black eyes and dark skin, wore glossy black lipstick, and had a lip ring on the middle of her lower lip. 

    While she is younger than us, we're the closest to her age in the mansion, the others younger than us are, like, under twelve years old. So, she usually hangs out with us instead. 

    Incidentally, I'm twenty-one now, I'll be twenty-two this year. Theo is twenty-three and his next birthday is less than a couple of months away. Xandra just turned twenty a few weeks ago, a little after the start of the year. 

    Umeka's twenty as well, and she'll turn twenty-one in a few months. And Oleos is about the same age as Theo, just a few months younger. Wick is also in our age group, he's just about a year older than Theo and Oleos. 

    But he's not really on the same wavelength as us, and tends to spend more time with the older members. I was honestly surprised when I found out how young he is...I mean, he doesn't look old or anything, but he gives off the impression that he's a lot older. 

    "Alright, ladies, hop in...and you guys too, I guess," Remarked Oleos, as he opened the door of a sleek blue car. 

    "Shotgun!" Called out Umeka, skipping over and getting in the passenger seat. 

    "That's gonna be a tight fit for six people, though," Responded Theo with a frown. 

    "Oh? I didn't notice. How about this, I'll drive the ladies, and you two can follow along on a couple of the motorbikes," Suggested Oleos with a smile. 

    "Yeah, how about no? Let's take one of the jeeps or a minivan," Sighed Theo in exasperation. 

    "I'm cool with that, a bigger vehicle would be more comfortable too," Nodded Xandra in agreement. 

    "Mhm, I don't really care which one we pick so long as it's comfortable, so let's go with practicality over style," Added Parmila before gesturing to a nearby jeep. 

    "Y-yeah, but-...," He began with a slight look of disappointment. 

    "Well, sounds like we have a consensus. Surely a ladies' man such as yourself wouldn't be so boorish as to start an argument with girls, would you?" I cut him off with an innocent smile. 

    "Tch...fine, but I'm driving," He grumbled in defeat. 

    "Go right ahead, it's not like I know how to drive," I replied wryly. 

    "Shotgun again!" Yelled Umeka, hopping out of the car and running towards the jeep. 

    "So long as I get a window seat, I'm cool with any spot," I remarked, as I opened one of the back doors and scooted in. 

    "I'll get in the back, it's more roomy there," Decided Parmila, as she opened the trunk door and climbed in. 

    "Glad we picked this one, the seats are so comfy," Grinned Xandra, as she opened the door opposite to the one I used and hopped in. 

    "Uh, I'll sit in the middle, then," Spoke up Theo, starting to get in. 

    Could he be more obvious? But then, to be fair, as obvious as he is, it doesn't look like Xandra has caught on to how he feels. I'll admit...I'm kinda relieved that she hasn't. 

    "Come on, it'll be a bit cramped if three of us sit here. Just get in the trunk with Parmila, there's a lot more room back there anyway," Pointed out Xandra. 

    Ouch. 

    "...yeah, okay," He sighed with a downcast look on his face. 

    Man, while I'm not exactly rooting for him...I kinda feel bad for him...
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    "O-oh...there's even more people here than I thought," I muttered with a grimace. 

    "Aw, what's the matter, can't handle a little crowd? Want me to hold your hand?" Smirked Xandra teasingly, holding her hand out towards me as Theo glanced at me enviously. 

    "If that's an open offer, I'll gladly accept," Chimed in Oleos with a seductive smolder. 

    I hate to admit it, but he knows exactly how to use his looks to their fullest. Fortunately though, all the girls in Unity are well aware of his tricks...since, you know, they've been subjected to it on a near-constant and daily basis. 

    "I'd rather lose my hand than use it hold yours," She responded dryly, as she put her hand down. 

    "Yeah, the thought of holding your hand is creepy," Nodded Umeka in agreement, shuddering apprehensively. 

    "Wh-what? But why?" He responded in bemusement. 

    "Isn't it obvious? Your hands have probably been inside, like, a lot of girls...I bet there's something like a thin layer of puss residue over your fingers," She shuddered in disgust. 

    "Th-there absolutely is not!" He protested indignantly, as Theo and I both let out stifled snorts of laughter, as Parmila tried to cover up her laugh by passing it off as a cough, while Xandra pursed her lips and shook her head, her lips trembling as she held it in. 

    "Gotta say, the way your mind works is fascinating," I said to Umeka in amusement. 

    "Huh? Uh...thank you, I think? Where'd that come from?" She replied with a confused tilt of her head. 

    "Don't worry about it."

    "Wh-what about you? Do you think my hands are all grossly crusted and creepy?" Oleos asked Parmila, in an effort to salvage his pride. 

    "First off, no one said crusted, you just made it even worse. And second, asking me, an underage girl, a question like that, is pretty damn creepy in its own right," She replied with a sadistic gleam in her eyes, more than a little eager to rub salt into his wounds. 

    He then clammed up with a downcast look on his face, trailing after the rest of us silently. I wouldn't worry about him too much, he goes down pretty easily, but he always bounces right back up in no time. 

    It happens very often in the mansion. It's pretty amusing, like watching a comedy routine or something. Though, I suppose it's gotten pretty old at this point. 

    "Ooh, let's go in there first!" Suggested Xandra eagerly, pointing at a marijuana dispensary. 

    Nice... 

    "I've got no objections to that," I nodded in agreement. 

    "Yeah, sure, it's been a while since I had the stuff. Might as well make use of the discounts," Grinned Theo, as Xandra began heading that way. 

    "Can I try this time? You guys always leave me about and then talk about how good it was," Frowned Parmila apprehensively. 

    "You can in a few months, once you turn eighteen," Replied Theo wryly. 

    "Ughhh...," She muttered with an annoyed look on her face. 

    "Nice, I look super sexy when I smoke...it's only natural, of course, I am, heh, smoking hot, after all!" Chuckled Oleos in amusement. 

    See what I mean? It's barely been a minute and he's already back in high spirits. 

    "That was terrible, man," Sighed Theo with a shake of his head. 

    "Yeah, I've heard bad puns before, but wow. That was something special," I chuckled in agreement. 

    "Ugh, this is why I only wanted to come with the girls," He frowned in response. 

    "No, they're absolutely right, that was awful," Replied Xandra, as we entered the store. 

    The store clerk greeted us and told us about their offers for today, as we browsed through their options. 

    "We have great discounts on our THC vapes, you can get three for the usual price of one!"

    "Hm, tempting...but I prefer the buds to vapes. Alright, guys, how about we all pool in and get a bunch of bud and hash, mix 'em and roll 'em up together?" Suggested Xandra, after mulling it over. 

    No one voiced any objections, so we went with that. Hm, last time I smoked weed, I felt so serene and relaxed, I think I'd like to get some for myself for personal use. 

    "Um, excuse me...I'd like to buy a set of those vapes you mentioned," I remarked, approaching the clerk. 

    "Heh, the boss doesn't like us smoking the stuff more than once a month, you know," Smirked Theo teasingly. 

    "I know, but...that one time I smoked with Xandra, that was the most relaxed I've ever felt after I ended up in that lab. It made me realize that I've always got some level of tension in my mind and body. And besides, I can sober myself up at a moment's notice," I pointed out with a wry smile, as I paid for the vapes. 

    "Go for it, we won't snitch on you. But try not to get caught, the boss won't be happy," Replied Xandra with a grin. 

    "Of course I won't tell anyone either, that wouldn't be very attractive behavior," Nodded Oleos in agreement. 

    "It's certainly none of my business," Added Parmila with a shrug. 

    "Wait, what are we talking about?" Inquired Umeka curiously, having been zoning out. 

    "It's probably better if you don't know," I responded wryly. 

    "Hey, that's mean!"

    "Alright, let's go explore the rest of the mall and see if there's anything else worth buying, we gotta make full use of-...!" Began Xandra, trailing off as a commotion echoed out from outside, "Uh-oh, that doesn't sound good."

    "We better go check it out...there could be some lovely ladies who need help," Frowned Oleos with a nod. 

    "Not sure your heart's in the right place, but whatever. Let's go," Remarked Theo with a grimace... 
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    "What was that!?" Exclaimed Oleos, as a loud explosion echoed out. 

    "I'm going on ahead to get a look, guys!" Responded Theo with a grimace, before zipping forward with his Super Speed. 

    Screams and cries were ringing out from the direction the sound came from, it's just up ahead around the next corner. There are people running away from that direction, looks of terror on their faces. 

    "It's coming from the east entrance of the building," Frowned Xandra, as we approached the corner. 

    "Wait!" Suddenly exclaimed Umeka in alarm, startling us. 

    "What's wrong?" I asked her, as we stopped. 

    "I...I don't have my mask. So that means I can't fight," She replied with a shake of her head. 

    "I don't have mine either...but innocent people could be in danger, so we don't have much of a choice," Sighed Parmila reluctantly. 

    Guess they're particular about keeping their identities a secret. But, uh... 

    "Actually, you should be just fine, Umeka...in case you forgot, you can turn invisible," I pointed out. 

    "Oh. Right. Yes, I can," She nodded, before vanishing from sight.

    "This looks bad," Muttered Xandra, as she peered around the corner, "The entrance has collapsed, I think that must been what the explosion we heard was. There's a man, he's got three babies strapped around his torso."

    "Wait, what?" I responded in bemusement. 

    "Yeah, you heard me right...there's a store by the entrance that sells baby products, it's been destroyed. He must have taken them hostage from there. There are also six others with guns...they've rounded up several civilians. They have puffy jackets on...it's possible that they're hiding weapons, or at worst, bombs under them. I see Theo as well, he's hiding behind a chunk of rubble, watching them," She quietly surmised the situation. 

    "Why doesn't he rush in and attack them?" Came Umeka's voice. 

    "He can't. With that many hostages, it's too risky...not to mention all those guns. Heck, even if he can avoid all the gunmen, there's a good chance that they'll be able to kill at least a few of the hostages before he can incapacitate all of them. There's also the man who's holding babies as hostages...we have to find a surefire way of knocking them out while making sure the hostages are unharmed," Replied Xandra grimly. 

    "Look, something's happening," Frowned Oleos, as he peered around the corner as well. 

    The hostages had quietened down, and everyone who had ran away were long gone now...with less noise around, we could just about hear what was being said, all of us peering around the corner and keeping an eye on the situation, as we tried to think of a solution... 

    "It's time for some fun! You two, step forward!" Commanded the man with the baby hostages, gesturing to two men among the group of people whom the gunmen had surrounded. 

    They complied without a fuss, guess having a bunch of guns in your face will do that. As they stepped forward fearfully, a dome-shaped barrier formed around them. 

    "W-what is this?"

    "What are you gonna do to us!?"

    "No need to be so eager, I was just about to explain the rules...the barrier I've surrounded you with is going to start shrinking soon. And in one minute, it'll be small enough to crush the both of you! Hope neither of you are claustrophobic, hahahaha! But don't worry, you don't have to die...if you want to live, then simply kill the other person before the barrier shrinks down enough to kill you! You can either both die or one of you can live...it's your choice," Smirked the man sadistically. 

    "That bastard...," Muttered Xandra icily.

    "We need to act quickly, we need a plan," I whispered urgently, as the two men stared down each other hesitantly, conflicted looks on their faces...right before one of them let out a yell and leapt at the other, knocking him down and starting to strangle him with a look of desperation on his face. 

    "I'm going in!" Declared Umeka in a sharp whisper, before I quickly reached out in the direction her voice came from to grab and stop her...right before my hand clamped around something soft and squishy, "H-hey, that's...!"

    Damn, that's soft...my fingers sink right in with just a little bit of pressure applied, it's so-...okay, focus, this is no time to cop a feel! 

    "S-sorry! But hold on, you can't just rush in without a plan. I have a suggestion...go into one of the stores near the gunmen and make some noise. Distract them and give us an opening. Once we rush in, try to incapacitate the guy with the babies. 

    Let Theo know to wait for your signal as well...he looks like he's about to spring into action any minute now," I instructed her, as the guy being strangled managed to push the other guy off and kicked him in the stomach, sending him stumbling back with a groan as the barrier suddenly shrunk a bit, panicked looks appearing on both their faces. 

    "Okay, got it...so, um, can you let go of my booby now?" She requested awkwardly. 

    "Uh, right...sorry," I muttered, as I took my hand off. 

    "Sure you didn't do that on purpose?" Inquired Xandra with a raised eyebrow. 

    Hey, she was invisible, it was an honest accident! 

    "It should've been me, not you," Sighed Oleos wistfully. 

    "Ugh, so gross," Parmila shook her head apprehensively. 

    "It was an accident, I didn't-...never mind, it's not important right now. We need to get ready to attack as soon as we have an opening...Theo will probably rush the gunmen, he's closer to them than the guy with the babies," I surmised, as the two men fighting continued to brawl in wild and panicked desperation, the barrier continuing to shrink. 

    "I should be able to break that barrier in the meantime," Added Parmila confidently. 

    "I hope you're right about that. The rest of us will rush in right after you, we'll have to hope that Umeka will manage to take down the guy with the babies," I remarked warily. 

    "Gotta say, you're not bad at taking charge...Wick would probably put it differently though," Smiled Xandra wryly, before a more serious look appeared on her face as loud crashes began echoing out from a crafts store near the gunmen, "That's our cue, let's get ready to strike..."
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    "Alright, here I go," Remarked Parmila as Theo shot towards the gunmen, her fist vibrating rapidly as she stepped out around the corner, cracks appearing on the floor beneath her feet before she bent her knees and leapt forward with immense force, shattering the tiles underfoot as a powerful gust of wind burst out. 

    She covered the distance in the blink of an eye, shooting through the air as she drew back her fist, before driving it forward as she closed in on the barrier trapping the two men who were forced to fight, slamming her fist onto the barrier with a devastating impact. 

    "Hahaha, looks like things are starting to heat up!" Laughed the man with the baby hostages as he glanced in her direction. 

    An explosive force burst out as she struck it, the barrier shattering instantly as a massive shockwave exploded across the area, knocking the gunmen off-balance before they could shoot Theo or the hostages, giving him the opening he needed to rush them and knock them all out. 

    She's got two powers, called Shockwave and Barrier. Shockwave lets her charge up shockwaves into her hands and feet, giving her explosive power at her disposal. Barrier lets her form defensive barriers within a five meter radius of herself. 

    She must have surmised that she could destroy the barrier surrounding those men by assuming that it was of a similar durability level to her own barriers. Alright, this is our chance. 

    The rest of us then raced around the corner, right as a groan echoed out from behind the man holding the babies as hostages...that was Umeka's voice. 

    "Hm? Did someone just try to sneak up on me? Haha, too bad!" Chuckled the man in amusement...right before he snapped one of the babies' necks with a sickening crunch. 

    "NO!!!" Yelled Xandra furiously, as he began cackling maniacally. 

    Gasps and cries of horror echoed out from the other hostages, as both Theo and Parmila shot towards him with looks of rage on their faces. 

    "You goddamn bastard!" Snapped Theo, as he unleashed a barrage of rapid punches at the man, who blocked the attacks with his barrier. 

    Suddenly, a malicious smirk spread out across his lips...right before a small opening formed in the barrier, Theo's left fist shooting into it...as the man turned his body across to get one of the remaining babies in the way of his fist. 

    Theo quickly halted his punch in alarm, before letting out a sharp cry of pain as the man drew out a dagger and plunged it into his wrist, before quickly pulling his fist back out as the opening in the barrier began to close, just barely avoiding getting his hand sliced off. 

    "I've got the gunmen, I'll make sure none of them get back up!" Exclaimed Oleos, his clothes starting to rip as his body grew rapidly. 

    His power is Gigantification, he's able to grow upto twenty-five meters tall, and his strength grows in proportion to his increase in size. He didn't grow to his maximum size this time, just enough to pin down all six of the unconscious gunmen, keeping them immobilized in case any of them wake up. 

    The rest of us shot forward and surrounded the man, who was in unstrapping the dead baby from around his torso and tossing the child's body onto the ground, kicking it away with a taunting smirk. 

    He was tall and skinny, with a heavily tattooed body. He had pale, clammy skin and long, wiry blonde hair, with dull blue eyes that had a crazed look in them, and a scruffy face. 

    Damned bastard...he's pure evil, he's got a look of absolute euphoria on his face, he's enjoying this. All the others look uncertain as to how to proceed, we can't attack him without him using the babies as shields. 

    I clenched my fists in an immense fury, seething rage starting to envelop me...but I was still in control, calm enough to analyze the situation...and I can tell that there's something strange. 

    It's hard to explain, but I'm getting a strange sensation when I look at this guy, the way he speaks, acts and moves...his eyes, his skin, his movements, there's something off about them. And there's a foul stench in the air as well, I think it's coming from him... 

    "Ah, some Unity saints. I just did a bad thing, I kicked a baby...you should totally kill me for that. Oh, wait, you don't kill! Well, I tell you what...kill me, or I'll kill these little ankle-biters. But don't worry, I don't think they mind...just look, I killed that one already, but these two are still totally attached to me!" He sneered as he laughed cheerfully, sending chills down my spine. 

    Yeah, I'm sure of it now, something's seriously off about this guy. But if I'm right about my hunch...it seems unbelievable, but in this world, it may not be impossible. Could it really be that he's...?

    "Damn it, what do we do!?" Growled Xandra, her shoulders trembling with rage. 

    "You're gonna regret this, you piece of shit!" Snapped Theo viciously. 

    "Hm...you know, I just realized! I only need one hostage! Honestly, these things weigh heavier than they look...alright, which one? Eenie meenie minie...mo!" He cackled, as he unstrapped one of the two remaining babies, creating a hole in his barrier and pushing the child's head through the gap, before slowly closing the hole around the baby's neck. 

    "No, don't-...!" Cried Parmila desperately, before trailing off in horror as the opening fully closed...and sliced the baby's head right off. 

    "Y-you cruel monster, how could you!?" Yelled Umeka in anger. 

    "You'll pay for that, you-...!" Began Theo, shaking with rage. 

    "Enough. I'll kill you," I remarked icily, unable to contain myself any longer. 

    "Wait, Red, don't tell you're going to-...," Xandra started to reach out towards me as her eyes widened with realization. 

    But it was too late. I had already flipped the switch, my mind going red as my consciousness began to fade... 
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    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    My eyes couldn't fully keep up...it was a blur, happening in a mere instant. A sharp burst of power exploded out, the whites of his eyes turned black as wings and a tail grew out of his body, and then, he vanished from sight. 

    And by the time I spotted him again, he was already right in front of the man's barrier, which was shattering apart as he struck it with his tail. A large, oval-shaped glowing red crystal formed on his forehead, as long, jagged horns began growing out from either side of his head. 

    Black Blood burst out of his right hand, taking the shape of a scythe...and cleaving the man's head off in the blink of an eye. He then slashed at the straps holding the last surviving baby onto the man's torso. 

    My eyes then widened at the sight that met me...despite his monstrous appearance, he delicately handled the baby with the utmost of care, keeping it from being splattered with blo-...huh? 

    There's no blood bursting out...as the headless corpse collapsed onto the ground, my eyes widened as a thick, slimy red liquid poured out of it. 

    The blood, it's...coagulated. But that can't be right...blood gets into that state a few hours after death. That's not what you see from blood in a living body...no, don't tell me that's-...?

    I then snapped out of it and shot forward as Ario's transformation began to wear off, his eyelids fluttering shut as he started to fall backwards. I reached and caught him before he could fall...he's unconscious but still cradling the baby safely. 

    I think I see how this form of his works now...he may not be in control of it, but it doesn't simply rampage. It instead follows his will, operating as he desires before triggering it. 

    He didn't just rush in with the sole intent of killing this man...no, he took care to avoid hurting the baby, making sure to save it while simultaneously killing the man. But I wouldn't call this a kill...no, this man was already dead. 

    "He killed him...," Muttered Xandra, an angry, disappointed look in her eyes. 

    "I hate to admit it, but...if he hadn't, I'm not sure we could've saved the baby," Remarked Parmila with a grimace, before adding, "Also, his blood, the dead guy, I mean...he was already dead. I should've realized it sooner...his eyes were unusually dim, and his skin was too pale. And his movements looked a bit off and unnatural too...then, of course, there's the disgusting odor coming from him. Looks like they've finally resurfaced again, that insane lunatic..."

    "Yeah, there's no doubt about it...this was the work of the Puppeteer," I nodded with a grimace. 

    The Puppeteer is a dangerous Alter, a terrorist who's been sporadically creating mayhem for the last six years. We don't know what they look like, or even what gender they are. 

    All we know is that they have the power to control people, including corpses so long as they aren't too decayed...at least, we've never come across a severely decayed corpse that was under their control, so it's just an assumption. They're an expert at covering their tracks, we've never even come close to getting a whiff of their trail. 

    I should've figured it was their doing...attacking a public, crowded place with their puppets and using innocent people like toys for their own amusement...that's how they operate, in ways that would cause the most possible suffering. 

    "Hey, I think these guys are dead too!" Called out Oleos, as he took off the masks covering the gunmen's faces, "When you mentioned the stench, I realized that I was getting a slight, disgusting smell over here too, and then realized that they're too motionless even for unconscious people. Look at this...their mouths and eyes have been sewn shut, and their skin is so pale. They're definitely dead too."

    A silence then fell over us, as we processed what had just happened. Umeka was taking the hostages away, we've been trained to take civilians away from places with gruesome sights. 

    The rest of us were quiet and unmoving, a tension in the air as we stared at the corpses. I felt sick as my gaze fell onto one of the dead babies, my stomach turning. 

    All the adult hostages were unharmed, except for the two men who had been forced to fight...but the fact that two babies were killed right in front of us, I'm sure it's weighing heavily on the others, just as it is with me. 

    "Well, look on the bright side...this means that Ario didn't technically kill anyone," I remarked with a half-hearted smile, in a weak attempt to break the tension. 

    "Yeah...but he didn't know that. He fully intended to kill him...I thought he'd moved past that, but it looks like I was wrong," Responded Xandra with a grimace. 

    "Maybe we should let it slide though...I mean, could you have prevented that corpse puppet from killing that last baby? I don't think I could have, and I'm like the most talented person here," Chimed in Parmila. 

    Was that last part really necessary? 

    "In the end, it worked out, and the government is unlikely to complain since he was already dead...but we can't just overlook this. It sets a dangerous precedent," Added Oleos with a frown. 

    "Well, for now, let's contact the boss and let him know what happened here. In the end, it's ultimately upto him to make the decision regarding Ario," I sighed wearily, as I took out my phone and began dialing. 

    This was supposed to be a day off, we were going to relax and have fun on this outing...why did this have to happen now? 
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    Chapter 54 - Last Chance

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "...I insist. I've got a lot I want to say too," I faintly heard Xandra's voice. 

    Hm...? Where am I? I feel so...tired. Was I asleep? When did that happen? 

    What was I doing again? Oh, right, I was in the mall with Xandra and the others. Wait...I remember now, that man...!

    I sat up with a gasp as I opened my eyes, looking around in alarm...huh? I'm in my room in the mansion...and I'm not alone. Xandra's here...so are Yale and Viola. 

    And another person too, Zoelle Cox. She's Yale's wife, and one of the very first members of Unity. They all look so serious...in fact, Xandra's kinda glaring at me. Ah, right...I flipped the switch and transformed. Did I do something I didn't intend to while in that state? 

    "You're finally awake. Are you feeling okay?" Inquired Yale, as I rubbed my eyes drowsily. 

    "Yeah, I'm fine. Just a little sleepy is all," I replied with a stifled yawn. 

    "Do you remember what you did?" Xandra asked me, her tone cold and icy. 

    Sheesh, what's with the attitude? 

    "Mhm, it's all come back to me," I nodded in response.

    "I thought we had an agreement. You gave us your word that you wouldn't kill-...," Began Yale with a frown. 

    "Hold on, I can explain...I realized something before that bastard killed the second baby. He wasn't alive...his skin was ghostly pale, his eyes had no light in them, and the way his body moved, it was all, like, jagged and unnatural. He was probably a zombie or something," I remarked, as I recalled what I saw. 

    It's just an excuse...in that moment, regardless of whether or not I had come to that realization, I almost definitely would've done what I did without hesitation. 

    "Oh, you actually noticed that?" Responded Zoelle in surprise. 

    She was tall and slender, at about six feet tall, with purple dyed hair tied up a neat bun, black eyes and a fair complexion. She's in her mid-forties, but appears a lot younger due to her powers, though apparently, despite her deceptively young appearance, her body still ages on the inside. 

    Her power is Elasticity, she can turn her body stretchy and elastic, enough to wrap around five or six people and restrain them, at least from what I've heard. She's hardly active when it comes to missions anymore though, she's more busy with stuff like paperwork and big picture stuff like Yale is. 

    "Yeah, but I didn't transform right away because I wasn't a hundred percent sure of it...but after he decapitated that second baby, I was too enraged to worry about that. Wait, was I able to save the last one?" I asked them hesitantly. 

    "Yes, you did. Theo was the only one who got a good look at how you pulled it off...he was quite clear about the fact that you attacked while taking great care not to hurt the baby," Chimed in Viola with a nod. 

    "Oh, that's a relief...I'm glad I could at least save one of them. And additionally, I have confirmation about how I guessed my transformation works...I may not remember anything, but it looks like, so long as I'm in that state, I do whatever I'd do in my normal state if I could," I surmised thoughtfully. 

    This is good...I was afraid that this transformation was a Kurama-type thing where I become an out of control monster that attacks everyone around me indiscriminately. 

    "Ahem...that's great and all, but we'd much prefer it if you don't use that form anymore," Yale cleared his throat with a frown. 

    "Not even if it's an emergency where thousands would die if I didn't? Or what about against Monsters? You're not against killing Monsters, are you? And what about-...?" 

    "O-okay, let's discuss the specifics another time. But let me be clear about one thing...this will be your last chance. If you do anything like this again...well, I'm sure you know what'll happen then," He remarked firmly. 

    Personally, I think I should be given a pass since I didn't technically kill anyone this time, but I probably shouldn't say that. 

    "Yeah, I know. I'll try not to kill anyone again," I replied, before adding curiously, "By the way, about that walking corpse I took down...what exactly was he?"

    "You seem awfully carefree, considering what happened...what you did," Muttered Xandra icily. 

    Man, she's giving me chills, it's so different to her usual upbeat, friendly attitude...I think I'm kinda into it. Definitely shouldn't say that out loud. 

    "Yeah, you definitely shouldn't," Chuckled Viola with a smirk, before turning to Xandra, "It's just an act, a defense mechanism. Since I've entered his subconscious, I can read his mind a bit more deeply than I can with others. Minds are like vaginas, you see. Once penetrated, they're not as tight as they used to be."

    Wow. 

    "O-oh my God," Stuttered Xandra, taken aback by the rather explicit metaphor. 

    "Viola, please," Groaned Zoelle, burying her face in her hands in exasperation, as Yale let out a strained sigh. 

    "Anyway...to answer your question, Ariodred, about the corpse...it's likely the doing of an Alter who goes by the codename Puppeteer. They've been evading us for over six years now, we know absolutely nothing about them except for their power. The power to control people as puppets, regardless of whether they're dead or alive. They're a deranged, psychotic serial killer who takes pleasure in both emotionally and physically tormenting their victims before murdering them," Yale informed me with a grimace. 

    I see. Damn, that's a pretty terrifying ability...get a strong enough person to use as a puppet and they'll never need to get their own hands dirty. 

    "Well, we should get going now. It's gotten pretty late, we should let you get some more rest," Suggested Viola, standing up. 

    "Yes, I suppose we should," Nodded Yale in agreement. 

    "Hold on, were you guys, like, watching me while I was sleeping and waiting for me to wake up? How long were you in here?" I inquired in bemusement. 

    "Goodnight, Ariodred, we'll see you tomorrow," Responded Yale, dodging the question as he walked out with the others...except Xandra, who stayed behind. 

    "Uh, is something wrong?" I asked her warily. 

    "Not exactly...I know you're tired and all, but...can we talk? It won't take that long," She replied quietly, averting her gaze. 

    Hm...I can't read her vibe at all, her expression is weird. But I think it's safe to say that this conversation is going to be at least a little bit awkward. That said, I get the feeling that I probably shouldn't turn her away. Fine, then, might as well get it over with... 
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    Chapter 55 - Difficult Conversation

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "So, uh...what did you want to talk about?" I inquired, as an awkward silence set in. 

    "It's about today, of course...honestly, when you transformed, I was really disappointed in you," She remarked, averting her gaze. 

    "Yeah, and...? Like I already said, if I hadn't done that, all three of those babies would probably have died. If I'd transformed sooner, all three might still be alive, that's my only regret," I replied with a shrug. 

    "That's not the point...don't act like you wouldn't have done that even if you hadn't realized that that guy was already dead," She frowned in response. 

    Oh, she's onto me. Viola probably knows too, since she can hear my thoughts...I was glad and relieved that she kept quiet about it. But this kinda negates that relief. 

    "Maybe so. But it doesn't change the fact that the outcome would've been a lot worse if I hadn't transformed," I defended myself firmly. 

    I may like her and all, but if she's gonna berate me about this, I'm not just gonna keep quiet and take it. Especially since, as far as I'm concerned, I haven't done anything wrong. 

    "That doesn't change the fact that you broke your word...you promised that you'd keep your transformation under wraps and not kill anyone. During your first mission, when you brutally injured some of those men, I didn't say anything because, ultimately, you didn't kill them. It wasn't ideal how violent you were, but I thought it was at least a step in the right direction for you, that you were trying to keep your word...but that wasn't the case today," She pointed out with a grimace. 

    Is that the main reason why she's in such a bad mood? 

    "Fine, I guess I can't argue against that," I sighed in response. 

    I don't like this...I feel all tense, I think my heart rate is higher than usual, and my forehead feels tight and heavy. I'm not sure what this emotion is...it's not quite anger, and it feels really unpleasant. 

    Why do I feel so...cornered? Is that what it is? Why do I feel like this? I don't understand why I have to defend myself when I've done nothing wrong...damn it, I don't get it, I've never felt this emotion before. All I know for sure is that I want this to be over with... 

    "Murderers are among the worst kind of people there are, and they have no place here. And I really hate liars too. But I...I don't think you're-..."

    "Alright, if that's the case, then just stay away from me, pretend I don't exist. There, problem solved," I cut her off, as I started to feel an ugly sense of spite welling up inside me. 

    "Huh? No, that's not what I was-...," She began, but I wasn't listening, as I let my emotions take control of me... 

    "Or better yet, I'll just leave. Yeah, maybe I should've done so sooner...I should've realized it sooner, that I'm never going to fit in here, not really. I was too caught up with having friends for the first time in my life, but now that I think about it, I've always done just fine on my own. I'm sure it'll be a good riddance to you guys, so hey, it's a win-win situation!" I snapped, my shoulders trembling as I bitterly clenched my fists...damn it, what's wrong with me? 

    Everything that's coming to mind right now, everything I want to say...it all feels so petty and spiteful. Oh...I think I get it. Despite what I said, I...I want to stay here. I don't want to leave...and this feeling of being cornered, it's making me lash out. 

    But just because I've figured that out doesn't mean I feel any better about it. I feel pathetic...and that makes me feel even worse. Well, whatever...there's no going back now. I can't take back what I said, so I'll leave-... 

    "You idiot...you should let me finish what I have to say first. As I was about to say...I don't think you're that kind of person. Sure, you've got your issues, clearly, but deep down, you're a good person. That's why I was disappointed...because I think you're better than that," She remarked, as she sat down beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. 

    "Yeah, I doubt that," I muttered, averting my gaze, half-heartedly shaking my shoulder to get her hand off, but she didn't let go. 

    I maintain my stance on killing people who deserve it...but I've never considered myself a bad person, so-...hm, then again, I haven't really thought about it, I don't really know if I can be called a good person either. 

    "You're kinda inept and awkward inside, aren't you? I realize now that you're actually terrible at showing your real emotions...no, it's more like you're afraid to be emotional, specifically in situations where doing so would make you feel vulnerable. It's almost as if you're unconsciously keeping them bottled, at least to an extent. 

    And for the most part, you hide it well...but when it comes more difficult emotions in situations like this, you tend to struggle as to how to properly express yourself. It's like Viola said...you act indifferent and like you don't care as a defense mechanism. What exactly are you afraid of?" She inquired, narrowing her eyes at me. 

    "What are you, my therapist?" I responded, finding myself unable to look her in the eye. 

    "I could be wrong, but...I think you're afraid of looking weak. What you've been through, I can't even begin to imagine the despair and helplessness you must have felt...and it's only natural that you'd want to get strong enough to never have to go through it again. 

    But there's more to being strong that simply just putting on a brave face and acting tough. And there's nothing weak about embracing your emotions. In fact, if you ask me, I think that's one of the strongest things you can do. 

    I'm sorry...I didn't mean to put you on the spot like this. I suppose I let my own emotions get the better of me. I'm sorry I pushed you so hard and acted so cold...," She apologized remorsefully.

    Huh, that unpleasant feeling is starting to fade a bit...but now I feel really awkward. It's different to usual awkwardness though...it's hard to put into words. Gotta say, not fully understanding some of the emotions I'm feeling is kinda disconcerting. 

    "It's...it's fine, don't worry about it."

    "You know, what? I think what you really need now is some emotional support...I'd like to help with that, if you're okay with it. And on that note...let's go out on a date sometime. Unless you're against it, of course," She suggested with a smile. 

    Wha...?

    "H-huh? Where'd that come from?" I responded in disbelief, taken aback. 

    "Good, sounds like you're not against it. We can hash out the details tomorrow...I'll let you get back to sleep. And again, I'm sorry for pushing your buttons like I did. Well...I'll see you later, Red," She remarked, as she headed out of my room and began to shut the door, pausing as she added, "Goodnight."

    "Yeah...goodnight," I responded in bewilderment, before muttering to myself as she shut the door, "What...just happened?"
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    Chapter 56 - In My Head

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "This is not the way, I'm so disappointed by this turn of events...you were finally on the right track, to think that a woman's words was all it took to ruin that."

    Ah, now there's a voice I haven't heard in a while. A voice I'd have totally been fine with if I never heard it again. Guess that was too much to hope for though... 

    "Long time, no see...or should I say long time, no hear? Then again, you're in my head, so I'm not technically hearing your voice...what would you call this?" I inquired dryly. 

    "Huh? Er, well...I suppose perhaps you could call it-...wait, no, that is irrelevant! You cannot save this world by following such naive ideals. You yourself are perfectly aware of this," He pointed out in response. 

    I can only 'hear' his voice, I can't see him or anything, so I don't know what he looks like. Can't say I'm particularly eager to find that out, but I suppose I am a bit curious, if nothing else. 

    "Yeah, maybe you're right. And I really doubt my desire to kill any scum I come across will go away, at least not anytime soon. Also, don't tell me what to do, I don't like it...the only reason I'm fighting against Alter prejudice is because I want to. Keep pestering me to save the world or whatever, and who knows, I just might decide to become a villain instead, just to spite you."

    "I...will ignore the last part of what you said. But what you said before that was exactly right...and it is precisely why I chose you to be my successor. Because of your thought processes, you are capable of understanding what needs to be done. You cannot truly achieve peace like this, following the ideals of Unity," He declared firmly, continuing, "So long as those who would disrupt peace continue to exist, there will always be conflict. It is as you often think to yourself...some people are better off dead."

    "Yeah, and I haven't changed my mind about that. But that said...it's also true that I can't say with absolute certainty that my way is the right way. So, I'll keep an open mind and give Unity's way of doing things a real go. All this time I've only grudgingly been following their rules, but it's worth giving a genuine effort towards. And you can't deny that they have done plenty of good over the last few decades, they've improved the world significantly," I pointed out. 

    "Yes, I cannot deny that they have been effective, but they will soon reach the limits of what they can accomplish. You have experienced it yourself...their reach does not extend across the entire world, you suffered for over five years before they found you. 

    There are still thousands upon thousands enduring unimaginable suffering, out of Unity's reach and who will not be as lucky as you were back then. 

    And besides, the only reason why you have made this decision is because of the words of the woman you are fond of. According to your memories of your previous life, I believe the right word to describe your actions would be...simping."

    Well, that was kinda uncalled for. 

    "Okay, that begs the question...what exactly is your deal, man? Like, are you a ghost that's haunting me? I mean, you were supposed to be immortal, right? Did you die?" I inquired curiously. 

    "My situation is...complicated, to say the least. But I suppose that you could say that I am dead, even if I am technically alive. However, I certainly would not describe my current state of being...as living."

    "That wasn't really an answer...but fine, I don't really care about that. What I really want to know is what exactly you're capable of doing when it comes to me? Are you limited to just talking to me in my mind, or can you, like, control my body if you wanted to? For that matter, is your spirit living inside me or something?" I frowned apprehensively. 

    "Oh, no, that wouldn't be possible even if I wanted to. You see, two souls cannot exist in a single body, at least not for very long, otherwise one or both of the souls will be overwhelmed and destroyed. I can only contact you like this occasionally, when I have enough energy to do so...in my current state, I do not exactly have a large amount to spare. After this, I will not have many more chances to communicate with you."

    "Well, that's certainly a relief. Another thing...can you read my thoughts and memories?" I inquired warily. 

    "Er...no, I cannot."

    "Yeah, that's a lie, I already knew the answer to that, just wanted to see if you'd be honest. I'm not speaking out loud right now, which means I'm speaking to you through my thoughts, so obviously, you can read them. And you mentioned simping earlier, which you'd only know if you'd read my memories," I pointed out in exasperation, before adding, "Well, at least one thing's clear to me now...I can't trust you." 

    "Anyway, er...I should take my leave now. I've spent too much time as it is...any longer and it could be several years before I gain enough energy to do this again."

    "Hold on, I've still got more questions! Like, about my powers, give me some tips or-...!"

    .

    .

    .

    .

    .

    I opened my eyes with a weary sigh, sitting up with a slight grimace as rays of sunlight hit my eyes, streaming in through the window. Well, that sucked. 

    It's the 5th of February, 2017, just under a week had passed since the day we went to the mall. And today...is my date with Xandra. I've never been on a date before, I'm kinda nervous. 

    For the last few days, I've been thinking about what she said to me that night, and in the end, I decided that I'd give it a genuine try. I'll abide by the no-killing rule, I'll do things their way. 

    I'm still not exactly convinced it's the right way to go about things, but I'm happy to be proven wrong. And not doing as the Progenitor wants me to do is an added bonus...not the most noble motivation, but hey, whatever works, right? 
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    Chapter 57 - Milk and Cereal

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Uh...h-hey, Theo. Good morning," I greeted him with an awkward wave. 

    "Oh, hey, Ar-...hmph!" He began, before letting out a huff and walking away. 

    Ah, he's still sulking, I see. After Xandra asked me out, I felt that it was only fair that I tell him about it in advance, given his feelings...and he wasn't too happy about it. 

    Man, that was an awkward conversation. It's been a couple of days since then, but it doesn't look like he's over it, or that he'll get over it any time soon. It's honestly kinda bumming me out, I hope he gets over it soon. 

    I mean, I do consider him to be my closest friend...which is kinda embarrassing to even think about. I think I'd die of embarrassment if I said it out loud. 

    I think he forgot that he was mad at me for a second, but then remembered once he looked at me...yeah, this might go on for a while. 

    He's been giving me the cold shoulder this whole time...it doesn't help that Xandra's been bringing up the topic pretty often, and whenever he happens to be around, it only makes his mood even worse. 

    I considered telling Xandra to maybe keep quiet about it when he's around, but doing that would also mean telling her that he's in love with her. A fact that I'm still perplexed that she hasn't realized yet. 

    It wouldn't be right for me to tell her that, it's not my place to out his feelings like that. Also, that conversation would be super awkward, and I've had my fill of awkward conversations...but, uh, it's mainly the first thing. I didn't chicken out. 

    "No, you definitely did. You shouldn't lie to yourself," Suddenly came Viola's voice, startling me. 

    "Seriously, stay out of my head," I sighed in exasperation. 

    "You know how my power works, so you know that's not possible," She smirked, as she walked past me. 

    "Yeah, yeah, I know," I muttered wearily. 

    "I have to say though...I'm really surprised by your change of heart. You really genuinely intend to stick by the rules, it's not just a reluctant, grudging decision like before. Also, I happened to pass by your room before you woke up today, and got a peek into your mind. And what I heard was unlike anything I've ever heard before...if you don't mind, I'd like to discuss that later," She requested in response. 

    Well, she already knows that I'm not originally from this world. No one else knows about that...she simply decided that it's not really relevant as far as the others are concerned. 

    I don't really mind if people know, but I'm not just gonna bring it up unprompted. As for the voice in my head...yeah, I don't care if anyone knows about that either. 

    "Okay, I-..."

    "No need to say it out loud, I already heard," She grinned, as she walked away. 

    Yeah, of course she did. 

    Well, as awkward as things have been lately, first with that conversation with Xandra and now the whole thing with Theo, I've managed to cope fairly well...largely thanks to the weed vapes I bought. Just a couple of puffs and all my worries melt away. 

    But the time I smoked with Xandra before those terrorists tried to invade the mansion was better...these vapes hit pretty hard but then fade just as suddenly. They're still pretty great though. 

    Anyway, I was currently on my way to the kitchen, to have some breakfast. The kitchen here is pretty stacked, there's an array of cereals, a variety of fruits and juices, cold cuts, eggs, and so on. 

    Everyone's responsible for their own breakfast, we're free to use the stove as we please, though we have to clear up any mess we make. There's a cook who takes care of lunch and dinner, it's only breakfast that each individual is responsible for. 

    I haven't gone hungry at all ever since coming here...after eating nothing but stale bread and the bare minimum amount of water for the five and a half years before then, being able to eat good food on a daily basis is not something I'd take for granted. 

    "Hey, good morning," Parmila greeted me, as I entered the kitchen. 

    She was seated at the table, eating a sandwich. She had a plate in front of her with four more sandwiches stacked up on it. 

    "Morning. Surprised to see that you've made your own breakfast, you usually just order something for delivery," I replied with a wry smile. 

    "I'm flat fucking broke," She muttered irritably. 

    She's not much of a morning person, and usually just orders something for breakfast since she's too lazy to make something. And she hates milk, plus doesn't really have much of a sweet tooth, so she doesn't eat cereal. 

    "Ah, that explains it," I responded, as I took out a bottle of milk from the fridge before picking a box of chocolate cereal. 

    "I can never understand how someone can eat something sweet for a meal," She remarked, as I sat across from her and poured the milk into the bowl. 

    Coming from someone who's openly declared that she hates cake, that's not exactly surprising that she'd say that. Yeah, seriously, she hates cake. She's okay with ice cream, but only vanilla. 

    "What the...?" Suddenly came Oleos's voice as he entered the room, sounding horrified, "Are...are you pouring milk before cereal!? Who does that!?"

    "Okay, I'm getting tired of people chastising me for this...let me eat my cereal the way I want, damn it," I sighed in exasperation. 

    "I-I can't understand how someone who goes with milk before cereal has a date," He shook his head in dismay. 

    Grr... 

    "Alright, that's it! The way I see it, this way is a lot more logical! If you put the cereal first and then add milk, then towards the end, you're gonna have a pile of soggy cereal at the bottom, not only is the texture ruined, but the flavor gets diluted too! But the way I do it, adding the cereal bit by bit after first pouring the milk, the crunchy texture of the cereal is maintained, and you get the full flavor profile too!" I pointed out indignantly. 

    "O-okay, I get it, I'm-..."

    "Oh, no, I'm not done yet! By putting the cereal first, you gotta eat fast to avoid being left with overly soggy cereal at the end, but by just adding a little bit, eating it and then adding more once you've eaten the first wave, that's no longer a concern, the cereal is nice and crunchy throughout the meal! Now, let's talk about the milk, can we talk about the milk!? By putting the cereal first, it's hard to gauge the exact quantity of milk you're using, but by pouring the milk first, you know exactly how much-...!"
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    Chapter 58 - Date(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Heard you gave quite the passionate speech about cereal this morning," Remarked Xandra with a grin. 

    "Yeah, I guess I might have gotten a bit too heated, but I firmly stand by what I said," I huffed in response. 

    "You can get pretty stubborn when it comes to your beliefs, huh? Even if it's something trivial," She replied with a wry smile. 

    It was later in the day, around 4 PM, and we were currently heading out on our date. I still don't know how to drive, so she's taking the wheel. And, uh, she's not very good at it...not that I can complain, since I have no clue how to drive whatsoever. 

    Theo had been teaching me how to ride a motorcycle, and I was starting to get the hang of it...but since he's been giving me the cold shoulder lately, that's kinda hit a wall, I might have to ask someone else to continue teaching me. 

    "By the way, uh...I've been wondering this whole time, why exactly did you ask me out on a date?" I inquired awkwardly. 

    I'm definitely not against this, but I feel kinda out of my comfort zone...not surprisingly, I've never been on a date before. In fact, I'd hardly even spoken to any girls at all before joining Unity, across both my lives. 

    "Huh? Isn't it obvious? I like you and think you're attractive, that's usually how it works, isn't it?" She replied with a shrug. 

    Wh-wha...?

    "U-uh, I really wouldn't know, this is a first for me," I muttered as I averted my gaze. 

    She finds me attractive? That...really makes me happy, but also super embarrassed, it's kinda hard to meet her gaze right now. 

    "No need to be so tense, just relax...we hang out all the time together, this isn't that different. I mean, you did accept when I asked you out, so you're not against going on a date with me, right?" She inquired with a raised eyebrow, as she met my gaze in the rear view mirror. 

    The fact that she seems so carefree and relaxed while I'm all tense and awkward is kinda depressing. Alright, I gotta pull myself together...I can at least try to act chill and unbothered... 

    "W-well, no, I'm not against it...," I began, not a great start to trying to act chill, before adding as I composed myself with a deep breath, "To use your words...I like you and I find you attractive, so I was happy when you asked me out, if not more than a little taken aback. It's just that this is uncharted territory for me, it's a complete unknown...it's only natural that I'd be a bit nervous and tense."

    "Oh, I...I see. So...you think I'm attractive, eh?" She replied with a smug smile, but was definitely initially caught off guard by my response, her cheeks slightly tinged red. 

    I'm not gonna falter, time to be bold! 

    "Yeah, I sure do. You're really cute, and it's a lot of fun hanging out with you. What's not to like?" I remarked with a slight smirk. 

    My chest was pounding slightly, as I waited for her to respond. 

    "Well, aren't you quite the flatterer? You've got more of a silver tongue that I imagined," She smiled cheerfully, after a brief pause. 

    Whew...that pause was stressful, I was afraid that maybe I'd said something wrong. But it looks like she was taking a moment to compose herself before responding...which means that it worked, my words were able to fluster her. 

    Should I keep it going? No, if I overdo it, it'll become less effective, and might even come off as patronizing. Plus, I don't think my heart can handle it, it already feels like it's about to beat right out of my chest. Let's change the subject... 

    "By the way, what exactly are we going to do?" I asked her. 

    "Well, I have planned it out, so I can take the lead...but out of curiosity, what do you think a date would usually entail?" She inquired curiously. 

    "Huh? Oh, uh...let me think. I can only base my answer off what I've seen in movies and stuff, but I'd say there's two main things...the first is a leisurely activity, something like watching a movie or going to an amusement park or aquarium. And the second thing is food, typically lunch or dinner," I answered, after mulling it over. 

    "Oh, wow...actually, my plan was to go watch a movie and then have dinner before going back home, so I'd say your answer is more or less spot on," She replied with a wry smile. 

    "Cool, I've never been to a cinema before," I responded, as we drove through the city. 

    "Gotta say, the way you sometimes casually mention that you haven't tried something that most people have, it's kinda depressing," She remarked, looking a bit downcast. 

    Huh, now that she mentions it, she's right...I do say that fairly often. It's more a 'I'm excited to try this thing that most others have experienced', it's not a deliberate attempt to seek sympathy or something. 

    "Oh, my bad, that wasn't my intention. I'll try not to say that anymore," I responded sheepishly. 

    "Nah, don't worry about it, I know you didn't mean it like that. Anyway, we're almost there, we should arrive in a couple of minutes," She informed me. 

    "Cool. What movie will we be watching?" I asked her. 

    "I'm fine with anything, we can decide once we're in. Same with food, we can take our pick in the food court after the movie," She replied, as a large building came into sight, "Oh, there it is."

    "Wait, isn't that a mall?"

    "It's a different one to last time, if that's what you're thinking," She responded with a wry smile. 

    Well, here's hoping my second time in a mall goes better than the first... 
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    Chapter 59 - Date(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Huh, it looks different to what I imagined...don't cinemas usually have a bunch of seats in a row?" I inquired in surprise. 

    "Yeah, with regular tickets. I won a pair of premium tickets, though it's usually only couples that go for premium seats, I'm sure you can see why," She replied sheepishly. 

    Ah, I get it...instead of seats, these are more like booths that are a sort of combination of beds and couches, and there's tall padding around each one, meaning that once you're seated, you can't see the people in the other booths. 

    They're at a slight incline as well, probably so that people can comfortably see the screen even if they're lying down, which I imagine most people would do instead of sitting upright. 

    We'd picked an action movie from a popular series, we've both already seen all the previous movies in the series, so yeah. The series is kind of a hot mess, but also super entertaining...it's sort of like this world's F&F. 

    I mean, there's no bald guy who constantly talks about family, but it started off as a street racing series, and now, with this being the eighth sequel of the series, ninth movie overall, it's become something completely different. 

    It's super dumb, but still a lot of fun. The earlier movies of the series got pretty sexual, but it's been toned down in the more recent sequels. Which was disappointing, but right now, I'm grateful for that...if a sexual scene pops up while I'm on a date, it'd probably be more than a little awkward. 

    "Here we are, this is our seat," Remarked Xandra, as she glanced at the number on our ticket, before heading into the booth and setting down the large tub of popcorn in a holder in the middle of the seat. 

    As she sat down on the left side, I took the right, putting our drinks in the cup holders as I sat down...woah, this is comfy! 

    "This'd be a great place to take a nap, it's even more comfortable than my bed," I mused, as I sunk into the soft cushioning. 

    "I know, right?" Grinned Xandra, as she slumped down lazily, before adding, "But I'm gonna be ticked if you fall asleep, got it?"

    I wouldn't mind that too much... 

    "I'll keep that in mind," I replied with a wry smile. 

    The movie soon began, and the popcorn was vanishing rapidly. Our hands kept brushing against each other several times as we reached into the tub of popcorn, but after the first few times, I hardly noticed it. 

    We've come into contact plenty of times when she was training me, so this really isn't a big deal. Plus, the movie was turning out to be better than expected, and we were both getting pretty invested in it. 

    The popcorn ran out before we were even twenty minutes into the movie, and the drinks were more than half done as well. So, it's true, snacks really don't last very long during a movie, I thought it was just a cliché. Damn it, I want more popcorn. 

    Anyway, I soon forgot all about my nervousness over the fact that this is a date, getting pretty invested in the movie as I relaxed in my seat. This is pretty nice. 

    But I was then reminded of the whole date thing towards the end of the movie...as a pretty raunchy sex scene came on following the climax of the story. 

    "L-looks like they've brought back the fanservice, huh?" I muttered, inadvertently averting my gaze as our eyes met. 

    "Hm...?" She hummed with a smirk as she nudged me, "What's the matter, this too much stimulation for ya?"

    "No, of course not! It's just awkward watching this while I'm not alone," I responded with a slight huff. 

    "Is that so? In that case...," She grinned, as she moved over the middle and squeezed herself in beside me in my seat, "...this shouldn't bother you, right?"

    I gulped slightly as my chest began to pound...there isn't enough room for two people, she's firmly pressed against my side, her right leg resting over my left leg. She's trying to get a flustered reaction out of me, isn't she? Well, I won't buckle that easily! 

    "Nope, not at all," I replied, as I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in closer towards me, adding as I met her gaze, "Does it bother you?"

    "N-no, definitely not...in fact, it's nice and cozy," She responded after a slight stutter, before resting her head on my shoulder with a smile. 

    Wasn't expecting to end up in this position, but I'm definitely not complaining. She feels pleasantly warm, in contract to the cool air in the room. 

    "Mm...your scent is really pleasant and fragrant," I blurted out without thinking, as I caught a whiff of her hair. 

    "Wh-wha-...!? H-hey, not cool, you can't just say stuff like that without warning," She stuttered, her face turning red as she reached up and pinched my nose with a pout. 

    "Uh, sorry...," I replied sheepishly. 

    "N-no, you...you don't need to apologize, I didn't dislike it or anything," She mumbled as she averted her gaze. 

    Huh...feels like I just won against her. She was trying to get me flustered, and admittedly, she did...but it looks like I managed to deal a more powerful impact. Heh, I feel pretty good about myself right now. 

    "Oh, looks like the movie's over," I remarked, turning to the screen as the credits began to roll. 

    I totally missed the last few scenes, I was completely distracted...eh, I can just download it and watch it again once it's out online, so I regret nothing. 

    "Yeah...let's wait till the credits are over. Let's...stay like this for a bit longer," She suggested quietly, as she glanced up at me. 

    "Sure...that sounds good to me."

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 60 - Date(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Man, I'm stuffed! That was so good!" Grinned Xandra with a content look on her face, as we drove back to the mansion. 

    "Yeah, that was delicious...and not too pricey either, totally worth it," I replied wryly. 

    "I know, right? This was so much fun...let's go out again sometime," She responded with a smile. 

    "I'm definitely not against that," I remarked, as the gates leading into the mansion came into sight up ahead. 

    "Glad to hear it," She replied, as she drove towards the garage and headed in, parking the car before switching it off. 

    We got out of the vehicle and headed back into the mansion after she locked the car doors and and closed the garage. 

    As we entered the building, I spotted Theo peering out from above the staircase, before zipping away before Xandra could see him...well, looks like the awkwardness between us won't be fading anytime soon. I really hope he gets over it soon...but realistically speaking, I doubt that'll happen. 

    "Oh, hey, guys. Welcome back," Parmila greeted us, as we walked past her lazing on the couch, reading a book while sprawled upside down. 

    "Mhm, good to be back!" Responded Xandra, patting her knee before we headed up the stairs, making our way to the rooms. 

    "It's not that late, but I'm feeling pretty sleepy," I mused, glancing at a clock on the wall as I stifled a yawn. 

    "What, did all the excitement wear you out?" She inquired with a cheeky smirk. 

    "Maybe...but then, maybe that goes both ways," I replied with a wry smile. 

    I'd noticed her yawning slightly a couple of times on the drive back. 

    "Hmm...yeah, maybe," She grinned wryly, right as we got to my room. 

    I opened the door and switched on the lights, before stepping inside and turning around. 

    "Well, uh...I guess I'll see you tomorrow," I remarked, as I turned on the air conditioning. 

    I kinda really want to try kissing her, but...it's probably too soon. It'd be mortifying if I tried and she backed away or something. Best to play it safe. 

    "Yeah, we should probably call it a night," She nodded, before adding after a brief pause as she met my gaze, "Or..."

    "Or...?" I responded uncertainly, before she suddenly stepped forward into the room, shutting the door before getting in close towards me, leaning up as she cupped my face with her hands...and pressed her lips onto mine. 

    I froze for a moment, completely taken aback as my mind blanked in disbelief...no way, is this really happening right now!? 

    I then composed myself and relaxed, placing my arms around her and pulling her closer towards me, kissing her back as she caressed my lips with hers softly, running a hand through my hair as she pressed her weight against me. 

    I took a couple of steps back to keep from overbalancing, before the back of my legs hit the edge of my bed and I ended up falling backwards hitting the mattress with a soft thud as she fell onto me. 

    "You said you were tired, right? I can go if you want to get some sleep," She smirked teasingly, as she pulled away and lightly traced my lower lip with her fingertip. 

    Wait, how far is this going to go? I don't want to get too ahead of myself and go overboard...well, no point in overthinking it, I'll just go with the flow and see what happens... 

    "Nah...I can just sleep in tomorrow morning," I replied, as I ran my hands down her sides, smirking as she squirmed slightly, "Oh? Looks like someone's ticklish."

    "Yes, I am...but I'm sure you can think of other parts of my body that you'd rather touch instead," She whispered seductively as she leaned down towards my ear, before nibbling on my earlobe. 

    "Yeah, I can think of a few," I remarked, hesitating for a moment before moving my hands over her ass, grabbing hold of it and squeezing firmly. 

    "Mm, going straight for the cakes, are you? I see someone's pretty eager," She responded with a smile, before kissing my again, her hands trailing down and slipping in under my shirt, running her fingers over my bare torso. 

    "Right back at you," I smirked, as I slipped my hands under her skirt. 

    "Hey, is it just me, or are these clothes getting in the way?" She inquired as she put an irresistible, playfully innocent smile on her face. 

    "Funny, I was just thinking the same thing," I replied, giving her ass a firm squeeze as she began unbuttoning my shirt. 

    She kissed my neck as she pulled my shirt off me, as I slid her top off her shoulders and tugged it down, before pulling off her skirt as she unbuckled my best while lightly biting down on my neck. 

    "Your face is so red," She whispered, as she sat up and unhooked her bra, slipping it off before leaning down and pressing her breasts onto my face, letting out a slight gasp as I inadvertently exhaled sharply through my nostrils, "Ooh, you're breathing really heavily too..."

    "You're one to talk...your face is as red as a tomato," I muttered, my voice muffled by her breasts before I moved my lips over one of her nipples, rolling my tongue around it and eliciting a stifled moan from her as her body shuddered. 

    She wrapped her arms around my head and pressed my face more firmly against her chest, straddling me as she began rocking her hips slightly. 

    I ran my fingers through her hair, resting my palm on the back of her head as I met her gaze and kissed her fervently, unable to hold myself back anymore. 

    As I caressed and massaged her lips with mine, she slipped her tongue in between my lips, twirling it over my tongue as I wrapped my legs around her waist and spun us around so that I was on top, grabbing her wrists and pinning her arms down as we pulled away to catch our breaths, staring deeply into each other's eyes as our breathing grew heavier... 

    "I...," She whispered as she relaxed her body and stared up at me with a vulnerable look in her eyes, "I want you so badly right now, Red..."
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    Chapter 61 - Shockwave

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Ow, that hurts like hell...did you have to hit me so hard?" I groaned in pain, as I rubbed my stomach. 

    "Hey, don't blame me, I'm not used to hitting people with my Shockwave power, I usually just hit the ground to knock them off balance," Parmila shrugged in response. 

    A few days have passed since my date with Xandra, it's now the 10th of February, 2017. After we spent the night together following our date, it was a bit awkward the next day, but that faded fast, as she's been spending a lot of time hanging out in my room for the last few days. 

    And as a result, Theo's gotten even colder to me than he already was, I've tried talking to him a few times, but he just ignores me. Xandra noticed that something was bothering me, but I avoided the question and changed the subject when she asked. 

    Knowing her, she'd probably admonish him for it, and that could end up making things even worse between us. And as I've said before, it's not really my place to tell her how he feels about her, so I'll keep quiet and hope it blows over sooner rather than later. 

    On another note, my newest trainer, as of two days ago, is Parmila. And it's not going well. She doesn't instruct me or anything, she just spars against me with no real direction or anything. 

    She is pretty strong, and she's good at using her powers, but her hits are so heavy, every strike results in broken bones and damaged organs. I may be able to heal myself, but it still hurts like crazy. 

    "Gotta say, I'm surprised you've never accidentally killed someone with your powers," I remarked dryly. 

    "I'm only hitting you directly because I know it won't kill you. Against normal opponents, if I'm in a position where I have to strike them directly with my Shockwave power, I got for the limbs. A slight miscalculation in the intensity of the shockwave could result in fatal damage otherwise," She replied, before adding, "Alright, get back up. We're not done yet."

    While she isn't the best teacher, she doesn't slack off during training sessions. It's not the most sophisticated training method, but I suppose it's not exactly ineffective. 

    I drew out my taser blade and took my stance as I got back onto my feet, shuffling across slowly while maintaining my distance from her. I then swiftly leapt forward as she stomped her foot onto the floor, shaking the ground with a deep rumble as she charged up a shockwave into her foot. 

    I kept low as I landed and then zipped towards her, raising my taser blade out in front of me with my right hand and pressing the button on the handle, electric sparks crackling out of from it as I began to close in on her. 

    She swiftly formed a barrier wall as I drove my weapon towards her, the tip hitting her barrier with a sharp impact, a few cracks spreading out from the point of impact, but the barrier remaining intact. 

    She then stomped on the floor again, knocking me off balance before taking down her barrier and springing straight towards me with her right fist drawn back and vibrating rapidly as she charged it with her Shockwave power. 

    I quickly sprang back while off-balance, just enough to get out of her reach...before I raised my left hand towards her and fired a rapid, needle-like projectile of Black Blood at her shoulder. 

    At least, I tried to aim for her shoulder, but with my balance thrown off, my aim wavered and the projectile shot straight towards her face. 

    She quickly tilted her head across in alarm, grimacing as it grazed her left cheek and pierced through the top of her left ear, a slight growl escaping her lips as blood trickled down the left side of her face, narrowing her eyes at me with a violent gleam in them. Uh-oh... 

    I suddenly came to an abrupt halt as my back hit something solid, jarring me as the back of my head knocked onto it, my eyes widening in alarm as the vibrations in her fist sharply intensified and she stepped in towards me, her fist arched back. 

    "W-wait, wait, wait-...ooffff!" I began in alarm, right before she slammed her fist square onto the middle of my torso, my lower ribs shattering as I felt several organs getting ruptured, the immense shockwave traveling through my entire body as fractures spread out across my bones excruciatingly. 

    I let out a sharp gasp as the barrier behind me shattered and I got sent flying back at a breakneck speed, my back slamming onto the wall of the training room as I coughed out blood with a pained wheeze, my head spinning and my ears ringing as I let out a dazed groan and collapsed onto my knees. 

    I...I think I inadvertently formed a cushion of blood over my bones and organs right before impact in my panic, I could feel my torso bloating up a bit...but even with that, my insides are completely mangled and devastated. She probably would've punched a hole right through me if it wasn't for my Black Blood... 

    "U-uh...you okay?" She inquired sheepishly, as she walked over warily. 

    "D-do...do I look okay, y-you stupid brat?" I gasped, coughing out more blood as my injuries began to heal. 

    Man, regeneration when I've got broken bones is the worst...the broken shards cut up against my organs even as they heal, I'm trying to control the process more accurately so that I can make it more efficient, but fine tuning control to that level is really difficult. 

    "I mean, you are healing from it, right? You're not gonna die?" She asked me with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Just because I'm not dead doesn't mean I'm not okay, you dick..."

    "Guess I did hit you pretty hard. Sorry about that...I got a bit heated when you cut my cheek and ear, and kinda reacted on impulse," She defended herself, averting her gaze. 

    "...seriously, how have you not accidentally killed anyone with that power?"

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 62 - Kinks

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey, how'd the training go? Woah, you're looking more worn out than usual," Xandra greeted me, as I entered my room. 

    "I had to regenerate a lot more than usual, it used up a lot of stamina. You probably can't tell since my clothes are black, but I'm absolutely drenched in blood right now," I replied dryly, shutting the door with a strained sigh. 

    "Huh, now that you mention it, the wet patches on your training clothes do look a bit too heavy to be sweat," She responded after glancing me over. 

    "Uh-huh," I muttered, as I took my t-shirt off and wiped down my torso with a towel. 

    "Gonna take a shower? Want me to join you?" She suggested with a seductive smirk. 

    "As tempting as that sounds, I'm way too exhausted...I just wanna lie down for the next few hours," I shook my head wearily, before adding, "I was planning on changing the sheets and pillowcases before going to sleep tonight anyway, so it's fine if these ones get a bit dirty."

    "In that case, come here and lie down," She grinned, patting her lap as I dragged my feet over to the bed. 

    "Uh, I probably shouldn't, I'm all sweaty and-...," I began to point out. 

    "Oh, it's fine, I don't mind at all," She cut me off with a smile. 

    "Well, if you insist. I'm too tired to argue anyway," I shrugged, as I sat down beside her and placed my head on her lap. 

    Mm, so nice and soft, feels like my head is sinking into her...as I closed my eyes with a quiet sigh, I felt her hand on my head, her fingers running through my hair soothingly, her fingertips caressing my scalp. 

    "There we go, just relax...," She whispered, as she used her other hand to play with my earlobe. 

    As a bead of sweat trickled into my left eye, I blinked a few times to get rid of the itchy feeling in my eye...before widening my gaze in bemusement as I saw her putting her fingers upto her lips. 

    "Uh...what're you doing?" I inquired, as she froze and turned red. 

    "N-nothing...!" She blurted out with a stutter, averting her gaze as she smacked her palm over my face, covering my eyes. 

    "I could be wrong, but...it kinda looked like you were about to lick your fingers. The same fingers that were running through my sweaty head just now," I remarked as I let out a slight chuckle. 

    "H-hey, don't laugh, th-this is mortifying!" She cried in embarrassment, pressing her hand more firmly over my eyes. 

    "What, do you have a thing for sweat or something?" I asked her. 

    "N-no, I-...," She began, before letting out a resigned sigh, "Okay, so...when I was training you, by the end of each session, when you were all sweaty and worn out, I...I found myself starting to e-enjoy your scent. I-I felt like such a pervert...and there's more. That night after our first date, I...after you fell asleep, I was still awake and...I might've kinda licked your neck. I'm sorry."

    "Hahaha, seriously!? Wow, I never would've guessed!" I laughed in amusement after a brief pause, before adding with a teasing smirk, "Heh, didn't know you were so dirty..."

    "Sh-shut up! I just wanna disappear right now...," She groaned in dismay, before muttering, "Maybe I'll ask Viola to wipe your memory of this..."

    "Hey, relax, it's not big deal. I mean, as far as kinks go, it's nothing too extreme. If you wanna gulp down my sweat or whatever, then by all means, go for it," I shrugged, as I took her hand off my eyes and met her gaze. 

    "D-don't put it like that, you make it sound so gross...I mean, I guess it is pretty gross regardless, huh? This really sucks, it's not like wanted a stupid fetish like this...," She muttered as she buried her face in her hands, before meeting my gaze with a frown and adding, "Okay, we've gotta even this out...tell me what your most embarrassing kink is!"

    "Huh? Well, uh...there's nothing in particular that I can think of. So, I either don't have one, or I haven't discovered it yet. Oh, wait...back when you were training me, whenever you'd pin my arms down with your feet, that kinda turned me on," I recalled wryly. 

    "Oh, then you're into foot stuff? That's a pretty common one, isn't it?" She replied, looking a bit less mortified about the situation. 

    "Uh...I'm not sure that's exactly it. I think your feet being shaped like hands thanks to your Monkey Anima is what got me," I remarked uncertainly. 

    "You don't sound too sure about that...well, I guess you haven't really thought about it all that much. Hm...alright, since we're on the topic, let's find out what other stuff each of us are into and what we're not into," She suggested after mulling it over. 

    "Sure, I'm fine with that. For starters, I'm definitely not into anything scat related, that stuff's just straight up disgusting," I shuddered apprehensively. 

    In my previous life, out of curiosity, I once checked out a certain infamous movie, starring two girls and a cup. I didn't actually know what I was in for, I just knew it'd be a super shocking thing, like Googling what a blue waffle is. Side note, don't Google blue waffle, it isn't worth the trauma. 

    "Well, that's a relief for sure, I wholeheartedly agree. What about S and M stuff, tying someone up or getting tied up yourself?" She asked me. 

    "Yeah, getting tied up myself doesn't sound appealing to me in the slightest...hm, but I'm picturing tying you up, and I gotta admit, I'm not totally against the idea. Yeah, the thought of you all helpless and completely at my mercy is pretty hot, actually...," I mused thoughtfully. 

    "U-uh, I know I'm the one who asked, but I think I'm regretting that now. I, uh...I don't like that gleam in your eye right now..."
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    Chapter 63 - Teaching

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Alright, that should do for today. I've got a mission tonight, so let's wrap things up a bit early today," I remarked, as I cleaned the whiteboard. 

    A few months have passed, it's currently the 4th of June, 2017. Sometime during April, Yale came to the decision that I no longer need to be assigned trainers, since I was at the level where I could spar against most of the other members on relatively even terms without relying on my Blood Demon form. 

    I've continued training on my own, and I've been sent out on seven missions during that time as well. I've stuck to their rules and haven't tried to kill anyone, which hasn't been easy, I've come across quite a few scumbags on some of those missions. 

    During a few of those missions, we encountered more walking corpses like the one from the mall. However, unlike that one which could speak and acted like a normal, living person, these ones were closer to mindless zombies you see in movies. 

    And tonight, I'll be a part of a mission to investigate reports of brutal attacks in a lower class Alter neighborhood at night, and based on the descriptions of the assailant from those who've witnessed the attacks, it seems like it's a Monster that's responsible. 

    That said, there haven't been many witnesses, and the fact that it's been happening at night means that no one's gotten a proper look at whatever or whoever is causing this. So, it could be the work of the Puppeteer again, controlling a corpse and having it wreak havoc in that neighborhood. 

    A few policemen have gone there to see what's going on, and all of them turned up dead the next day, their bodies brutally torn apart and missing a lot of parts. 

    Those who are going to be a part of the mission along with me include Viola, Theo, Parmila, Miyuru and Umeka. Viola isn't a combatant, but her ability to hear the thoughts of others could be useful on a mission like this. 

    As for Theo, things haven't gotten any better between us...my relationship with Xandra has been progressing great, but on the flipside, my friendship with Theo has been worsening in proportion to that. 

    On another note, as for what I just finished doing...I was busy teaching some of the younger members of Unity. Last month, Yale and Zoelle asked me to hold some classes to teach other members foreign languages, since I'm fluent in several. 

    I was a bit apprehensive, but Xandra pushed me to accept it, and I gave in to the pressure. It's kind of a pain, but I don't completely hate it either, teaching others is kinda fun. 

    I've always liked living here at Unity, but I also felt really out of place most of the time. That's changed in recent months though...I've gotten a firmer handle over my emotions, and I no longer give in to my murderous impulses when faced with pieces of shit who deserve to die. 

    And becoming a teacher here, being trusted to regularly go on missions, having a girlfriend...it's all made me feel like I'm now fitting in here a lot better than I used to. It's nice... 

    "Oh, sorry, I wasn't watching where I was-...," I began as I walked out the room and bumped into someone, trailing off as I met his gaze and adding, "U-uh...hey, man. How's it going?"

    Theo...right now, he's the one thing that's keeping me from feeling like I truly belong here. I don't know what to do about him...I've never been in a situation like this before. 

    "Oh, hey," Came the dry response, as he walked past me. 

    I mean, how am I supposed to know how to fix things if he won't even talk to me? 

    I let out a sigh as I headed back to my room, trying not to let it get to me. Well, if he wants nothing to do with me, then so be it, there's not much I can do about it...I just hope it doesn't interfere with the mission, this is the first time I'll be teamed up with him since my very first mission... 

    ... 

    ... 

    "Good, you're all here. Before you head out to Staex, let me remind you all that it's imperative that we make sure this mission is a success. The incidents in the area in question have been occurring for weeks now, but since the area is an impoverished one, the reports were mostly ignored by the police until a few days ago," Remarked Zoelle, who was seeing us off since Yale was away, "The incidents have been occurring almost every night for the last few weeks, with corpses of the victims found the next day. Apprehend the culprit and make sure that there are no more victims. Miyuru, you're in charge."

    "Whaaat? Does it have to me?" He frowned apprehensively. 

    "You're the most experienced one on this team, so yes."

    "Ugh, fine, but I really don't want to..."

    "Ooh, can I drive?" Inquired Theo with a grin. 

    "I suppose that's fine, just don't mess around while on the road," Replied Zoelle hesitantly. 

    "I call shotgun," Chimed in Umeka quickly. 

    "Sweet," Theo pumped his fist triumphantly. 

    Seeing him act normal around everyone except me is...honestly kinda depressing. 

    "There, there," Viola smiled sympathetically at me, patting my back. 

    Ugh, forgot that you were here... 

    "Let's get going already, it's starting to get late," Sighed Parmila, as she opened one of the back doors and hopped into the jeep we were going to be using for the mission. 

    "Yeah, let's get this over with as soon as possible," Muttered Miyuru wearily. 

    Man, this group's energy is all over the place... 
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    Chapter 64 - Shady(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "This place looks really shady," I remarked, peering out the window as we arrived in the area we were supposed to investigate. 

    "I know, right? It's really-...," Began Theo with a nod, before trailing off as he realized it was me who spoke...aw, man, for a moment there, I got kinda hopeful. 

    The city of Staex, it's located near the top of the western coastline, at the north, and slightly to the west, of the capital city Gelanes. It's a bit of drive from the capital, we drove past a bunch of Monsters on the way here. They didn't attack us though, so we left them alone. 

    Monsters are simply animals that evolved by drinking the Progenitor's blood, after all, so for the most part, they act like regular animals, though they can be a lot more aggressive when hungry or provoked. 

    Anyway, we're in a part of the city where it's mostly Alters who reside here, it's a shady, rundown area where apparently a lot of underworld dealings take place. Incidentally, this is also where a lot of the kidnapped Alters we rescued on my first mission had been taken from. 

    Organized crime groups comparable to the mafias in my old world exist here, most of them don't seem to be anti-Alter though, there's even one that's made up of mostly Alters. These groups rarely carry out violent crimes, so Unity rarely pays them any attention, they're more the police's responsibility. 

    The problem with being a government-recognized organization is that we can't really act independently without getting approval from the government. That said, the government of Cahgo rarely ever obstructs Unity in any way, so yeah. 

    "Everyone's staring at us," Noticed Umeka, as several passerby glanced this way. 

    "We probably should've gone with a more rundown-looking vehicle. They most likely aren't used to seeing vehicles like this, so naturally, they're suspicious and wary of us," Replied Viola, likely having read the minds of the people we were driving past, before adding, "Gotta say, this place brings back some memories...I used to live here myself before joining Unity about five years ago."

    "Wait, didn't you say you went to college? No offense, but how did you afford it if you lived in a place like this?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Oh, I got in on a scholarship...but it was hard finding work because of my low class background, my parents were criminals, you see," She sighed wistfully. 

    Man, that really sucks. Considering how good she is at therapy, regardless of her power, she probably studied really hard, only to get rejected from getting any work because of something that isn't even her fault. 

    "Okay, let's park somewhere here. We'll split up into three pairs and search the area. Let's see here...Viola, you're with me. Since I'm in charge, I'll get in trouble if something happens to you, so it's best if I watch over you. Parmila and Umeka, you're the second pair. And the last one is Theo and Ario," Decided Miyuru, as Theo parked the car, a frown appearing on his face. 

    "Shouldn't we have girl-boy pairs since there's three of each? This area probably isn't safe for girls to walk around on their own, so maybe it'd be better if I pair up with Parmila or Ume-...," Began Theo apprehensively. 

    Just say what you really mean.

    "Huh? Excuse me? I can kick your ass any day of the week, I don't your protection," Responded Parmila icily. 

    "Er, no, that's not what I-..."

    "We're wasting time arguing like this. I've selected the pairs and they're final, so go roam around with your partner," Remarked Miyuru dismissively, as we all got out of the car. 

    "Ugh, fine," Theo muttered, giving me a narrowed side glance before averting his gaze. 

    Well, this won't be awkward at all... 

    ... 

    "So, uh...are we looking for anything in particular?" I inquired, trying to break the awkward silence. 

    "Dunno."

    "Maybe we should try talking to some of the people around here or something..."

    That was dumb, there's literally no one around in sight. I'm guessing the people are staying in to avoid whatever's been causing all the deaths over the last few weeks. This area is really poorly lit, there's a bit of moonlight streaming down, we'd barely be able to see anything if it wasn't for that. 

    "Do whatever you want."

    Okay, this isn't working. 

    "Look, I get that you've got a grudge against me and stuff, but we should at least-..."

    "Let's split up. You go that way and I'll go this way," He remarked, as we reached an intersection. 

    "Alright, that's it...you don't have to be such a dick to me, you know! Just because I'm dating Xandra, doesn't mean that you-...!"

    "Damn it, just shut up! Take the hint already, and stay away from me! You just don't get it, do you? I've...I've loved her for years, for way longer than you can even imagine, and then you show up and in just a few months, she's all over you! 

    It's just not fair, damn it? You're...you're nothing but a bloodthirsty monster who just happens to be keeping his murderous impulses in check for the time being! 

    Eventually, you'll reach a breaking point and snap, and then-...!" He snapped, before trailing off as he met my gaze, "Tch, that was-...sorry, I went too far. But I meant what I said...stay away from me, Ariodred."

    I see now, so that's what it was...well, I feel pathetic. I was naive, thinking that he'd get over it and we'd get along again if I just gave him some time...but I was wrong. This is how he sees me, a monster who can't really control himself. 

    This sucks...talk about depressing. 

    Oh, well! Nothing to do but get past it and move on! That's life, after all! 

    Ugh...this isn't working. I was trying to see things with a more optimistic mindset, but it didn't make me feel any better. 

    "I'll go this way, then," I muttered, as I began to turn left. 

    "Yeah, alright," He responded, turning right. 

    As I began walking away, I glanced back at him as his footsteps began to recede, my eyes widening... 

    "Theo, wait!" I exclaimed, as I spun around and raced after him. 

    "Ugh, what is it!? I thought I told you to-...woah!" He exclaimed in alarm, as I grabbed the back of his collar and pulled him back...right as a dark figure came swooping down towards him, landing right where he'd been standing and letting out a sharp growl. 

    It's too dark to see it clearly, I can only make out its silhouette...it has wings on its back, and seems to be about as tall as we are. I then drew out my taser blade and switched it on, a dim glow emanating from it as it crackled with electricity, giving us a better view of what just attacked... 

    "Wait, what's this thing doing in the middle of a city? Aren't they supposed to usually make their habitats on mountains?" I inquired with a frown, as it narrowed its eyes at us and hissed. 

    "Tch, this is bad...it's an Aeroraptor," Replied Theo with a grimace... 
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    Chapter 65 - Shady(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    An Aeroraptor, a species of dinosaur that evolved by drinking the blood of the Progenitor. They're highly intelligent and cunning Monsters, they look kinda like the velociraptors from Jurassic Park, except that these ones have wings. 

    "Stay out of my way, I'll deal with this," Remarked Theo, as he rapidly zipped towards the creature. 

    Jeez, you're welcome for saving your life! Dick. 

    As he closed in on it and drove his fist towards the Monster, it quickly began to fly up, before he grabbed one of its legs and swung it back down towards the ground, slamming it onto its back with a loud thud. 

    He then raised his foot above its head, intending to stomp down on it...based on the angle of his foot, he's trying to knock it out, not kill it. We're allowed to kill Monsters, but I guess he's not gonna break the habit so easily. 

    Hm? 

    I quickly arched back my arm before flinging my taser blade up and across with a rapid spin. It sliced through the air, curving around above Theo...and hitting another Aeroraptor that was swooping down to his left, before ricocheting off of it and to the right...and hitting another one in that direction. 

    There's three of them? Wow, Jurassic Park was right...raptors really do hunt in packs, and they trap their prey by attacking from the sides. And since these ones have wings, they're all the more dangerous. 

    I hit those two with my taser blade while it was active, but they're still staying airborne, flying up higher warily...they must have some pretty tough skin for my taser to have such a minimal effect on them. 

    Theo quickly backed away, as the one he knocked down got back up and slashed at him with one of its feet, the hooked claw slicing through the air before it spread out its wings and flew up into the air. 

    "Damn it, I don't do so well against flying opponents...," Muttered Theo, as the Aeroraptors began circling around us from above. 

    He can't use his speed against them while they're up in the air, and they're pretty damn quick themselves...alright, then, it's been a while since I last did this, but I don't have much of a choice. 

    "Your turn to stand back and stay out of my way. The bloodthirsty monster is coming out to play," I remarked dryly, stepping forward as I flipped my switch... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger 

    ———————————————————————————

    I watched as Ario-...dred-...transformed, his tail and wings extending out as an oval-shaped red crystal appeared on his forehead, the whites of his eyes turning black as he spread out his wings and vanished from sight, a gust of wind bursting out from where he'd been standing. 

    I turned my gaze upwards, just in time to see the three Aeroraptors plummeting back down towards the ground, crashing down with loud thuds, before Ariodred suddenly landed in front of them, the crystal on his forehead starting to gleam brightly. 

    The Monsters turned to face him, the red glow of his crystal intensifying-...when suddenly, the Aeroraptors lowered their heads, folding their wings around their bodies. Huh? What the hell...? They look so...submissive. 

    The glow of the crystal then began to fade, as Ariodred narrowed his eyes at them, before raising his hand and extending out three whip-like streaks of his Black Blood towards them. 

    The tips of the whips pierced into the sides of the Monsters' heads...but didn't go any further, a few seconds passing before the three Monsters turned their gazes up towards him. 

    They then spread out their wings and flew up, letting out sharp, deafeningly loud calls repeatedly, which echoed all throughout the area, my ears buzzing. What's going on? What did he do to them?

    Suddenly, several more Aeroraptors appeared, flying towards the three that had shown up here. Uh-oh, that doesn't look go-...huh? They're...they're all flying away. Heading away from town. Woah...what did he just do?

    His transformation then began to wear off, the wings, tail and horns receding back in, his eyes, nails and teeth returning to normal as well. 

    "What exactly did you do?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "Huh...? I...I'm not sure. My memories are fuzzy, but...I can see glimpses of some memories that I don't think are mine. I think...they're the memories of those three Aeroraptors. It's hard to make sense of, but...I think they were pets. Yeah, I...I can see a chubby kid playing with them. 

    And...then there's swirling water. And then darkness. If I had to guess...some rich snob got their hands on Aeroraptor eggs and gave it to their kid as pets. And once they started to grow bigger, they must've been flushed into the sewers. 

    I think I directed them to go to the mountain between the capital city and the city of Ahttan, I'm not sure though," He replied, looking a bit dazed, "Well, let's head back to the car. We should call the others and let them know what happened."

    "Uh, yeah...right," I nodded awkwardly, before we began heading back in silence, as I took out my phone and went through my contacts to find Miyuru's number. 

    I have to say, I'm surprised he didn't kill those Monsters...if I remember right, he previously came to the conclusion that his Blood Demon form follows his will even though he can't remember what he does while in that state.

    Did he unconsciously avoid killing them because of my bloodthirsty monster comment? Damn it, I...I know, I shouldn't have said that, especially when he's been trying so hard to stay away from it. Maybe I have been kind of a dick to him. It's not fair to him, he hasn't done anything wrong...maybe I should-...hm?

    Wait, isn't that...?

    "This way, quick!" I hissed quietly, pulling him into a nearby alley before we could be spotted. 

    "What is it? More Monsters?" He inquired with a frown. 

    "No...look, over there. See those two people walking towards that bar? I recognize one of them, he's a former member of Unity...one that defected to Liberty. Come on, let's follow them," I whispered, as I then snuck out of the alley... 
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    Chapter 66 - Shady(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, I've called the others and let them know about this, I sent them our current location and they're on the way," I informed Theo, as the two we were tailing headed into the bar. 

    "Alright, good...I'd like to go in there, but I can't risk being recognized," He frowned warily. 

    "Then, I'll go-..."

    "No, not yet. We'll wait for the others, Umeka and Miyuru are pretty good when it comes to stealth," He stopped me, grabbing my arm. 

    "Yeah, but that could take a while. If they're discussing something in there, shouldn't I go in and try to overhear as much as I can before the others arrive? I'm still pretty new and I haven't seen any posts or articles about Unity with any photos of me in them online, so it's unlikely that they'll recognize me," I pointed out. 

    "Hm...yeah, okay, that's a good point. Alright, fine...but make sure not to screw up. If they notice us, this whole thing will be a failure," He replied, after pausing to mull over the suggestion. 

    "Yeah, yeah, I know...oh, wait, I don't have any money on me. Gimme some," I remarked, holding out my hand towards him. 

    I've decided...if he's gonna be a dick to me, I'm not gonna just keep quiet and take it. 

    "Wha-...? Ugh, unbelievable. Here...you're paying me back once we get back home," He muttered with a huff, as he handed me some spare change from his pocket. 

    Cheapskate...well, this works fine, it might be suspicious if I have too much money on me. This is a pretty rundown and poor neighborhood, after all. 

    I then made my way over to the bar, pushing open the door and stepping inside. Ugh, what a dump...it was a dimly lit, dirty little bar, with most of the customers having dead-fish looks in their eyes. 

    Hardly anyone paid me any attention, except for the two members of Liberty, who briefly glanced this way as I entered, before looking away indifferently. Good, they don't know who I am. 

    They're up by the seats in front of the bartender, at the corner seats. If I get too close, they'll definitely be suspicious of me. Fortunately, there are some empty seats up there that aren't too close to them, but still close enough for me to overhear them. 

    The menu was plastered on the wall above the bar, I quickly scanned it as I made my way over, calculating how much I could get with the money I had on hand. 

    I need to act lifeless and depressed like most of the other people in here, I shouldn't attract any attention that way. 

    "What will you have?" The bartender greeted me half-heartedly, as I took a seat about three seats over from the two Liberty members. 

    "Two beers and three shots of your cheapest whiskey, please," I replied in dead, worn out voice, though loud enough to make sure the two of them could hear me, as I handed the bartender the money Theo had given me.

    "Yeah, okay," He nodded, taking the money and stuffing it into a rickety cash register, before pouring my drinks. 

    I then leaned forward with a weary sigh, lowering my head a bit so that my hair fell over, partially covering my eyes around the sides, as I subtly glanced to my left, towards the two Liberty members. 

    With my hair in the way, they shouldn't be able to tell that I'm looking at them. With the amount of alcohol I ordered, they should think that I'm just a random drunkard here to drink his troubles away. 

    I grimaced slightly as the bartender placed the drinks I'd ordered in front of me, pushing the glasses towards me...really hope this doesn't take too long, I really don't want to have to drink this much. 

    I can sober myself up if I get too drunk, but I just don't like the taste of alcohol. I then picked up one of the beer mugs and took a deep gulp, while continuing to keep an eye on the two men...they're not saying or doing anything, what gives? 

    I highly doubt they went out of their way just to come drink in a shit hole like this without any other motives. 

    Ugh, man, this is so gross...I don't like drinking alcohol in general, but this is particularly nasty, it tastes more bitter and is also kinda watery...guess they've probably watered it down. 

    Gotta keep a straight face though...I have to make it seem like I'm nothing more than a run of the mill alcoholic, nothing out of the ordinary in a place like this. I then picked up one of the shot glasses and poured the contents into the beer mug. Yeah, this seems like something an alcoholic would do. 

    Hm? I heard the door open, and the two Liberty members are looking that way. But unlike when I entered, they're not looking away...I see now, they must have been waiting for someone. An informant or something, maybe? 

    Don't react, don't look...just act disinterested and indifferent, make sure to give them no reason to pay me any attention. 

    "It's about time you got here...we were getting tired of waiting. This place is disgusting," One of them remarked, as the person they were waiting for took the seat beside them. 

    I can't get a proper look at him from just my peripheral, but I can see that he's got a bald head, wearing a raggedy overcoat. 

    "I'm here at the agreed upon time, you just got here early."

    "Fine, whatever. Have you got the information we asked for?"

    "Of course. Do you have the money?"

    "Here in full," Came the response, as I heard a slight rustling. 

    "Very well, then. I looked into the case of Alter children disappearing from orphanages. There are hardly any official reports since it's not uncommon for orphans to run away from those rundown orphanages. So I had to dig deeper into the underworld to find out-..."

    "We don't care about how you got the info, just tell us where they are."

    "I was getting to that. Some of my contacts have noticed some unusual activity near the capital, vehicles driving towards the forest to the northwest of the capital. The timing matches the disappearances of the Alter children. The details are in this folder," Explained the man, as he handed them a beaten up old folder. 

    "Hm, let's have a look...," One of them muttered, as he opened the folder. 

    Crap, there's no way I can get a look at those papers without them noticing me. Viola's mind reading or Umeka's invisibility sure would come in handy right about now. 

    Suddenly, all the lights in the bar abruptly shut off, several annoyed mutters echoing out as the room turned almost pitch-black, except for a sliver of dim light streaming in through the partially-open door. 

    Is it a blackout? Or...?
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    Chapter 67 - Shady(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    I can feel it...Viola's presence in my head. And the fact that I can feel it means that she's deliberately letting me know that she's around. I see, the others must have caused the blackout, maybe using Miyuru's Electrokinesis. 

    He must have snuck Viola in here using his Teleportation power, maybe one or two of the others as well. He can teleport anywhere within his sight, and the door was open a tiny crack, which definitely would've been enough for him to do his thing. 

    I can see better in the dark than most people, I think I see the two of them...hm, is it just me, or does Viola look a bit annoyed? Maybe she's got bad blood with one of the Liberty members or something? I might be wrong, it's too dark to see her expression clearly. 

    Wait, Umeka could be here too, this could be our chance. I glanced at the glasses of alcohol in front of me...I've finished one of the beers and two of the shots. I've been sobering myself up a tiny bit at regular intervals, but I've drank enough that this shouldn't be suspicious... 

    "Damn blackouts, I'm tired of this shit," I groaned, twisting my tongue inside my mouth to make it sound like I was slurring, getting onto my feet before stumbling towards the Liberty members. 

    My eyes are adjusting to the darkness, I've learnt that I can see better in the dark that most people can...I let out an alarmed yelp as continued shuffling my feet towards them like I was stumbling, letting myself collapse towards the guy who was holding the folder. 

    "Hey, watch it!" He exclaimed in alarm, as I swung my arm out and knocked the folder out of his hand, the papers inside falling out and scattering across the floor, "Damn it, you stupid drunk dickhead!"

    This'll be more convincing the more damage I take...as I continued to fall, I let my chin thud against the edge of his seat, before letting the back of my head hit the floor with a loud thud, letting out a pained groan. 

    "What just happened...?" I groaned in a dazed voice, right as a bright light shone in my face. 

    The other Liberty member, he turned on his phone's flashlight. You better be here, Umeka...get a good look at these papers before they pick them all up! 

    "Let's get out of here...pick up all the pages, we'll go through them in private," Sighed the guy who turned on the flash, nudging the guy who'd been holding the folder before I knocked it out of his hands. 

    "Grr...yeah, okay, I don't wanna spend any more time in this place than I have to," He muttered irritably, as he stepped over me and knelt down by the papers, starting to pick them up. 

    "Ugh, my head," I frowned, as I got back onto my feet and shifted my weight around to upset my balance and stumble. 

    "Watch it...fall on me again and I'll break your nose," The man growled at me, as the guy who gave them the info and folder began heading out. 

    "Pfft...I'll break your dick, asshole," I slurred in response, as I stumbled back to my seat and picked up the second beer, chugging down a big gulp.

    Provoking him probably isn't the best idea, but a real alcoholic would likely be more aggressive, so I had to take the risk in order to keep my cover intact. I just hope he doesn't fall for my provocation... 

    "Stop trying to pick fights, we don't have time for this," The other guy sighed in exasperation, as I poured the last shot into the beer mug and took another gulp. 

    So gross...but I have to keep up the act until they leave. And I should probably finish all the drinks I bought...it'd probably be weird for someone to leave their drinks unfinished in this place. 

    I let out a quiet sigh of relief as the two of them then began heading out, pushing through the door and leaving the bar. I slowly sipped on my drink, letting a few minutes pass, before getting up and heading out as I sobered myself up. 

    Gotta say, that was actually kinda fun...the drinks were disgusting and falling on my chin and head really hurt, but overall, I enjoyed acting like a spy. That was pretty cool. 

    As I walked out the bar and looked around, making sure that the two Liberty members were gone, I stretched my arms up and let out a sigh, right before I felt a tap on my shoulder, turning around to see...no one there. 

    "Hey, it's me. Come on, follow me," Came Umeka's voice. 

    "Uh, how? I can't see you," I pointed out. 

    "Oh...right. Um...follow the sound of my footsteps, I guess?" She responded uncertainly. 

    "...or you could just tell me where to go."

    "Yeah, that works! Okay, it's the third alley on the left that way," She replied, presumably pointing in the direction she was referring to. 

    "Again, I can't see you. I don't know where 'that way' is," I sighed in exasperation. 

    "Uh...to your left."

    "Okay, so this way, then," I remarked, turning left and heading that way. 

    "Wait, no, your other left!"

    "...yeah, that's called right," I responded dryly, turning around and heading the other way, before adding, "Why don't you just turn visible?"

    "It'd be suspicious if someone's watching."

    With how dark it is out here, I doubt anyone could get a clear look. And even if someone did see, I doubt they'd care. Well, whatever, arguing with her is way too much work. 

    As I walked past a couple of alleys on my left, I turned in towards the third alley I approached, where the others were waiting for us. 

    "There you are, what took so long?" Inquired Miyuru wearily. 

    "He had trouble following directions, but I managed to get him on the right track eventually," Remarked Umeka smugly, as she turned visible again. 

    Why, you little... 
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    Chapter 68 - Shady(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Have to say, you did great, Ario, nice work out there," Grinned Viola with a nod of approval, as she gave me a pat on the shoulder. 

    "Oh, uh...thanks," I replied awkwardly, smiling slightly as I averted my gaze. 

    "Yeah, if I didn't know any better, I'd have thought you were legit drunk back there, that was good acting," Added Miyuru in agreement. 

    "Thanks...so, you guys caused the blackout, right? And I'm guessing you teleported into the bar with Viola and Umeka?" I asked him. 

    "Ahem, it's Phantasma when I'm on a mission," Umeka chimed in indignantly. 

    Whatever. 

    "Yeah, that's right. Miyuru used his Electrokinesis to fry the circuit board of the bar, which was on the outside. The door was slightly open, so he was able to teleport the two of us inside. I was to try and hear their thoughts, while Umeka would try to get close and overhear what they were saying. I probed into your mind a bit so that you'd know we were in. 

    I was actually trying to tell you to stay put and let us handle it from there, so I was a bit nervous when you got up and stumbled towards them. But then I heard your thoughts, and while a bit risky, it was a decent plan. Fortunately, Umeka was still right near me, so I quickly whispered to her to go get a look at the documents. Speaking of which, did you get a good look at their plans, Umeka?" Inquired Viola, as she turned to Umeka. 

    "..."

    "Uh, hello? Umeka?"

    "..."

    "Oh. Did you get a good look at their plans...Phantasma?" She repeated her question with a strained sigh. 

    "No, not really...but I did something better. I took pictures!" She declared triumphantly, as she took out her phone and showed us pictures of the scattered pages. 

    "Wow, no way, you...you actually did something smart on your own?" Remarked Parmila with a shocked look on her face. 

    "She's right, that was an unusually smart move for you," Smirked Theo teasingly. 

    "Hey!" Umeka protested indignantly. 

    "Okay, great job, everyone. Let's go back. The Monsters terrorizing the area have left, and we got some bonus information too. That's more than enough accomplished, time to call it a night," Stated Miyuru, looking eager to wrap this up.

    "Speaking of which, are you sure those Aeroraptors won't return? We were fighting a pair of them, when they suddenly flew off," Recalled Parmila warily. 

    "Well...I can't say with absolute certainty that they won't come back, I don't really have solid memories of what I did...but I just have the feeling that they're gonna stay away. Sorry, I know that doesn't exactly sound concrete," I replied sheepishly. 

    "Eh, it's good enough for now. Come on, let's go," Insisted Miyuru, as he began heading back to where we'd parked the jeep. 

    "I'm driving again!" Grinned Theo, as we followed after him. 

    "I call-...!" Began Umeka eagerly. 

    "Shotgun," I called out dryly, beating her to the punch. 

    "Wha-...hey, I was about to say that!" She complained, as she shook my shoulder. 

    "Too slow. You snooze, you lose," I shrugged in response. 

    "Grr..."

    That's for the shitty directions earlier...petty, I know, but her reaction is too entertaining to pass up on... 

    ...

    "Finally, we're home," Miyuru sighed in relief, as we drove in through the gates of the mansion. 

    Theo drove up the path before going around the building towards the garage entrance, heading inside and parking the vehicle before switching it off. 

    "That sucked, I barely got to do anything at all this time," Huffed Parmila, as she opened the door and hopped out of the vehicle. 

    "Hey, Viola, you can go report everything to Zoelle. I'm counting on you," Remarked Miyuru, as he gave her a pat on the shoulder and got out, hurrying away before she could protest. 

    "Ugh, how did I not see that coming?" She muttered in exasperation, as the rest of us exited the jeep and shut the doors. 

    "Heh, I did good today," Umeka took off her mask with a self-satisfied smile, as she ambled back inside. 

    "Well, guess I should go report what we found...hey, good luck," Viola smiled at me, as she gave me a tap on the back before walking away. 

    Huh? Uh, good luck with what?

    "Hey...we need to talk," Remarked Theo awkwardly, as he approached me. 

    "Yeah? About what?" I inquired in response. 

    "You know...this. Look, I...I can't lie, the fact that you're dating Xandra is super depressing to me, and every time I see you, I can't help but think about that fact that you've, uh...you know, done s-stuff...with her. I try not to think about it, because that's even more depressing, but it's easier said than done," He sighed, averting his gaze with a bitter look on his face. 

    "Well...I'm sorry you feel that way. Honestly, I was disappointed that you were avoiding me and stuff, but I guess I didn't really look at it from your perspective, not properly, anyway. I want to get along with you like before, but...I guess that's too wishful thinking, huh?" I replied with a wry smile. 

    "I don't know...at the moment, I don't see my feelings on this matter changing. So, I doubt things between us can just go back to normal like nothing happened...well, at least not anytime soon. But...it's not fair to blame you. If this is what she wants, I have no right to complain, and certainly no right to take my frustration out on you.

    You...you haven't done anything wrong. You even went out of your way to tell me beforehand, you didn't have to do that. It couldn't have been easy, I'm not sure I could've done it if I were in your shoes. And, well...she does seem pretty happy with you. I guess I'm just gonna have to learn to live with it," He responded with a slight smile. 

    "Cool...for what it's worth, I do still think of you as a friend. And...awkward as this was, I'm glad we talked things out," I remarked with a sheepish grin.

     

    "Ugh, don't go getting all sappy, I can only take so much cringe," He muttered, as he lightly smacked my chest with the back of his hand. 

    "Uh, right...sorry, I'm not used to situations like this," I replied apologetically, before adding, "I mean, I am nothing but a bloodthirsty monster, after all."

    "Hey, I said I was sorry about that, you don't need to hold it over my head."

    "Oh, I beg to differ."

    "Dick."
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    Chapter 69 - Danger

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "So, hey...did something good happen? You look like you're in an especially good mood today, Red," Remarked Xandra curiously. 

    "Huh? What do you mean?" I responded uncertainly. 

    "Well, for a while now, I've kinda been getting the vibe that there's something bothering you. It didn't seem too bad, and I didn't want to pry since you weren't bringing it up yourself, I assumed maybe you didn't want to talk about it. But now, you seem like you have no worries anymore," She replied with a grin. 

    Woah, scary...her intuition is crazy sharp. Which makes it all the more bemusing that she's never noticed Theo's feelings towards her... 

    "You probably imagined it or something, I can't think of anything in particular that's changed," I shrugged, deciding to play dumb. 

    It was the next day, the 5th of June, 2017, a couple of hours after lunch. Viola had reported everything that happened during the mission to Zoelle last night, Yale had returned late this morning, and the two of them were currently going through the pictures Umeka had taken. 

    They're also trying to look into the missing orphanage children that the Liberty members had been looking for, but I'm not so sure they'll find anything. After all, those Liberty members had resorted to using a shady info broker, and while eavesdropping on them, I heard that broker mention that he couldn't find anything useful in any official records. 

    Unity has no ties to the underworld, which makes sense since they work directly with the government...but that said, I wonder if we're missing out on a potentially valuable source of information by staying away from the underworld? 

    Well, it's not like that's my call to make. And I really can't see Yale agreeing to use shady sources of info, so I won't bring it up. I'm sure someone's made the suggestion to him at some point or another. 

    "Oh, hey, by the way...don't suppose you've got any THC pens left?" Xandra asked me hopefully. 

    "Actually, I do, just one though, and it's only got a few puffs left," I replied, as I reached under my pillow and took it out, handing it to her.

    "Sweet! Also, do you seriously hide these under your pillow? That's so cute," She grinned, as she took a puff and exhaled through her nostrils. 

    "Wha-...hey, don't tease me," I frowned, as I snatched the vape back from her and took a puff.

     

    "Sorry, sorry, but I wasn't just saying that, you're pretty innocent when it comes to a lot of things, like an adorable little kid," She smirked, as she gave me a playful nudge. 

    "Innocent, huh?" I muttered, before swiftly pushing her down and pinning her against the mattress by holding down her wrists while straddling her, leaning down and letting my lips hover above hers as I whispered, "You sure about that?"

    "I said what I said...so, what're you gonna do about it?" She responded seductively, relaxing her body as I felt one of her feet on the back of my head. 

    She parted her lips as she pushed my head down, running her toes-...or should I say fingers?...-through my hair as she pushed my lips onto hers. 

    "I've got some ideas," I replied, as I pulled away, opening my mouth and nipping on one of her earlobes, a spot that I've found out where she's especially sensitive. 

    Her body shuddered with pleasure as she inadvertently arched her back, letting out a stifled moan as she wrapped her legs around me. 

    "Red, I...I-...," She began with a whisper, right before a knock echoed out from my door and it began to open. 

    "Hey, Ario, are you free? I want to work on fine tuning my control over my Shockwave power and you're perfect for using it against, so-...," Came Parmila's voice, before trailing off with a startled gasp as she poked her head in through the door, her eyes widening and her face turning red before she abruptly slammed the door, "S-sorry, I should've knocked!"

    Doubt it would've mattered, either way she would've interrupted. 

    "Wait, did you seriously come here to ask me to be your punching bag?" I called out with a frown. 

    "W-well, uh...I guess you could put it that way?" She responded sheepishly, before adding, "Anyway, um, you're clearly b-busy, so I'll just come back later..."

    Heh, she always gets so awkward around stuff even remotely sexual, she goes all rigid even with dirty jokes and innuendos. I wonder how she'd react if... 

    "Or you could join in," I replied with a grin, chuckling to myself as a shocked gasp echoed out from behind the door. 

    I'm just joking, of course, I can't resist such easy bait. That said...in the unlikely event that she's agrees, I definitely wouldn't be opposed to that... 

    "I-I'll just get going...," She stuttered, before the sound of hurried footsteps rushing away echoed out. 

    Aw, man, wish I could've seen her face, bet it would've been hilar-... 

    "Ow! Hey! What was that for?" I frowned indignantly, as Xandra sharply pulled on my ear with a pout. 

    "Hmph! What, am I not enough for you?" She huffed indignantly, flicking my forehead. 

    I can tell that she's half joking, but she's definitely at least a little bit genuinely annoyed. 

    "Hey, relax, I was just kidding around, trying to provoke a reaction out of her...which I did. I didn't actually mean it seriously, you know-...?" I began, before trailing off and adding as she moved her hand down between my legs and took a firm grasp of my family jewels, "Uh, what are you doing?"

    "You can heal from anything, right? Which means that you'll be just fine even if I crush your balls, right?" She inquired with an icy smile, as she began slowly tightening her grip, sending chills down my spine as my blood ran cold.

    W-woah, scary...

    "U-uh, I'd really prefer it if you didn't do that..."

    "Oh, I'm not taking notes."

    Heh...I'm in danger... 
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    Chapter 70 - End of Prologue(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Wonder why the boss asked us to come to his B-Hole?" Mused Xandra curiously. 

    Yeah, that dumb name I suggested a while back when I was stoned as hell ended up sticking, a lot of the others use it too, much to Yale's dismay. 

    "It's probably got something to do with a new mission. Maybe we'll be following up on the lead on Liberty we came across," I suggested in response. 

    "Heh, good thing we trained today, we'll be in tip top shape if it's a mission," She grinned as she patted my shoulder. 

    "Well, we had three sparring bouts, and I won two, while you barely won one...so I'm in tip top shape, but as for you...," I trailed off with a smirk. 

    "Wha-...you jerk! I totally would've won that last round if you hadn't used your nullification on me, don't act like you beat me one-sidedly," She huffed, as she playfully punched my shoulder with a pout. 

    It was the next day, the 6th of June, 2017, around 5 PM in the evening. About ten minutes ago, Yale gave me a call and asked me to come to his study, telling me to bring Xandra as well after I mentioned that she was with me. 

    He'd sounded pretty serious, but to be fair, he sounds serious most of the time. As we turned a corner and the doors to his study came into sight, I spotted Siara and Theo approaching the study as well. 

    "Oh, hey, you two! Did the boss call you guys too?" Xandra greeted them with a wave. 

    "Mhm, he called me a few minutes ago and asked me to come here," Nodded Theo in response. 

    "Do you two know what this is about?" Siara asked us. 

    "We guessed it's probably about Liberty, but I can't say that for sure," I replied with a shrug. 

    "Well, only one way to find out," Grinned Xandra, as she knocked on the doors and pushed them open, "Now, entering the B-Hole!"

    "Please stop calling my study that," Groaned Yale in exasperation, as we entered the room. 

    Oh, Miyuru, Viola and Parmila are here too. 

    "If you called so many of us here, then I'm guessing this is regarding a new mission? Is this everyone?" Siara asked him, as we shut the door behind us. 

    "No, we're still waiting on Wick and Nevon," He replied with a shake of his head. 

    "Wow, surprised to see Miyuru being one of the first to arrive here," Grinned Theo, as he patted Miyuru's shoulder. 

    "Actually, he just happened to be walking past my study before I called everyone, so I dragged him in," Responded Yale wryly. 

    "Note to self...keep some distance from the B-Hole from now on," Muttered Miyuru with a weary sigh. 

    "Oh, for the love of-...!" Began Yale indignantly. 

    "Looks like the others are here," Remarked Viola, before the doors opened right on cue, Wick and Nevon stepping in. 

    "Hey, everyone, sorry if we kept you waiting," Nevon grinned sheepishly. 

    "It was my fault, I had to go to the bathroom, Nevon waited for me," Added Wick with a sigh. 

    "Alright, everyone's here now. As you all probably know, the team led by Miyuru on a mission to the city of Staex had a chance encounter with Liberty two days ago. They met an informant who gave them information regarding a kidnapping ring that has been targeting orphaned Alters. Umeka was able to take pictures of the documents that the informant provided. 

    After going through the documents, we've learnt about the suspected kidnappers, it seems they are remnants of the terrorists we fought a while back, along with others who share their anti-Alter sentiments. However, the way they were organized, it's too efficient...if they had someone in their ranks with this level of leadership skill, they wouldn't have been so easy to track down previously. 

    This likely means that a third party has taken command of them. Whoever it is, they know what they're doing. We must put a stop to them immediately...we know where they're hiding thanks to the documents that Umeka took pictures of. We'll attack at the same time Liberty does. Stop them and drive them off, and then apprehend the kidnappers," Surmised Yale, as he handed out photocopies of the pictures Umeka had taken.

    It's a good thing one of those Liberty members turned his phone flashlight on when the other one began picking up the pages, these are all pretty clear, clear enough to read what's written on the pages, anyway. 

    "Speaking of her, where is Umeka? She won't be happy if she's excluded from this, especially since she played such a significant role in getting us this info," Pointed out Theo. 

    "She's already begun her part in the mission...I was able to read the minds of one of the Liberty members, I couldn't probe too deep or I would've been noticed, but I managed to learn where one of their current hideouts here in Cahgo is located. Umeka's scouting outside that hideout, and she's informed us that there's been a lot of movement in and out of the building over the last few hours," Viola informed us. 

    "You sure that's a good idea? I mean...she's kind of an idiot, she might get caught," I chimed in warily. 

    "There's no need to worry. She may not be the most, uh, intelligent or brightest, but when it comes to stealth missions, she's easily the best in Unity. Now, then, I'd like all of you to be ready to depart at a moment's notice if necessary. The ones I've chosen for this mission are Turbo, Fiery Monkey, Black Blood, Poltergeist, Flora, Sloth, Lux, and Impact. And Phantasma, of course," Remarked Yale, as he looked around at us. 

    Impact is Parmila's codename, by the way. 

    "Excuse me, boss, but I'd like to change my codename to The Botanist," Spoke up Wick, raising his hand. 

    "Huh? Oh, uh...okay, that's fine. Hm, yeah, that's a lot more imposing that Flora," Yale nodded in approval. 

    "Wow, you actually took my suggestion, didn't see that coming," I remarked with a wry smile. 

    "Hmph...well, it was a good suggestion, that's all there is to it," He huffed in response. 

    Guess he's still not totally warmed up to me...plus, I made that suggestion months ago, he sure took his time deciding whether to take it or not, huh? 

    "Alright, you're all dismissed, keep your phones near you so that-...," Began Yale, before trailing off as his phone began ringing, his eyes narrowing as he picked it up, "It's Phantasma. Okay, forget what I just said, you all may have to leave right away..."
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    Chapter 71 - End of Prologue(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "This is probably the ugliest vehicle in the garage," I remarked, as I climbed into the dark green van we were using for the mission. 

    "Our target is in a forest, this van is ideal for staying out of sight, it's a similar green to most leaves and grass. And it's pretty silent despite its size, it's the perfect vehicle for the mission," Replied Wick, as he hopped in the driver's seat. 

    "Guess I'll take shotgun," Grinned Theo, as he got in the passenger seat, while the rest of us sat in the back. 

    There are three rows of seats behind the driver and passenger seats, it's plenty spacious. 

    "Dibs on the last row!" Added Nevon, as he sprang onto the seats at the very back, laying down and relaxing. 

    "You guys need to take this more seriously, this won't be easy...we're going to have to fight Liberty and the kidnappers, we're almost certain to be outnumbered," Frowned Parmila warily. 

    "Which is exactly why we'll try to intercept Liberty before they reach the hideout of the kidnappers. Umeka's carrying a tracker, and according to the boss, she said that she was going to stick herself underneath the vehicle Liberty will be using. In other words, we just follow the tracker and try to get ahead of it," Replied Wick, as he brought up a GPS display of the tracker. 

    It's not too far from here...huh, it's actually somewhere in the middle of the capital, in a crowded area. 

    In addition to her Invisibility power, Umeka has a second power, Gecko Anima. It lets her stick to walls and stuff with her fingers and toes, and she can also shoot out her tongue, though she doesn't like doing that because bugs and dust get stuck to it when she does. 

    "If we know where Liberty's hideout is, why not attack them directly with another team while we deal with the kidnappers?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Yeah, that's not a good idea...the location of this hideout where Umeka's scouting, it's not just a matter of hiding in plain sight. It's also a measure to keep us away...if we attack them there, in an area that's generally very crowded, the ensuing battle will almost definitely result in collateral damage and casualties. 

    It's happened a couple of times before, it wasn't pretty. So, the government decided that they're better off ignoring Liberty as much as possible. Fact is, there are a lot of cases like today's mission with criminals who stay under the radar and avoid detection. Liberty mainly targets people like that since they often go unnoticed by the government and Unity," Explained Xandra, as Wick started up the vehicle and began driving. 

    "Yeah, in our previous clashes with them, while they did try to avoid killing any of us, they certainly fought back without hesitation, we lost a couple of members. Their leader, Riley Moone, disagrees with the boss's way of doing things, but she does respect him and his efforts to make the world a better place for Alters. 

    As far as I can tell, Liberty doesn't see us as the enemy, they just think we're naive for not stopping down to the methods of our enemies. But they not opposed to us, I'd say it's more a matter of 'you do things your way and we'll do things our way', that's why they leave us alone if we don't bother them," Added Nevon, cracking open a window to let the breeze in. 

    "Of course, since they kill all their enemies, we try and stop them whenever possible. Just like we're intending on doing now," Chimed in Wick, as he drove the van out through the gateway. 

    Man, talk about a complicated dynamic. Unity won't try to destroy Liberty since the battle would end up putting everyone in the vicinity in danger, and Liberty has no beef with Unity since they just think that we're soft, they're otherwise indifferent to us. 

    So, to sum up this mission, we're going to try and drive Liberty away and then attack their targets ourselves, but instead of killing them, we'll capture them and expose their crimes for the world to see. 

    Yeah, if I take a step back and try to see this from a neutral point of view, it kinda seems like we're being assholes to Liberty, stealing their thunder. But I'm probably the only one thinking along those lines. 

    After all, while I've committed myself to following Unity's rules, at least for the time being, I'm still very much on the fence about whether killing irredeemable pieces of shit is acceptable or not. 

    And I'm definitely leaning more towards answering that question with a yes, so I can symphatize with Liberty. I should probably keep that to myself though...since I've decided to follow Unity's rules, there's no point in bringing it up. 

    "The tracker's moving, and sure enough, it's heading in the direction of the forest. Looks like Phantasma really did stick herself onto their vehicle," Remarked Wick, as he glanced at the GPS. 

    "This is the approximate location of the kidnapping rings' hideout, an old, abandoned house, right? We should try and intercept Liberty before they get too close to this spot, or we might alert the kidnappers," Suggested Theo, as he zoomed out the map. 

    "The problem is that this forest is teeming with Monsters and wild animals. The building that the kidnappers are using as a hideout used to belong to an eccentric rich guy who used it to host orgies and the like, it has a tall electric metal fence around it to keep the Monsters out. Well, I can't imagine that the fence is still active as far as electricity goes, but it's likely sturdy enough to keep Monsters away. The Monsters are going to make this difficult," Frowned Wick warily. 

    Ugh, I'm gonna have to remind myself not to touch anything in that building... 

    "Wait, why not let Ario use his Blood Demon form? Those Aeroraptors from the other day bowed to him and then left right away," Pointed out Theo. 

    "Ooh, yeah, I wanna see that in action," Nodded Xandra in agreement.

    "No, absolutely not. I forbid you from transforming, Black Blood. As I understand it, that form isn't an out of control monster like we'd initially assumed, but instead follows your will on instinct, right? Can you honestly say that you no longer even consider killing your enemies? I doubt it. So, with that in mind, under no circumstances are you to transform unless I specifically tell you to. Is that understood?" Inquired Wick, narrowing his eyes at me as he glanced at me using the rear view mirror. 

    "...yeah, I got it. Read ya loud and clear, Botanist," I replied with a sigh. 

    "Ahem, that's THE Botanist."

    "Uh-huh, sure...my bad and stuff."

    "Grr..."
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    "We're not far from them now, we should be able to intercept them right by the entrance of the forest at this rate," Remarked Wick, as a tinge of green came into sight in the distance. 

    "Wait, hold on a second...now that I think about it, don't we totally have this in the bag? I mean, it's a forest, it's basically unlimited ammo for you," I pointed out in response. 

    "Oh, yeah, shouldn't you pretty much be unstoppable in a place like this?" Added Theo in agreement. 

    "That's no reason to let down our guards," He replied with a frown. 

    Wait, so all his warnings and worrying was just him being overly cautious? Seriously? If can control all the plants around him, Monsters and wild animals won't be of any real concern whatsoever. 

    For that matter, why are so many of us here when he's got such a tremendous terrain advantage? 

    "You might as well listen to him...there's no such thing as being too careful. Better to be overprepared than underprepared, if you ask me," Chimed in Parmila. 

    "Well, when you put it like that...fair enough, I guess," I replied wryly. 

    "Hey, isn't that them over there?" Suddenly spoke up Xandra, pointing out the window. 

    As I glanced in the direction she was pointing, squinting my eyes to get a better look, I spotted the vehicle in the distance, a white truck, growing closer and closer in sight. 

    "Yes, no doubt about it, it's them, the position matches the tracker on the GPS...let's execute phase one of our mission!" Declared Wick, as he sharply turned the van and drove towards the truck at full speed. 

    "I'll make sure they don't get away," Remarked Nevon, as he slid open the window next to him and poked his upper body out through it, raising his hand in the direction of the truck as he formed an orb of light. 

    As the brightness then sharply increased, he fired it out at the truck with rapid momentum, the orb shooting in that direction with immense speed. Hm? Wait a second, the trajectory... 

    "Uh, I think your aim was off," Said Theo warily, as the orb began to fly past the front of the truck. 

    No, it's not that he missed, they just slowed down a touch in order to let it shoot past them. 

    "Heh, that's what you think...now, burst!" Grinned Nevon, as the orb suddenly exploded into a blinding flash of light, the truck coming to screeching halt as it swerved across, the tyres skidding across the ground. 

    Holy fuck, that was bright! Damn it, my eyes...there are dark spots in my sight every time I blink... 

    "Hey, a little warning next time, you almost blinded me too!" Snapped Wick in exasperation. 

    "Oops..sorry about that," Nevon smiled sheepishly. 

    "Huh? There's only three of them?" I frowned in surprise, as the people in the truck opened the doors and hopped out. 

    I recognize one of them, he's one of the two from the bar, I think he's the one that Theo said is a former member of Unity. He looks like he's in his late-twenties or so, he was tall and lean, with dark skin, thick curly black hair, golden eyes and a scruffy face. 

    "Tch, it's Kesix...," Muttered Wick with a grimace, as we came to a stop in front of the truck. 

    "Oh, come on...how the hell did you guys find us-...?" He began with a frown as we all disembarked the van, before narrowing his eyes at me, "Wait, I remember you, you were in the bar...shit, you were a member of Unity!?"

    "Sup," I replied with a smirk, giving him a wave. 

    "Tch...so, knocking those pages out of my hand wasn't just a drunken accident, huh? Damn it, I screwed up," He muttered, clenching his fists in frustration. 

    "It's been a while, Kesix Mayers. Betrayed anyone lately?" Wick greeted him icily. 

    "I see you're as easy-going as ever, Wicky, nice to see you again," He responded dryly. 

    "So, who's the new kid? Haven't seen him before," Chimed in one of the others, glancing at me curiously.

    A woman, she looks like she's in her early thirties or so. She had a pale complexion, with light brown hair tied up in a bun under a white head scarf loosely wrapped around her head, amber-yellow eyes and was tall with an attractive physique. 

    "Shouldn't you introduce yourself first before asking someone who they are?" I replied with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Oh, how rude of me. I'm a member of Liberty, my name is Thara Naim," She answered with a smile. 

    "Uh...was that Thara, or Sara with a lisp?" I inquired uncertainly. 

    "...the former," She responded with an annoyed twitch of her eyebrow. 

    "Cool. I'm just call you Sara with a lisp," I replied with a thumbs up. 

    "Hey, cool it, Red. She's pretty powerful, you don't want to piss her off too much," Whispered Xandra warily. 

    "You should all leave. You're going to have to get past us if you want to go any further into the forest," Wick warned them. 

    "Fighting here would be counter-productive. Let's go," Sighed the third Liberty member, a short guy with closely-cropped auburn hair, as he got back in the truck.

    He looked like he was in his mid-twenties, with an agile build, a fair, freckled complexion, light blue eyes and a small horizontal scar on his forehead. 

    "Grr...I feel like leaving right now would really piss me off. I think I just might let off some steam first," Frowned Thara, cracking her knuckles as she glared at me.

    "You know, what? I'm inclined to agree...I'm not too happy about being the reason why they found us," Nodded Kesix in agreement. 

    They're both looking at me...think I might be in a bit of danger here... 

    "Seriously, you guys? Fine, do whatever you want, just leave me out of it," Sighed the other guy, shutting the truck door. 

    "There's no reason for us to fight here, if you guys are leaving anyway, then just go," Interjected Nevon, trying to diffuse the situation. 

    "Oh, you guys can go on ahead. Our leader has instructed to give up on any missions where you guys show up...but I'm not leaving till I take out some of my frustrations on the redhead," Responded Kesix, forming an icicle over his hand. 

    "Hm, you know what, I think I can relate to that notion," Growled Thara with a nod of agreement. 

    ...why me? 
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    "Guess we don't have a choice...we're fighting them," Remarked Wick with a grimace. 

    "Tch, the rest of you stay out of it. We only want to beat up the redhead," Frowned Thara, glaring at me. 

    Come on, she's that pissed over a dumb pun? Well, one thing's for sure...I'm definitely calling her Sara with a lisp from now on. 

    "Fat chance of that...we're not just gonna sit back while you guys gang up on one of our members," Responded Xandra without hesitation. 

    While I appreciate the sentiment... 

    "Actually, mind if I handle this myself? I mean, it is me they're pissed off at, unreasonable as they might be. That aside, six against two seems kinda overkill. Plus, it could serve as good training," I spoke up, stepping forward. 

    "No, absolutely not. We don't have time for this, it'll go faster if we all-...," Began Wick, before abruptly trailing off as Kesix suddenly fired the icicle he'd formed at us, which split into several smaller needles, forcing the others to scatter as the projectiles flew past all around me. 

    He then slammed his hands onto the ground, an immense amount of ice bursting out and taking shape, forming a large dome around me before I could get out of its range. They've closed me in with the two of them. 

    "Knowing Wicky, and the fact that we're right by a forest, he'll break through this in a few minutes...that should be plenty of time," Remarked Kesix threateningly, as Thara began walking up the air, forming translucent footholds across the air. 

    Suddenly, Kesix fired out several ice projectiles at me, which I raced across to evade, dodging the projectiles as I nicked my index finger with the fingernail of my thumb. 

    I need to get closer, he's too far for me to reach with my blood projectile...

    "You better not be forgetting about me!" Came Thara's voice from above me.

    She inhaled sharply as I turned my gaze upwards, before unleashing a deafening sonic screech down at me as I began to leap away in alarm, but I was too slow to react, letting out a sharp gasp of pain as my eardrums ruptured, an agonizing ringing in my ears as my vision blurred and darkened severely. 

    F-fuck...!

    My knees buckled as I barely managed to stay standing, my consciousness wavering before I bit down on my lower lip, the burst of pain rousing me just in time to see Kesix closing in on me from up ahead. 

    He grabbed my forearms as I began to reach for my taser blade, pushing me back before my back slammed onto the wall of the dome, an immense coldness enveloping my forearms as a frosty mist formed. 

    "Well, that was easy. I've frozen your forearms and stuck them onto the dome of ice...they'll snap right off if you try to break free, you should wait till they thaw out. Of course, in the meantime, we'll use you as a punching b-...," He smirked as Thara descended back down, before his eyes widened in disbelief, "Wait, what the...? The blood trickling down from your ears...why is it black?"

    "Well, guess there's no reason to hide it anymore," I shrugged with a sigh, before straining forward, my forearms breaking off from around the elbows as I leapt straight at him, a look of alarm appearing on his face. 

    As he instinctively raised his right arm in front of himself defensively, I swung open my jaws widely...and snapped them around his forearm. Hm, I'm seeing cracks in the ice dome, as well as a spot that's starting to melt rapidly, looks like the others will break through soon. Better hurry. 

    "Wh-what the hell...!?" He blurted out, before letting out a yell of pain as I put as much force into my jaws as possible, tearing through his skin and flesh and biting out a chunk of his arm, blood gushing out as he stumbled back in agony. 

    As I spat out the bloody meat with a disgusted grimace, I turned my gaze up towards Thara, who flinched for a moment before quickly inhaling and starting to rush higher up into the air, unleashing a sonic screech as I leapt up towards her, my arms almost fully regenerated. 

    It dazed me as it hit me, but it was weaker than the first blast...and this time, I knew what to expect, so it won't be enough to stop me! 

    As I reached the peak of my jump, I swung my arm up, grabbing her left ankle before she could get out of my reach, swinging her down with all my strength and slamming her back onto the ground with a loud thud. 

    "If I shoot this into your ear, will it just destroy your eardrum or will it kill you? Well, only one way to find out," I chuckled, placing one hand over her mouth while taking aim into her ear with a needle of Black Blood, sitting on her torso to pin her down as she let out muffled cries of alarm. 

    "Wh-what the...!? I can't feel my powers!" Exclaimed Kesix in shock. 

    Yeah, when I bit him, I nullified his powers. I can't do it with my teeth, but so long as my lips or tongue make direct physical contact, I can still activate it. I figured that out by accident a while back, thanks to Xandra. I'll spare you the details of exactly how that went down and leave it up to your imagination. 

    Anyway, as Kesix rushed over and tried to pull me off Thara, the dome suddenly shattered and Wick sprang inside with several vines surrounding him, before a burst of flames exploded in through the side of the dome, Xandra leaping through the opening. 

    "Aw, man, right at the good part," I sighed, as I fired my blood needle down at Thara, which pierced through the top of her ear. 

    Well, at least I got to turn the tables on them before the interruption. Guess it's time to get back to the mission... 
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    "Oh, wow...I didn't expect to see this. I thought for sure you'd be beaten bloody by now," Remarked Wick in bemusement, as I let go of Thara and stood back up. 

    "Wow, thanks for the faith," I replied dryly. 

    "Dude, what happened to your sleeves?" Inquired Theo in bemusement. 

    "Oh, they're over there," I responded, pointing at my arms. 

    "A-are those your...?" Stuttered Xandra in horror, before turning a fierce glare over towards Kesix and Thara, clenching her fists. 

    She's so hot when she's angry, I'm a little turned on... 

    "Who...who are you? That black blood...," Frowned Kesix, as he and Thara eyed me warily, keeping their distance. 

    "Ah, right, I forgot to introduce myself...I'm Ariodred Phoenix, nice to meet you," I replied with a smirk. 

    "That's not what I-..."

    "We've wasted enough time on this. Leave immediately, or else," Interrupted Wick, extending out his vines threateningly. 

    "Yeah, if you wanna keep fighting, you're gonna have to take all of us on," Added Xandra icily. 

    "I suppose that wouldn't go to well for us...," Frowned Kesix warily, as he looked around, his gaze briefly settling on Miyuru before he turned around and headed back towards their truck, "Come on, Thara, we're leaving. We picked a fight and lost, no need to disgrace ourselves by being sore losers about it!" 

    Huh, that's a surprisingly mature thing to say. 

    "Tch...yeah, fine," Muttered Thara reluctantly, giving me another glare as she touched at her bleeding ear, before following after him. 

    The two of them got in the truck before the other guy started up the vehicle and drove it away, heading back in the direction of the city. 

    "You okay?" Siara asked me, as some of the others gathered around me, "Those two are pretty powerful, I'm honestly surprised that you were able to get the better of them."

    Seriously, her too? Well, I guess it's understandable. If they'd been more wary of me and kept their distance, they probably would've defeated me. That guy's ice power is strong, don't think I could've beaten him if he hadn't gotten within my reach. 

    "Well, I suppose they did underestimate me, and had no idea what I was capable of, that definitely played a big part," I replied wryly. 

    "I wouldn't sell yourself short if I were you. I mean, you didn't know what they were capable of either," Pointed out Xandra encouragingly. 

    Oh, yeah, that's true too. Guess I did pretty good. 

    "At least they're gone now...which means less work for us," Sighed Miyuru in relief. 

    You lazy bitch... 

    "More importantly...we can finally get to the next phase of the mission, now that Liberty isn't a concern anymore. Let's head into the forest, locate the enemy hideout, ensure that they can't escape and then incapacitate and capture them. I'll use my powers to keep any Monsters away," Surmised Wick objectively. 

    "Yeah, let's just hope that they didn't notice this little skirmish, both the Monsters and the enemy," Frowned Parmila warily, as we began making our way back to the van. 

    "I think we're good on that front, at least as far as the enemy is concerned, the estimated location of their hideout is a fair bit deeper into the forest," Pointed out Theo. 

    As we started to get inside the van, Wick starting it up, a familiar voice suddenly came calling out after us... 

    "Hey, guys, wait for me!"

    "Oh, I totally forgot about her," Remarked Nevon wryly. 

    "You were here the whole time, Ume-...Phantasma?" Added Wick in surprise. 

    "Wha-...hey! You only got here now because you were following my tracker, right!? How could you forget about me!?" She exclaimed indignantly. 

    "You've got it all wrong...it's just that your stealth was so effective that even we, your allies, forgot about you. It emphasizes how well you played your role," Grinned Xandra, patting her shoulder. 

    "Oh...well, when you put it like that...," She mused, trailing off before adding smugly, "Hah, yeah, that's right! I did my part so flawlessly that even you guys didn't notice me!"

    She's so easy to manipulate...

    "Uh-huh, that's right. And I doubt Liberty has even realized that you were following them. How did you pull it off?" I added, deciding to help stroke her ego, as she hopped into the van and we began driving into the forest. 

    "Hehe, you wanna know? Oh, fine, I'll reveal my awesome skills...first, I watched them from afar while invisible. And then, when they got into their truck, I hung on to the bottom of the vehicle, sticking to it with my fingers and toes! When they started fighting Ario-...I mean, Black Blood...-I dropped onto the ground and rolled out from underneath the truck. Also, I cut their fuel line a bit, they're probably gonna run out of gas before they reach the city!" She grinned triumphantly. 

    "Uh, was that the best move? What if they run out of fuel nearby enough to walk back over here? And wouldn't it make them realize that someone was clinging to the bottom of the truck?" Spoke up Parmila in exasperation. 

    "I was just thinking the same thing...," Muttered Wick, his grip on the steering wheel tightening as he narrowed his eyes at Umeka. 

    "Hmph, give me more credit than that! First I bit around the cable, then I pricked the cable with my dagger and then tore it a just tiny bit with my hands so that it wouldn't leak too fast, that way, they might think it happened naturally through wear and tear or maybe some animal gnawed on it or something," She defended herself, as we drove through the dense foliage of the forest.

    Man, this is a really bumpy ride...also, I feel like what she did definitely wasn't worth the risk. But I kinda get it, it's hard to pass up a chance to screw over your enemies. 

    "There's a lot I'd like to say to you...but what's done is done, and there's no point in berating you about it now. It can wait till after the mission is over," Sighed Wick wearily. 

    "Hm...was that a death flag for you or for her?" I inquired with a wry smile. 

    "I'm not superstitious, so that's an irrelevant question to me," He shrugged in response. 

    "Well, I am superstitious, and I don't like that! Take it back!" Umeka smacked his shoulder in alarm. 

    "...fine, whatever, I take it back."

    "Hmph...if I die, I'm so gonna haunt you as a ghost for the rest of your life," She huffed indignantly. 

    "Great, you do that...on a more relevant note, it looks like we're here. The hideout of the kidnapping ring," Remarked Wick with a grimace, as a fenced off building came into sight through the trees... 

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 75 - End of Prologue(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Man, talk about creepy. The thick metal fence surrounding the building was rusty and worn down, the yard around the building was covered with dead leaves and insects, the chirping of crickets ringing out. 

    And the building itself, a two story house, had what I'm assuming was once a white coat of paint, which was now the color of mud and badly peeling, patches of worn out concrete visible all over the structure. 

    Large trees loomed over the metal fence, which had rusty loops of barbed wire atop it. A few branches of the trees fell over the fence, hanging around the house and rustling slightly as a faint breeze blew through. 

    There were dim lights emanating out from some of the windows, moving around a bit...they look like they're from flashlights or something. No question that it's occupied. 

    "This place gives me the creeps, I'm getting some major haunted vibes from it," I shuddered slightly. 

    "Yeah, no kidding, it's definitely giving off an ominous sense of dread," Nodded Theo in agreement. 

    "It's not exactly inviting, yes, but we aren't here for a tea party. Alright, is everyone clear on their roles?" Inquired Wick, looking around at us. 

    "Nope. What should I do?" Responded Umeka uncertainly. 

    Right, we didn't think she'd be here for this part, so she doesn't have a role. As for the rest of us, Wick, Nevon and Siara would wait outside and ensure that no one escapes. 

    Wick will use his Chlorokinesis on the surrounding trees to make sure there are no gaps through which anyone can escape, though I don't see any gaps in the fence, and it'll be hard to climb over it with the loops of barbed wire atop it. 

    Meanwhile, Nevon and Siara will be ready to intercept any of the kidnappers who manage to get out of the building. Wick will restrain them with branches or vines or whatever once those two incapacitate any kidnappers trying to run away. 

    While they're on lookout duty, Xandra, Theo, Parmila, Miyuru and myself will enter the building and take out all the kidnappers we come across, and rescue any captives as we do. 

    "Okay, the team that'll enter the building will remain the same, don't forget to wear your night vision goggles. Phantasma, we'll add you to the team standing by on lookout outside the building. I'll be out in front, just inside the gate. Lux, you're on the left side of the building, and Poltergeist, you're on the right. Phantasma, your post will be the back, stay invisible," Decided Wick, after mulling it over. 

    "Cool, you can count on me," Responded Umeka with a thumbs up. 

    "Okay, then, let's get started...Sloth, if you would," Remarked Wick, as he glanced back at Miyuru. 

    "Sure, I got it," He nodded in response as we put on the night vision goggles, before linking up with the other four of us who would be entering the building and activating his Short-Range Teleportation, warping us right ahead of the front door before adding, "Okay, Impact and Black Blood, lead the way as planned."

    Since I can't die and Parmila can create defensive barriers, we're gonna be the shields. Well, I'm more of meat shield, but I honestly don't mind. In fact, the original plan was for Parmila to lead the way and use her barriers to shield us, but I volunteered to assist her. 

    Hm? There's a couple of bags of cement stacked up by the entrance...they look fairly new. Maybe the kidnappers had to make some repairs inside? The place does look old and rundown as hell, so that'd make sense... 

    "Got it...barging in would be impolite, so...," Replied Parmila, trailing off as she stepped forward and drew back her fist, which began vibrating sharply and rapidly, before exclaiming as she drove her fist forward, "Knock, KNOCK!"

    A loud, splintering impact rang out as the door got torn off its hinges and flew into the building like a rocket, deep cracks spreading out across the doorframe and the wall surrounding it. 

    As alarmed cries rang out, we shot in through the doorway, Xandra shooting out fireballs at a upward arc, having them fly up and plummet down towards the kidnappers, as Theo raced around the side with his Superspeed, laser beams shooting out towards us. 

    It's the same guns that were used by the terrorists who attacked the mansion...those things really hurt, but thinking back on how Yale fared against them, people can take a couple of hits from those and survive, they're not as dangerous as regular guns. 

    Parmila then formed a rectangular barrier wall in front of us, which blocked the incoming energy projectiles, cracks slowly but surely starting to spread out across it with each hit. 

    As Theo zipped across and slammed his elbow against one of them, knocking his gun out of his hands before swinging his foot up and striking the man on the chin before racing away, as Miyuru teleported in between a couple of the other kidnappers out here and unleashed a burst of electricity.

    Cries of pain rang out from them as they got electrocuted and then lost consciousness, before Miyuru quickly teleported away as some of the others took aim at him with their guns. 

    He then gave a couple of quick glances at Theo and Parmila, Theo swiftly racing back towards us as Parmila took down her damaged barrier wall and quickly put up another one. 

    "Get close to me, everyone, quickly!" She exclaimed, Xandra and I obliging and stepping closer towards her, before she formed a spherical barrier dome around the four of us as Theo joined us. 

    Miyuru was teleporting all across the room, evading the laser beams shooting towards him, while the barrier surrounding us began to crack as some of the kidnappers fired at us. 

    Hm? Wait, is he glowing? There's an electric light surrounding Miyuru's body, glowing brighter and brighter with each passing second. And then, as he teleported up near the ceiling, he unleashed a crackling, powerful electric shockwave, stunning the surrounding enemies as they let out startled cries of pain. 

    Sparks burst out of their laser guns, the electric shockwave short-circuiting them and forcing them to drop their weapons. A flowing mist then burst out from Miyuru, filling the room and knocking them all out. 

    As the mist began to dissipate after about half a minute, Parmila took down her barrier and we began to approach Miyuru, who had teleported back down towards the floor. 

    "Nice work, man, you took them all down practically solo," Grinned Theo with a thumbs up. 

    "It's not over yet...we're just getting started here," He sighed wearily in response, as footsteps echoed out from the stairs leading up to the next floor... 
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    As a barrage of laser beams came shooting down from atop the staircase, Parmila swiftly put up a barrier wall as I raced up the stairs, narrowly evading the beams as I drew out my taser blade and leapt forward as I reached the top, striking one of the kidnappers across the side of the neck and zapping him out cold. 

    I then quickly ducked as a knife came spinning towards my head from the left, before springing that way and driving my taser blade straight at the chest of the man who'd flung it at me, slamming onto the middle of his chest and tasing him, breaking a couple of his ribs upon impact.

    As a couple more of the kidnappers sprang up behind me, a powerful burst of flames came shooting up the stairs, forcing them to back away before Xandra came leaping through the flames. 

    One of them stepped towards her and slashed at her with a dagger, which she jumped over, grabbing onto his arm and pushing it down before she arched her back to swing her legs up high and drove her left foot straight towards her enemy's head, slamming onto the top of his head and knocking him out, a trickle of blood running down his forehead as he lost consciousness. 

    She then sprang off of him as he began to collapse, landing onto the other one and knocking him down, his head hitting the floor with a loud thud and knocking him out. 

    "You know, I thought there'd be more of them in here," She remarked, as she stood back up. 

    "Yeah, I was just thinking that this is a bit too easy," I nodded in agreement, as the others rejoined us, coming up the stairs. 

    "I just explored the entire ground floor, I didn't see anyone else. I did come across a trapdoor though, the kidnapped victims are probably down there," Theo informed us, before adding, "I didn't open it though...I figured it'd be safest to rescue them only after we've apprehended everyone else inside the building."

    Yeah, I can agree with that. And besides, if he had opened it when he came across it, it would've been pretty cruel to tell the victims to wait a while longer. Better to wait till we're certain it's safe and then rescue them without delay. 

    "And I teleported all the people we rendered unconscious outside, where Flora is binding them. Or, wait, The Botanist...eh, whatever, doesn't really matter. Be right back," Chimed in Miyuru, as he gathered the kidnappers Xandra and I had knocked out here and then teleported them away. 

    "How many have we taken down so far?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "There were twenty-two down there, and only four up here, so twenty-six in total. I think I see what you're getting at...I assumed there'd be a lot more of them," Replied Parmila, as Miyuru reappeared. 

    "Okay, I'm back. The ground floor is clear, so let's go through all the rooms up here and make sure there aren't any stragglers hiding out," He remarked, looking eager to get this over with. 

    "I can do that right away, we can save time if I check it out myself," Suggested Theo in response.

     

    "No...you took off on the ground floor before I could stop you, it's too risky. If you come across a room with several of them inside, you'll be in danger," Sighed Miyuru warily, before adding, "With Wick and the others guarding the outside, we can afford to play it safe. Which means no splitting up and no one going off on their own. It's less efficient, but it's also less risky."

    Huh, despite his laziness, he doesn't cut corners when it comes to missions. Well, he is considered one of Unity's best, I suppose he wouldn't have gotten such a reputation if he was careless. 

    "Good call, if we can afford to take the safer option, we should," Nodded Xandra in agreement. 

    We then began exploring the upper floor of the building, opening up all the doors we came across, making sure to be cautious about it so that we wouldn't fall victim to any potential surprise attacks. 

    By the time we had nearly finished scouring the entire section of the building, we'd come across five more members of the kidnapping ring, and managed to incapacitate and restrain each of them with hardly any trouble whatsoever. 

    Seriously, this is way too easy...I'm starting to get nervous here. Hm, then again, maybe I've just gotten used to things going wrong...after all, this kidnapping ring has managed to stay under the radar for quite a while, which would explain why they wouldn't have been prepared for this attack. 

    Well, I'm sure they're pretty pissed at this turn of events, but I'd say they lucked out. If we hadn't come across Liberty when we did and caught wind of this place, Liberty would almost certainly have massacred every last one of them. 

    "I think that's the last door up here, pretty sure we've searched the rest of the building," Remarked Theo, as another door came into sight at the end of the corridor. 

    Yeah, it's a dead end here. And I don't think there are any hidden rooms or whatever, we've passed by several windows and the walls aren't very thick, so there's no space to build a hidden room except for underground. 

    "Shall I blast the door in?" Suggested Parmila, raising her fist. 

    "No, if there is someone in there, they've undoubtedly heard all the commotion we've caused at this point. They might be waiting to attack...put up a barrier," Replied Miyuru, after mulling it over. 

    "Okay, got it," She nodded, putting up a wall in front of us as we approached the door. 

    She then created a small opening in the barrier, through which Miyuru put his hand and took hold of the door handle, twisting it down and pushing the door open before drawing his hand back, as Parmila closed up the barrier again. 

    As the door creaked open, I scanned the space inside the room...it was mostly empty, the room covered in dust. At the back of the room was a window, through which dim rays of moonlight streamed in. 

    And in front of the window, was a chair, with a man seated on it, his legs crossed and a smirk on his face, his demeanor eerily calm... 
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    Chapter 77 - End of Prologue(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Who is that? He looks vaguely familiar... 

    "What the...? Why are you here?" Frowned Miyuru, looking unusually serious and alert. 

    "No way...you're Thomas Grandel, aren't you?" Xandra's eyes widened in recognition. 

    Who? Wait, I recognize that name...yeah, isn't he a government official, one who's a part of the department that works with Unity? Yeah, I've seen him on TV, shaking Yale's hand at public events and stuff.

    "I heard that you went missing about a week ago, but with no leads to follow, we couldn't track you down...what are you doing in a place like this?" Inquired Miyuru icily.

    "Oh, good question. Why do you think?" He replied with a chilling smile. 

    "He seems...different to how he usually is," Muttered Parmila with a frown. 

    "Were you playing us this whole time? Well, fine, you're not an Alter, so I should be able to take you down before you can even blink," Declared Theo, stepping forward.

    No, something isn't right here, don't tell me... 

    "Not so fast," He smirked, as he took out a knife...and pressed it against his neck, "You wouldn't want a dead body on your hands, now would you? Tell me...can you reach me faster than I can plunge this blade into this puppet's throat? And you, Sloth or whatever you call yourself...the instant you vanish from my sight, the blade's going in. So just stay put. Or take the risk and try to stop me, I'm fine with either option."

    Wait, puppet? Shit, no doubt about it, then... 

    "Oh, no...damn it, how? How the hell did you take control of him?" Miyuru clenched his fists. 

    "Does it really matter?" He shrugged in response, before adding as he glanced at me, "I remember you, from the mall...I was surprised that a member of Unity would kill someone without any hesitation like that, regardless of the fact that it was a corpse! Or am I just saying that to throw you off? Maybe I already know you...and maybe you already know me. Who's to say, really? So, what's holding you back this time?"

    "Well, for one thing...it isn't a corpse this time, is it? There's too much color on the skin, and the movements look normal too," I replied, after glancing him over. 

    "Hm, well, that's boring. I thought I might be able to trick you into killing this man, but I guess that isn't going to happen. Too bad," He sighed wistfully. 

    "Drop the knife, asshole, there's no point in-...," Began Parmila, as a trickle of blood ran down the man's neck. 

    "Oh, I beg to differ. I'm in control of this situation...you want this man back alive, but I'm mere inches away from killing him. Have to say, this hasn't quite gone according to plan, but it's worked out great...you see, I was trying to draw Liberty here, I was curious to see how you people would react if they killed one of your allies in the government. But this is even better, because...," He trailed off with a smirk, before adding, "Before I tell you why you people showing up works out better, let me give you some advice. Once this fun little standoff is over, you should kill all of these kidnappers. Trust me, it's for you own good. You'll deeply regret it if you don't."

    "Appreciate the advice, but we didn't ask for your twisted opinion, shithead," Frowned Xandra icily.

    "Fine, but don't say I didn't warn you. I fully expected Liberty to show up, but on the off chance that Unity showed up instead, I took a...certain measure. A measure that likely would've been pointless against Liberty. Ohh, how glad I am that I considered the possibility of you all showing up! Wish I could see this blow up in your face when you inevitably fail to take my advice, but sadly, that's unlikely to happen. 

    Now, to get back to why it's so much better than you people showed up instead of Liberty...it's because the looks on your faces will be priceless when I do...this!" He exclaimed, before plunging the blade into the throat of the man he was controlling, violently twisting the blade as he laughed maniacally, blood spewing out of his mouth as he threw back his head and cackled gleefully. 

    "You bastard...!" Snapped Parmila, as he yanked the blade out of his throat, a wide spray of blood erupting out and splattering the walls, ceiling and floor. 

    "Ahhh, the pain is reaching its peak...time to return this body to its rightful owner, it'd be wrong of me to hog this moment for myself!" He sneered, before the ecstatic look in his eyes changed into one of confusion, pain and horror. 

    The man let out choked, wheezing gasps as he collapsed onto the floor, writhing around as he clutched at his throat, his body slowly going limp as his gasps began to fade. We could only watch helplessly as the light faded from his eyes, as he weakly raised a trembling hand towards us, tears streaming down his face before his hand went limp and hit the floor with a thud, his body slumping down... 

    "I don't mean to be a downer, but...how exactly are we supposed to catch this guy? Worst case scenario, he's got thousands of people under his control and-...," I began, following a prolonged, grim silence. 

    "We're well aware of that. We've discussed the matter countless times...I doubt we'll get any new insights discussing it now. Let's go back down and rescue the kidnapped victims," Miyuru cut me off quietly, turning around and walking out of the room. 

    Yeah, I suppose he's got a point there. This Puppeteer person, whoever they are, they're extremely dangerous...there's no doubt that Yale has likely agonized over how to go about capturing him, but with no real leads to go on, he probably couldn't come up with anything. Nothing that worked, anyway, given the fact that no one even knows what the Puppeteer looks like. 

    We then headed back down the stairs, Theo then taking the lead as we made our way to the trapdoor he mentioned. 

    "Here it is. I didn't come across any other doors or anything, so this is the only place we haven't checked yet," He remarked, as he lifted the door open. 

    There's a narrow, steep set of stairs leading down, and a bit of a stench wafting out. 

    "Impact, stay out here, just in case this door can't be opened from the inside or something," Instructed Miyuru, as we began heading down. 

    "Sure, that's fine by me. Basements really creep me out anyway."

    As we ambled down the stairs, the stench I'd smelled growing stronger and stronger, I felt a growing sense of dread welling up inside me. This stench, there's something grimly familiar about it... 

    "Good thing we have these night vision goggles on, it's pitch black down here," Remarked Theo, as the bottom of the stairs came into sight. 

    "Yeah, that's-...o-oh, my God...," Gasped Xandra in horror, as we reached the bottom of the stairs. 

    Th-this is...this is horrible. I felt sick, a heavy pit in my stomach as rage began to surge inside me. All around the space down in this basement, were young children, shackled to the walls. 

    Their bodies were severely mutilated, with broken bones, deep bruises and cuts all over them. From the look of it, most of them are corpses. I see, that's why the stench was familiar...it's the stench of death... 
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    Chapter 78 - End of Prologue(Part 9)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "H-how could anyone do this? And to children, no less?" Stuttered Theo, looking pale as he took a step back. 

    "Hate to say it, but...it's honestly not surprising. Come on...let's check if any of them are still alive, they'll need immediate medical attention if there are, so we should hurry," I replied quietly, placing a hand on his shoulder. 

    "He's right. Let's go," Nodded Miyuru, stepping forward with a grim look on his face and making his way to one of the shackled children, his fists tightly clenched. 

    The rest of us spread out and headed towards some of the other kids, I walked over to a young girl and touched her wrist, feeling for a pulse. Nothing...she's dead. She looks like she's around twelve or thirteen, at most. 

    Her limbs are broken and swollen badly, and these marks on her body...I think she was whipped. She has strangulation marks on her neck as well. And the way her clothes are torn...I think it's safe to say that she was raped too. Those vile scum... 

    I gently undid the shackles around her wrists and ankles, getting a familiar sensation from them as I touched the rusty metal...these are power suppressing shackles, like the Suppression Collar I was forced to wear when I was a labrat.

    As the shackles fell off with loud clangs, I slowly lay down her body on the floor, placing her down gently. Those rotten bastards...no doubt they feel absolutely no remorse about what they did to these children. 

    Unforgivable...they don't deserve to be called human. They don't deserve to live...I doubt any decent person would mourn them. There's no reason to let them live, and every reason to see them die. I-I'll...I'll kill them, I swear, I'll-...! 

    No, I...I need to calm down. Killing them won't change what happened, no matter how much they deserve it...and I gave my word to Xandra. I don't want to betray her trust. Just calm down, keep your emotions under control. 

    I can't afford to fly off the handle. Setting aside the fact that I'd be breaking my promise, it'd also cause a lot of trouble for Unity. And after everything they've done for me, I owe them a lot, more than I can ever repay. 

    So I won't let my emotions control my actions. I'll just focus on getting the corpses of these children out, so that they can at least have a proper burial. 

    As I began to make my way over to one of the other shackled children, I tripped slightly on a spot on the floor that was jutting out slightly, grimacing and clenching my fists as I regained my balance. 

    Come on, stay cool, don't let a little thing like this be what sets you off. That was just a bit of carelessness on my part, nothing to get annoyed about-...hm? Wait, what's with the floor? 

    It's all uneven and rough, as if cement was just haphazardly poured over it without bothering to smooth it out or anything. And it's definitely been done recently...the cement I spotted by the entrance before we entered the building, was this what it was used for? 

    I didn't see any other spots in the house that had newly added cement to it. That aside, the rest of the house had tiled floors...okay, this is a basement, so it's not strange that the flooring would be different, but why would they bother doing this? 

    Why take the trouble of covering the basement floor? Hm...I'll mention it to Wick later, maybe they've buried something underneath the cement. We can dig it up or whatever after we're done sending these rotten kidnappers to prison. 

    "Hey, over here! This one's still alive! He's in really bad condition though, we need to get him medical attention immediately!" Called out Xandra urgently, as she undid the shackles chaining a young boy, carrying him in her arms. 

    "Let's get back out immediately, then. The rest of you, carry the bodies of the deceased children and gather around me. We'll link up and I'll teleport us all back out right away," Responded Miyuru, as he carried a couple of the corpses over his shoulder. 

    Theo and I did the same, before the two of us and Xandra gathered around him, linking up before teleporting along the staircase. 

    We rejoined Parmila, who was keeping the trapdoor open, and then teleported through the mansion. As the entrance came into sight, Miyuru teleported us outside, where Wick had all the members of the kidnapping ring tied up with vines. 

    "You're all back, I see. Are those the victims?" Inquired Wick, walking over with a frown as he saw the state that the children's bodies were in. 

    "Yeah. There's only one survivor, and he might not make it if he doesn't get to a hospital soon," Responded Theo with a grimace. 

    "I've already called the police, I asked them to bring a few ambulances as well, just in case. They should be here within the next fifteen minutes or so. I'll let the three on lookout duty know that the mission is over. Have you apprehended everyone in the building?" He asked us, taking out his phone and tapping away on the screen, pausing as he waited for a response. 

    "Yes, but...there's some bad news," Replied Miyuru, before explaining what happened with the man the Puppeteer had been controlling. 

    Wick was silent for a moment as Miyuru finished explaining, a grim look on his face as he clenched his fists, his shoulders slumping slightly as he closed his eyes and added... 

    "I...I see. That's unfortunate to hear, he was a good man. He didn't deserve that. Damn that Puppeteer bastard...he'll pay for-..."

    "Ugh, this really sucks...you damned Unity Freaks, you just couldn't stay out of our business, could you?" Suddenly spat one of the kidnappers in disgust, as he regained consciousness. 

    "Just shut the hell up and wait till the cops get here. We have no interest in hearing the barking of a defeated dog like you," Responded Parmila icily.

    "Ooh, scary...but your empty threats don't scare me. I know you damned Freaks won't kill me!" He sneered tauntingly.

    "You sure you wanna test that theory?" I inquired seethingly. 

    "Hey, calm down, don't let him goad you," Xandra held my hand, as Nevon, Siara and Umeka appeared from around the building, heading back over towards the rest of us. 

    "Why so angry, Freaks? Ohh, I get it, is it the kids? Yeah, I bet I'd be pretty pissed if I saw a human kid in that state. But they were Freaks, monsters that just looked human...they even scream like humans, it was quite convincing, but they weren't fooling us," He chuckled with a vile smirk. 

    Bastard...!

    "That's enough," Wick warned him venomously, tightening the vines that were wrapped around his arms and torso. 

    "Aw, what, is this hard to hear? Personally, it's music to my ears...case in point, check out my ringtone," He chuckled, as he managed to slip his hand into his pocket and took out his phone, tapping on the screen before playing an audio clip, screams of terror, cries of pain and desperate begging ringing out, sending chills of fury running down my spine as he let out a guffawing laugh, "Ahahahaha, you should see the looks on your faces! You damned abominations, you all deserve to scream just like this! Time for you Freaks to die, I'll see you in he-...mpffh!"

    "I should have done that the instant you opened your rotten fucking mouth!" Snapped Wick with an enraged look on his face, wrapping vines over the man's mouth, before wrapping more around his phone and crushing it. 

    "Hey, wait!" Exclaimed Xandra in alarm, trying to grab my sleeve as I shot towards the man, having had enough...!
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    Chapter 79 - End of Prologue(Part 10)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You subhuman piece of shit!" I snapped, as I grabbed the man by the throat, before jamming my fingers into his right eye, gouging it out with a violent twist as he let out muffled screams of pain.

     

    I won't kill him...but I'll mutilate him beyond-...!

    "What the...? Hey, let me go!" I exclaimed, as vines wrapped around my limbs and pulled me off of him. 

    "Have you learnt nothing!?" Snapped Wick, grabbing my collar and glaring at me. 

    "I give you my word that I wasn't going to kill him...I just wanted to cripple him to the point where he has no quality of life. It's the least he deserves!" I shot back, as I strained against the vines. 

    "Easy, man...I get where you're coming from, and I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel some sense of satisfaction when you tore his eye out. But leave it at that. He deserves worse, no one will argue that, but it's not your call to make," Remarked Theo, walking over. 

    "He's right...you did well holding yourself back from killing him, and you're right, he deserves it. But you still went too far...you have to stand down, please, Red," Xandra implored, touching my arm as she met my gaze. 

    Damn it... 

    "Alright...alright, I'm done. You can let me go, Wick...I promise I won't attack anymore," I relented with a strained sigh, before the vines restraining me unwound and released me. 

    "I'm still not pleased that you attacked him at all, but I suppose it could have been worse. And a reminder...call me The Botanist while on a mission," Huffed Wick, as he wrapped vines around the man's bleeding eye socket, to stem the flow of blood pouring out of it. 

    "Hey, I think he's struggling to breath with your vines covering his nose and mouth," Remarked Siara, as the man began struggling. 

    "I left gaps between the vines, enough for air to flow through, he's probably just pretending," He shrugged in response. 

    "Yes, but the pain from losing his eye probably made him take sharp breaths, plus blood is gushing out of his eye socket and collecting between the vines and his mouth, so he's probably choking on it and-...," She began to point out. 

    "Okay, okay, I get it," He sighed, reluctantly loosening the vines around the man's face, before adding coldly as a large amount of blood fell onto the ground with a splat and the man took in sharp gasps of breath with a dazed look in his eyes, "I'm warning you, say another word and I'll wrap them around your face even tighter than before."

    "F-fucking abomination...," He muttered in response as he caught his breath, his face wracked with pain. 

    "Alright, the police should be here soon. Let's drag all of these lowlives outside the gate and wait there. I'll strengthen the blockade I've formed with the trees just in case any Monsters show up. We haven't seen any yet, but that's no reason to let down our guards," Remarked Wick, turning around to face us. 

    "Can't you take care of the kidnappers yourself? I mean, just carry them out with your vines. I'm gonna wait in the van...this mission was a lot more draining than usual," Responded Miyuru, teleporting to the van without giving Wick the chance to respond. 

    "Why, that lazy-...well, fine, I suppose I can do it myself. Okay, then, the rest of you can get back in the van as well. It shouldn't be much longer before we can go back home, we'll be able to wash our hands of this unpleasant incident soon enough," Sighed Wick wearily, as he began lifting several of the unconscious kidnappers over the fence. 

    "Sounds good, it was tiring standing around and waiting the whole time...dibs on the last row again," Smiled Nevon quietly, giving me a pat on the back as he began heading for the van, as did Umeka, Siara, Theo and Parmila. 

    Guess he's trying to relieve the tension. I appreciate it, but I still feel like I want to break something... 

    "Hey, you okay?" Inquired Xandra with a worried look on her face, taking hold of my hand and giving it a slight squeeze. 

    "Yeah...yeah, I'm fine. Or, I will be...so long as I have you by my side," I replied with a smile. 

    "You smooth-talker, you...," She muttered, lightly humping her shoulder against mine, "Come on, let's head back to the van."

    "Sure, sounds good."

    "And that just leaves you," Frowned Wick, narrowing his eyes at the guy whose eye I'd gouged out, having carried all the other kidnappers over the fence and onto the ground outside. 

    "You made a big mistake here...one that you'll pay dearly for," He responded, a dark smile on his face. 

    "Oh, you took the words right out of my mouth. You'll be locked away for the rest of your life for what you've done," Replied Wick icily, as he began to lift the man up. 

    "You're misunderstanding me, Freak...this isn't some empty threat. Let me be more specific...the mistake you made...was unrestraining my mouth. Now, die!" He exclaimed, as he opened his mouth wide...and then abruptly snapped his jaws shut, a loud crunch echoing out as he did. 

    I stiffened as I felt an ominous rumbling behind me, growing stronger and louder, my chest tightening as my eyes widened in alarm and horror...right as a deafening explosion burst out from behind us. As I felt a powerful force expanding towards us, I acted in hurried desperation as the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, grabbing Xandra and pulling her close to my chest. 

    I let out a sharp gasp of pain as an immense, scorching shockwave hit my back, planting my feet and gritting my teeth as I used my body to shield her in panicked desperation, clutching her tightly against my chest even as I felt the skin on my back getting seared off excruciatingly. 

    The force intensified sharply, the sound of splintering wood and shattering concrete ringing out as I got blown off my feet and sent flying forward, holding onto Xandra tightly as chunks of rubble slammed onto my back, my skull splitting open as one crashed onto the back of my head with immense force. 

    As I fell onto the ground and skidded forward, I used all my strength to keep myself on top of Xandra, pieces of wood and concrete embedding into my back agonizingly, unable to stop myself from crying out in pain. 

    "R-Red!" Exclaimed Xandra, as she tightened her embrace around my torso. 

    "Don't move, I...I swear, I'll protect y-...!" I began to respond, before being cut off as a sharp pain burst out through the right side of my torso, something that felt like a metal rod piercing into my body, through just below my ribcage.

    And then, I froze in horror and despair as a sharp cry of pain echoed out from under me, as the rod burst out through the front of my chest...and into the left side of Xandra's chest... 
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    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    N-no...no, no, no, please no...!

    I sat up with a sense of growing anguish as I reached behind myself and pulled the metal rod out of my back, my head pounding and my body trembling as I wrested the rusty metal out of me, a loud clang echoing out as I shakily tossed it away. 

    My chest was pounding harder and harder as I turned my gaze downwards with a painful sense of dread, before my vision blurred as a sense of despair set in, my ears ringing sharply as I let out a horrified gasp. 

    I reached down towards Xandra, my hands trembling as I felt a stinging lump in my throat, my head starting to spin as I refused to accept the sight that met my eyes. 

    I slowly picked her up and cradled her in my arms, hugging her close to my chest, placing my hand over her back as I desperately tried to feel for a heartbeat, freezing in despair as my hand landed over the hole through her chest and back, where her heart was.

    N-no...no, no, no, th-this...this can't be happening. Please, no...not again! I-I can't lose her, I'll do anything, just please don't let her die! 

    "H-hey, Xandra? C-come on, stop messing around...wake up. I-I'm...I'm begging you, p-please...please wake up!" I pleaded in desperation, as I clutched onto her shoulders, tears welling up in my eyes as her blood soaked into my shirt, coating my hand as I let out a choked sob. 

    My lip quivered as the tears began streaming down my face, my mouth opening but nothing but an distressed, woeful whimper coming out. Th-this isn't real...it can't be real, I-I refuse to believe that this is real! 

    I-I don't want to lose her, I...I can't lose her! 

    Please, I'm begging you, come back to me! Open your eyes...say something! I'll do anything...don't go, please...please don't leave me... 

    "Oh, my God...i-is she...? I...I'm so sorry Black Bl-...Ariodred. I could only react in time to save myself...please, forgive me," Came Wick's voice, but I barely even noticed him speaking to me. 

    No! No, she's not dead! She can't be dead, I...I love her. I have to tell her that I love her, I haven't had the chance to say it yet, s-so...so she can't die, I refuse to believe that she's dead! 

    But...no matter how much I want to deny it...it won't change reality. She's...she's really gone. I'll never hear her voice again...I'll never see her smile again, I'll never feel her comforting warmth again. 

    Why...why does everyone I love end up dead? It's...it's not fair. Why does this keep happening to me? T-tell me, damn it...what the hell did I do to deserve any of this, huh!? 

    My chest hurts, and the tears won't stop, my body feels cold...huh? Everything's starting to hazy...it's getting hard to breathe... 

    "Hey, get a hold of yourself, you're hyperventilating, you'll-...!" I faintly heard Wick's voice calling out to me as sirens echoed out in the distance, growing closer and closer, the noise fading away as my mind started to go blank, before everything went dark... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    Ugh...what just happened? Damn it, my head, it's killing me...I let out a dazed groan as I reached up to my forehead, stiffening as felt something damp matting down my hair. 

    I pulled back my hand and stared at it, my eyes widening as I saw my fingers covered with blood. I lifted myself back up onto my feet and looked around, horrified at the sight that met me. 

    The building was gone, reduced to a massive, smoking crater, with chunks of rubble and splintered wood scattered all over the place. Clouds of dust were billowing out everywhere, I could barely see a thing beyond my immediate surroundings. 

    "Are...are you guys...okay?" Gasped Parmila, who was standing in front of us, collapsing onto her knees while trembling in pain, her arms badly broken. 

    "D-define...okay," Groaned Nevon with a pained look on his face, his left shoulder severely swollen, it looks like the bones have been shattered. 

    "That really sucked...," Muttered Miyuru, crawling out of the van, which had been knocked onto its side. 

    He had cuts all over his arms and torso, some broken shards of glass must have fallen on him. 

    "Crap, I-I think I broke some ribs. N-no, scratch H that, I definitely broke some ribs. What...what just happened?" Muttered Umeka in response, a dazed look in her eyes. 

    "An explosion...burst out from the...building. I...I managed to put up a barrier in time, it shattered almost instantly but absorbed enough of the impact to keep us from taking lethal damage...otherwise we'd probably all be dead right now," Replied Parmila, before wincing in pain, "M-my arms hurt so fucking bad right now, this really sucks..."

    "They must have rigged a bomb inside, and-...," Began Siara, before trailing off as an anguished cry echoed out from inside the fence, "Wait, was that Ario-...?"

    Before she could finish, I was already racing in through a gap in the fence, my chest pounding with a sense of growing dread as I rushed towards where the cry had come from...before freezing in my tracks at the sight that met my eyes. 

    N-no...no, this can't be happening... 

    "H-hey, Xandra? C-come on, stop messing around...wake up. I'm...I'm begging you...please wake up!" Ario cried in anguished desperation, his face wracked with despair as he held her lifeless body in his arms. 

    Please, no...th-this has to be a nightmare. It just...it just has to be...!

    "Oh, my God...i-is she...? I...I'm so sorry Black Bl-...Ariodred. I could only react in time to save myself...please, forgive me," Remarked Wick, as he limped over towards Ario, his right leg badly mangled, with several wooden splinters embedded in his back. 

    I collapsed onto my knees in shock, my eyes stinging slightly as tears began silently running down my face, my chest tightening as Ario wailed in despair, his breathing growing sharper and more strained as he clutched Xandra close to his chest with a devastated, broken look on his face... 
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    Chapter 81 - End of Prologue(Part 12)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "H-how...how did this happen? I...I don't understand. W-we accomplished the mission, we won, w-we defeated the enemy we were faced with, d-didn't we? So, how...how did this happen?" My voice cracked and whimpered, shakily walking over towards Xandra as the police sirens grew closer. 

    "It was that man Ariodred attacked before I restrained him...he had some kind of trigger in his mouth. He snapped his jaws shut, a crunch echoed out, and then...a-and then the explosion burst out. It looks like Ariodred must have shielded Xandra with his body, but that rod over there, it likely pierced his body through his back...and struck her heart," Replied Wick sorrowfully, as he glanced at the blood-soaked rusty metal rod laying on the ground behind Ario. 

    "Where...where is he? Where's the bastard who did this?" I inquired as I clenched my fists, a burning rage surging inside me. 

    I'll kill him...I'll fucking murder him, I-...!

    "Huh? Oh...he's dead, killed by the explosion," He responded, nodding towards another direction. 

    What? I followed his gaze, to see the man's body embedded against the fence, chunks of concrete and pieces of wood smashed against and pierced into his body, a puddle of blood on the ground beneath his feet. 

    This...this wouldn't have happened if we'd killed him in the first place. Ario should have killed him when he had the chance... 

    "Are you okay? Theo?" Inquired Wick, walking over and placing a hand on my shoulder. 

    "W-we were wrong this whole time...we were so fucking wrong. Ario had it right all along...some people don't deserve to live. If...if only we hadn't forced him to change...he would've killed that bastard. And then...and then, Xandra would still be alive right now. Yeah...we should've just-...," I muttered as I trembled with rage. 

    "Hey, snap out of it. You're letting your emotions get the better of-...no, never mind. I'm sorry, Theo...come on, let's get out of here, okay? Let's go home," Wick cut me off quietly, placing a hand on my shoulder as the police cars arrived into sight, the blaring sirens unbearably loud... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix 

    ———————————————————————————

    "Tell me...do you still believe it was worth following their principles?"

    Shut up...please, shut up. I...I can't do this right now, okay? 

    "You have my sympathies, that was quite a tragic loss for you. A loss that you would not have experienced if you had killed that scum. You've experienced loss before...but this time was different. This time, you could easily have prevented it, I'm sure you're well aware of that, aren't-...?"

    I said shut up! Shut the fuck up, you goddamn asshole! You were right, is that what you want me to say!? 

    Alright, fine, you were fucking right! You happy now!? Well!? 

    "Yes, I suppose that, in a way, I am. Now you understand just how foolish a decision that was...you have lost loved ones previously, and you were helpless to stop it on those occasions. But this time was different...you could have prevented the death of your lover. If only you had killed-..."

    I heard you the first time, don't you dare say it again. I've...I've heard enough out of you. Get out of my head. 

    I said, get out, now! 

    "If taking out your anger on me helps you feel better, then go right ahead. It makes no difference to me, really. But from now on, make sure that you kill your enemies-...oh, never mind. After all, I don't need to tell you that anymore, do I...?"

    .

    .

    .

    .

    .

    I grimaced as a bright light hit my eyes, slowly blinking them open as I let out a slight groan, before sitting up as I rubbed my head. I'm in Unity's medical room... 

    "You're finally awake, Ariodred," Yale greeted me, seated beside the bed I was on, adding somberly, "I...I don't know what to say, I'm so sorry you had to go through that. Xandra was-..."

    "I'm out," I interrupted him, as I pushed the blanket off of me. 

    "Huh? I'm sorry, what do you mean by-...?" He began, looking taken aback. 

    "I'm done here. I'm done with Unity. I tried doing things your way, but no more. I'm not gonna play by your naive rules anymore. So, yeah...I'm out," I replied bluntly, as I hopped off the bed. 

    "Let's not be too hasty here, at least take some time to think it over before-...," He started to try and persuade me. 

    "There's no point, I've made up my mind. And I have no intention of changing it. I owe Unity a tremendous debt of gratitude, one that I doubt I can ever truly repay. I'll always be grateful for everything you've done for me. But I'm done...from now on, I'll do things my way," I remarked, making my way towards the door. 

    "Hold on, please! Think about what you're doing here...this isn't what Xandra would have wanted, so-...!"

    "Stop...don't you dare use her to try and convince me to change my mind. It's all pointless anyway...you know, the main reason why I decided to refrain from killing my enemies no matter how much I wanted to, is because of her. Because it's what she wanted. And look how that turned out...if I had killed that vile piece of scum when I had the chance, he wouldn't have gotten the opportunity to trigger the bomb. And then Xandra, she...she'd still be alive. 

    Your ideals are pretty on paper and all, but the world isn't so black and white that you can expect to accomplish your goals without getting your hands dirty. That's become perfectly, painfully clear to me now. So, I'm leaving, and from now on, I'll kill all my enemies...you can try and stop me if you want, but nothing will change my mind on the matter," I informed him, as I paused in front of the door, giving him a chance to respond. 

    "No...no, I won't stop you. If this is really what you want, then...so be it, you can leave. But if and when you kill someone, no matter who it is...we'll have no choice but to track you down and apprehend you."

    "Yeah...I figured as much. I wouldn't expect anything less," I replied with a bitter smile, opening the door and walking away... 
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    Chapter 82 - End of Prologue(Part 13)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Guess this is it...I probably won't ever see this place again," I muttered to myself, as I finished packing my things and slung my backpack over my shoulder, looking around at my room. 

    Well, it was nice while it lasted...but I can't stay here anymore. Everything in this mansion...it reminds me of her. I'm...I'm trying not to think about it. I feel like I'll completely break down if I do. 

    I rubbed my sleeve against my eyes as I felt them start to water, grimacing as I shook my head and headed for the door, switching off the lights in this room for the last time, before opening the door and stepped out. 

    "So, you're really leaving, huh?" Viola greeted me, leaning against the wall ahead of the room door, a wistful smile on her face. 

    "Yeah, I am. You can hear my thoughts, so you know I won't change my mind," I replied, as I shut the door. 

    "I know...and I'm not gonna try to stop you. You're way stronger than me, for one thing, I certainly can't hope to stop you by force. Why not wait till morning, though? It's the middle of the night right now," She pointed out. 

    "This place is too full of memories that are too painful to confront now...I can't stay here any longer," I shook my head with a bitter grimace. 

    "Well, I guess there's no helping it, then...like I said, I'm not going to try to stop you. But before you go...do you mind if I give you some advice? Consider it an impromptu, quickie final therapy session," She offered with a smile, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

    "Hm...alright, fine. But don't take too long," I replied after a brief pause. 

    "I won't...here's my advice to you, don't bottle in your pain. I'm not saying you should confront it right away, but you can't keep it locked away inside you forever, it'll tear you apart from the inside. Sooner or later, you have to face it head on and make peace with yourself over what happened. It won't be easy, it'll be incredibly painful...but I know that you have the strength to get through it. I just wish you'd let the rest of us support you through the process," She remarked with a sad smile. 

    "I can't do that. You saw it for yourself, and it's been proven once again, so you know better than anyone, don't you? You know that everyone I love ends up dead...so it's better if all of you stay away from me," I responded with a shake of my head, as I began walking away. 

    "What do you plan on doing now?" She called out after me. 

    "Isn't it obvious? I'll kill anyone who threatens the peace for Alters...but more than that, I have a specific target who I'll kill even if it's the last thing I do. My prey is the Puppeteer...no matter what it takes, I'll find them and make them pay. They're going to regret ever being born...," I replied with clenched fists, a seething rage swirling around inside me. 

    "I see...well, good luck with that, I'm sure you'll track them down. And...don't get yourself killed, okay? Please, be safe, Ario."

    Come on, you know I can't die, even if I wanted to. But I appreciate the concern. 

    "Right back at you...thanks for everything, Viola."

    With that, I walked away, keeping my gaze down as my made my way through the building, quietly heading down the stairs to the ground floor as I felt a slight lump in my throat. 

    I really loved this place...before I even realized it, I genuinely thought of it as my home. I'm gonna miss living here. Goodbye, everyone...I'll miss you all. Well, some more than others... 

    "So, that's it, huh? You're just gonna sneak out in the dead of the night, without even saying goodbye?" Came Theo's voice, stepping out from behind a pillar as I approached the front door. 

    "...how long were you waiting out here?" I inquired in bemusement. 

    "Long enough. Where do you plan to go?" He asked me with a somber look on his face. 

    "Dunno. But I've made enough money on my missions to rent out a cheap place somewhere, I should be good for a couple of months with the money I have left over after that...guess I'll start there," I replied with a shrug, as I opened the door. 

    "Are you sure this is what you really want?"

    "Yeah, I do. I'm going to find the Puppeteer and kill them with my own two hands. And what about you? What will you do?" I responded, turning back and glancing at him. 

    "I...I don't know yet. There was a moment, after...a-after I saw Xandra, dead in your arms...in that moment, I felt like I understood you. Specifically, how you often say that some people are better off dead...if we had killed that kidnapper, th-then...then-...," He trailed off, a look of anguish on his face, before shaking his head and adding, "But...I don't know what to do anymore. Were we wrong the whole time? Can I really keep doing things the way I always have like nothing happened? Hey, tell me...what should I do, huh? What can I do? I don't even know what's right anymore, damn it!"

    "I don't think there's a right answer...I may disagree with Unity's philosophy, but I've never said that it's wrong. Maybe I'm the one in the wrong...but to me, this is the right path, the path I have to take. You have to find the right answer for yourself...but if I'm being honest...I'd rather you don't follow me down the path I plan to take. Keep your hands clean...at least one of us should do as Xandra would've wanted," I replied with a sorrowfully wry smile. 

    "Damn it, that's not fair..."

    "I know...I said the same thing to Yale. Well...goodbye, Theo. I don't mean to get sappy, but...for a while, I thought of you as my best friend. I had such a blast hanging out with you, the most fun I've ever had in my life...I know things kinda soured between us, but regardless, I'm gonna m-...," I began as I started headed for the gates, before he suddenly grabbed the back of my collar and stopped me. 

    "You dumbass...! Nothing's changed, we're still friends, you got that!? We may end up walking down different paths from now on, and we probably won't see each other again anytime soon, a-and I doubt we're gonna keep in contact all that much, but...if you ever truly need help, you can count on me! I promise, I'll-...!" He exclaimed, his eyes glossing over as his shoulders trembled slightly. 

    "Let's leave it at that...don't make any promises you can't keep," I cut him off with a wry smile, "After all, we'll be fighting under opposing philosophies from now on, we can't work together. In the end, it comes down to compatability, and we're no longer-...huh? What the hell...?"

    I trailed off and turned my gaze towards the gates as the sound of screeching tires echoed out, the blinding glare of headlights rapidly growing closer and closer before crashing onto the gates and bursting through, tearing them off the hinges. 

    "A police car...?" Frowned Theo, shielding his eyes with his hand. 

    "Tch, it's probably hijacked. I'm not in the mood for this, whoever's driving is gonna-...h-huh?" I stuttered in disbelief, as the car came to a stop a few meters ahead of us and the headlights switched off, giving us a clear view of the person in the driver's seat. 

    "H-hey, wh-what...what's going on...?" Muttered Theo in shock, his voice cracking and trembling as he stumbled back shakily. 

    No way, this...this can't be real...

    "Xa...Xandra...?" I whispered in pained disbelief, my chest tightening excruciatingly, as the door opened and she stepped out of the car... 
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    Chapter 83 - End of Prologue(Part 14)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Is...is that really you? Xandra? You're...you're aliv-...?" Began Theo, taking a shaky step forward as he began to raise his hand in her direction, his arm trembling. 

    "You really should've taken my advice...I told you to kill the members of the kidnapping ring, didn't I? If you'd done as I'd suggested, this body right here wouldn't be a corpse right now," She interrupted him with a shake of her head, before letting out an amused laugh as Theo and I froze in horror, the terrible realization hitting us as she added, "Hahaha, no way, did you think she miraculously came back to life or something!? Talk about hilarious! No, I just took control of this body once it was in the morgue, which is right next to the police station, so I stole one of their cars when no one was looking!"

    "Vile piece of shit!" Exclaimed Theo in anguish, collapsing onto his knees as his shoulders trembled with rage. 

    "Y-you...you fucking bastard...h-how dare you? How dare you toy with her corpse like this!?" I snapped furiously, immense rage and despair surging inside me. 

    "Ooh, scary...but what are you gonna do about it, hmm? Will you attack this body? Doing so won't hurt me even a tiny bit, you know...you'd only be mutilating the corpse of the woman you loved! Meanwhile, there's nothing stopping me from doing this!" They exclaimed, shooting out a fireball at me. 

    I didn't bother trying to evade, letting the fireball hit me as I approached Xandra's corpse with a burning fury, my mind enveloped in a blinding rage. 

    "Get out...get out of her body, you rotten bastard!" I snarled furiously, clenching my fists as I trembled with an unbearable anger. 

    "Why don't you try and make me? Tear off her head and I'll lose control, it's as simple as that!" Came the chuckling response, infuriating me even further, before adding tauntingly, "Tell you, what...I'll give you a free hit! Here, I'll close my eyes and put my hands behind my head...take your shot, whenever you're ready!"

    "Those aren't your eyes, or your hands...that's not your body. It doesn't belong to you...so the get the fuck out of it!" I snapped, as I reached out and grabbed Xandra's arm. 

    "Huh? What are you-...? Oh, shit, I forgot about your nullification power-...!"

    "I swear, I'll hunt you down...no matter where you are, I'll find you, and I'll kill you. You can hide anywhere across the world, but there isn't a single place where you'll be safe from me...whatever it takes, I'll fucking kill you," I declared icily, as I began to activate my nullification power. 

    "Oh, is that so? Well, good luck with that...because even though you have all the information you need to find me, I highly doubt that you'll ever track me down! I'm closer than you thi-...," They began as a smirk spread out across Xandra's face, before cutting off as I negated the power controlling her body. 

    As she went limp and began to collapse, I caught her in my arms and gently set her down on the ground, before standing back up as a single tear ran down the right side of my face, gritting my teeth as my lower lip quivered. 

    "Hey, wait...," Called out Theo, as I began to walk away, "If...if we find out anything about the Puppeteer, even the smallest of leads...I'll let you know. You have my word."

    "Thanks...I'd really appreciate that. And I give you my word...no matter what it takes, I'll find the Puppeteer and kill them, rest assured of that," I replied, pausing for a moment as I heard the faint sound of several footsteps echoing out from inside the mansion, "Well, that's my cue to leave. Take care of yourself."

    "Yeah, you too...later, Ario."

    ... 

    ... 

    "Rent is due on the 5th of every month, the water and electricity bills are fixed amounts and included in the rent total. Three late payments in a row and it's immediate eviction. You can do as you please in this room, but you'll have to pay for any damages when you leave. Got it?"

    "Uh-huh. Cool if I transfer five months' worth of rent right away?" I responded, as I entered the room and set my bag down. 

    "Oh? Of course, I have no problem with that at all! But no discounts or anything, I expect the amount in full!"

    "Yeah, yeah, I wasn't asking for a discount...there, I made the transfer," I replied, putting my phone away. 

    "Let's see here...ah, yes, there it is! Your rent for the next five months is covered. I'll see you at the start of your sixth month here, make sure you promptly pay-..."

    "Uh-huh, I got it. Okay, bye," I remarked, as I shut the door before he could respond. 

    What a dump this place is...I'd made my way to the city of Staex, to the rundown part of the city where we came across those Liberty members. It was 6 AM in the morning, I took a taxi here from the capital and looked for a place to stay. 

    After walking past several places that were too expensive, I came across this rundown apartment building with a sign that said it had vacant rooms available, so here I am. It was a pretty small room, and totally empty as well. 

    The floor had chipped, dirty tiles on it, covered in a layer of dust, the paint on the walls and ceiling was peeling off, exposing the concrete underneath. 

    I'm gonna have to buy a lot of stuff later. I might have to get a job as well, that five months worth of rent I transfered was about half the money I had in my account. 

    Hm, there's a small door to the left of the room, I'm guessing that's the bathroom...I walked over and opened it, peering in. Yup, it's the bathroom...and it's tiny. 

    A toilet, sink and showerhead were all crammed into the small space, making it feel really cramped...I don't think I can sit on the toilet without my knees hitting the sink. 

    And the showerhead is right over the toilet, there's no room to stand under it, I'll probably have no choice but to close the toilet kid and sit while showering, this looks so uncomfortable...well, whatever, I wasn't expecting any level of comfort from this place, at least it has an attached bathroom at all. 

    It's good enough...I don't need to live in luxury. At least not until I've killed all my enemies. Yeah, maybe this is for the best...the less distractions, the better. I'll put all my focus into my goal, I'll hunt down the Puppeteer and get my revenge, and I'll spare no effort into achieving that... 
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    Chapter 84 - Three Years

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Do you have what I asked for?" I inquired, as I set down a mug of beer. 

    "Yes, it's all in here, in full. You can check for yourself to make sure if you want," Came the response, as he handed me a file and picked up the mug, taking a gulp. 

    "Nah, you've proven yourself to be reliable, I trust you."

    This is Finn Islaw...he's the informant who gave those Liberty members the intel regarding the kidnapping ring. He's in his early-thirties or so, with a bald head and scruffy face. 

    He had dark blue eyes and a fair complexion, was on the taller side with a skinny build, had tattoos all over his arms and body, and wasn't the most expressive person. 

    After I moved to this area, I quickly determined that it'd be crucial for me to find a reliable information source if I was to achieve my goal. 

    And the only option that came to mind was this guy, but I had no clue how to go about tracking him down. So, I decided to take a part-time job at that bar, hoping to run into him. 

    That turned out to be a pretty good move...a bar is a great place to overhear potentially useful information. Crime is pretty high in this area, and the customers in the bar often discuss any crimes that they happen to witness. 

    And in case you don't know, drunk people can be pretty damn loud, so most of the time, I don't even need to try to eavesdrop in on their conversations to hear what they're saying. Additionally, drunk people are more than happy to talk up a storm, so I asked around about the informant. 

    It took a while, but eventually, I found him. He was pretty wary of me at first, but I managed to get his cooperation, and thus secured myself a source of information. 

    Thanks to that, I've been able to cut down a number of terrorist groups and other anti-Alter operations, while continuing to search for the Puppeteer. 

    Oh, and it's been three years since I left Unity. Today's the 8th of July, 2020, I'll be twenty-five in a couple of months. 

    I've kept a low profile during that time, carrying out my operations as covertly as possible. And ever since I left Unity, I haven't had any contact with any of the members in the last three years. 

    Whenever I come across a case that they're likely to be investigating as well, I avoid pursuing such cases. I was doing it unconsciously at first, but I soon realized that I couldn't bring myself to face them...

    "I should get going now. You have the money?"

    "Yup, right here...here you go," I remarked, as I slipped him a rolled up wad of money. 

    "A pleasure doing business with you, as always. I'll let you know if anything you'd be interested in comes up," He replied dryly, as he chugged down the rest of his drink and stood up, setting down some coins to pay for it. 

    Anti-Alter sentiments have been growing lately in Cahgo, thanks to a rash of brutal incidents against regular humans caused by the Puppeteer. As a result, hate crimes are becoming more and more prevalent against Alters, and terrorism in the country is steadily growing as well. 

    Unity's been all over the news lately, a lot of people criticizing them for letting the Puppeteer run wild for all this time. I suppose people need something or someone to blame, they need an outlet for their frustrations and fear...and Unity just so happened to be the ideal target in that regard. 

    As for Liberty, they've been a lot bolder lately, stepping into action more in the public eye than they used to, though they've somehow continued to avoid detection from the cops and Unity, fighting against the rise in anti-Alter crimes. 

    They've also tried to recruit me several times now, but I turned them down every time. I've made up my mind to work alone...I can't bear to lose another loved one, so I won't get too close to anyone from now on. 

    I'll admit, I do feel painfully lonely sometimes, but I can deal with that. It's nowhere near as bad as the pain of losing someone precious to me. I don't want to go through that ever again. 

    Anyway, my shift at the bar soon ended, and I began heading back home after clocking out. It's such a pain, but I can't afford to leave...not only would I not be able to pay rent anymore, but I'd lose out on a source of info. 

    Fortunately, my body doesn't deteriorate all that much even if I neglect it for a prolonged period of time...I might get mentally rusty, but I remain physically strong. 

    I do try and train as much as possible in my room, but it's such a small space that I can't really get much of any productive training done. So these days, the best way for me to remain sharp and in top shape is by going after terrorists as frequently as possible. 

    As I arrived by the apartment building, I headed inside and made my way up to the third floor, where my room was. I unlocked the door and entered the room, shutting the door behind me as I took off my shirt with a strained sigh and dropped it onto the floor. 

    I then headed over to the rickety old desk I'd bought a while back, opening the drawer and taking out a joint, lighting it up and taking a deep puff as I opened the file I'd got from Finn and took out the pages inside. 

    I slowly exhaled through my nostrils as I pinned a photograph of a woman onto the wall, which had several other photographs pinned to it as well...photographs of known people that the Puppeteer has taken control of, dead or alive. 

    "Let's see, looks like she was an average person who lived in the capital...good, her home and work addresses, as well as places she was known to frequent are included. Are there any locations that overlap with locations that any of the others frequented? Particularly any who fell under the Puppeteer's control within the same time frame..." I muttered to myself, as I went through the documents. 

    With no real leads to follow, I've resorted to trying to narrow down a general location within which the Puppeteer chose their victims...but if it was as simple as that, I wouldn't be struggling after three whole years. No matter, getting impatient and rushing the process won't do me any good...I'll just have to keep at it, no matter how long it takes...
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    Chapter 85 - The Feeling's Mutual

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I'm gonna make this nice and simple for ya...tell me where the rest of your friends are hiding, and I'll give you a quick, painless death. I'm sure you see the appeal in that, considering...," I remarked, gesturing to the brutally torn apart corpses all around me. 

    "Y-you damned abomination-...agh!" He began to snap, before I slammed my fist onto his nose, breaking it. 

    "Yeah, yeah, I've heard it all before...monster, Freak, abomination, a wide variety of other creative synonyms. But see, I've decided to embrace it...if you people are gonna call me a monster and treat me like a monster, then to you, I might as well be a monster. So, tell me...do you really want to fuck with a monster? Because while I encourage it, I don't advise it...," I smirked menacingly, as I extended out a stream of my blood, the man stiffening as I formed a blade with my blood and pressed it against his neck. 

    Today's the 11th of July, 2020, and thanks to the info I got from Finn, I've just gotten done tracking down and eliminating a branch of a new anti-Alter terrorist organization. 

    They were hiding out in plain sight, running a bookstore as cover. But there's a hidden basement underneath the store, where they hold kidnapped Alters and torture them as part of some twisted ritual. 

    And most of the victims are kids, helpless to fight back against their captors. My plan had been to sneak in and take our the members of the organization one by one while staying hidden, but I threw caution to the wind after seeing the state that their victims were in, and proceeded to massacre the whole lot of them. 

    On another note, as you might have noticed...my control over my Black Blood has improved significantly. There's still a lot of room for improvement, but I can now control approximately a liter's worth of my blood outside my body...but I still have to keep it attached to me, which I do using a thin trail of blood extending out from my body. 

    Anyway, having wiped out everyone else in this building, I spared this guy for the sake of interrogation, but he's being pretty difficult. I've broken his elbows and knees, and he's currently pinned down on the ground with my foot on his chest, not the mention the broken nose, but he still won't talk. 

    "Y-you don't scare me! E-even if I did know something, I wouldn't tell you!" He snapped defiantly. 

    Okay, then, guess I'll kill him. 

    "Oh, you mean you don't know anything? Well, that's too bad...time to die," I shrugged in response, as I slashed his left eye with my blood blade, before adding as he screamed out in pain, "Ever wondered what it'd feel like to swallow a bunch of needles? I can replicate what that probably feels like. Oh, I bet you're wondering how, aren't you? Well, you're about to die, so I guess there's no harm in telling you. First, I'll flood your throat with my blood...and then, I'll shape and branch out that blood into several little needles, puncturing your throat. Wanna give it a try?"

    "Y-you vicious monster...!"

    "Huh? Excuse me? I don't deny that my methods can be kinda vicious, sure, but a piece of shit like you has no right to say that to me...you bastards tortured and killed children like it was nothing!" I snapped, as I unleashed a ferocious punch against his face, eliciting a gasp of pain from him before striking him again, hitting him with a barrage of rapid, enraged punches before I even realized it, "You know, it's kinda funny! You don't see Alters as human, right!? 

    Well, the feeling's mutual, you son of a bitch! I can't imagine how anyone can consider scum like you to be human! Well!? What have you got to say for yourself!? Actually, don't bother, you bastards are all the same! You enjoy it, don't you!? You get off on brutalizing innocent children, you sick, twisted fu-...! Oh, he's dead. Ugh, gross, his blood is soaked into my gloves..."

    I stood back up with a sigh as I waved my hands about in disgust, to try and get as much of the blood off my gloves as possible...I should really get some waterproof gloves, maybe leather or silk. 

    They're super expensive though...I've tried rubber gloves, but the disposable ones are too flimsy and the non-disposable ones make my palms sweat a lot and are kinda noisy as well. 

    "Guess that's my cue to leave," I muttered, as the wail of police sirens echoed out in the distance. 

    I headed back up the stairs leading out the basement, making my way to the store's bathroom as the flashing red and blue lights of police cars shone in through the glass at the front of the store. 

    I entered the bathroom and opened the window, slipping out and lurking away, just in time as a couple of cop cars drove around and surrounded the building. Whew, close one, a few more seconds and it'd have been impossible to sneak out of here without being spotted. 

    A lot of the incidents where I've killed a bunch of terrorists and other lowlives have been reported on the news, it's possible that Unity is aware that I'm the one behind these incidents. 

    But I've been careful not to leave any proof behind. That's why I wear gloves, and I always make sure that no drops of my blood have been left behind either. While I can't control my blood once it's not longer connected to me, I can draw it back into my body by simply touching the spilled blood. 

    I also wear a hood and a mask that covers the lower half of my face, just in case there are any witnesses I didn't notice. As for my hair...I did wear a cap at first, but I soon realized that my hair doesn't really fall off. 

    I tried tugging a small lock of hair at the back of my head, but I couldn't pull it off...well, if I had really exerted some serious force into it, I probably could have, but I didn't want a bald spot, so I didn't. 

    I've mentioned before that my eyesight is better than most, especially in the dark, plus that my skin is harder to pierce through than the average person, and I'm pretty sure my hearing and sense of smell are stronger than normal too. 

    Hm, technically and physically speaking, maybe I actually can't be considered human. Eh, whatever...what I am doesn't change anything, my goals remain the same regardless. 
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    Chapter 86 - Missing Piece

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hm...I don't think he's being controlled in this...but I can't be totally sure of that either, it's hard to say for certain," I muttered to myself, rewinding the video with a frown. 

    A couple of days have passed, it's the 13th of July, 2020, and I was currently working on my investigation in searching for the Puppeteer. 

    Most of their victims were regular, everyday people, so finding footage of them online is next to impossible. I've gone through their social media accounts and stuff, but couldn't find anything useful. 

    Right now, I'm going through footage of the man who was under the Puppeteer's control when I raided that kidnapping ring in the forest with Unity...he was a politician, so naturally, there's plenty of footage of him to be found. 

    I got a second hand laptop from a pawn shop about a year ago, it's complete dogshit and crashes constantly, but it's all I could afford. 

    Anyway, I'm trying to figure out exactly when he was possessed by the Puppeteer, but I'm starting to think that this method is futile. He'd disappeared about a week before we came across him in that house in the forest, and his last press conference was five days before that week. 

    He could've been possessed at any point during those five days, or even sometime before then. I've tried to get info regarding any and all people he met in that time, but unfortunately, Finn hasn't been able to uncover much. 

    A couple of days before he disappeared, Yale went to meet with the government, Zoelle and Viola were with him too. Viola would've noticed if he was under control, wouldn't she? 

    So, then, was it in the two days after that that he was taken control of, before he disappeared? I've gotten no info on who he might have met in those couple of days, there were no witnesses who saw him being kidnapped either. 

    I let out a frustrated groan as I dropped my head, my forehead thudding against the desk...I'm getting nowhere with this. There's a wide range of possibilities to consider...the Puppeteer could've taken control of someone close to him, maybe a bodyguard or something, and had them kidnap the man, before taking control of him afterwards. 

    This man is the most public figure that the Puppeteer has taken control of, so I've been looking at every possible angle of investigation with him for months now, but I haven't gotten anywhere. 

    I've also investigated the other victims as much as I possibly can, but there are far too many info gaps in the timeline before they were taken control of, it's impossible to narrow down with any real certainty. 

    Okay, let's try and recap everything I know about the Puppeteer, maybe that'll help me realize something I've overlooked or missed...yeah, I know, that's pretty unlikely, but I'm at a complete roadblock here, I need to do something, damn it! 

    Alright, here's what I know...they appeared about nine years ago now, six years before I joined Unity. Their first few victims were from Staex city, where I currently live. 

    But about eight years ago, and five years before I joined Unity, that changed, and most of their subsequent victims were people who lived in or were visiting the capital. 

    Beyond that, there's nothing in common between the victims...different genders, ages, races, some Alters, some regular humans. If nothing else, it's clear that the Puppeteer picks their victims indiscriminately. 

    However, it is likely that, when it comes to Alters, they can only control their corpses. In all cases where the Puppeteer has controlled an Alter, the victims were all corpses. 

    But with humans without powers, it's both living humans and corpses that have been victimized. It's likely also safe to assume that once they've taken control of someone, they can maintain that control indefinitely. 

    I can break their control with my nullification ability, but there are no known cases of people who fell under their control breaking free using willpower or whatever. 

    The Puppeteer's power is terrifying...however, it shouldn't be able to affect me. My nullification aside, turning me into a corpse would be a lot of work. 

    It's certainly not impossible, I don't think...I mean, say someone strapped a Suppression Collar around my neck and then smashed my brain or stabbed my heart...I'd probably be effectively dead if that happens. 

    But once the collar is off, I'd probably heal, even if my body is severely decayed by that point...I can't be sure of that, of course, and I certainly have no intention of putting it to the test, but I have an instinctive understanding of my powers, I'm basing this on that feeling. 

    I've had a few encounters with the Puppeteer through their victims since leaving Unity, and while those encounters didn't really give me much insight as to their identity, I have a good idea of their personality. 

    This should go without saying, but they're completely insane. They take pleasure in toying with people like dolls, and for some reason, they seem to prefer controlling corpses over living humans. 

    They're obviously sadistic, and seem to view the world as a game. They don't have any big goals or objective, they just want to have fun and enjoy themself...damn it, I feel like I'm missing something that's right under my nose! 

    Just one piece of the puzzle that'll make everything clear...or maybe that's just my frustration talking, my desperation to come across a lead that'll miraculously reveal their identity. 

    But I doubt it's going to be that simple...it's been nine years since the Puppeteer first appeared, and no one's been able to come anywhere close to tracking them down since then.

    Not the police or government, not Unity, and not Liberty either. And now, not me...I have no intention of giving up, but...after all the effort I've put into this, the hours upon hours I've spent obsessing over it, only to make the bare minimum of progress...it's hard not to lose heart over it... 
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    Chapter 87 - Next Target

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Ugh, you guys really don't know when to give up, do you?" I sighed in exasperation.

    "You're quite stubborn yourself...come on, think about it logically. You've done some great work solo for the last three years, so just imagine how much more you could do with our manpower and resources," Pointed out Kesix, trying to convince me. 

    "For the love of God, just take no for an answer already," I groaned wearily. 

    "Yeah, at this point, I wish I could...but our leader isn't giving up on recruiting you."

    I've already made up my mind about this, I have no intention of joining them. If I do, there's a possibility that I'll end up getting close to someone...and inevitably, that person will end up dead before much longer. 

    I'm four for four in that regard, and I don't plan on increasing that number. 

    "Trust me, it's for the best that I work alone. So, for your own sake, stay away from me. Now, then, I have to work," I remarked, as the bar came into sight. 

    "Yeah, fine, I'll leave...but in all likelihood, another one of us will probably show up to persuade you soon," He replied, turning around and walking away. 

    "Uh-huh, that's been made clear after three years of various members of your group showing up here at annoyingly regular intervals," I responded dryly, as I entered the bar and headed to the back. 

    Finn contacted me earlier and informed me that he's got new intel for me, but of course, I won't get it for free. I have just enough money to pay him for it, I might struggle to make rent next month...I'm gonna have to take some extra shifts at the bar, not looking forward to that. 

    I could ask for an advance, I guess, but that'd probably be a waste of breath. My request will most likely be refused, and that aside, I don't like owing money to people. 

    Well, anyway, Finn probably won't show up here for at least another hour, so might as focus on my job. Not that I need to put too much effort into it, the customers here don't exactly care about bartending skill or whatever, they just want their drinks.

    The only things I had to really work at was figuring out how to pour beer without it foaming up and memorizing cocktails, other than that, my job is pretty simple. 

    It helps that most people look to order the cheapest options on the menu, so I rarely have to make any complex cocktails or whatever. 

    Okay, then, let's kill some time... 

    ... 

    "You're late...I thought you said an hour after my shift, it's nearly been two hours," I muttered with a frown, as I set down a couple of vodka shots in front of him. 

    "I didn't specify a time, I specifically said 'an hour or so'," He shrugged in response, as he downed one of the shots. 

    Well, at least the bar is mostly empty now, with the few other customers still here completely wasted, so I should be able to talk to him without any interruptions. 

    "Fine, whatever...let's just get down to business," I sighed wearily. 

    "I like that you don't beat around the bush, that's why you're one of my favorite customers," He replied, as he took out a folder. 

    "If that's true, then try showing up more punctually from now on."

    "Sure, I'll keep that in mind. Anyway, here's what I've got for you, some rather substantial information about The Natural Order," He informed me, handing me the folder as I gave him the money. 

    Oh, right, that's the name of the anti-Alter terrorist group that's spreading out across Cahgo. Since they see Alters as unnatural abominations, freaks of nature that shouldn't exist, they call themselves The Natural Order. 

    "Is it another minor hideout? Because I'm starting to think that all the places I've raided mainly served as bait, a distraction to keep the core of their organization safe. No one I've interrogated in the places I've attacked seemed to know anything remotely important," I responded with a frown. 

    "Yeah, I've come to the same conclusion, especially with how easily we've found them. This is different...you know about that new mall in Gelanes, don't you?"

    "The capital? Oh, yeah, that fancy place that was all over the news when it opened up a couple of years ago, right?" I recalled after a brief pause. 

    "That's the one. An acquaintance of mine, an Alter with the power to sense danger, recently took a gig as a delivery driver for one of the stores in the mall. He'd never been there before, so after his delivery, he decided to explore the mall since he had some free time to spare. And his power was triggered the moment he entered the building," Explained Finn, as he downed the second vodka shot. 

    "Danger Sense, huh? That sounds like a pretty vague power," I replied in bemusement. 

    "You're not wrong...it basically lets him sense when people direct hostile intent towards him, as well as alerting him when a threat is incoming, such as a falling object, for example. That said, it also mistakenly goes off if he feels high levels of anxiety or paranoia. However, he insisted that he was in a relaxed frame on mind when he entered the mall, and upon entering, his power went off with an intensity he's rarely felt before."

    "So, what, are you basing that The Natural Order is hiding out in that mall solely on this guy's experience there?" I inquired with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Come on, don't insult me. I wouldn't sell you information that's solely based on speculation and hyperbole. After he told me what he felt, I called in some favors and had some associates scout the place for a few weeks. And sure enough, there was a lot of suspicious activity. More notably, a few people who frequently visited the mall but spent unusually long amounts of time in there. Upon further investigation, I confirmed that these people aren't employed in any of the stores, and by the time they leave, they're empty-handed. It's certainly strange that people would spend several hours in a mall and not buy anything," He pointed out. 

    "Yeah, that's definitely strange. But maybe they were just spending time watching movies or something...there is a cinema in the mall, isn't there?" I countered, though he definitely had my attention with this. 

    The more he says, the more I'm convinced that I've found my next target... 
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    Chapter 88 - Head Start

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Of course, I considered that possibility. So, for the next phase of the investigation, I had my associates follow these people into the mall. And they all had the same destination, a frozen yogurt store on the top floor by the cinema. They'd disappear into the back door of the store and not come out for several hours. I looked into the pasts of these people, and most of them have histories of anti-Alter behavior, though it was tough to find much more, there's no trace of them on social media, so I had to dig pretty deep to find anything out," Finn informed me. 

    "Highly suspicious, but what makes you so sure that it's The Natural Order?" I asked him. 

    "Well, I don't have any proof, it's more a gut feeling, honestly. But it fits...it's been made quite clear that The Natural Order is a large organization, you alone have destroyed over ten different locations where their members were present, and both Unity and Liberty have been nipping at their heels as well. 

    The timing fits as well, they appeared around the same time that the mall finished construction and opened up to the public, the time-frame is within a month. 

    Furthermore, the mall closes at 10 PM everyday, which is awfully early. It'd make sense if it was located here in Staex, where crime is fairly high. But not in Gelanes...for comparison, almost all the other malls in the capital are open twenty-four-seven. 

    Another thing, the mall's CEO and directors are very vocally and publicly advocates for Alter rights and equality...excessively so, if you ask me. You should watch some of their press conferences on the matter, they seem so disingenuous and fake. Not unusual for a big corporation, but still. 

    That about covers all the facts, I'd say...I've included more detailed information on everything I mentioned in that folder, all the personal details of the people I'd had followed, among other things," He concluded, as he paid for his drinks and stood up with a sigh. 

    Gotta say, I like that he always gives me a fairly detailed summary of the info I buy off him. Maybe it's his way of assuring his clients that the information he sells them is accurate? 

    "Cool, thanks a lot. Most of the places I've hit before this have been small stores and stuff, and all here in Staex, so I've been able to fly under the radar. The incidents have been reported, but they haven't made big waves...attacking a highly popular mall is probably gonna make quite the splash," I smiled wryly. 

    "Well, be careful. One more thing, I'll be selling this info to Liberty as well. I just thought I'd give you a bit of a head start," He responded with a wave, as he began heading away. 

    "Thanks for the heads up, appreciate it," I replied gratefully, as he left the bar. 

    Guess that means I should make my move ASAP. My shift ends in another hour, more or less. Once it's done, I'll head back home and get right on it... 

    ... 

    "Huh, so the fro-yo place is next to a super popular ice cream store. It's been in the red for a while, I bet it's the least profitable store in the entire mall. I mean, of course people are gonna pick ice cream over fro-yo, no one actually likes fro-yo, it's a garbage dessert. More to the point, if it's been losing this much money, how has it stayed open all this time? 

    It's actually pretty clever...with delicious, superior ice cream just a few feet away, it's only natural that the fro-yo place won't have much of any foot traffic. A lack of customers means less witnesses, so assuming the back door in the store really leads to a major hideout of The Natural Order, any TNO members can enter without worrying about being seen. 

    What's more, despite being way less popular and profitable, the fro-yo store is a bigger space than the ice cream one. And while most of the stores in the mall are cube-shaped or rectangular-shaped spaces, the fro-yo store is an upside-down L shape. The long part of the L is the entrance leading up the counter, and the short part is a path that leads to a washroom. 

    But the mall has plenty of washrooms throughout the building, so why locate one in its least profitable store? The back door Finn mentioned is on the right side of the path that leads to the washroom in the store...most people would probably assume it's a janitorial closet or something," I mumbled to myself, my eyes sweeping across the pages as I held a joint in the corner of my mouth, taking puffs and exhaling through my nostrils. 

    I smoke weed pretty much everyday now...it helps me relax if I'm exhausted after work, which I almost always am, and it helps me think and concentrate while investigating as well. 

    A big chunk of my income goes towards buying weed, most of the rest goes to rent and buying information from Finn, and of what's left over, I try to save as much as possible while buying the bare minimum amount of food. 

    My diet mostly consists of stuff like cup noodles, cheap cereal bars and potatoes. I really miss meat, it's been ages since I last had any. Well, anyway, back to the matter at hand... 

    "Alright, this is definitely worth checking out. I'll do so tomorrow, don't want Liberty beating me to the punch, after all. Can't deny that killing terrorists and the like is pretty damn therapeutic for me, so I should make good use of this head start. 

    I could go into the mall sometime at night before it closes, hide out somewhere and then head for the fro-yo place once the coast is clear... 

    Yeah, sounds like a plan. It'll give me a good chance to explore the area and get an idea of the layout. Man, wish Finn included the mall's blueprints, that would've made things easier...I could've seen if there were any large, blank spaces near the fro-yo place behind where that back door is located. Oh, well, guess I'll find out tomorrow..."
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    Chapter 89 - Mall Crawl(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Sure you want me to drop you off here?" Inquired the driver in bemusement, as he pulled into an alley. 

    "Yup, this'll do," I nodded in response. 

    "Okay, then, if you say so. Let's see, your total comes to-...," He began, before I cut him off with a swift chop to the back of the neck, knocking him out. 

    "Really sorry about this...but I'm totally broke right now, so I can't pay you," I apologized sheepishly, as I hopped out of the taxi and walked away. 

    Yeah, I feel bad about that...but the fare was greater than my present account balance, no way I could afford it. This is why I've only been operating in Staex for the past three years, the capital city of Gelanes is too far to walk and too expensive to take a cab. 

    Today's the 15th of July, 2020, the following day. I'm here in the capital, and raring to go...really hope that it really is The Natural Order whose trail I'm on, otherwise this'll be a complete waste of time. 

    I mean, I think the odds are good that it's them, but it could also be some weird, creepy sex cult or something like that. I once played a erotic game with a storyline like that in my old world. 

    Uh, anyway...I'm about three kilometers away from the mall right now, the time is currently a few minutes past 8 PM. 

    I've disguised myself as well, just in case. I've destroyed so many of their smaller hideouts, it's possible that they're on the lookout for me. I doubt they know what I look like since I never left anyone alive in the places I attacked, but better safe than sorry, they might had hidden cameras installed that I failed to notice or something. 

    Also, there's a chance I might run into someone from Unity...if they recognize me, it's over, my entire operation will be dead in the water before I can even get started. 

    I've got a blonde wig and dark blue contact lenses, bought them both from the same pawn shop that I got my laptop from. 

    Pretty sure they aren't safe to use, my head itches and my eyes sting when I put them on...but I can negate the irritations with my healing power, so it isn't a problem. It's not like I can afford anything of higher quality, they're way too expensive. 

    I've also put on my nicest clothes, a dark green t-shirt and a pair of jeans...almost all my others clothes are worn out, faded or tattered. This is just about the only outfit I could throw together that doesn't make me look like a homeless hobo. 

    I feel a bit uncomfortable without my battle outfit on, but that's definitely not an option here. It's far too conspicuous, not to mention that it's also pretty tattered at this point. Also, blood soaked. 

    You can't see the stains since it's an all-black outfit, but even after washing it, it still gives off a slight smell of blood. 

    Okay, time to focus up, the mall's coming into sight, not much further ahead now. I need to go in and stick around till closing time without rousing any suspicion. 

    I approached the building nonchalantly, keeping my expression relaxed and neutral. Looks like they've set up a metal detector arch by the entrance. 

    Hm? Strange...that man just walked through but it didn't go off, despite him wearing a couple of fancy-looking golden rings on his fingers. Is it broken? 

    As I made my way through the entrance and walked through the metal detector...it went off, a couple of red lights flashing momentarily. 

    "Oh, do you need to pat me down or whatever?" I asked the security guard, who just shook his head in response and waved me through.

    Huh, that was...weird, to say the least. What gives? Maybe it really is broken, after all? 

    As I walked through the sliding doors and entered the mall, I stiffened slightly...okay, I can definitely feel several gazes in my direction. Stay calm, it's nothing to worry about...I haven't acted suspiciously, there's no reason for anyone to keep an eye on me. 

    But...why does it feel like the gazes are lingering on me? No, that's an understatement, it feels more like they're fixated on me. And I can feel malice behind them...what's going on? 

    I then noticed an interactive kiosk with a map of the mall and other details, strolling over towards it and tapping on the screen, pretending to be absorbed in it.

    But what I was actually doing was focusing on my background, which was reflecting off the screen...I can see the entrance, not clearly, but well enough. Looks like another person is entering the mall, a young woman...hm, the detector didn't go off. 

    Why did it only go off for me? Is this a trap? No, can't be...creating a detector that'd only go off for me is too farfetched and unlikely. I see another person approaching, another woman. 

    I can't see it very clearly, but I think she's got a horn or something on her head, so she must be an Alter, I-...huh? The detector...it went off. My eyes widened in realization...now, I see, that isn't a metal detector, it's an Alter detector! 

    And now that I look around...there's an unusually high number of security cameras set up all around. There's at least one by every store, seems way too excessive. Business is all about minimizing costs, less costs equals more profit, after all. 

    No good businessman would ever waste money on unnecessary expenditure, this many security cameras couldn't have been cheap. And they're the moving kind of cameras, slowly turning left and right continously...the extra cameras must be to ensure that there aren't any blind spots. Yeah, this is definitely not normal. 

    Alright, time for a bathroom break...let's see if they've installed cameras in there as well... 
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    Chapter 90 - Mall Crawl(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    There are multiple cameras inside the bathrooms...yeah, that's definitely excessive, and more than a little disconcerting. The inside of the bathroom stalls are just about the only blind spots that I've come across so far. 

    What gives? How has no one complained about this or found it suspicious? Well, the security cameras are pretty small, I suppose it's possible that most people wouldn't really pay them much attention if they aren't actively looking for them like I am. 

    Okay...this is a big problem. Where can I possibly hide while I wait for the place to close for the night? It's likely that they've got people keeping an eye on the security feeds to make sure everyone's cleared out before they close the mall. 

    I'll just have to hope I can use the sheer number of cameras to my advantage...with so, so many cameras throughout the building, it's impossible to keep an eye on every single feed at the same time, unless they've got a literal army of security guards watching the live feeds. 

    But there's another problem...their Alter detector by the entrance, they might be using it to keep track of the number of Alters that are currently inside the building, or something like that. 

    Ahh, fuck it...I'll just go find a hiding spot and wait out the clock, I can reactively deal with whatever comes afterwards. I should've figured it'd be like this, especially assuming that this is a major hideout of The Natural Order. I'm likely not gonna be able to pull this off as covertly as I'd hoped I could. 

    Okay, so now the question is, where exactly should I hide? Here in the bathroom? I'd rather not, it kinda stinks in here. How about the vents? Hm, I doubt they've got cameras in there, but I also doubt there's a blind spot I can use to climb into the vents. 

    I don't know enough of the layout of this place to make a properly informed decision...in which case, I suppose I'll go roam around for a bit to get a better picture of the layout. I then exited the bathroom stall after flushing the toilet, washing my hands and then heading out. 

    Let's see here...what can I use? There's an elevator, I could get in, open up the top and hide above it...if it were a normal elevator, that it. But unfortunately, it's a glass elevator, and the shaft is glass too. There's no way I could pull it off without being seen. 

    What about inside a clothing store? I could fire off a blood projectile to distract everyone and then go hide inside one of the changing rooms...no, that's probably not a good idea. 

    If I cause a commotion, it's likely that the security feeds in the area will be closely scrutinized...what's more, I don't want to leave behind any traces of my blood if I can help it. 

    Man, a power like Invisibility or Teleportation sure would be handy right about now. I let out a frustrated sigh as I headed up the escalator, making my way to the top floor. 

    The cinema is located up here, along with a concession stand, an ice cream store and, of course...the fro-yo place. There's also a small theme park. 

    Wow, the fro-yo place really is completely deserted. Also, what's with those prices? Even the smallest serving size is equivalent to a week's worth of food for me in terms of money.

    Hm? There's another bathroom up here, it's around the corner so it's out of sight from the stores on this floor...there's a rotating security camera in front of it, and probably more cameras inside the bathroom as well. 

    Well, might as well check it out, I suppose...I strolled towards the bathroom, turning around the corner as I kept my eyes on the position of the camera. 

    Hey, there's a door next to the entrance to the bathroom...I slowed down my pace a bit as I approached the bathroom door, waiting for the camera to turn away before quickly opening the other door and slipping inside. 

    I shut the door before the camera turned this way again, letting out a quiet sigh...it's pretty cramped in here. Looks like a janitorial closet, there's brooms and mops and stuff in here. 

    There isn't a whole lot of space for me to move around in, but I can manage. I then quietly slunk to the back of the space, being careful not to drop anything...I don't know if the security cameras record audio as well, a loud crash or something could screw everything up for me. 

    "Guess this'll do...," I muttered to myself quietly, sitting down and covering myself with a plastic tarp sheet. 

    There's a pretty strong chemical smell in here, but it shouldn't have any lasting effects on me. The more I'm exposed to any toxins or such, the more resistant my body becomes towards it and the faster I recover from the effects. 

    Of course, I can suppress my detoxification and healing if I want to, otherwise I wouldn't get high when I smoke weed. That'd really suck...it's the only thing left in my my life that lets me relax. 

    I'm literally in a constant state of stress and anxiety, at least to a small extent, when I'm sober, it's the absolute worst. It's just like how I was right after being rescued from that lab, only about a hundred times worse. 

    Yeah, let's not go down that rabbit hole, I prefer not to dig too deep into my own head, I don't like thinking about myself or my memories too much, it puts me in a really dark place. 

    Heh, on a somewhat related note, I'm literally in a dark place right now! 

    ...okay, I see why Yale insisted that I needed therapy back in the day. 

    Alright, let's just clear the mind and run out the clock, nothing to do now but wait. There's still a bit over an hour left...maybe I should've come here a bit later... 

    _____________________________________________
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    It's fifteen minutes past 10 PM now, it should be safe to leave this closet...is what I would say, if it wasn't for all the footsteps echoing out outside. I've counted eighteen individual pairs so far, I started counting about five minutes after closing time, when things went totally quiet outside for a couple of minutes, before then hearing several sets of footsteps, one after the other. 

    No doubt about it, the footsteps I'm hearing are heading towards the fro-yo place. You know, maybe I should just ditch the whole covert thing entirely and charge right in. 

    I mean, with all the security cameras around, they're probably keeping an especially close eye on the feeds from the cameras near the fro-yo place right now, plus they've probably kept guards posted outside that back door in the store. 

    Yeah, trying to be covert might be a waste of effort...and no, I'm not just saying that because I'm tired of being cramped inside this closet. First of all, I-...hm? 

    I'm not hearing any more footsteps outside...okay, then, time to get moving. I pulled the plastic sheet off of me as I quietly pushed the brooms and mops in front of me out of the way, before opening the door and quietly creeping out, making sure that the security camera was pointed away. 

    As it began to turn back in this direction, I fired out a needle-like blood projectile at the lens of the camera, before strolling around the corner and firing out more blood needles at the other cameras nearby. 

    I'll retrieve my blood after I wipe out the terrorists. And on another relevant note, uh...there are two guards posted right outside the fro-yo place, and they're armed with guns. 

    "Not so fast," I smirked, firing out more blood projectiles as they began to reach for their walkie-talkies, piercing through the devices and rendering them useless. 

    "Damned Freak...! Are you the one who's been destroying our smaller hideouts!?" Snapped one of them, taking aim at me with his gun, as the other guy raced around to my left while keeping his sights fixed on me. 

    Thank you, guy who's about to die, that told me everything I need to know. In a nutshell...fucking jackpot! 

    "I might be!" I exclaimed as I shot forward, letting his bullets riddle my chest as he fired at me, before raising my hand in his direction, my blood bursting out of my palm and rapidly extending out towards him. 

    Good, those guns are equipped with silencers...I don't have to worry about anyone else getting alerted by the noise. Still, better wrap this up quickly. 

    He swiftly leapt off to the side to evade my blood as it closed in on him...but I simply adjusted my trajectory, my blood following after him as the end of it took the shape of a spear...and pierced right through his throat. 

    "You bastard!" Snapped the other guy, firing a barrage of bullets at me as I swung my arm across and tore off the first guy's head, one of the incoming bullets hitting the side of my head and piercing through, before I evaded the rest. 

    "Hey, nice shot, you've got some pretty good marksmanship skills...too bad you're about to die, what a waste," I remarked, the bullet being pushed out of my head and the hole closing up as I drew back my blood and sent it shooting out towards him, piercing through his chest and bursting out of his back. 

    As his body hit the floor with a thud, blood pooling around his corpse, gushing out of the hole in his chest, I strolled towards the fro-yo place, the glass door and entrance splattered with blood.

    I pushed open the door and fired out blood needles at the cameras inside the store, before making my way inside and turning around the corner, stepping in front of the door. 

    I cautiously twisted the handle door and pushed it open, relaxing as it swung open and no one was beyond it...before frowning as I got a look inside. What the...?

    It's a steep metal staircase, going down...the space beyond the door is narrow and cramped. And looking at the inside of the door, it's soundproofed...hm, these stairs, they way they're designed, it's as if they've been made to creak with every step. Must be to alert them of any intruders. 

    I entered the space and shut the door behind me, before leaning over the railing of the peering down. It's too dark to see the bottom, it's a spiral staircase that seems to stretch down endlessly. 

    This mall has six floors, so seven levels including the ground floor-...no, wait, it also has one basement level storage garage, and three basement level parking lots below that. So, that's eleven levels to go down. 

    I'd wager that this staircase leads to an underground space below the parking lots. Given how narrow the shaft around the staircase is, sounds will probably travel pretty far down...so if I walk down the stairs, they're sure to hear me. 

    If only I could manifest my wings without transforming, it's too risky to use my Blood Demon form. Hm, wait...the stairs might be creaky, but the railings look pretty solid. 

    I took hold of the railing and began applying pressure, shaking it with increasing intensity...nice, not a sound, this'll do. I'll climb down across the railing instead of using the stairs. 

    I then began descending, keeping a tight grip on the railing and being careful not to rattle the stairs...I can't just let my legs hang down below me, with how narrow this spiraling staircase is, they'll knock onto the stairs below.

    So I've got to keep my legs suspended up behind me...man, even knowing that I'll heal right away from any damage, this is pretty rough on my core, I'm feeling the burn... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Okay, I can see the bottom now...there's not much space down there, but on the wall in front of the bottom of the staircase, there's a pair of large doors. 

    They sure put a lot of work into this, really emphasizes the 'hide' in hideout. With the space that the staircase is in being so narrow, it'd be easy to miss in the blueprints. And if this is really the only entrance to this hideout, it's no wonder they've managed to stay undetected. 

    Still though, they're gonna regret only having one exit...because with this, they'll be trapped with me. I almost pity them...but that won't stop me from massacring them. 

    Fortunately, there's no cameras down here, none that I've seen, anyway. Still though, they've probably noticed that all the cameras on the top floor are offline, and there's also the fact that they can't communicate with the guards I killed...yeah, it's likely that they're laying in wait for me. 

    As I reached the bottom and let go of the railing, landing on the ground quietly, I pondered my options as I stepped towards the doors. Should I just bust right in? 

    No point in trying to sneak in if they're expecting me, after all. And I think that's probably the case here...it's quiet on the other side, too quiet. It's unlikely that they've soundproofed this door, since the clang of the stairs is likely to alert them to any intruders. 

    Alright, then, brute force it is. I raised my right foot before slamming it against the middle of the two doors, a loud splintering echoing out as I kicked them in, my eyes widening as several bright glows shone out from inside as the doors swung open. 

    Uh-oh... 

    "Now! Vaporize the Freak!" 

    That's a whole lot of people with charged up laser cannons, not good! 

    As they all fired out their weapons simultaneously at me, I quickly sprang up and grabbed the top of the doorframe, swinging my body up and narrowly evading the massive wave of laser blasts, the bottom of the staircase getting completely destroyed as the blasts shot past me. 

    As the wave of blasts faded, I arched my legs back before rapidly swinging them forward, using the momentum generated to throw myself in through the doorway, swinging my arm across as I burst out a mass of blood from my palm and extended it, making it take shape with sharpened edges. 

    I sliced off the heads of several of the terrorists, a few managing to spring back or duck, narrowly avoiding my attack as my feet landed on the ground and skidded forward slightly. 

    Four survivors, I managed to kill seven of them in one attack. Not bad, if I do say so myself. My control over my Black Blood has improved significantly. 

    "D-damn, you-...argh!" One of them began to yell, before I fired out a small, drill-like bullet made of my blood, which tore through his forehead and burst out the back of his head. 

    "I'm sure you all have a lot to say, but I'd like to wrap this up quickly," I remarked dryly, as he collapsed onto the ground. 

    I then quickly fired out blood needles as the survivors began to take aim at me, hitting their weapons and causing their functionality to cease. 

    Hm, this is an awfully small room, and it's mostly empty...no way they took so many measures to hide a place this small... 

    "Your kind isn't welcome here...only humans are allowed in this place, Freak!" Snapped a woman, as she took out a pistol and fired at me. 

    I swiftly shot towards her, leaping straight at her as her bullets struck my torso. She stumbled back in alarm, trying to get away, but she was too slowly to react, as I slammed my knees onto her stomach, grabbing her shoulders and pushing my weight forward to knock her down, before I pressed my hand over her mouth. 

    "Is that right? Hey, tell me, is there a hidden entrance behind one of these walls?" I inquired, as I began flooding her mouth with my blood, spreading it out across the inside of her head, smirking as I kept a close eye on her expression, "I'll take that as a yes."

    "How about you take this instead!?" Yelled one of the remaining two, as he sprang up behind and drove a dagger through the back of my neck, piercing through my throat and bursting out the front of my neck, right as the woman's head exploded as I sharply expanded my blood inside her skull. 

    I then swiftly reached back and grabbed the wrist of the guy who stabbed me, twisting sharply and breaking his wrist, a loud crunch echoing out as he cried out in agony, letting go of the dagger and stumbling back. 

    I yanked the dagger out of my throat and spun around as I got back onto my feet, ignoring as a bullet struck my left shoulder as I flung the dagger back at its owner with a rapid spin, the blade striking his forehead and embedding into it, before I turned my gaze to my left, to see the last survivor pointing a revolver at me while shaking in fear. 

    "Y-you monster, why won't you die!?" He cried panickedly, as he fired again. 

    I ducked to evade the bullet, before racing towards him at top speed. A look of alarm appeared in his eyes as he fired repeatedly in a panic, a couple of his bullets grazing me while the rest missed. 

    His eyes widened in despair as he ran out of bullets, the click of his trigger echoing out repeatedly as he tried to fire the gun regardless in his panic, letting out a gasp of terror as he met my gaze. 

    As I closed in on him, he swung the gun at me with wild desperation, I struck his wrist with my forearm to deflect his arm away before grabbing his throat with my other hand, digging my fingers in before violently yanking my arm back, tearing out his throat... 

    _____________________________________________
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    As I ripped out his throat, the terrorist let out a strangled wheeze of pain as he stumbled back and collapsed onto the ground, clutching at his throat as blood gushed out, his eyes starting to roll back in his head as he writhed on the ground, unable to breathe. 

    Hm? 

    Suddenly, as I tossed away his throat, panels on the walls began to open up, mounted machine guns and laser cannons, as well as a weapon I didn't recognize, extending out through the openings, taking aim at me. A familiar scent filled the room as well...smells like poison gas, not a problem for me. But I've got a bigger problem here... 

    Then, before I could react, the unfamiliar weapons abruptly triggered, firing out powerful sonic waves into the room from multiple directions, dazing me severely as the waves enveloped me all around. 

    I stumbled back as immense vertigo and nausea struck me, my head spinning as I collapsed onto my knees, a storm of bullets showering me from several directions as I was rendered immobile. 

    Crap, the laser cannons are charging up...and healing isn't doing much good, these sonic waves are constant and continuous, the effects dig back into me as soon as I nullify them with healing. 

    I'll be vaporized if I all those laser cannons hit me at full force at the same time...I'm, uh, not too sure I can regenerate if all traces of me are wiped out. And I'm certainly not gonna put that to the test!

    "D-destroy these weapons...a-and then...break down all of the...walls in this room...! Here goes...time to flip the switch...!" I gasped, as I triggered my transformation... 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    Ow...is something on top of me? 

    I sat up with a strained sigh, chunks of rubble falling off me as I got up, getting back onto my feet. As always, the memories are vague and unclear, I can't remember what happened. 

    As I dusted myself off and looked around, I saw the damage I'd inflicted while in my Blood Demon form. All the weapons that had emerged from the wall panels were laying on the ground, twisted and broken apart. My wig was on the floor too, full of holes and a bit melted at some spots, too damaged to use anymore. 

    All the walls had been taken down...and it looks like that resulted in the ceiling caving in. More importantly, the wall that had once been standing to my left...there's a long, dark corridor through there. 

    The other walls that had been taken down, there were walls of earth and dirt in those spots...same overhead, where the ceiling had been. 

    The direction that this corridor is in...wherever it leads to, will be right under the mall. Or past it, depending on how long the corridor is, I suppose. Only one way to find out. 

    Hm, there might be more hidden weapons in the walls of the corridor...I could transform again, I suppose, but I'd prefer to deal with this while my conscious mind is in control. 

    I walked over to the row of corpses I'd created with my first attack upon entering this room, picking up a couple of the laser cannons. I've seen these things in action more than enough times to know how to work them. 

    Pull and release the trigger for a quick burst, and to charge up the blast, pull and hold the trigger for a while, release once it's sufficiently charged to fire. 

    As I began heading into the corridor, I looked down at myself, letting out a sigh...my clothes are in complete tatters, not to mentioned blood stained all over. I might have to take some clothes off the corpses before I head back home. 

    Nothing's coming out of the walls so far, but I'll keep my guard up...it's quite likely that there were hidden cameras in that room I was in. The weapons came out as soon as I finished killing all the people. 

    Or maybe their allies were monitoring their vitals, and once all the signals faded, they extended out the weapons? No, it's almost certain that they were watching me...those weapons took aim at me with real accuracy, so they were probably being controlled. 

    Hm? I hear footsteps approaching from up ahead...someone's coming. Does that mean there aren't any weapons hidden in the walls of this corridor? 

    "There's only one of you? Come on, I'm feeling kinda insulted here-...," I began, before trailing off as they came into sight. 

    The person approaching me was a young woman, she had a dead look in her eyes, wearing a tattered, dirty gown, and the parts of her skin that were visible were covered in bruises, scars and swollen spots. 

    "...-me," She muttered weakly, her voice broken and devoid of any hope or emotion. 

    She must be an Alter...maybe she used the commotion I caused to escape? 

    "Are you...a captive here? Hey, it's gonna be okay...I'm gonna get you out of here, okay?" I replied assuringly. 

    "P-please...please just kill me," She responded faintly, before freezing with a look of despair on her face, "N-no, I can't do this anymore, I-I'm begging you, please-...arghhhhhh!!!"

    My eyes widened in realization as she let out an anguished scream of pain, clutching her sides as she collapsed onto her knees, tears streaming down her face. 

    "I-I...I'm sorry...!" She cried, shakily raising a hand towards me as she formed a swirling mass of water. 

    She looks like she's in incredible pain. She's got an earpiece communicator on her left ear...don't tell me-...no, there's no other explanation. This is...

    "A control chip...," I hissed as I gritted my teeth, clenching my fists tightly, before swiftly raising my hand and firing out a blood needle, shooting through her earpiece device. 

    I then shot towards her, leaping across to evade as she fired out the water projectile, swiftly striking the side of her neck with my hand, knocking her out. I caught her before she could fall onto the ground, setting her down gently. 

    I didn't think I'd see any captive Alters down here, I thought it'd be too difficult to smuggle a person down here through the mall...but I guess I was wrong. I wonder, how much effort did they put into abducting Alters? 

    How many have they enslaved and tortured for their own amusement? How many have they killed? 

    Once I'm done slaughtering every last one of them, I'll get this woman and any other captives to a hospital, they-...my eyes then widened as the woman's body suddenly began to bloat up, a muffled, high pitched ringing echoing out from inside her body... 

    On instinct, I quickly sprang back in a rush and got some distance...right before a powerful explosion burst out, the resulting shockwave hitting me and knocking me back, as blood and guts splattered all over the floor, walls and ceiling of the corridor. 

    I managed to land on my feet and avoid falling, my feet skidding back slightly before I regained my balance, staring ahead of me in a quiet, cold fury as blood dripped down from the ceiling and ran down the walls. 

    "Hey...I don't know if you people can hear me or not...," I remarked icily as I walked forward, stepping past the puddles of blood and entrails, seething with rage as I continued, "You're gonna pay for this...every last one of you is going to regret ever being born..."
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    "G-get away...please, I-I don't want to hurt anyone...," Pleaded a middle-aged man, his body trembling as I approached him. 

    He'd extended out his fingernails like claws, and looking at his injuries, he's clearly been tortured mercilessly...there's probably a bomb inside his body as well... 

    "I'm so sorry, I wish I could help you...but all I can do is put you out of your misery. I'll try to make it as painless as possible," I replied as I clenched my fists, before raising my hand and taking aim as I formed a blood needle. 

    "Th...thank you...," He whispered with a broken smile, before I shot him through the middle of the head. 

    That's the fourth Alter I've encountered down here...the last three all exploded after I incapacitated them. 

    I then quickly backed away as the man's body began rapidly bloating, a sharp ringing echoing out of his body before it exploded, blood splattering onto me as his insides painted the walls of the corridor. 

    I stepped forward, silently walking through the bloodied spot of the pathway, clenching my fists tightly as I trembled with rage. They won't get away with this...

    As a tall door came into sight up ahead, I hastened my pace as I seethed with a burning fury, lifting up my leg as I reached the door before slamming my foot against it, kicking it down as the sound of wood splintering echoed out, right before several sonic waves engulfed me instantly. 

    I collapsed onto my knees as my eardrums ruptured, my vision blurring and darkening at the waves dazed me, my ears ringing sharply and painfully as I barely managed to stay conscious. Damn it, I...I can't move...!

    "That's it, keep those sonic cannons locked onto him, and don't let up on the intensity. So, you're the wild beast who's been destroying our smaller bases, are you? I must say, you're a fascinating specimen...how are you still alive? What would it take to kill you, I wonder?" Smirked a man, walking over and slamming his foot onto the back of my head, pressing my face into the floor. 

    My eardrums have healed enough that I can what he's saying, but at this rate, I'll lose consciousness before much longer...!

    "Th-this won't stop me...! I'll kill you all!" I snapped, as I grabbed his ankle, before he quickly pulled his foot back, breaking free of my grasp. 

    Shit, I can't muster much of any strength...!

    "Whew, close one. I'm gonna need to disinfect my leg, filthy Freak," He spat in disgust, before snapping his fingers, "Bring them out."

    I strained against the nauseating sonic waves, lifting my head up...there's four people with those sonic cannons aimed at me, n-no wonder I'm struggling so much...!

    The man who had stomped on my head was standing a few meters ahead, just out of my reach. He must be the leader...damn it, if I could just focus, I could use my blood to attack...!

    My eyes then widened as more people appeared behind him, dragging young children along with them, eight of them in total. 

    "If we can get a control chip in you, you'll make a fine weapon...which means we no longer have any use for these failures," Smirked the man, before turning back and facing the kids, "I order you...kill yourselves."

    "N-no, stop...!" I gasped in pain, struggling to try and get up before collapsing onto my knees again. 

    I stared in horror as some of the kids began strangling themselves, while the others began writhing around in agony, screaming in pain as they resisted their command, the control chips inflicting excruciating pain on them...

    "Hey, this is kinda boring...can't we just kill them ourselves?" Requested one of the others. 

    "Yeah, it doesn't really make a difference how they die, does it?" Pointed out another eagerly. 

    "Oh, fine. You can stop now, Freak brats...now, behave and let yourselves be killed without a fuss," Smirked the man sadistically. 

    "Stop it...!" I hissed in desperation, mustering all the strength I could to try and get back up...i-it's no use, I-I can't even focus enough to flip my switch and transform... 

    One of the men grabbed the neck of one of the kids and began strangling, a flushed look on his face as a wide smile spread out across his lips, the child letting out choked gasps as tears streamed down his face, before a loud crunch echoed out as the man broke his neck. 

    "Ohh, I fucking love that sound!" He grinned with an euphoric look of satisfaction on his face. 

    Stop it... 

    "Come on, what's the point without blood? You have strange taste, man," A woman shook her head, as she mercilessly and repeatedly stabbed a young boy with a dagger, pleasure on her face as he screamed out in agony. 

    Stop it, you vile monsters...!

    "That's so inelegant, you want to draw out more prolonged screams, now that's music," Chuckled another man, as he crushed the eyes of a young girl, pressing his thumbs into her eye sockets and eliciting an excruciating scream of pain from her. 

    "Let them GO!" I snapped furiously, blood pouring out of my ears as I got back on my feet, my vision spinning violently as I let out an enraged roar. 

    "What the...? Just stay down, you unholy-...!" Began the man I presumed to be their leader, before abruptly cutting off as something blasted out of my forehead, a bright red flash suddenly bursting out. 

    And in the next instant, the man's head was gone, smoke billowing out of the stump of his neck as his body went limp and collapsed onto the floor, a stunned silence from the others. 

    "W-watch out, he's-...!" Exclaimed one of the men with a sonic cannon in alarm, before I turned my gaze towards him and blasted a hole through the middle of his chest, killing him. 

    "Damn it, get away-...!" Cried one of the others, before I swiftly blasted each of men with sonic cannons, the waves finally ceasing as they all collapsed onto the ground, their guns falling with them. 

    "Let them go, right now," I warned the remaining terrorists icily, stepping forward as I extended out streaks of blood from my palms. 

    "D-don't move, understood!?" One of them snapped at the children as she took out a device and pressed some buttons on it, before running away in fear, the rest following suit as a sharp ringing echoed out of the bodies of the children, as they bloated up rapidly...
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    A blinding red flash shone out of my forehead as I charged up a blast, before firing out a massive red energy wave towards the children as their bodies expanded rapidly, vaporizing them before they could explode.

    I-I'm...I'm sorry. Please forgive me. I wish I could've saved all of you...but all I can do is ensure that you don't die at the hands of the terrorist scum. I'll take your blood onto my hands...and in exchange, I promise, I'll exact vengeance for what they did to you. 

    I then made my way forward, determined to hunt down those who'd run away and kill them...this place is like a small building, there's a corridor up ahead and several doors to the sides. The ones I've killed so far, they died instantly...a fate far better than they deserve. 

    But the rest won't be so lucky. I'll make sure they suffer before they die...which means I can't use this forehead beam anymore. As I headed into the corridor, breaking down the doors I walked past, I touched my forehead... 

    There's something on it, it feels like glass...I see, I must have somehow manifested an aspect of my Blood Demon form. Oh, it's shrinking back into my forehead, disappearing into it...well, no matter. I don't need it anymore. 

    There were five people who ran away, but there could be others hiding behind these doors. I should make sure to fully comb the place before I leave. 

    As I kicked down another door, a woman sprang out from inside the room, raising a laser cannon towards me. 

    "Die, you fucking monst-...argh!" She began, before I cut her off by leaping towards her, grabbing her throat and pinning her down. 

    She's the one who was stabbing one of the children...

     

    "Let's see how you like it," I remarked coldly, as I formed a blade with my blood and rapidly pierced it into her stomach repeatedly, as I dug my nails into her neck while strangling her. 

    I'll keep one eye on the doorway, to make sure none of the others try to sneak past me and get to the exit. 

    "S-stop, please, I'll do anyth-...!" She cried out in pain, before I let go of her throat, slamming my fist onto the middle of her face as she let out a sharp wheeze, breaking her nose and knocking out a couple of her front teeth. 

    "Stop? You have no right to say that, you evil bitch!" I snarled viciously, as I slashed her cheeks, prying her mouth open before ripping out her tongue. 

    "Blarrghagh!" She screeched in agony, flecks of blood spraying out of her mouth as blood gushed down her jaws and running down the sides of her face onto the floor, a look of terror in her eyes as I stood up and raised my foot, slamming it onto her right elbow with a loud crunch. 

    "You'll die before much longer...I'll make sure it's as agonizing as possible," I stated icily, breaking the rest of her limbs before turning around and walking away, leaving her to die of blood loss as she screamed and writhed around the floor in excruciating pain. 

    I stepped back into the corridor, knocking down more doors as I headed further inside. Most of these look like bedrooms...I see, these bastards have been living down here instead of coming and going through the mall every day, probably to lower the chances of being spotted...once I'm done killing them all, I'll destroy this place entirely. 

    As I approached another door, I heard some faint noises coming from inside, and I kicked down the door, bullets came shooting out towards me, hitting my body and embedding into my flesh. 

    "Perfect, three of you at once," I remarked icily, as I fired out blood needles at them, hitting their arms and forcing them to drop their guns, as the bullets they'd fired got pushed out of my body and hit the floor with a clatter, the holes in my torso closing up. 

    I then shot into the room, forming a narrow, long blade with my blood and swinging my arm across at a low angle, slicing off all of their legs from below the knees, cries of pain ringing out as they collapsed onto the floor, blood pouring out of the stumps of their legs.

    "G-get back, don't come any closer!" Yelled out of them in terror.

     

    "D-damn it, I refuse to die like this!" Cried out another of them, desperately trying to reach for her gun. 

    "That's not upto you anymore...," I responded menacingly, cracking my knuckles as I approached them... 

    ... 

    Alright, this is the last door in the corridor...besides the five that ran away, I came across six others hiding in these rooms. I've reached the end of the corridor, one final door ahead of me. 

    Well, unless it leads to another corridor with more doors...that's fine if it is, I'm not going to complain about having more vile scumbags to kill. 

    Actually, come to think of it, in my rage, I forgot to interrogate any of the people I killed...so I hope that there are more of them in here. As I kicked down the door and stepped in, looking around the room, I met someone's gaze, a look of fear in their eyes as they flinched and shrunk back. 

    It's a girl, she looks like she's around twelve or thirteen years old...she's in a cage at the back of the room, which looks like a makeshift lab. But she's not the only one in the room... 

    "Wh-who are you!?"

    "G-get away from us, you freak!"

    Only two of them...and the wall behind them is covered with screens, many of them displaying security feeds from inside the mall, along with multiple computers in front of the displays. 

    I can extract information from those computers...which means that I have no reason to keep either of these two alive to interrogate...

    "Quit your barking and just die," I responded icily, firing out a couple of rapid blood needles and piercing through their heads, killing them instantly. 

    I then walked over towards the girl in the cage slowly, as she shrunk back with a fearful look in her eyes. There are several more cages in the room, all empty...she's the only survivor. 

    "Hey, it's okay, there's no need to be afraid. Those people can't hurt you anymore, you're going to be okay now...I'm going to get you out of here, alright?" I remarked in a gentle voice, as I approached her slowly. 

    "H-huh? R-really?" She whispered timidly, her eyes trembling. 

    "Yes, I promise..."

    "W-wait, don't come near me...th-they put something in my neck, they might-...!" She began, raising her hands in front of herself to persuade me to stay back, her arms shaking as tears welled up in her eyes. 

    "Don't worry, they're all dead now, they can't ever hurt you again. I promise," I assured her softly. 

    I can imagine what she's been through...it'll probably haunt her for a long time, if not forever. But at least...at least I can save her life, if nothing else...
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    "I'm sorry, I don't have any food or water on me...but I'll get you some soon, okay?" I smiled as her stomach rumbled, patting her head as I let her out of the cage, before turning towards the wall covered in several screens. 

     I'll ignore the security camera feeds and instead see if I can find anything on the computers, there might be some useful information on there. 

    "O-okay...," Nodded the girl, still looking wary of me. 

    I can't blame her...there's probably a part of her that's thinking that this is some cruel prank or something. After what's she's likely been through, it's only natural that she'd be afraid to get hopeful. 

    "I hate to ask this of you, but please wait for a few more minutes, okay?" I responded, as I walked over to the computers. 

    Okay, to start with, let's just delete all the footage recorded by the security cams, don't want the police seeing me on tape if and when they investigate this place. Even with my disguise, that's a risk I'd prefer to avoid. 

    Found it, the footage is uploaded to a cloud server...select all, and delete. Alright, with that done...now to deactivate all the cameras, to make it easier to get out of here. It'll take way too long to sneak out if I try to avoid the cameras while making my way out. 

    Not to mention that my wig was destroyed earlier, in that first room I entered after coming down the stairs, so I absolutely cannot afford to be spotted. 

    There, the security cameras have been dealt with. Now, let's see what they've got on their computers...hm, it's mostly empty of any files or folders other than the default apps. 

    In that case, let's search for hidden files and folders...okay, I've changed to settings to display any hidden items, and-...bingo! 

    Hm, that's a lot of documents...I don't have time to read them all. And I don't have a USB or anything on me. No matter...since the security cam footage was being stored in a cloud server, the computers are obviously connected to the internet. I'll make use of that... 

    I then opened up the browser and quickly created a new email account, dragging and dropping all the documents as I composed a new mail, before sending them all to Finn, along with a cryptic message to let him know that it's me, specifically 'three shots of vodka', which is what he usually orders when he meets me at the bar. 

    Hope that's enough of a hint for him to figure out I sent this. But if not, I'll just call him and tell him that I sent it...I'll get the info from him later, I don't want to take the risk of sending it to myself. 

    I then logged out once I sent the email, before clearing the browser history and letting out a sigh. It's done, I wish I had the time to wreck this hideout, but my priority is getting this girl to a safe place. 

    I should at least destroy these computers though...I then formed a whip made of blood and began slamming it against the computers, making sure to especially wreck the CPUs. 

    If I damage the internal hard drives enough, no one should be able to salvage anything from these computers. There, that should do it. 

    "Sorry to keep you waiting, hope that didn't take too long. Come on...let's get going, shall we?" I smiled at her, as I walked away from the computer. 

    "U-um, okay..."

    As she cautiously followed after me, I noticed her wincing slightly with each step she took, a pained look in her eyes...I glanced down, to see small bloodstains on the floor across where she'd walked... 

    "Here, let me carry you, that looks like it hurts," I remarked gently, before kneeling down, prompting her to get on my back. 

    "Th-thank you," She muttered quietly, tensing up initially before cautiously walking over and climbing onto my back, slowly relaxing a tiny bit as I stood up and began walking towards the door. 

    Poor thing, she's completely on edge...

    "Don't worry, I'll take you right to a hospital once we're out of-..."

    "N-no! Not a hospital, please no!" She protested immediately, a look of fear in her eyes as she added while trembling, "M-my parents took me to the hospital because I had a fever, and then...a-and then I-I found myself here in this place..."

    I see...so, one of the members of this terrorist organization, The Natural Order, must have infiltrated a hospital, targeting Alter patients. If they have that level of influence, wiping them out entirely is going to be harder than I thought. Just how many members do they have, anyway? 

    Well, I'll focus on that later...right now, my priority is getting this kid someplace where she'll be safe and can be treated for her injuries. She definitely needs some medical attention, but if I take her to a hospital with her this afraid, she might try to run away. In that case, where should I take her? 

    The police station, maybe? No, they'd probably end up taking her to a hospital anyway if I leave her in their care...and it's possible that the police force has also been infiltrated by TNO. 

    Come on, think...what's the safest place that comes to m-...? Oh. Damn it. 

    Yeah, that'd definitely be a safe place to take her to, but the thought of going back there is-...no, that isn't important. I won't let my cowardice get in the way here. 

    "You've heard of...of Unity, right, little girl?" I asked her, as I walked out of the room and into the corridor, "Oh, uh, close your eyes until I say it's okay to open them, it's a bit gruesome out here."

    "Um, okay...and y-yes, of course I've heard of them...," She nodded as she shut her eyes. 

    "I'll take you to them, you'll be safe there. Is that okay with you?"

    "R-really? Y-yeah, that sounds a lot better than a hospital! I, um...thank you, mister. Can I ask who you are?"

    "Yeah, of course...my name's Ario, nice to meet you, little girl."

    "My name is Vella, not little girl..."

    Good, it looks like she's starting to relax a bit more now. 

    "Oh, my bad...nice to meet you, Vella. I know it must have been difficult...I was once in a similar situation to yours, so I know what it's like. It was painful, wasn't it? I'm so sorry you had to go through that hell...but it's going to be okay now. You did well hanging in there...you're safe now, okay?" I assured her, as I made my way through the hideout. 

    "Y-yeah, it...it was horrible...th-they did so many awful things to me, a-and they laughed while they did it...the more I begged them to stop, the more they...they...," She trailed off as her voice cracked, her shoulders trembling as she burst into tears, clinging onto me as she sobbed uncontrollably. 

    I felt my chest tighten as I grimaced in sorrow and anger...she should never have been put through this. What makes it worse is the fact I couldn't save the other children...I managed to accomplish my initial goal here, killing all the terrorists in this place, but...but it still feels like I failed in the end... 
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    Almost there, just a bit further and we should be at the Unity mansion...I should hurry, the sun will start to rise soon, I want to start heading back to Staex before daybreak, while the streets are still mostly empty. 

    I took some clothes off the people I killed, but with my wig destroyed, I can't disguise myself...I've managed to stay out of sight so far, but it won't be long before people start waking up and coming outside. 

    On my way out, I also grabbed my destroyed wig and reabsorbed all the blood I'd fired out, which took a bit of time. 

    "Um, mister, don't your legs hurt? You've been walking for a long time...m-my feet don't hurt much anymore, so I can walk on my own if-...," Began Vella with a look of concern. 

    "That's very kind of you, Vella, but there's no need to worry...I'm pretty strong, I've still got plenty of energy to spare," I grinned assuringly. 

    "Okay, if you're sure...hey, are you a member of Unity? Is that why you're taking me there?" She asked me curiously. 

    "Huh? Oh, uh...n-no, not anymore," I shook my head, right as the gates of the mansion came into sight, "Look, there it is...we're almost there!" 

    I felt a slight lump in my throat at the familiar sight before me, emotions I hadn't felt in a long time welling up inside me before I quickly bottled them in, before I could drown in them. 

    "Are...you okay, mister? You look kinda...sad."

    "What? O-oh, I just, uh...I was just thinking about this sad movie I watched a while back, yeah!"

    "You know, you're a bad liar, mister..."

    "Yeah...I suppose I am," I replied with a wistful smile, before slowly setting her down as I reached the gates, kneeling down in front of her as I added, "Okay, just ring the bell and someone will be right out...don't be afraid to ring it over and over again until someone responds. I have to go now...I'll watch from a distance until someone comes out to get you, I promise, so there's no need to be nervous. Also, I'd like to ask you a favor...if they ask you about who saved you, say it someone wearing a mask, okay?"

    That might be pointless with Viola's power, but still. I'll just have to hope that she doesn't say anything to the others. 

    "Huh? But why?"

    "Uh...don't worry about it, kid," I smiled sheepishly, patting her head before standing back up, "Okay, I have to go now...things to do, places to be, you know how it goes."

    Being near this place, it...it hurts. It hurts so much, I...I can't stay any longer. I need to go... 

    "...what?"

    "Well, goodbye, kid...take care of yourself," I replied, as I began walking away. 

    "W-wait, please! Before you go, I...I wanted to say thank you. Thank you so much for saving me, Mr Ario...thank you so much!" She cried as she bowed her head. 

    "Sure, don't mention it, kid...I'm glad I was able to save you," I responded as I glanced back with a slight smile, before continuing to walk away. 

    As the sound of the bell ringing echoed out, I picked up the pace, hurrying towards a corner up ahead, ducking behind it and peeking out towards the mansion. 

    After a couple of minutes, the gates opened, someone stepping out...is that Parmila? Huh she's gotten a bit taller. Okay, I...I should go now. The kid's safe, so there's no reason for me to stay here. 

    I'll try to find a cab and get back to Staex...I might've stolen some money from the fro-yo place, so this time, I can pay for the ride. 

    This operation completely wore me out, I'm...I'm just so exhausted...

    ... 

    ... 

    Huh...? Where am I? What's going on? I don't-...

    "Hey there, Red...how've you been?" Came a familiar voice, causing me to tense up as I turned in the direction it came from, my eyes widening in shock... 

    "H-huh? Xa...Xandra? I-is that you? H-how is this po-...?" I stuttered in disbelief. 

    "Tell me, Red...why did you let me die? If you'd killed that man like you wanted to...I'd still be alive. Why? Why did you let me die...?"

    "N-no, I...I...," I stuttered as I stumbled back, my chest tightening sharply. 

    "What's the matter, Red? You look like you've seen a ghost...," She smiled eerily, as blood began pouring out of her eyes, nostrils and mouth...

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    I sat up with a sharp gasp, clutching my chest as beads of sweat ran down my face, my body cold. I-it was...it was just a dream... 

    "D-damn it...," I muttered to myself as I pushed the blanket off of me, burying my face in my pillow with a tired sigh.

    After I got back from the capital, I headed straight home and went to sleep right away, completely and utterly exhausted. 

    Hm? It's past 8 PM...I've been asleep for over fifteen hours. I still feel so tired... 

    I let out a weary sigh as I got off the bed, heading for the bathroom as I tugged my clothes off and tossed them onto the floor, turning on the shower as I entered the bathroom and shut the door. 

    Did I have that nightmare just because I saw the mansion again? Damn it...for all this time, I've tried so hard not to think about my time with Unity, or about Xandra, I've been bottling up those emotions for so long. 

    But I...I think I've reached my breaking point. I can't hold it in any longer, it's driving me insane...I clenched my fists bitterly as I leaned forward, my forehead thudding against the wall as the shower rained down on me, droplets of water running down my face and body. 

    I...I need to confront the emotions and painful memories I've been bottling in for the last three years, just like Viola told me I should the last time I spoke to her, right before leaving Unity. Otherwise, these agonizing emotions...they'll eat me up from the inside, until I'm completely broken. 

    And I know exactly how to go about confronting those emotions...I've painstakingly and thoroughly researched and investigated all of the Puppeteer's victims that I could find information about, all except one...Xandra.

    Just thinking about it is painful, it wracks me with guilt and regret, but I...I can't go on like this. If I don't confront this head on, I'll never be able to truly avenge her. For as long as live, which could possibly be forever, I won't ever forgive myself for what happened to her...so I can't let myself ignore it any longer, just because it hurts to think about... 
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    "Cool, thanks. Yeah, sure, you can sell the info to others, that's fine with me...so long as I get a decent cut of the profit," I replied into my phone. 

    "I was hoping you wouldn't say that...but since you are the one who obtained this information, I suppose that's fair. This is very valuable intel, Liberty would be willing to pay a pretty high price for it, especially since you beat them to the punch with your last attack. The police discovered the hideout in the mall and it's been reported to the public as well, so Liberty has probably realized by now that you're responsible for that," Responded Finn wryly. 

    "Doesn't matter, I doubt they'd be so petty as to give me trouble just because of that. Well, anyway, I gotta go, let me know if you come across any new intel," I remarked, as I lit up a joint and took a puff. 

    "Yeah, you got it. Later, then."

    As he hung up, I set down my phone and let out a strained sigh, as I opened up a notebook and picked up a pen...a big part of me doesn't want to do this, but I have to go through with it. 

    I need to recall everything I can remember about Xandra, particularly things that would relate to how she ended up under the control of the Puppeteer. 

    I've previously determined that the Puppeteer can't control living Alters, only their corpses...after she died, her body was taken to the morgue. Did the Puppeteer take control of her corpse there? 

    Or was it before that? Maybe they can establish their control over an Alter while they're still alive, but can only then exert control after the target dies? 

    I'm working under the assumption that they take control of their targets by touching them...because otherwise, if they're able to take control of someone from a distance without ever coming into contact with them, they'll be effectively impossible to find. 

    So I'll assume that control is most likely established by touch...hm, or it could be voice activated or scent induced or some other sensory effect instead, I suppose. 

    During the last several months in which I was a member of Unity, Xandra spent a lot of her time with me, I don't remember her ever leaving the mansion without me either, at least not after we got together. 

    Damn it...recalling these memories is so...so painful. But I have to keep myself together and get through it...I can't let myself get emotional, I need to be analytical and logical about this. 

     Come on, think...I've interacted with the Puppeteer a number of times through the people they've controlled, have they ever given me any hints towards their identity? 

    Of course, if it's someone I don't know, that wouldn't do me any good. Wait, I remember...that night, when Xandra's corpse appeared at the mansion, the Puppeteer said something to me... 

    "I said something along the lines of swearing that I'd hunt down and kill the Puppeteer...and then, they responded by saying something like 'even though you have all the information you need to find me, I highly doubt that you'll ever track me down. I'm closer than you think...' and then my nullification power negated the control-...," I muttered to myself, before trailing off as a realization hit me, my eyes widening...

     

    Wait...the morning of the day of my last mission with Unity, Xandra and I trained together, we sparred against each other. And...I'm fairly sure I used my nullification power on her then. 

    If my nullification power can break the Puppeteer's control over a person, that means...Xandra's body was taken control of after that morning. Which likely means that...the Puppeteer is someone that she came into contact with on that day. 

    Was it one of those Liberty members? No, that seems unlikely, I don't remember them coming into contact with her when we encountered them...someone at the kidnapping ring hideout, maybe? I doubt it, she was with me almost the entire time until she...sh-she...

    I shook my head and bit my lower lip to calm myself down, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling. Let's get back to it... 

    It could've been a police officer or someone at the morgue...but those places are filled with security cameras, and I'm sure Unity looked into it. The Puppeteer has avoided capture for over nine years now, if they were that careless-...

    Wait, nine years...during their first year after initially appearing, all their victims were people who were in Staex at the time. But from about eight years ago onwards, their victims were people in Gelanes, the capital. 

    Huh? What...what is this? It feels like a fog has lifted from my head...there was something clouding my mind, but it's gone now. Don't tell me...was it the effect of someone's power. 

    I then touched my forehead and activated nullification, my eyes widening as I felt a faint, but undoubtedly foreign element, fading from my mind. How...how long has this been in my head? 

    When was the last time I used nullification on myself? Wait, have I ever done that? I mean, I've never had a reason to, at least as far as I can remember...I don't know exactly what it was that I felt disappear, but I think...it was something that was affecting my judgement. 

    It was subtle, so much so that I never noticed...I inadvertently broke through the effects by chance just now, and when I used nullification on myself, that cleared out the lingering effects. Was it the Puppeteer who did this to me? 

    Could it be...was it some kind of inception that prevented my mind from thinking about things that'd lead me to the Puppeteer's identity? In which case, maybe I broke through the effects because I was thinking about those very things that it was keeping me from thinking about? 

    Is it because I finally confronted Xandra's death and my regret and emotions towards her? 

    'Even though you have all the information you need to find me, I highly doubt that you'll ever track me down. I'm closer than you think...'

    My eyes widened as I came to a slow realization of the answer I've been looking for, as I abruptly stood up with a sinking feeling in my chest...no, it couldn't be... 

    H-hold on, that can't be right-...n-no, it has to be just a coincidence, there's no way...but the more I think about it, the more it fits... 

    The timing of Xandra's corpse under their control showing up at the mansion...and that day in Staex, that reaction...not to mention the split between the locations of their victims, between Staex initially and then in Gelanes since then... 

    "No way...there's just no way...," I muttered as I stood up, unable to believe it. 

    But if...if I'm right about this then...this whole time-... 

    Hm? My phone's ringing...it's Finn, did something happen? 

    "Hello?" Came his voice, as I answered the call and put my phone up to my ear. 

    "Yeah, hey...what's up, is something wrong?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "Do you have a TV?"

    "Huh? Uh, no, I don't have one..."

    "Okay, I just sent you a link. It's an online live stream of a currently airing news broadcast...watch it, immediately! You're going to want to see this," He remarked, with a grim tone of voice. 

    "Alright, if you say so...," I responded, as I opened my laptop, linking my phone messages to it and opening my chat with Finn, clicking on the link he'd just sent. 

    As the video loaded, a dark room came into sight, with people wearing ski masks standing in front of the camera, with more people behind them, shackled to the wall... 

    "...-will pay for killing our comrades! We shall exact our revenge tenfold and more!" 

    "What...what is this?" I inquired with a horrified grimace, even though I already knew the answer... 

    "It's TNO...they've hijacked all broadcasting signals and are playing this on every channel on TV."

    "See these Freaks behind us? Consider this a warning to Freaks all around the world...we will not rest until every last one of you abominations are dead! We'll execute these unnatural monsters for all to see...those who can empathize with our noble cause, we hope this inspires you to take similar action against any Freaks you come across!"

    I clenched my fists in rage as screams began echoing out of my laptop speakers, as the terrorists began torturing the captive Alters gleefully, their screams of pain and despair ringing out heart-wrenchingly... 

    "Hey...do you know where they are?" I inquired into my phone icily.

    "Not yet...but we'll find them. An acquaintance of mine is tracing the signal of the broadcast. Once he's located it, I'll let you know."

    "Good, please do. They need to die..."
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    Chapter 99 - Blasting Through

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "This is the place. I've had some of my contacts scout out the area, and I think this is likely their main hideout. The mall was certainly a significant hideout for them, but it was most likely used primarily as a front to earn money or something like that," Finn informed me. 

    A couple of days have passed, it's the 19th of July, and I was currently at the bar. Finn had contacted me earlier today to let me know that he'd finished compiling the information regarding the location where TNO broadcasted their public execution of Alters from. 

    "Good, it's pretty close by, I can go there on foot...still though, to think they're using a pro-Alter rights group and charity as a cover for their main hideout," I frowned in disgust. 

    "There's another thing...they've been streaming more executions on a site in the dark web, and those streams are from the same location."

    "Hm...about that, are you sure it isn't a trap? Like they're deliberately trying to lure people to this place while they're actually broadcasting from a different location?" I inquired warily. 

    It happens all the time in movies, the protagonist is lured to a location believed to be the enemy's hideout, gets there to find the place deserted, and then a bomb or something goes off. Of course, the protagonist survives due to plot armor, but that's not the point. 

    I mean, yeah, an explosion probably wouldn't kill me, but that's different! I can regenerate, that's not the same thing as plot armor. Either way, though, I'd very much prefer not to walk into a trap. 

    "No, I'm sure that's not the case. Their encryption of the broadcast signal, it wasn't terrible but it was quite amateurish. Of course, just to be safe, I had the place scouted, like I mentioned, and after the reports I've received from my scouts, I'm quite sure that this place is their main base," He explained confidently. 

    "Hm...if their encryption was so bad, then wouldn't the police have decrypted it by now?" I asked him. 

    "Unlikely. You see, I-...my acquaintance is something of a genius when it comes to technology, so while their encryption wasn't a challenge for him, it was still fairly decent."

    "Huh...an acquaintance, you said? The way you've been talking, it almost sounds like you're the one who actually pulled it off," I replied wryly. 

    "U-uh, no, I'm completely hopeless with tech stuff," He shook his head, not very convincingly.

    "You're not the best actor, dude...but damn, I didn't know you were a tech wiz, clearly more skilled at the stuff than anyone in the police force is. How come you aren't working a more lucrative job?" I responded incredulously. 

    "I'm not-...oh, fine, no point hiding it if you've figured it out. And to answer your question...I had a minor criminal record, so no decent place would hire me. Plus, I learnt my tech skills from someone else who works in the underworld, not exactly something you can put on a resume. Anyway...I'll be selling this intel to Liberty shortly, just thought I'd let you know," He remarked, as he downed his last shot and stood up.

    "Got it. I'll attack tonight, then...it's just as well, I want to wrap this up quickly. There's another matter I need to attend to, you see," I replied with a grimace. 

    "Oh, okay, sounds ominous. Well, good luck with that," He waved as he headed for the door, after placing down a few coins to pay for his drinks. 

    Right, then, my shift is just about over...I'll go back home and read through the intel he'd given me once I'm done here. After that... 

    ... 

    ... 

    So, this is the place...it's a large office building in a busy street, I imagine there's probably a hidden room or basement somewhere inside. It's just past 10 PM, and the building is already closed. 

    According to the intel I got from Finn, the live streams they've been uploading on the dark web have been taking place at around 11 PM onwards, so it fits. 

    I'm across the street from the building, and there's a lot of people and vehicles around...I was wearing my combat outfit underneath a jacket to hide it, but I might still draw suspicion to myself if I just hang around here. 

    I then crossed the street and entered the alley next to the building, noticing a couple of security cameras...maybe I can break in through a window or back entrance. 

    I'm not seeing any doors though...alright, then, window it is. I glanced around at the alley, before jumping towards the wall of the building, leaping off of it towards the wall opposite to it, kicking off with all my strength and swinging my arm up, grabbing hold of the window ledge. 

    I pulled myself up onto the ledge and extended out some blood, forming it in the shape of a needle, before carving out a hole in the glass. As I created the opening and pulled the cut circle of glass out by wrapping my blood around it before it could fall inside and shatter, I poked my hand through the opening and undid the latch. 

    I then quietly pushed the window open and slunk inside, blinking a couple of times as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. It's a five-story building, searching the entire place will take a while, and based on my experience in the mall, there's bound to be security cameras all throughout the building. 

    Since it's a charity, the building is open to the public, to facilitate donations and whatnot. Which means, they can't afford to have a torture room anywhere in the building where an outsider might stumble across. 

    So, it's very likely that they've got some hidden basement...the entrance is also probably hidden, I doubt I'd find it with any ease. In which case... 

    As I headed out of the room I'd entered, I took off my jacket, tying it around my waist as I pulled my hood over my head and covered the lower half of my face with the mask connected to the collar of my combat outfit. 

    I pushed open the door and stepped out, ignoring the cameras as I headed down to the ground floor, walking through the area before I stopped around the spot that I estimated was more or less at the middle of the building.

    Okay, here goes...I closed my eyes and concentrated, focusing intently on my forehead while channeling my blood to that spot, grimacing slightly as I felt a sharp pain, as something protruded out of my forehead.

    I then opened my eyes and turned my gaze down to the floor, as a red glow began emanating from my forehead. After I accidentally manifested it when I attacked the hideout in the mall, I tried manifesting it again over the last few days. 

    I finally figured out how to do it sometime yesterday, though it only works about half the time when I attempt it, plus I can only maintain it for about a minute or so, and once it retracts back into my forehead, I can't attempt to manifest it again for a short while. 

    Screw looking around blindly, I'm not gonna bother with that...I'll just blast my way right through the floor... 
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    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 100 - Red

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    As the red light shining from my forehead grew brighter and brighter, I concentrated the charged up energy as much as I could, before firing it straight down at the floor with as much power and momentum as I could generate. 

    Shards of tile broke apart and flew out as my beam crashed onto the floor, drilling through the tiles and concrete rapidly, tunneling down an opening through the floor...before suddenly, I stopped feeling any resistance against my beam, which blasted down into the hole I'd created. 

    A loud crash echoed out from the opening, cries of alarm ringing out as clouds of dust billowed out of the hole, before I jumped through it, plummeting down and into a large space below. 

    My eyes widened in disbelief as I fell through, what...what the hell is this? 

    It's like an arena or something, it's a massive hall with rows of seats above along the walls like a sports stadium, and down below in the middle of the space, were people with torture tools in front of restrained individuals chained to the wall, a camera on a tripod pointing towards them. 

    There were dozens of people on the seats, watching the torture of the captive Alters play out. These sick monsters, they all need to die... 

    "What the hell...!?"

    "Who is that!?"

    "It's a Freak, obviously!"

    "Must be the one who's been murdering our comrades!"

    I can feel it, I'll only be able to maintain this thing on my forehead for a few more seconds, firing out such a powerful beam accelerated the time limit...I can probably fire out one more big blast. And I know exactly where to aim it! 

    "Die, you rotten bastards!" I snapped, as I blasted out a powerful burst of red energy from my forehead at the people seated around the space, screams of alarm and pain ringing out as I killed several of them in one go. 

    The crystal then disappeared back into my forehead, as my feet thudded onto the ground, landing on one knee before standing up straight, turning towards the people torturing the Alters. 

    "Damn it, how the hell did you get in here!?" Snapped one of them, taking out a small pistol and firing it at me. 

    "I walked," I responded dryly as the bullets hit me, before turning towards their tortured captives, clenching my fists in anger. 

    They're in horrible condition, they're covered in cuts and bruises, trickles of blood running down their bodies, most of them barely alive. Even with immediate medical attention, it's unlikely that any of them will survive...

    "I see, you wanna save your fellow Freaks, do you?" Chuckled one of them in amusement, stepping forward. 

    "Let them go, and I'll make your deaths quick and painless," I warned him coldly. 

    "Hah, we're not afraid of you! And we'd never listen to a damned Freak, a crime against nature like you has no right giving orders to real humans like us!" He taunted me viciously. 

    "I'll warn you one last time...I've taken down plenty of your buddies so far, the lot of you will be no different," I stated with an icy glare. 

    "Any one of us would gladly die for our cause," He smirked, as he took out a small remote, "If we're to die here, then so be it! But you will not get what you want!"

    He clicked on the remote with a sneering laugh, right before all the heads of the captive Alters exploded, blood and brain matter bursting out and splattering the walls and floor, as the man laughed maniacally. 

    "You filthy scum...!" I snarled furiously. 

    "Ohh, how I wish I could live to see every single Freak perish! To see our world purified and returned to its former glory, that's what we strive for! A monster like you could never understand!" He declared as he threw back his head and cackled gleefully. 

    "Yeah...you're right, I'll never understand how people like you are allowed to exist," I remarked quietly, as several of them surrounded me with guns. 

    "Why don't you just shut up and die, disgusting Freak!?" He exclaimed, as they all opened fire on me. 

    "That's my line, scum!" I snapped, as countless streaks of Black Blood suddenly burst out all around my body as my rage reached its limit, bullets piercing in all over me as I rapidly extended out the streaks of blood, "I'll massacre every last one of you!"

    I sent my blood streaks shooting out towards the terrorists, cries of agony ringing out as I pierced through their bodies and tore apart their organs, making sure not to kill any of them right away...I'll inflict fatal injuries that won't kill them immediately, they'll suffer as they die slow, painful deaths! 

    Sprays of blood and severed limbs flew out all around me as I whipped my blood streaks all across the space, a slight red mist filling the air as I ripped through their bodies and let their blood gush out, a symphony of screams ringing out around me. 

    "I-it hurts...!"

    "My...my leg, m-my fucking leg!"

    "Y-you won't get away with this, d-damn it...!"

    "You fucking Freak shit!"

    I began retracting my blood streaks back into my body, as all of them lay on the ground, their bodies crippled, mangled and bleeding out, some of them already on the verge of death. 

    I then walked towards the camera that had been recording the torture session, which was connected to a laptop...looks like they live streamed this whole thing. 

    "Monster, Freak, abomination...we've done nothing to deserve such insults, and yet, we're called by such demeaning names by the worst kinds of scum on the planet. Alright, then...I guess I'll embrace it," I remarked, as I stepped in front of the camera, continuing, "To all the sick fucks watching this, if you're gonna call me a monster and treat me like I monster, then to you, I might as well be a monster. It's only fair, isn't it? 

    In fact, you should rejoice, dear viewers...I'm gonna out of my way to prove you right. I will make this world a better place for Alters...and the more I encounter people like you, the less I care about what methods I use to accomplish my goal. 

    So, consider me your worst nightmare...because I'll track you all down and kill you, no matter what it takes. Rest assured, I will spill your blood, one way or another. Ah, I suppose you'll need something to refer to me by. Oh, I know. Yes, you can simply to me...as Red..."

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 101 - In a Hurry

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    I pulled open the sliding door at the top of a staircase in the corner of the underground space, stepping out as I slid it open. There's a bookshelf on the other side of it, connected to the door. 

    Talk about cliche, a hidden entrance behind a bookshelf...well, whatever. I'll just leave this open for the police to find. I certainly wouldn't mind letting them rot down there, but the corpses of the Alter victims they were torturing, they deserve proper burials. 

    Hm? What's that sound? A high pitched noise is echoing out from outside...as I quietly walked towards the door of the room and opened it cautiously, the noise grew louder.

     

    Those are...police sirens. The blast I used to burst through the floor, someone outside the building must have heard it and contacted the police. This is bad, I can hear the sirens ringing out from all around the building, they've got the place surrounded. 

    There aren't any windows on the ground floor, I'll to up to a higher floor, escape onto the rooftops of the surrounding buildings through a window and-...suddenly, loud crashes echoed out from above me, startling me. 

    That's the sound of glass breaking...crap, the cops must have busted in through the windows. I can hear a lot of footsteps moving around above me, it's going to be hard to avoid them and get to a window without being seen. 

    Well, so much for my escape plan. Alright, then, guess there's no choice but to brute force my way out. This is going to be tough, since I'm not going to kill any of them...they may be in my way right now, but that doesn't mean I'll kill them, they're not my enemy. 

    I then took off towards the front entrance as the sound of footsteps grew louder, coming down the stairs to the ground floor...as I shot towards the entrance and it came into sight, I narrowed my eyes slightly as a bright light shone through, leaping forward and slamming my foot against the door, kicking it down and springing outside, immediately being greeted by several guns pointed at me. 

    "Don't move a muscle, or we'll shoot!" Exclaimed one of them, as a bright red dot appeared on my forehead...a sniper, huh? 

    There's a lot of them, isn't this kinda overkill? I suppose it doesn't really matter either way...after all, guns aren't going to be enough to stop me from getting away. 

    They've surrounded the outside of the building with police cars, but there's a small gap between a couple of the cars...I'll escape through there. 

    "Open fire!" Snapped one of the officers, as I shot towards the opening. 

    A storm of bullets came shooting towards me from several directions, a few missing but many if the projectiles hitting me and bursting through. I grimaced as I focused on my blood, keeping it inside my body and preventing it from spilling out. 

    I winced in pain as one then burst through the side of my head, the sniper firing at me. But I didn't slow down, gritting my teeth as I shot towards the gap, ignoring the bullets riddling my body as I closed in on the opening, leaping forward and-... 

    Suddenly, a powerful gust of wind came blowing towards me, hitting me and knocking me back, my hood falling back as my feet hit the ground and skidded back, as I barely kept my balance. 

    "Looks like my hunch was right, glad I went with my gut...I suppose I should confirm it. Hey, tell me, redhead, you the vigilante that's been going around killing the TNO terrorists?" 

    Hm? Wait, I recognize that guy...a few months ago, the police force created a special division in response to the spike in anti-Alter terrorist activity. A division of Alters who are highly combat-capable, simply known as the Alter Division. 

    This guy's their leader, Wynn Cane. He's an Alter with a powerful Aerokinesis ability, the power to control and generate wind. He had medium-length, wavy snow white hair, purple eyes and a pale complexion, with a strong build and was on the tall side. 

    This isn't good, Finn warned me about this guy, and advised me to stay away from the police force's Alter Division. Their primary function is to track down and apprehend anti-Alter terrorist groups, but they're also heavily involved in any other Alter related cases. 

    Guess they couldn't ignore my efforts in eliminating TNO any longer, huh? Tch, I really let down my guard... 

    "Saying 'the' is kinda redundant, since the T in TNO stands for 'the'. Now, kindly move aside, I've got places to be," I responded dryly, as I pulled my hood back up.

    "Hah, how polite of you! I should tell you, it's too late to hide your hair now...I can tell it wasn't a wig, and it's quite an unusual shade of red. Even if you do manage to escape here, we'll make sure to publicize a detailed description of your appearance. Well, not that you'll get away," He smirked, as intense winds began swirling around him, the other police officers getting some distance away with alarmed looks on their faces. 

    He's powerful, I won't have the luxury of holding back if I fight him here...I can't afford to engage him, I have to get away. But he can easily stop me from escaping with his powers...which only leaves me with one option... 

    "Don't kill anyone, just escape to a safe place...don't kill anyone, just escape to a safe place," I muttered to myself with focused intent. 

    "Hm? What're you muttering to yourself over there? Saying your prayers or something? If you surrender, we'll take you in without laying so much as a scratch on you, so-..."

    "I'm gonna have to pass...sorry about this, but I'm in a hurry," I remarked dryly, as I flipped my switch...
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    Chapter 102 - Return(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Wynn Cane

    ———————————————————————————

    What's he upto? And who is this guy, anyway? He took all those bullets and wasn't even fazed...I should err on the side of caution here. My instincts are telling me that this guy's dangerous, I better-...huh? What the...?

    Are those wings? And is that a tail? He's transforming, the whites of his eyes turning black, horns growing out of his head, a red oval crystal in his forehead...I've never seen powers like this, that regeneration, and now this monstrous transformation. 

    I gulped as a bead of sweat ran down the side of my face, my chest pounding as I felt my body shaking...wait, am I feeling fear? 

    Y-yeah, there's no doubt about it...I'm feeling fear on an instinctive, primal level. His presence wasn't this imposing before he transformed, what the hell is-...huh?

    My eyes widened as he then spread his wings out, turning his gaze upwards...oh, no, you're not getting away! 

    I fired out gusts of wind from beneath my feet, shooting myself up into the air as he flew up, before forming a massive amount of wind, swirling around him and encasing him in a large sphere of wind before he could escape. 

    There, now escape is impossible! 

    If he tries to fly out of the sphere, the rapid winds will tear his body to shreds! What's more, I'm depriving him of oxygen...I'll slowly but surely shrink the sphere until he passes out, and then I'll-...hm? What's he doing? 

    Thick strands of black liquid are extending out of his body, like dozens of tentacles growing out all across his body. He then began spinning them around himself, in the opposite direction to the spin of my wind surrounding him...he's weakening the force of my wind sphere! 

    A chill ran down my spine as he met my gaze, his red eyes gleaming as his lips moved. 

    Huh? What's he trying to say? I narrowed my eyes as I read his lips to see what he was saying... 

    "Move."

    I felt my breath get caught in my throat as I broke out into a cold sweat, instinctively and sharply intensifying my winds to their maximum speed before I could even think...i-if he even gets close to the slicing streaks of wind making up the sphere imprisoning him, he'll be blended into a paste, th-there's no escaping now! 

    "S-sir, if you don't stop that, we're gonna get dragged into it too!"

    "It's so hard to breathe...!"

    "Well, shit, so this is how I die..."

    Oh, crap...I quickly lessened the intensity of the wind sphere, as I spotted my officers struggling to stay grounded, the force of my wind sphere pulling them in towards it. 

    I-I need to calm down, I'm too panicked...this is more than enough force to keep even the most powerful creatures trapped and helpless. I can't let myself lose my head. I've won this fight, it's only a matter of time before the redhead runs out of oxygen and passes out. 

    He then tilted his head up, opening his mouth wide...wait, is he starting to run out of breath already? O-okay, good, he should lose consciousness soon, he may be powerful, but even he shouldn't be able to-...huh?

    As a deafening, earsplitting roar burst out from inside the sphere, I could only stare in stunned shock and disbelief...as my wind sphere dissipated in the blink of an eye, a sharp gasp escaping my lips as I felt my eardrums rupture, my vision blurring severely as my eyes rolled back, my entire body stunned as I began to plummet, unable to move a muscle.

    I-im...impossible...what the actual hell...?

    H-he generated more force with nothing but a roar than I could with my winds? E-even if I had kept it at full force, that roar had enough force to have broken through with ease. 

    Oh, crap...I flew up pretty high, and I-I don't have the strength to use my power, I'm barely even conscious. From this distance, I'll...I'll die when I hit the ground. Shit...!

    Suddenly, my body abruptly halted in midair, a slight twinge of pain stinging my back with the whiplash. Ow, that hurt...but I'm...I'm still alive? 

    I let out a dazed groan as I looked down at my body, my eyes widening slightly as I saw a mass of black liquid wrapped around my waist, before I felt myself slowly being lowered to the ground. 

    I turned my gaze upwards weakly, to see the redhead hovering above me, the black liquid around my waist extending out of his palm. 

    As I felt my back touch the ground, the liquid moved away from my body after unwinding, before shooting back up and flowing back into his palm. 

    And then, as I blinked, he vanished from sight, a gust of wind bursting out from where he'd been...well, that didn't go as planned. 

    That black liquid...was it his blood? Black Blood...wait, isn't that...?

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix 

    ———————————————————————————

    Hm...? Where am I? Looks like...an alley. I took out my phone and opened up my GPS app, to see exactly where I was...oh, I know this area, it's within a kilometer of the Unity mansion. 

    Only about fifteen minutes have passed since I escaped the police...exactly how fast is my Blood Demon form, anyway? It's a several hour drive from Staex to Gelanes, and I covered the journey in a matter of minutes. 

    I then placed my hand on my head with a slight frown, as I recalled what had happened...strange, I can vaguely remember what I did after transforming. I wasn't fully conscious, but it's not a complete blank like it used to be, it's like I was half awake or something. 

    Well, whatever, I'll get back to that later. I've got something more important to attend to right now. As I stepped out of the alley, I was slightly startled as I felt something cold hit my nose, glancing up to see a drizzle starting to pour down. 

    It's getting heavier...I'll wrap this up quickly. I walked out of the alley as raindrops began to pelt down from the sky, large dark clouds obscuring the moon and stars, the area around me almost pitch black, as the rumble of thunder echoed out in the distance. 

    I began to pick up my pace, my chest pounding as I clenched my fists, approaching my destination as countless emotions swirled around inside me. 

    As I walked through the rain, my feet splashing through puddles, I let out a slow exhale as my destination came into sight. This is it...finally, I can have my revenge. 

    A massive bolt of lightning erupted across the sky as the downpour intensified, a bright electric light exploding across the area and illuminating the familiar sight before me...the Unity mansion. 

    It's time for payback...in there is where I'll find my target. All this time...the Puppeteer had been right under my nose. And now, it's time for them to die... 

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 103 - Return(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    I pushed open the gates and stepped into the driveway, my blood feeling like it was boiling with rage inside me as I entered and made my way towards the building. 

    The lights are still on inside...I suppose it doesn't make any difference, they installed various different sensors and stuff after that terrorist attack shortly after I first joined them, so they've already been alerted to the fact that an intruder is here. 

    I walked around the building, recalling the layout of the rooms inside as I made my way across...here it is, this is where my target is. 

    I then extended out blood around my fingers, shaping them into long, sharp claws over each finger, digging them into the wall and climbing up, as I heard the front entrance open, several familiar voices echoing out. 

    I scaled up the wall before reaching the window I was aiming for, giving it a tug. It swung open without any resistance, having been left unlocked. As I climbed into the window and entered the room, my feet hitting the floor with a thud, I turned my gaze towards the person inside... 

    "Hello, Ario...it's been a long time, hasn't it? How've you been? Seems like you've had a rough time of things," They greeted me with a smile, looking completely unfazed. 

    "Tell me...tell me that I'm wrong about this...," I trailed off with a grimace, as the sound of several footsteps echoed out from outside the building, the others likely combing the yard, looking for the intruder. 

    "No, you're quite right. Well done, you finally figured it out, I'm impressed...but I'm curious, how exactly did you figure it out?"

    "The pieces finally fell together, it's as simple as that."

    "Ah, so you took my advice, though it seems you took your time...you finally confronted your pain, didn't you?"

    "Yeah, I did."

    "I see...now, come on, indulge me. What clued you in?" Came the intrigued response. 

    "I suppose there's no harm in humoring you one last time, before I kill you. The Puppeteer first appeared nine years ago in Staex, all their victims were from there during that first year...and then, the Puppeteer moved to Gelanes eight years ago, all their subsequent victims were from the capital. Around the same time you joined Unity."

    "Oh, please, that's purely circumstantial."

    "All of it is. Your obsession with corpses and the undead...how annoyed you looked when we came across that information about the hideout of the kidnapping ring three years ago...the timing at which Xandra's corpse appeared at the mansion, under your control...and the morning of that day, I used my nullification power on her...and finally, the sense of familiarity every time I interacted with you through the people you've controlled."

    "Hah...hahahaha! Are you serious!? Wow! That's all it took to convince you that I'm who you're looking for? Well, no matter, I won't hide it...you're right, I am the Puppeteer," Came the response with an amused smirk. 

    "I...I really hoped I was wrong. But I have to admit...right now, more than anything, I'm...I'm relieved. I'm relieved that I was right about this...because now, finally, I can kill you. I just have one more question for you....why'd you do it? Tell me, why...Viola," I remarked with a bitter grimace. 

    "Aw, come on, what's with that look, Ario? And I have no answer to that question, none that'd appease you, anyway. Hey, tell me, didn't you ever wonder why you were so quick to trust me during our therapy sessions? You let me enter your mind when you barely knew me, with barely a second thought. 

    Think about it...someone who's been through what you'd experienced at that point wouldn't normally be so trusting in that situation. Let me explain why you were so quick to trust me...you see, I did some minor tweaking to your psyche, subtly chipping away at you to make you let your guard down around me. 

    And it worked, you ended up trusting me and opening up to me, almost more than with anyone else...I mean, I'm the only one who knows that you came from another world, isn't that right? Heck, you never even told Xandra about that! Hey, Ario, tell me...I have to know, how does it feel? How does it feel to find out that your most despised enemy is someone you once trusted?" She grinned eagerly, letting out a laugh as she threw back her head in amusement. 

    "Is that really relavent? No, I've heard enough out of you. I've humored you long enough, we're done talking...just die, you fucking bitch," I responded icily, meeting her gaze with a cold glare as my forehead opened up, the red crystal appearing out as a trickle of blood ran down the bridge of my nose. 

    "Ooh, that's new. When did you-...?" She began, trailing off as I fired a massive blast at her, which she narrowly avoided, my blast destroying the door and the walls around it, as she added wryly, "Holy crap, that was close...I should probably run."

    "You're not getting away!" I snapped, as she shot out through the doorway, before I chased after her with a seething rage. 

    Suddenly, I grimaced in pain as a splitting headache burst out, my mind feeling like it was splitting apart...!

    Wh-what the...? She's teleporting all over the place around me...is this another power of hers? Or just an illusion? D-damn it...my head...!

    "It's not going to be that easy, Ario! You know, I'm a lot more powerful than I've shown myself to be, my psychic powers are not to be trifled with...killing you would take way too much effort, if it's even possible to begin with, but I don't need to kill you in order to defeat you. I can just break your mind into pieces instead, you'll be as good as dead then," She smirked tauntingly, as she continued, "It's been fun playing with you, Ario...but I'm over it now, it's time to branch out. So, I no longer have any need for you to stay alive, you've outlived your usefulness in my fun-...huh?"

    "I-I'll...I'll KILL YOU, VIOLA!" I snarled furiously as I broke free of the effect she was inflicting my mind with, my rage surging like never before as I let out a vicious roar, raising my palm towards her and extending out a burst of blood, shaping it like a spear as I rapidly extended it out towards her, her eyes widening in alarm as she began to evade. 

    But she was too slow to react, my blood piercing through the middle of her torso and bursting out her back, slamming her against the wall as she coughed out blood with a sharp wheeze. 

    "W-well, how about that...," She chuckled with a pained look on her face as she lifted her head and met my gaze, adding as I formed a blade out of my blood and approached her, "Hehehe, this isn't good for me, not to mention that it hurts like hell...I must say, I didn't think you'd advance so much, you even shrugged off my illusions like it was nothing. Yeah, I messed up, I...I underestimated you, Successor of the Progenitor, Ariodred Phoenix..."

    "I wish I had time to torture you before killing you, it's the least you deserve, you evil bitch...but it likely won't be long before someone shows up and interrupts...so, I'll finish you off right away," I remarked as I raised my arm, sharpening the blood blade I'd formed before rapidly swinging it towards her neck, aiming to decapitate her. 

    Finally...I've avenged you, Xandr-...suddenly, right as my blade began to cut into her neck, a rapid blur came shooting towards me, closing in on me in an instant. My eyes widened as I turned my gaze that way, the blur already right in front of me. 

    Before I could react, a heavy force struck my chest, knocking me back and sending me stumbling back as I felt one of my ribs fracture slightly, before I quickly fired out a sharp, intense beam from my forehead at Vio-...no, at the Puppeteer's head, trying to blast her head off. 

    She quickly tilted her head across in alarm, my blast hitting the left side of her face, burning off the skin on her cheek and vaporizing her left ear, eliciting a hiss of pain from her as she collapsed onto her knees, clutching the left side of her face with a look of pain, before the person who'd just attacked me stepped in front of her defensively. 

    "Wh-what...what in the hell do you think you're doing, Ario!?"

    "Hey, it's been a while...I see you've gotten faster, Theo," I responded, as I met his gaze... 
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    "I asked you a question. What the hell do you think you're doing!?"

    "Get out of my way...I'm here for one reason and one reason alone. To kill the Puppeteer," I remarked icily, as I formed a blade of blood and pointed it at Viola. 

    "Huh? What are you-...? Have you lost your mind!? There's absolutely no way that-...agh!" Theo behan to respond in bewilderment, before letting out a gasp of pain...as Viola pierced his back with a shard of glass, zipping away as she slashed it across his skin, "Th-the hell...!?"

    She'd left a fairly deep, long diagonal slash across his back, blood trickling down from the cut as he grumaned in pain... 

    "Hah...hahahaha! The look on your face is so-...ow! Fuck, I'm in so much pain, but this is still the most fun I've had in-...!" She exclaimed gleefully, trailing off as I shot towards her, extending out a spear of blood straight at her head. 

    She narrowly ducked under it and leapt out of the way, before a sharp pain erupted in my head as I met her gaze. I winced in pain before gritting my teeth as I broke free and shook it off, firing out a powerful red beam at her chest from my forehead. 

    It struck her left shoulder as she leapt away, scorching off her skin as she stifled a hiss of pain. Suddenly, as she turned her gaze towards Theo, who was staring in stunned shock and disbelief, a dazed look suddenly appeared in his eyes, a weak groan escaping his lips as he lost consciousness and collapsed onto the floor. 

    "Playing the role of a non-combatant means that I rarely get the opportunity to train, so I'm at a big disadvantage here...," She muttered, before chuckling with a smirk, "But that said, it looks like I just might come out of this alive, after all..."

    "I won't let that happ-...," I began icily, trailing off as, suddenly, the wall to my right abruptly caved in, a powerful force hitting me as chunks of rubble peppered my side, sending me flying across to my left, my shoulder slamming onto a wall. 

    Before I could recover, my eyes then widened as several vines came extending out towards me, wrapping around my limbs and torso, restraining me...as several more familiar faces came into sight. 

    "Viola! Are you alright!? Don't move, let me heal you!" Came Yale's voice, as he rushed towards her side and healed her as he knelt down beside her. 

    No! Don't heal her...I was so close, so fucking close, damn it! 

    "Thank you, I thought I was a goner...be careful, his memories are a mess, I think someone's controlling him or something," She replied fearfully as she looked at me with a scared look in her eyes, trembling...th-that bitch...!

    "Let go of me...she's the Puppeteer, damn it, get out of my way! I have to kill her!" I exclaimed, as the vines restraining me began to snap. 

    "He's gotten a lot stronger, I can't hold him for long...!" Frowned Wick, sending more vines towards me as I used my blood to cut through my bindings. 

    "Listen to me, for fuck's sake!" I snapped, before gasping sharply as I felt myself getting electrocuted, drowsiness starting to hit me...d-damn it, Miyuru...!

    More vines are wrapping around me, tightly restraining me, with even more close by around me, ready to move in as soon as I break the vines binding me...

    "H-he's just showed up in my room and attacked me, insisting that I'm the Puppeteer...whatever or whoever messed up his mind is powerful, I can't fix it!" Cried Viola in dismay. 

    I'll kill her...I'll fucking kill her! 

    "Maybe it's the Puppeteer who did this to him," Suggested Parmila warily. 

    What!? 

    "We need to render him unconscious," Remarked Yale with a grimace. 

    Damn it, it's no use...is she using her powers to make them believe her? No, she doesn't need to, she's spent eight years gaining their trust...if only I could reach Theo, I could use my nullification power on him, maybe that'd-... 

    "Talk about scary, if even Ario can be taken control of like this, even with his ability to nullify the powers of other Alters, then whoever did this him is really dangerous," Suddenly came Umeka's voice. 

    Huh? Wait, that's it... 

    "Exactly! If someone had tried to take control of me, I'd be able to nullify it immediately!" I exclaimed, adding as I locked my gaze onto Viola with a burning fury, "I'm in my right mind, she's the Puppeteer! You have to believe me!"

    "No, that can't be...," Yale shook his head in denial, trailing off and going quiet as he let out a faint gasp, the pieces likely falling into place in his head. 

    "W-wait, now that I think about it...," Muttered Parmila, her eyes widening in realization. 

    "Well, this sucks. I was really having fun with this whole 'make Ario look like he's lost his mind' thing. And I could easily have changed Theo's memories later to cover my tracks...of all people, to think that you'd be the one to ruin my fun, Umeka," Sighed Viola wistfully, shaking her head as she added, "Yeah, this is the absolute worst!"

    "V-Viola...? What're you-...?" Began Nevon, as a stunned silence fell over everyone. 

    "Come on, catch up already, you're all so slow. Indeed, I am the Puppeteer...I owe you guys big time, just a few seconds longer and I'd be dead!" She laughed in amusement, smirking as she added, "But I know that none of you will kill me, despite everything I've done. I have to say...the way everyone was so depressed and somber after Xandra's death, that...that was the fucking best! The way I oh so tearfully comforted all of you when I was the reason for your sorrow!"

    Immense rage surged inside me, the vines around me getting torn to pieces as the burning rage and hatred inside me exploded, a furious, gutteral roar escaping my lips as I shot forward, coating my fingers with blood and shaping them into claws as I drove them towards her throat as I closed in on her. 

    I let out a frustrated growl as my claws pierced into her right shoulder and tore off her arm, as Yale flew towards her, grabbing her head and pulling her out of the way, narrowly preventing me from killing her...!

    "F-fuck, that hurts...! A-also...you've fully transformed, but your conscious mind is still in control...y-yeah, I definitely underestimated your progress," She chuckled weakly, as blood poured out of the stump of her arm, before Yale healed her, closing up the wound... 
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    "Damn it, you naive asshole...! Why...why the hell are you protecting her!?" I snapped furiously.

    "No one dies on my watch, no matter who they are. She'll get what she deserves...she'll be locked up for the rest of her life, she'll never hurt anyone again," He responded firmly, as he healed her bleeding shoulder, closing up the wound. 

    "You have no right to say that to me...your naive idealism is what caused all this! I should never have tried to do things your way, that was the biggest mistake of my life...if only I'd trusted my own beliefs, then Xandra would still be alive. Get out of my way, Yale...I don't want to hurt you, but if you keep protecting that bitch, you'll give me no choice. Move, now," I warned him, as I clenched my fists. 

    "All of you except Miyuru, take Theo and Viola and get away from here. Miyuru, help me incapacitate Ario," Instructed Yale, stepping forward as his right fist began glowing. 

    I've never seen him use his second power before...but it won't make a difference. 

    "You don't stand a chance against me as I am now...screw this, talking isn't going to get us anywhere. Step aside or-...," I began, before he suddenly swung his glowing fist forward, firing out a sphere of orangish yellow energy, which struck my midsection before I could react and sent me flying back, before exploding powerfully, a scorching pain enveloping my entire body. 

    That hurt...tch, the others are retreating with Viola...

    "I got a call just a few minutes ago, from the police...Ariodred Phoenix, I'm afraid I must apprehend you and put you into police custody. You've killed a lot of people, haven't you?" Inquired Yale grimly. 

    "And so what if I have? They all deserved it," I responded icily, as I sent a streak of blood rapidly zipping towards him. 

    I'll wrap it around his neck and strangle him until he passes out, he should be-...suddenly, Miyuru appeared behind him, teleporting him out of the way and reappearing behind me. 

    I swiftly spread out my wings and flapped them with immense force, a powerful burst of wind exploding out behind me, as I glanced back just in time to see Miyuru vanish from sight. 

    I then took off with another intense flap of my wings, shooting through the corridor as I decided to ignore them and chase after my target...I've gotten this close, I'm not failing here, damn it!

    "I knew you'd do that," Suddenly came Yale's voice, as his hand clamped around my arm, before he grabbed my shoulder with his other hand and wrapped his legs around my body, before exclaiming, "Do it now!"

    Suddenly, my surroundings changed a couple of times, finding myself outside the building and high up in the air, as Yale's entire body began glowing brightly. 

    "Alright, I'll leave it to you, boss," Remarked Miyuru, teleporting away. 

    "Do you really think you can keep your hold over me?" I inquired, as I began prying his hands and legs off my body. 

    "No, I don't...but I don't need to. I never told you what my second power is, did I? Let me enlighten you," He responded, as I broke free of his grasp, the glow of his body brightening sharply as he continued, "It's called Nuclear Energy...you see, I can generate and discharge nuclear energy from my body!"

    "You bastard...!" I snapped, as I began to fly away. 

    "You can't outrun this," He replied, as a devastating force hit my back, before a massive wave of radiating energy exploded out and engulfed me, excruciating pain bursting out all across my body as I yelled out in agony. 

    I could feel my skin getting scorched off, my wings, tail and horns disappearing as I drowned in the waves of nuclear energy, rapidly overwhelming my senses as my consciousness...b-began to...fade...

    ...

    ...

    "...-appreciate your help with this. Not only did you capture this vigilante for us, but you've even captured the Puppeteer. I'm grateful, Mr Charlin."

    "There's no need to thank me. It's a shame though...to think I'd have to apprehend two people who were once my trusted allies."

    What...what happened...?

    "Ah, I see you're finally awake. Ariodred Phoenix, was it? You're under arrest, young man, I'm sure you know why."

    Hm...? Wait, he's the guy from earlier...the leader of the police force's Alter Division, Wynn Cane. Why is he-...?

    I tensed up slightly as it all came flooding back to me, gritting my teeth in anger and frustration. Damn it, I...I failed, didn't I? 

    "Wait, hold on! Come on, boss...we can't just let them lock him up!" Suddenly came Theo's voice, as the sound of hurried footsteps grew closer and closer. 

    "Stay out of this, Theo. With the number of people he's killed over the last three years, it can't be helped...this is how it has to be," Yale shook his head with a grimace. 

    "Where...where is she?" I spoke up icily, starting to stand up before losing my balance and collapsing onto my knees. 

    Huh? What the...? My ankles are chained together, so are my wrists...and there's something around my neck. Something painfully familiar...a Suppression Collar, huh? 

    I'm completely powerless. So, that's it...I'm gonna be imprisoned now, probably for good. Once again...I'm going to have my freedom torn away from me. 

    I don't recognize these clothes on me...oh, right, my combat outfit was probably turned to ash in that nuclear explosion. 

    "I asked you a question, damn it...where is she? Where is that bitch!?" I snapped, continuing to try and break free of my restrains, to no avail. 

    "That doesn't concern you anymore," Responded Yale icily. 

    "Man, that's pretty cold, Mr Charlin. Careful, now, you don't want to give him a reason to hold a grudge against you," Chimed in Wynn wryly. 

    "No...this changes nothing. Unity never was, and never will be, my enemy," I shook my head with a bitter smile. 

    But...it's clear to me now, that they'll never be my allies again either. I already knew that, I knew it the day I left...but somewhere deep down, I hoped that-...well, I suppose it doesn't matter anymore, does it? 

    "Alright, get up. Time to get going, don't resist," Remarked Wynn, grabbing my arm and pulling me up onto my feet. 

    "Hold on, please! There has to be another-...!" Began Theo in dismay, as he zipped over and grabbed the back of my collar. 

    "That's enough, Theo. Don't make this any more difficult than it has to be," Yale warned him. 

    "But-...!"

    "It's okay...I'll go. No point in you getting arrested too. And besides...I failed to accomplish what I set out to do three years ago. I'm...I'm tired. I'm just so fucking tired. And...I'm sorry. I couldn't keep the promise I made to you," I replied with a weary smile, shaking his hand off my collar. 

    "D-damn it...that's my line, you jerk..."
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    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "You didn't have to come with me, you know," I frowned dryly. 

    "Yes, I did. In your current state of mind, there's no telling what you might do if provoked. I'm here to make sure that you don't try anything rash," Responded Wick curtly. 

    "Tch, I don't need a fucking babysitter."

    About a week has passed, it's the 27th of July, 2020. I was currently at the prison where Viola and Ario had been imprisoned, the Gelanes Penitentiary. 

    I'd put in a request for a meeting with Viola, that's why I'm here, I tried requesting a meeting with Ario too, but it was rejected since he's refused to see anyone from Unity. And we can't force an inmate to meet us if they don't want to. 

    Honestly, I can't say I blame him. And I can't even imagine how he must be feeling...the prison is divided into two separate sections based on gender, it must be agonizing for him, knowing that Viola is so close but just out of his reach. 

    A lot has happened since the two of them were arrested and imprisoned. The news of Ario's capture was broadcasted to the public, since his killing sprees in the hideouts of the terrorist group TNO had caused a lot of unrest. 

    The fact that the buildings he'd attacked were actually fronts to camouflage the terrorists' hideouts hadn't been made public, but a couple of days after his arrest was made public, several Alters stepped forward and began protests. 

    Those Alters were people who were captives of TNO and had been saved by Ario, as well as members of their families. And lately, a lot of other Alters who've been unsettled by the increase of anti-Alter terrorism in the country have also joined the protest, hailing Ario as a hero. 

    I clenched my fists bitterly as I headed towards the prison...when he showed up to kill Viola, he looked absolutely awful. His hair was a dirty, matted mess, his face was scruffy, and he looked like he'd lost a bit of weight. 

    If it wasn't for his healing power, he'd have probably looked in much worse shape...for the last three years, he's been fighting relentlessly, eliminating terrorists while pursuing his ultimate goal of killing the Puppeteer. 

    To get so agonizingly close to accomplishing his goal after more than three years of obsessing over it...it's no wonder he looked so defeated and exhausted after waking up to find himself in restraints. 

    Meanwhile, thinking about the Puppeteer was so painful to me that I just gave up, unable to bear the anguish it caused me. No matter how I approached it, I would always inevitably end up thinking about Xandra...and I just couldn't handle that. 

    It was probably just as bad, or even worse for him...but he still found the strength to carry on, to continue moving forward until he found his target, only for us to get in his way. And then, to rub salt in his wounds, we had him arrested and imprisoned. 

    "Sign here, please. You'll get ten minutes with the inmate, no more than that."

    "Yeah, got it," I muttered, as I signed the sheet and then followed the officer as she led me to a room, Wick trailing behind me. 

    As we entered the room and walked in, I clenched my fists in anger...the room was mostly empty, except for a couple of chairs in front of the back wall, which was a large, thick pane of glass. And on the other side of the glass, was Viola... 

    "Theo, Wick! How nice of you to come visit, I'm touched!" She greeted us with an unnerving grin. 

    The left side of her face was badly messed up, and her left ear and right arm were missing. The boss healed her enough to ensure her survival, but nothing beyond that. She doesn't seem to be too affected by her crippled state, though... 

    "Shut it. I have a lot of questions for you," I remarked icily, approaching the glass and sitting on one of the chairs. 

    "Yeah, I figured as much...but really, what's the point of that? What's it going to change? Are you looking for closure or something? Trying to make yourself feel better and get rid of the regret and guilt you feel? 

    If so, that's awfully self-centered of you...the girl you loved died thanks to me, but you did absolutely nothing to try and avenge her. You left the entire burden on Ario's shoulders, and look where that got him. Are you really so desperate to feel better about this whole ordeal? Tell me...in what world would talking to me help you accomplish that, Theo Ranger?" She inquired with a smirk. 

    Shut up... 

    "Try to get in my head all you want, it's not going to work. Without your powers, you're nothing. Nothing but a sad excuse of a person who tormented others for her own sick satisfaction," I growled in response. 

    "Well, someone's pissy. Gotta say, it's super inconvenient not being able to hear your thoughts. What, am I suppose to guess what you're thinking, like a normal person? Ohh, I get it...so sorry for literally stabbing you in the back, that must have hurt a lot, it totally won't happen again," She smiled cheerfully. 

    "Why did you do this, Viola? What could you have possibly hoped to achieve? Those eight years you spent with us...was it all nothing but a lie?" Spoke up Wick, as he took the seat beside me. 

    "A lie? Excuse me? Do you have any idea how much work I put into playing that character!? Take it back, you jerk...there was nothing false about my performance, had all of you fooled, didn't I?" She chuckled in amusement. 

    "You evil bitch...," I growled as I clenched my fists. 

    "Heh, you know, what? Sure, why not? I'll regale you with my backstory, it's the least I can do after you people made these last eight years so much fun for me! That moment when everyone found out that I was the Puppeteer all along...mwwwaaaahhhh, perfection!" She sighed euphorically, before smirking at us, "Now, then, I imagine you don't have a lot of time left to speak with me, right? So, I'll get right into it...see, it all started when I was a little girl..."
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    ———————————————————————————

    "Indulge me for a sec and try to imagine what this feels like...imagine hearing the thoughts of every single person within a wide vicinity, during every waking moment of every day, and with no way of shutting them out. A flood of thoughts boring into your head relentlessly, slowly but surely driving you insane. 

    Ohh, that was pure torture...of course, eventually, I learnt how to control my powers and managed to block out most of the noise...but I never figured out how to shut them out for good, I still can't. And at that point, I think it's safe to say that I'd already lost my mind, I'm sure you wouldn't disagree, haha! Have to say though, with this collar on, blocking my powers...the silence is almost deafening. 

    I had quite the burning hatred towards people, I despised being anywhere near anyone, even my own family. Well, that's really not saying much, to be fair. My father was a lowlife thug who constantly beat the shit out of me, and let me tell you, that dude had some seriously fucked up thoughts. 

    He totally intended to bang me once I got a bit older, it's so great that he was arrested before he got the chance! My mother was no better, a worthless drug addict who constantly regretted giving birth to me and made no effort to hide how she felt. You know, I'm pretty fucked up, but all things considered, I think I turned out pretty well-adjusted," She laughed wryly. 

    "That's why you became the Puppeteer? For revenge? You hated people just because you were tortured by their voices because of your power, and because of that, you-...," Began Wick with a grimace. 

    "Well, it might have started out that way, but I soon realized how wrong I was in hating everyone around me. And now, I genuinely, genuinely love people, all people, without any discrimination...innocent people, evil people, righteous people, prejudiced people, brave people, cowardly people...everyone's beautiful in their own right, it just took me a while to realize that.

    Tell me...do you know the pleasure of hearing a person's broken screams? Their desperate pleads for their lives? How some people's words and thoughts perfectly line up when they're cornered, while others are the complete opposite...all humans are ultimately fragile creatures, and that fragility drives me to try and break them! 

    I don't have any grand objectives or causes that I'm fighting for...I let my impulses guide my actions. But at the same time, I'm not chained to my impulses or any one approach, inconsistency is my only consistency...the methods don't matter to me, so long as I can have fun, that's all that concerns me.

    I love seeing the looks on people's faces when they're on the verge of death...I love the looks on their faces when they've lost a loved one because of me. I get chills when I hear people talking about me in fear and paranoia, and I feel nothing but the purest ecstacy when I earn the undying trust of someone who's fallen for my deceit...!" She gasped with a look of pleasure on her face, her face flushed and her breathing ragged... 

    "Y-you...you fucking bitch...your sick, twisted degeneracy is why Xandra had to die!?" I snapped, seethingly enraged as I stood up and slammed my fist against the glass. 

    "Ohh, yes, Xandra...her death was the best by far, an absolute masterpiece that I'm afraid I might never be able to top. But that won't stop me from trying, of course! I want to enjoy life to the fullest...and I can assure you, I've never experienced anything that's given me as much pleasure as Xandra's death did. And after what happened a week ago...Unity will never be the same again. Yeah...for now, I'm quite satisfied with my accomplishments, and it's all thanks to sweet, cheerful Xandra," She sighed with a content look on her face, infuriating me. 

    "Don't you dare...don't you dare say her name! You have no right! No fucking right, you here me!? You're dead...you better hope that you're stuck in this prison for the rest of your life, because if I ever see you again, I'll fucking kill you, you hear me!?" I yelled furiously, as I slammed my head against the glass. 

    "Ooh, now, that's the spirit...is what I would say if that was a real possibility, but I know that's an empty threat. You, kill me? Yeah, right, who are you trying to kid? I mean, come on...you're just way too fucking weak," She smirked tauntingly. 

    "Why, you-...!? Hey, what the...!? Let go, Wick!" I snapped, as he grabbed my arms and pulled me back. 

    "Our time's up, we have to leave," He replied, as he began dragging me out of the room. 

    "I hope you got whatever it is you were hoping to get out of this! Hah, who am I kidding, of course you didn't! Poor, pathetic Theo...it must really suck to be you, doesn't it!? Hahahaha! This was fun...come again soon, I'm free anytime! Bye-bye now!" Waved Viola as she burst out laughing, as Wick dragged me out of the room and slammed the door shut. 

    "Fucking damn it!" I exclaimed bitterly in disgust and frustration, collapsing onto my knees as I slammed my fists against the floor, trembling in anger. 

    "Get ahold of yourself...this is exactly how she wanted you to react. Come on...let's go home, Theo," Remarked Wick, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

    Damn it...damn it, damn it, damn it! 

    She saw right through me, I...I feel so pathetic. Why did I come here? What the hell was I hoping to accomplish by coming here? 

    Was I looking for a sense of closure so that I can finally move on? I've been stuck in place for the last three years, wallowing in self pity, unable to confront my pain or even think about moving on. 

    Man...how uncool, I'm such a loser. But...I can't continue to let myself wallow in despair. I need to pick myself back up...I have to. Because...I have a lot that I need to think about. I'm...I'm no longer sure if the way Unity does things is the right way anymore...
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    "So, uh, what are you in here for?"

    "Hm? It's a long story, one that I'd rather not get into, so let's just go with murder," I replied dryly as I shrugged indifferently, before glancing at him and adding, "What about you?"

    "M-murder, huh? I'll have to try and not get on your bad side then...as for me, I'm a hacker, I'd hack into bank systems and transfer money from the rich to the poor. Of course, I'd take some for myself too. But I got careless, and was caught a few days ago. And here I am now," He sighed wistfully. 

    "You don't have a Suppression Collar on, so you're not an Alter, are you? Tell me, you wouldn't happen to be an anti-Alter-...?" I began, sitting up slowly. 

    "Oh, you're mistaken, I am an Alter, actually. It's just that my power isn't one that can be used for anything tangible. My power's called Processor, it lets me process information ten times faster and more efficiently than a normal human brain can. So, I can learn new things much faster than anyone else, and I rarely ever forget something once memorized," He informed me. 

    The hell? That sounds awesome, I want a power like that. 

    "And given your history, Ariodred Phoenix, we wouldn't put an anti-Alter terrorist in the same cell as you, that'd be like a zoo locking a rabbit in a lion cage. And based on the bloodlust you were starting to emit, we definitely made the right call," Came a voice from outside the cell, as footsteps approached. 

    "Wynn Cane, huh? Don't you have anything better to do? You need something?" I inquired, as I glanced that way. 

    I think it's been maybe a week or so since I was arrested and imprisoned here. And I feel kinda dead inside...I'm completely powerless, with no freedom to try and grasp. 

    Due to the sheer number of people I'd killed, I'd been sentenced to life in prison. Which could be an extremely long time, considering that I don't age...oh, wait, that's probably not the case right now, since this Suppression Collar is blocking my powers, including my healing. 

    Welp, guess I'm going to die in here. 

    This is a high security prison, the Gelanes Penitentiary, where the most dangerous criminals in the nation are held. At least, that's what I've heard, but looking at my new cellmate, apparently a Robin Hood-type, maybe that's an exaggeration. 

    I had this cell to myself when they first brought me here, but I've still managed to make some enemies here. There are a lot, and I do mean a LOT, of anti-Alter terrorists in this place, people captured by Unity and turned in to the cops. 

    While the prisoners in this place are stuck in their cells most of the time, they're taken outside for meals, showers and stuff like that. I avoid the showers though...don't wanna drop the soap, if you know what I mean. 

    I spent the first couple of days in a pretty foul mood, livid over the fact that I'd failed to kill the Puppeteer, and agonizing over the fact that she's so close right now but still out of my reach.

    The next few days, I was kinda depressed, wallowing in my regrets...and for the last couple of days or so, I just haven't really felt anything, I feel completely and utterly empty and hollow inside. 

    Wynn Cane, the leader of the Alter Division in the police force, has approached me a few times in my cell, trying to persuade me to work for them. Specifically, I'd get a control chip implanted in the back of my neck and work as a weapon for them. 

    Naturally, I refused. A Suppression Collar is one thing, but I absolutely refuse to be enslaved by a control chip again...never again. I imagine he's come here again to try and persuade me...how long will it take for him to realize that I won't change my mind? 

    "It's such a waste...with your powers, you could do so much good," He sighed with a shake of his head. 

    "With my powers, I HAVE done a lot of good," I responded dryly. 

    "So long as you're of that mindset, we aren't going to be able to find some middle ground and come to a compromise."

    "Man, you sound just like the people from Liberty," I sighed wearily. 

    "Hm...I quite resent that comparison. Think about it logically...if you agree to my proposal, you'll be given the opportunity to shorten your sentence," He pointed out. 

    "You're like a broken record, damn it. As I've been saying all week...I'm just not interested. True, there's a good chance that I'll spend the rest of my life in here, but there's also a chance that I'll escape," I shrugged in response. 

    "I doubt that, not with the Suppression Collar on you-..."

    "And yet, criminals escape prisons all the time, don't they? And when they do, they get right back into their old habits, killing and whatnot, creating new victims who wouldn't have had to suffer if the criminals had just been killed in the first place. I tried doing things the so-called 'right' way, and I lost everything as a direct result of it. You can't defeat those who reside in darkness without stepping into the darkness yourself," I stated firmly. 

    "Hey, not bad, I like the way you think," Grinned my new cellmate, giving me a thumbs up. 

    "You're a stubborn one, aren't you? Unity's told us all we need to know about you, so I'm well aware of what you've been through, so-..."

    "So, you should know that I won't change my answer. And hey, if you're gonna insist on showing up here almost every day, send a hot girl instead. You might stand a better chance of convincing me if you did that, I'm way more likely to listen to a hottie than some old dude," I remarked dryly. 

    "Wha...!? Old!?" He blurted out with an irritated twitch of his eyebrow, before clearing his throat and composing himself before adding, "Ahem...okay, then, I'll take my leave for now. I urge you to seriously consider my proposal, Ariodred Phoenix."

    "Mhm, considered, and rejected. That's my final answer, so just accept it already."
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    "So, what's your name, guy?" I asked my new cellmate? 

    "Huh? Oh, uh, it's Eland Lexin. And yours is Ariodred Phoenix, right?" He responded with a friendly smile. 

    He's a bit on the older side, maybe in his early to mid forties or so. He had short black hair that was graying on the sides, black eyes and a short, thick beard. He was about the same height as me, and a little overweight, with a pale complexion. 

    He'd seemed a bit wary of me at first, especially after I said I was thrown in here for murder. But after that conversation with Wynn, he's looking more friendly. 

    "How did you-...? Oh, right, the cop mentioned it a couple of times."

    "Yes, but I actually already knew about you. I should've recognized you right away when I saw your hair, but it didn't quite click until that officer mentioned your name," He replied with a smile. 

    "Didn't realize anyone knew about me aside from Unity, Liberty and a handful of others...and now the police too, I guess. How do you know who I am? Or rather...what exactly do you know about me?" I inquired as I narrowed my eyes at him. 

    "Relax, no need to be so suspicious. I'm not your enemy...we just met, so I can't exactly call us friends, but I am a friend of a friend."

    "Specifically...?"

    "Your information, Finn Islaw. He's something like my protégé, I taught him everything he knows when it comes to hacking and intel gathering. In fact, he's got more talent for it, but I happen to be a bit better at it, only because of my power, though," He informed me.

    Man, talk about a small world. 

    "Hm, I see...tell me, what's your sentence?"

    "Huh? Oh, ten years...it sucks that I ended up in this damned prison, the most secure one in all of Cahgo. Normally, since I didn't commit any violent crimes, I'd have been shipped off to some ordinary prison. But unfortunately, one of the people whose money I stole and distributed to the poor is a big shot politician, he used his influence to throw me in this place. You've probably already realized that most of the criminals in here are anti-Alter bigots and terrorists," He frowned in response. 

    "Yeah, they made it pretty clear right on day one. But all of them also have Suppression Collars strapped to their necks...of course, it's used solely as a shock collar on them, to keep them in line and what not, so usually, non-violent criminals aren't made to wear them, like you," I remarked with a grimace...before glancing at him and asking quietly, "Hey, you said you're good with tech stuff, right? Don't suppose you can remove this collar? Free me and I'll break you out of here too."

    "Not a bad offer, but I'm better with software than hardware. And besides, without any tools, there's not much I can do. Hm, I do have a suggestion though..."

    "Yeah? Well, what is it?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Not so fast. I'm not gonna tell you for free, you know. I'll make it simple...give me your word that you'll free me if my advice helps you get rid of that collar. Promise me that, and we have a deal," He proposed with a smirk. 

    "Sure, I don't see why not, you seem like a decent enough guy," I agreed after briefly mulling it over. 

    "Alright, it's a deal. I'm just gonna have to trust you to hold up your end of the bargain, I suppose. You need to find a way to short-circuit the collar. The outer casing is waterproof and an insulator, so simply exposing it to water or a powerful charge of electricity isn't going to be enough to fry the collar. So, what you need to do is damage the outer casing of the device, create a small opening and then destroy it," He surmised objectively. 

    "Mhm, mhm...yeah, that'd definitely work. Except for the fact that, you know, if the collar gets damaged, it automatically shocks you with a charge so powerful it'll knock you out immediately, not to mention trigger an alarm to alert the guards," I pointed out in exasperation. 

    Damn it, he really got my hopes up for a second, only to suggest something like that...I mean, of course that was one of the first things I considered, I spent years with a Suppression Collar around my neck, so I know all too well how these things work. 

    "That's correct, however...there's a loophole you can exploit. It's quite simple, you need to get your hands on a key for the collars. Only a registered user can use those keys to unlock a Suppression Collar, the device reads the user's bio data, and if it's an unknown signature, it won't work."

    Keys? Does he mean those remote control devices used to customize the settings of the collar? 

    "Yeah, that thing'll shock you if you try to use it," I nodded, recalling the time I tried it while I was a lab rat.

    As a result of that failed attempt, they wasted no time in installing that control chip into my neck. 

    "Here's the thing, though...the key works by pressing it against the collar and then hitting the unlock button on the key. However, you won't need to do that...see, when the key is pressed against the collar, it suppresses all the signals coming out of the collar. In other words...while the key is pressed against the collar, you'll be able to damage the collar and it won't set off any alarms or electrocute you," He informed me with a grin. 

    Oh. I...didn't know that. But... 

    "I'll admit, I wasn't aware of that detail...but stealing one is going to be next to impossible. The guards here are armed to the teeth, in case you haven't noticed."

    "Hey, if it were easy to pull off, not only would several criminals have escaped, but also, that little loophole would've been fixed. See, I highly doubt that there are many people aware of this little bug in the programming...I only noticed because I once happened to get my hands on one of these collars and thoroughly tested it out, I only discovered this weakness by pure chance and a process of trial and error," He explained with a smile. 

    "Hm...well, I was hoping for an easier solution, but I suppose that was being too optimistic. Alright, then...if and when I get an opportunity to steal one of those keys and free myself of this stupid collar, I'll be sure to free you before I escape," I stated, as I raised my hand towards him, which he grasped and shook as we came to an agreement... 
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    "Wait, that's how you were caught? I thought you must've been, like, traced online or something...I don't really know how hacking works, but I just assumed you got caught because of some mistake you made while hacking into something," I remarked in bemusement. 

    "Hey, don't insult me. My hacking skills are top-notch, I'll have you know," He huffed indignantly. 

    "Maybe so, but if you ask me, getting caught because of a small technical mistake you made seems way less embarrassing than how you actually got caught..."

    A couple of weeks or so have passed, not really sure exactly how long I've been here...it's just like my time as a lab rat, I've completely lost track of time at this point. 

    It was currently around 1 PM in the afternoon, according to the clock I was staring at, and I was in the dining hall, having lunch with Eland. As for what we're talking about...he just got done telling me how and why he was arrested. 

    A few days before he wound up in my cell, he was at a bar, and got pretty drunk. He was hitting on a waitress and tried to impress her by bragging about the things he's accomplished as a hacker. 

    Unfortunately for him, the table behind him was occupied by a group of cops, who recorded his bragging before arresting him and bringing him in.

    I have to say though, it's good that I have someone to talk to, I need a distraction...because right now, I've got enemies all around me, people I'm just itching to kill. 

    I really hate this...I'm surrounded by so much filthy scum that've tortured and killed Alters, it's unacceptable that they're still breathing. But there's nothing I can do...there's a balcony above and across the walls of the dining hall, with several armed guards keeping an eye on us. 

    If anyone tries to start any trouble, they'll jump into action, triggering the Suppression Collars's shock feature to electrocute the offenders. They're also equipped with taser weapons, likely to use against criminals without collars. 

    They also have regular guns, but I'm guessing those are to only be used as last resorts. I'm yet to see them use those guns, and there have been plenty of minor riots and brawls in this place since I came here. 

    "Hey, how long have we been in this place, again?" I asked Eland, before noticing some people giving me dirty looks...who the fuck are they? 

    I think they were imprisoned here recently, I haven't seen them before. 

    "Hm? Well, it's been three weeks since I was brought here and thrown into your cell, you said you'd been here about a week before I showed up?" He responded with his mouth full. 

    "Let's just call it a month...I'm not too good with keeping track of time in situations like this," I sighed wistfully. 

    "Apparently so...," He responded, trailing off as the men who'd been staring at me began approaching our table. 

    "Damned filthy Freaks...you're the one who murdered so many of our noble comrades, aren't you?" One of them narrowed his eyes at me. 

    Oh? 

    "Well, now, you're from TNO, aren't you? I imagine the cops and Unity have been investigating everyone connected to the bastards I killed...heh, they're probably hunting you guys down like you're an infestation of rats," I smirked tauntingly, keeping my hatred and rage in check. 

    I can't be the first one to make a move, I'll get shocked if I do...but if they attack me first, they'll get shocked first, giving me a small opening to last clean hits in before I'm shocked too. I've been feeling so damned restless lately...killing one of these clowns should be a good way to let off some steam... 

    "You're nothing but an insolent, obscene violation against nature!"

    "And you guys are so repetitive...expand your vocabulary somewhat, it's always the exact same insults over and over," I sighed with a shake of my head. 

    "You think you're clever, don't you!?"

    "Not particularly, no. But if nothing else, I'm definitely more intelligent that you deranged lunatics," I scoffed condescendingly. 

    There's four of them, all wearing Suppression Collars...I'll keep goading them, let's see how they react. Verbal confrontations and arguments aren't enough to make the guards act...it'll definitely attract their attention, but they won't intervene until it looks certain that things are about to get physical. 

    I'm kinda impressed by this prison, honestly...the guards don't throw their weight around or abuse their power, which I was sort of expecting to be the case when I first got here. 

    "You wouldn't be talking so tough if we had you in restraints! Regardless of age or gender, I've made a wide variety of Freaks scream out in despair, there's nothing quite like hearing one of your kind pleading desperately for their lives," Smirked one of them, stepping forward. 

    "You rotten bastards," Muttered Eland in disgust. 

    Keep it together...can't afford to lose my head here... 

    "Hm, that so? I can say the same about the likes of you...I've heard so, so many of you plead for your lives. But, regardless of whether they plead or not, it made no difference in the end. After all...all your friends that I've encountered, are now dead," I chuckled viciously. 

    "Why, you-...!?" Snapped the guy who tried to taunt me, taking a step towards me as he raised his fist with a crazed look of anger in his eyes, before letting out a sharp gasp as his collar shocked him. 

    A wide smirk spread out across my lips as he began to collapsed towards me, his body paralyzed as it obscured me from the vision of the guards...this is my chance! 

    As he fell towards me, I swiftly reached my hands up towards his face...and jammed my thumbs into his eyes, crushing them and eliciting an agonized screech of pain from him as blood and fluid gushed out, running down my hands and arms as I drove my thumbs deeper and deeper into his eye sockets-...

    Suddenly, as a powerful electric shock burst out around my neck, my grip weakened, the man collapsing onto the floor as my thumbs were wrenched out of his eye sockets. 

    I managed to grab the edge of the table to keep myself from falling, grimacing as my entire body felt stiff and numb...damn it, my superhuman body keeps from suffering the full effects, but without my healing, the damage doesn't fade away like it usually does. 

    Yeah, I might've become a bit over reliant on my healing power, this really sucks... 

    _____________________________________________
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    "Oh, then he survived? That's disappointing," I sighed wistfully. 

    "You blinded him with no chance of recovery, you very nearly did kill him," Responded Wynn icily. 

    "Yeah, what a wasted opportunity, if only I'd had a couple more seconds before I was shocked. Well, whatever...I mean, it's not like you can give me a longer sentence as punishment, since I'm serving a life sentence," I laughed in reply. 

    "You think this is funny?"

    "No, not really, but with how bored I am, I can see anything as comedy right now. Heck, I bet I'd even laugh at an Amy Schumer joke," I mused dryly. 

    "Uh, who?"

    "Oh, never mind. So, you just here to bitch about what I did?" I inquired with a raised eyebrow. 

    "No, I'm here to warn you...pull another stunt like that again, and you'll be thrown into solitary confinement," He warned me. 

    Is that supposed to be a threat? He does know that I was a lab rat for over five years, right? Solitary confinement took up a sizeable chunk of my time there. 

    "Uh-huh, sounds awful and stuff. Well, I'm stuck here for a lifetime, so I'm sure I'll get to see what it's like at some point," I yawned dismissively. 

    "Keep up that indifferent act all you want, it won't change anything. Hm, maybe I should sign you up for therapy sessions, that might help you see reason."

    "Yeah, how about no? See, my last therapist turned out to literally be my worst enemy, so I'm good."

    Sounds like he's finally walking away...man, what's his deal, talk about persistent. It's been like a month since I was locked up here, apparently. I wish he'd stop pestering me, he should just give up already. 

    "You know, I think that guy might've had a point. Your whole 'don't care' attitude that you put on most of the time, it's-...," Began Eland. 

    "Don't you start too. Seriously...acting like you see through me or whatever, there aren't a lot of things that piss me off more than that," I frowned apprehensively. 

    It reminds me that bitch, the Puppeteer, Viola Woods...and with currently no way of killing her, she's the last person I want to be thinking about or reminded of. 

    "I'll, uh, keep that in mind."

    "Anyway, how much longer do we have to wait? Haven't you memorized the patterns yet?" I inquired with a sigh. 

    "More or less, yes...but no point rushing into it and then failing. Wait a bit longer, until I've got more clear picture of the timings," He remarked with a shake of his head. 

    "At least give me a more specific time frame, man..."

    "Impatient, aren't you? Alright, fine...I'd say, um, maybe about two more weeks, just so that I can get a better idea of things?" He replied uncertainly after mulling it over. 

    I guess I can live with that. We're talking about the timings of the guards' shifts when we're in our cells. Our plan is pretty simple, Eland is gonna pretend like he's attacking me, we'll force a guard to come into our cell and tase him, that's when I spring into action and take down the guard. 

    Once he's down, we take the key, damage the collar and short-circuit it. The light bulb on the ceiling is too high to reach, otherwise I could tear the wires and use them to fry the collar. 

    But instead, we're gonna resort a significantly less appealing option. This cell is mostly empty except for a rickety old metal bunk bed...and a toilet. I'll have to use the water from the toilet to fry the collar. 

    Disgusting, but I suppose it's a relatively small price to pay from freedom. Really wish it had a bidet hose, but I suppose they're not gonna waste expenditure on installing those in every cell. 

    The last time a prisoner escaped from this place was over ten years ago, and that was before they began implementing Suppression Collars. Since then, no one's ever successfully escaped. 

    It's gonna be a daunting task, but hey, records are meant to be broken, right? So I'll take it upon myself to break this ten year streak. 

    "I could really use some weed right about now," I sighed dryly. 

    "Heh, you and me both," Nodded Eland in agreement. 

    Unlike the prisons you see in movies and stuff, this one maintains extremely tight security and prevents people from smuggling in any contraband.

    So, there's no mysterious inmate who sells cigarettes, burner phones and stuff like that or whatever, much to my disappointment. Well, I suppose it wouldn't make much of difference, it's not like I've got all that much money saved up. 

    Not to mention, my bank account has probably been frozen or something, doubt I can even use what little money I did have left.

    Anyway, guess there's nothing to do now but bide my time and wait till Eland is ready to carry out the plan. It depends pretty heavily on him, so it's upto him as to when we spring into action... 

    "Hey, I was wondering, what do you plan to do once you get out of here?" He asked me. 

    "Huh? I mean, I'll go back to hunting down anti-Alter terrorists and the like, smoke some weed for sure, and-...," I began. 

    "No, I meant like, where will you go? Wherever you were staying before likely won't be safe anymore, so you'll need a base," He pointed out. 

    "Ah, right...didn't really think about that, to be honest. Hm, let's see...from the sound of it, I'm guessing you do have such a base to lay low in, don't you? There, problem solved, I'll just crash with you. Since I'm helping bust you out, I'm sure you won't refuse," I shrugged wryly. 

    "Oh. Crap, maybe I shouldn't have brought it up..."

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Instagram account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 112 - Behind Bars(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hope you're ready. Because I'm confident that I've got the timings down pat," Remarked Eland with a thumbs up. 

    "It's about time. And for your information, I've been ready for weeks," I replied dryly. 

    It's been about two and a half months since I was brought here. Well, it's been nine weeks since Eland was thrown into my cell, and since I was here for about a week or so before he showed up, I've been here for ten weeks, or two and a half months, more or less. 

    Doesn't matter, because tonight, that's gonna come to an end. Wynn has continued showing up by my cell regularly, but he seems to have finally given up on trying to recruit me. 

    Fortunately, he didn't force me to attend any therapy sessions or whatever, so that's a huge relief. Lately, he's mainly been showing up to vent and complain, particularly since his complaints are due to indirect consequences of my previous actions. 

    To be more specific...there's been a rise in Alter vigilantes, fighting against anti-Alter terrorists. Seems like I've inspired a whole lot of people. To be honest, I don't feel too great about it. 

    On the one hand, it's pretty flattering that I was able to inspire people, but...most of those who were inspired by me were just typical civilians. They may have powers, but they don't have the training to back it up. 

    So, naturally, there's been a lot of casualties among them. Wynn did let it slip that some of those people have been recruited by Liberty, who've also been pretty busy fighting against TNO and other terrorist groups. 

    Wynn clammed up after that, realizing he'd maybe said a bit too much, but he didn't seem to worried. As far as he's concerned, I'm stuck here indefinitely, so any information he may leak to me isn't going to find its way to anyone on the outside. 

    Especially since I've rejected all of Unity's requests to meet with me...I simply see no reason to see any of them right now, or ever again, to be honest. What would I accomplish by meeting with them? There's absolutely nothing that I can think of.

    "So, what's the specifics of the plan?" I inquired curiously.

    "We make our move at 10 PM. The guard on duty at that time, his shift ends at 10:30 PM, and towards the end, he becomes rather lazy and doesn't really pay much attention. So, when I 'attack' you, he'll be caught off guard and will probably respond reactively. Once he enters the cell and gets close enough to tase me, you'll knock him out, we'll take the key from him, nullify the functionality of the collar, damage it, short-circuit it and then escape," He surmised with a smile. 

    "Got it," I nodded affirmatively. 

    Two days ago, Wynn informed me that I wouldn't see him again for a few days, since the Alter Division under his command would be heading to Staex, in order to quell the outbreak of terrorists and vigilantes.

    So, without him and his division to worry about, this is our best opportunity to escape. I can't afford to screw this up...if we fail, security is likely to get a lot tighter, with a lot more attention focused on us.

    There are a lot of violent criminals in this prison, so there tends to be a high number of fights in most of the cells...but in this cell, it's different, Eland and I haven't caused any commotion or conflict inside of our cell, so they aren't going to expect us to start fighting. 

    We're going to use that to our advantage. And now, it's just a matter of hoping that everything goes according to plan... 

    ... 

    "Now?" I inquired quietly. 

    "No, not yet...wait just a couple more minutes, there's no need to rush it. We're almost there, let's keep our heads on," He whispered in response, after glancing at the clock outside the cell. 

    "Yeah, I know, I'm not gonna get too far ahead of myself. I know what's at stake here," I nodded, tapping my foot against the floor repeatedly. 

    That said, I can't help but feel a bit impatient and anxious right now, with so much riding on this. Please let this work... 

    "Okay...it's time, get ready," He muttered, as he hopped off the top bunk, his feet landing on the floor with a thud before he grabbed my collar and snapped, "I've told you a million times, cut that out! Stop creaking the bed, it's so fucking annoying!"

    "Back off if you know what's good for you...I don't need my powers to beat the shit out of you," I growled, standing up and shoving him. 

    "Hm? H-hey, cut that out!" Snapped the guard, walking over towards our cell and taking out the remote control for the Suppression Collars, pointing it at me.

    "O-okay, I'm standing down, don't shock me," I frowned, raising my hands and backing away. 

    "You pussy, afraid of a little zap, are you!?" Exclaimed Eland, leaping towards me and pushing me onto the lower bunk, wrapping his hands around my neck and feigning strangling me, as I let out choked gasps and tried to push him off, not putting much strength into it since if I was serious, I'd be able to knock him right off me like a ragdoll. 

    "Damn it...!" Growled the guard in exasperation, unlocking the door as he took out a taser and began approaching Eland, the weapon crackling with electricity as he closed in on him...

    Right as he began to drive the taser towards Eland, he quickly rolled off me, narrowly avoiding the taser before I swiftly reached out, grabbing the guard's wrists and sharply tightening my grip, forcing him to drop both the key and the taser, before I let go of one of his hands and chopped the side of his neck with my open hand, knocking him out. 

    "This is our chance!" Exclaimed Eland, picking up the key and pressing the device against my collar, "Quick, short-circuit the collar before more guards show up!"

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 113 - Behind Bars(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Ohh, how I've been waiting for this...! I've been growing out my fingernails on my right hand, since I need something sharp to break through the outer casing of the collar. 

    "Here I go. Open up the tank of the toilet and get some water to splash onto it once I've broken through, that'll-...," I began, before trailing off as I began to pierce my nails into the collar, a powerful electric shock hitting me as I let out a sharp gasp and collapsed onto the floor, my body paralyzed. 

    "H-huh? No, that can't be right...I-I tested it out so many times, this should've worked!" He frowned in alarm. 

    "W-was it the exact same model...?" I gasped weakly, struggling to get up. 

    "Yeah, I'm sure of it! The one I got my hands on and tested looked exactly the same, so this should've worked! I can't understand why-...!" He began with a shake of his head. 

    "Don't move! Both of you, stay right where you are!" A voice exclaimed, as several guards appeared outside the cell, guns aimed at us. 

    Well, shit. 

    "U-uh, I think there must be some kind of misunderstanding here, we were just-...," Began Eland, taking a step forward. 

    "I said, don't move!"

    No...damn it, no! We were so close...what the hell went wrong? Why...why didn't the stupid collar work like we thought it would!? 

    "I knew it...you two were upto something this whole time. Can't fool me, I've got a good sense for these things, you see...I thought that if I made you think that I was away, you'd definitely try something. And it looks like I was right," Came Wynn's voice, as I grimaced in frustration. 

    That bastard, he totally played us! He fed us false info to make us think we had an opening to exploit...we thought we were one step ahead, but we were just dancing on his palm this whole time! 

    "So, then everything you said to us was a lie?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "Oh, no, most of it was real, I genuinely needed to vent, you see. Been so busy and stressed out lately. But, yes, I lied about leaving to Staex this week. Hm...ah, I see, you were trying to exploit the weakness in the Suppression Collar! Sorry to break it to you, but that defect was fixed several months ago. 

    We had no way of knowing whether or not any criminals had noticed the defect, so when we upgraded to the new models, we requested that they look exactly the same as the previous model, at least on the outside. Looks like that's paid off...now, then, you two need to be disciplined. 

    Eland Lexin, I underestimated your power, this scheme of yours would've worked quite well a few months ago. That was quite a close call, our ten year streak of no escapes from this prison was almost broken. 

    But you've missed your chance, and I won't make the same mistake twice...guards, equip this man with a Suppression Collar, give him a couple of jolts while you're at it. As for you, Ariodred Phoenix...you were already on some rather thin ice after blinding that man a few weeks ago, so you'll be thrown into solitary confinement for the next month. Try not to lose your head in there," Remarked Wynn with a grimace. 

    "Well...we failed, but look on the bright side. You get the cell all to yourself for the next month," I muttered with a strained sigh, as I glanced at Eland. 

    "Sorry, man...I really thought this'd work," He apologized with a frustrated look on his face. 

    "I told you before, didn't I?" Chimed in Wynn, adding, "No one escapes this place. Alright, men...take the redhead to solitary. Don't hesitate to shock him if he tries anything suspicious, he's quite tenacious so keep your guards up...no pun intended. I need to head over to Staex for real...I'd hoped that the squad I sent there would be able to suppress the chaos there, but it looks like I'm going to have to go there myself after all."

    "You heard the man, on your feet," Remarked one of the guards, grabbing my arm and pulling me back up onto my feet, before dragging me out of the cell. 

    There's no point in trying to fight back, there's too many of them...I might be able to take down one or two, but one of the others will have more than enough time to shock me before I get the chance to take them all down. 

    So, this is it, huh? We only had the one plan to bank on, and now that it's failed so spectacularly...how the hell am I supposed to get out of here!? 

    As the guards took me through the building, they came to a stop as we entered a corridor with several doors in a row...unlike the cells, these aren't barred doors, they're thick metal doors with no gaps except for small slots at the bottom. 

    "Right, here we are. Your meals will be slid in through the slot at the bottom of the door. Feel free to yell and throw a tantrum if you want, the room is soundproofed, so we won't hear a thing," Remarked one of the guards, before opening the door and pushing me inside. 

    "Really, I can't believe someone was actually stupid enough to try and escape. A for effort, at least."

    "Don't be ridiculous, there's no reward for wasted effort." 

    With that, they shut the door, locking me inside. I blinked a couple of times as my eyes adjusted to the darkness...there's nothing a small, dimly flickering lightbulb overhead...I'm guessing it's dim on purpose. 

    That flickering is already annoying me, and I'm supposed to be in here for a whole month? The room itself was pretty small too, and smelt kinda musty. 

    It had a dirty old mattress in one corner, and a toilet in another corner, below a rusty showerhead. There aren't any windows or anything, and the walls, ceiling and door are padded. 

    A soundproof room, huh? This is...this is perfect. Yeah...I was just about to give up all hope of escaping. But it's not over yet, I still have a chance, my last resort. However...this method is gonna suck... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 114 - Behind Bars(Part 7)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Ow! Tch, that really stung, damn it...looks like this door is electrified, it's not as strong as the shock of the Suppression Collar, but it's still a pretty nasty jolt. 

    I shook my hand with a grimace, my fingers numb...I miss my healing ability so much. If this works and I escape, I swear I'll never take it for granted again. 

    It's probably been about an hour since I was thrown in this room...which means it's around 11 PM or so. It's a very rough estimate, keeping track of time in here is even tougher than normal. That flickering light in particular is really pissing me off. 

    When the guards brought me here, I didn't see any other guards standing by outside any of the other doors in the corridor. 

    But I doubt that's because there's no one else in any of the other rooms...given the types of criminals imprisoned here, it's basically impossible that there aren't at least a few locked away in solitary confinement at any given time. 

    Which means...the guards consider these rooms to be inescapable, so maybe it's just that there's no need to any guards here? I did see a couple of security cameras in the corridor outside, in front of the doors, so there could be someone keeping an eye on these doors remotely. 

    Well, I suppose it doesn't really matter. If what I've got in mind works, I'll get my powers back...and when that happens, there's no one in this place who can stop me. Wynn is the strongest one here, and he seemed like he was in a hurry to leave to Staex. 

    But even if he hasn't left yet, he doesn't stand a chance against my Blood Demon form...I managed to stay in control the last time I transformed, but I think that was only because of my immense rage towards the Puppeteer. 

    So, if I transform while in a more neutral state of mind, my conscious mind probably won't be in control. Still, now that I know how that form works even when I'm not in control, I'm fairly confident in relying on it. 

    I then walked over towards the toilet in the corner of the dirty little room, raising my fist and slamming it against the side of the toilet tank, cracks spreading out across it as I struck it with all my strength, trickles of blood running down my knuckles. 

    I raised my fist again, clenching it tightly before letting out a roar as I drove it towards the same spot I'd struck again, breaking it as my fist collided with it, shards of ceramic falling off as the cracks deeply widened, water gushing out from the broken tank. 

    I ran my hand under the water to wash away the blood with a wince as my hand stung sharply with pain, before reaching down towards the broken pieces of ceramic, picking up two of the longest and sharpest shards I could find.

    This method of escape did cross my mind a while back, but I put it aside, for two reasons...the first being that it's kinda extreme, and if it ends up not working, I might possibly die. And the second, is that it's way too loud to have attempted in my cell, I'd have attracted the attention of the guards before I could even start. 

    I closed the lid of the toilet seat and sat down, taking a deep breath to compose myself as I raised the two shards towards my neck, gulping nervously as beads of sweat ran down the sides of my face, my entire body trembling. 

    I then gritted my teeth as I steeled myself, placing one shard against the left side of my neck, above the Suppression Collar, and the other shard against the right side of my neck, below the collar. 

    Yeah, that's right...I'll slice the middle of my neck right off, collar and all! 

    My chest is pounding like a drum, my breath is caught in my throat, and my breathing is sharp and ragged...come on, I can do this. It'll hurt like hell for sure, no fucking doubt about that...but I need to power through it, this is my last chance to escape! 

    I then inhaled sharply, filling my lungs with air before slowly exhaling, tightening my grip on the shards before pushing them inwards with all my strength, piercing through my skin and slicing through the flesh around my throat from either side, my body sharply stiffening in agony as I forced the blunt shards into my neck. 

    I slowly but surely sliced deeper and deeper into my neck, my hands slick with blood as it gushed out from both sides of my neck, coating my hands and running down my wrists and arms, before I felt the shards come into contact with my throat.

     

    "F-fuck...!" I gasped hoarsely in excruciation, my vision blurring as I began to feel the strength in my arms fading, my consciousness starting to slip-... 

    No! 

    I snapped out of it and roared with determination as I opened my jaws wide and snapped them shut, biting through my lower lip, the pain giving me a burst of energy, as I yelled out with a feral sense of resolve, forcing out a second wind of energy into my arms and using all my strength to push them across...and sliced right through my throat with both simultaneously, cutting off the middle of my neck, along with the Suppression Collar. 

    Almost instantly, my consciousness began to fade, as I decapitated myself, my vision turning upwards before moving backwards as my head fell off and plummeted towards the ground, everything starting to go dark... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 115 - Behind Bars(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Wynn Cane

    ———————————————————————————

    "Alright, it's about time I get going," I remarked with a sigh, as I put on my jacket. 

    "Good luck out there, sir," Responded one of the other officers, as I began to get up. 

    "Thanks, I appreciate that. I just hope this turns out to be easily resolved, but I'm not too optimistic about that," I replied with a wry smile, before adding, "By the way, make sure to keep a close eye on Ariodred Phoenix...he seemed pretty down by his escape plan failing, but I have a feeling that he hasn't given up yet."

    "Understood. But I doubt we need to worry about that, sir. Escape is effectively impossible for all inmates, let alone those in solitary. There's just absolutely no way-..."

    "Captain Cane, are you here!? Oh, good, you're still here...we have a problem, sir!" Suddenly came a voice as the door burst open and one of the guards raced in, his eyes wide with alarm. 

    Oh, no, I have a bad feeling about this... 

    "Calm yourself, officer...tell me, what's going on?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "The Suppression Collar placed on Ariodred Phoenix...it's inactive! It shut down automatically, that usually only happens when the person wearing it dies. Unless there's another defect that he exploited, so-...!"

    "Lock down the entire building! And contact Unity, ask them for immediate back up! And tell everyone to stay away from solitary, you'll only get in the way!" I exclaimed urgently. 

    "But, sir, wait-...!"

    I didn't wait for him to finish, as I sprinted out of the room at top speed, rushing towards the solitary confinement rooms as fast as I could...what exactly did he do!? 

    As the turn into the corridor came into sight, I leapt around the corner, my eyes fixed on the door behind which he was inside of...I gulped nervously as I took out a key card and approached the door warily, hesitantly pressing it against the lock before pushing the door open and taking a couple of wary steps back, forming a swirling sphere of wind in my hand. 

    As the door creaked open, light pouring into the dim room, my eyes widened in disbelief at the sight that met me. Wh-what...what in the actual hell am I looking at here? 

    "Oh, you're still here? Well, no matter...not sure why, but I feel absolutely incredible right now," Ariodred greeted me with a smirk...his head floating in the air as his body stood on its own, a thick mass of blood pulling his head towards the stump of his neck. 

    How...how did he-...? 

    The realization hit me as I spotted the Suppression Collar on the floor by his feet, in a puddle of Black blood, along with broken shards of ceramic...n-no way, did he...did he hack off the middle of his own neck to get rid of the collar? 

    That'd definitely work, since the collar itself sustains no damage, b-but...but who in their right mind would even think of doing something like this!? Healing powers or not, this is...this is just insane. 

    I could only watch in stunned silence as the mass of blood reconnected his severed head to his neck, the middle growing back before his head got reattached. He let out a sigh of relief as he tilted his neck to the side with a slight pop, before cracking his knuckles. 

    "Ohh, that's so much better, all the pain is fading away, I missed this...now, then, mind getting out of my way? Our last encounter didn't go so well for you, in case you forgot. If we clash inside a building, there's bound to be unintended casualties...especially if I transform," He pointed out, as I inadvertently took a step back as he took a step forward, streaks of Black Blood extending out of his body menacingly. 

    D-damn it...damn it, what do I do!? What can I do!? He's right...if I fight him and force him to transform, people will die. I'd be surprised if the entire building doesn't collapse as a result. But I...I can't just let him walk out! 

    "Get back in there...I won't let you leave," I warned him, as I fired out a wind blast at him, grimacing as he negated the force of my attack with a rapid whip of one of his streaks of blood, dissipating my wind. 

    "I'm not really sure why, but I feel a lot more powerful, even in my normal state...maybe all the suppressed energy over the last couple of months burst out and flooded my body when I removed the collar? Honestly, I don't have a clue...but I'm certainly not complaining. Hm...as I am now, I might not even need to transform to defeat you," He smirked, stepping out of the room before I gathered all the air around the area, focusing it around myself, in an effort to deprive him of oxygen. 

    Suddenly, his forehead split open, a gleaming red, oval gem-like stone appearing and glowing brightly, my eyes widening in alarm as he fired out a sharp, rapid red beam from it at me, narrowly evading it as I sprang away. 

    "Shit...," I muttered as I dodged the blast, which hit the wall behind me and burst a hole through it. 

    "Woay, that was more powerful than I thought, might've killed you if it had hit you on the full. Well, either way, you're no threat to me in such a narrow space, you can't go all out in here, can you?" He inquired, restraining my limbs and torso with streaks of blood, wrapping around me and lifting me up, before pinning me against the wall. 

    "Th-this isn't over...we'll spare no effort in hunting you down, and the next time we catch you, you won't-..."

    "Hahaha, are you serious!? Sounds like you've already accepted the fact that I'm escaping today...well, I suppose it's better than deluding yourself otherwise," He shrugged, approaching me as he wrapped blood around his fist, drawing his arm back as he met my gaze, "And don't worry, I'll get right back to wiping out all the terrorists in the country...that should solve your vigilante problem too, two birds with one stone right there! Phew, man...I feel so ecstatic and hyped up right now! Alright, Alter Division Captain, Wynn Cane...time to take a nap, you look like you could use it!"

    The last thing I saw was his fist shooting towards me at a rapid speed, before everything went dark... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 116 - Premonition

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Wick Irons

    ———————————————————————————

    "Woah...this is a whole lot of damage, damn," Remarked Oleos, wide-eyed. 

    "If I had to wager a guess, I'd say we arrived too late to stop him. He's likely already long gone. I suppose I'm stating the obvious, considering the sight before us," I frowned in response. 

    "What gave that away, the big-ass hole in the roof?" Chimed in Parmila with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Don't sass me."

    "Let's go inside, there may be people who need help," Spoke up the boss, as he opened the door and hopped out of the jeep. 

    "Yeah, okay," Sighed Miyuru, as he and the rest got down too, before I shut off the vehicle and exited, locking it as I closed the door. 

    As we approached the entrance to the prison, the guards let us in, before we made our way towards the building. As we entered and walked in, the Alter Division's Captain, Wynn Cane, stood up and headed towards us. 

    Looks like his nose is broken, I don't see any other injuries on him though. 

    "My apologies, it looks like we arrived too late," Apologized the boss grimly, clenching his fists. 

    "No, considering the distance from here to your mansion, it couldn't be helped," Wynn shook his head with a slight smile. 

    "What exactly happened here? How did he escape?" I inquired with a frown. 

    "He, uh...broke a toilet and used the broken shards to saw off the middle of his neck to get rid of the Suppression Collar. My power isn't well suited for indoor use, at least not against opponents as powerful as he is. He knocked me out, and by the time I regained consciousness, he was gone," Came the frustrated response. 

    He did what? He sawed off his own neck with toilet shards? 

    "Any casualties?" The boss asked him. 

    "Yes...several of the other inmates were killed, those who had been imprisoned for violent crimes against Alters. Members of TNO, mostly. A few guards sustained minor injuries, but he only knocked them out, no casualties or even any serious injuries," Wynn informed us. 

    "Hold on, something doesn't make sense...I'd imagine that, if he broke out, his first Instinct would be to go after Viola. But the women's wing of the prison didn't look damaged at all," Spoke up Parmila. 

    "I didn't see it for myself, but according to my officers who saw him, after he killed the inmates he was targeting, and then freed his cellmate as well, he transformed and took off. He didn't attack the women's wing. Hm...this is top secret, so make sure to keep it confidential," Wynn lowered his voice, before continuing, "We've moved Viola Woods to a different facility in Atthan, though that's only temporary. We plan to move her to a top secret, high security prison, the details of which are strictly confidential. However...there's absolutely no way that Ariodred Phoenix should've known about that. Hm...is it possible that, after he transformed, he could sense that she wasn't here anymore?"

    "I'd say it's possible...the fact is, we still don't know the full extent of what he's capable of," Replied the boss, after mulling it over. 

    "Wait, why wasn't Ario moved to the confidential place you mentioned?" Inquired Parmila curiously. 

    "This top secret prison, it's a place where the most dangerous and evil Alter criminals are held. Ariodred may be powerful, but he's not the kind of person who deserves to be thrown into that hell hole...still though, I didn't think he'd go so far as to cut through his own neck to escape, I underestimated his resolve," Sighed Wynn wearily. 

    Yeah, I'm still at a loss with that fact...I knew Ariodred had a few screws loose in that head of his, but to go that far is just... 

    "Hm, who is this cellmate he escaped with?" I chimed in. 

    "Oh, a former underworld information broker named Eland Lexin. He was imprisoned for the crime of hacking into bank systems across the country and transferring money from the rich and wealthy to those less fortunate. He's quite skilled at covering his tracks, it was sheer luck that we caught him...a couple of off duty officers who'd gone out for drinks overheard him bragging about his crimes to some strippers while drunk, you see."

    Huh? Wow, uh...that's a pretty humiliating way for an elusive criminal to get caught...still, considering his crimes had good, if not misguided, intentions, it's no real surprise that Ariodred helped him. 

    I've come to a recent realization, that this whole mess may very well be our own fault...the Puppeteer was right under our noses for over eight years, but none of us even once suspected her. 

    If only we'd caught on sooner, Xandra wouldn't have been killed, and Ariodred possibly wouldn't have strayed from the right path. What's more, with all the protests in support of him since his arrest, even some of our other members are starting to waver, especially the young and newer ones. 

    Theo has especially been affected by all this. It's clear that he's been conflicted ever since he visited Viola in prison...that's why we didn't bring him here today. In his current state of mind, there's no telling what would push him over the edge and make him ultimately decide to follow the same path as Ariodred. 

    "I don't suppose any of you have an idea as to where he might have gone?" Inquired Wynn hopefully. 

    "I can't think of anything," Parmila shook her head. 

    "Hm...he's pretty clever, so I can't see him going somewhere he's frequented before. Which means that it's unlikely that he'll go back to the apartment he was staying in, or that area in general," Added Miyuru thoughtfully. 

    "His cellmate, maybe the reason he freed him was because he needs him in order to gain access to a secure place to hide and lay low for a while?" I suggested uncertainly. 

    "That's...very possible, actually. That man likely has several connections to the underworld, he may have access to places that are out of our reach..."

    So many things have gone wrong in rapid succession over the last few years, ever since the Puppeteer suddenly reappeared after a brief period of laying low. I can't shake this feeling, call it a premonition, that we're on the verge of a major catastrophe in the near future... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 117 - Escape

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Ugh...I feel so drowsy. Yeah, just like I thought, my conscious mind wasn't in control this time. Still, I thought the drowsiness side effect wasn't going to be a problem anymore...maybe it's because my power was suppressed for so long? Or maybe I'm legit just straight up exhausted. 

    "Hm? Wait, where am I?" I frowned, as I looked around at my dark surroundings, realizing that I was in an alley as my eyes adjusted. 

    "Oh, you're back to normal. Man, that was a freaky transformation, I gotta say, and so damn powerful goo," Remarked Eland, as he placed a hand on my shoulder. 

    "Wait, this isn't the prison...didn't I break into the women's wing after busting out of the men's wing?" I inquired with a grimace.

    "Uh, well, after you transformed, you fired out this massive red blast from your forehead, destroying the roof and flying out while carrying me on your back. Your wings kept smacking me in the face, by the way...well, not that I'm complaining, since you kept your word and busted me out. 

    Anyway, you then hovered over the roof of the women's wing, and you burst out a massive amount of Black Blood from your hands, like an amount that shouldn't be able to fit inside a single human body. That mass of blood took shape in the form of hundreds of threads, which you sent into the women's wing. 

    While you were doing that, you also began sniffing a lot, that went on for a few minutes. And then you absorbed all that blood back into your body, before growling and flying away. You then landed us here...that was about a couple of minutes ago," He concluded as he explained what had happened. 

    I was sniffing? Hm, come to think of it, my senses were much sharper when I transformed last time and was conscious during the transformation, including my sense of smell, of course...but I was so enraged that I hardly noticed. 

    So, I must have been trying to catch a whiff of her scent while simultaneously searching for her with my blood, and then retreated once I failed to locate her in the building. Was she moved somewhere else? 

    "Well, whatever...if she wasn't there, then there's no point in complaining," I sighed wistfully. 

    "Do you think she escaped?" He asked me. 

    "Possible, but I doubt it...with her powers, she'd have had a Suppression Collar on for sure, and she sure as hell couldn't have freed herself using the method I employed. And besides, if she really did escape, security would've gotten a lot tighter, we'd have at least noticed some level of commotion and panic among the guards," I surmised after mulling it over.

     

    "Good point...well, why don't we find out? We just need to go to my place, it's very unlikely that the cops know where it is, so it should be safe."

    "Sounds good to me...right now, I just want to sleep on a proper bed again. Where is your place, anyway?" I inquired as I stifled a yawn. 

    "It's in the city of Atthan."

    Hm, we're still in the capital city, Gelanes, so that's a bit far...compared to the distance between the capital and Staex, it's only about half the distance to Atthan. But that's still a fairly long drive, and it's likely that the police are sweeping through the city. 

    So we can't just hop into a cab or something, we're sure to be stopped by any cops we drive past...not to mention our outfits. The uniforms for the inmates in that prison are bright green jumpsuits, unlike the typical orange or black and white stripes you see in movies and shows. 

    These jumpsuits are the same color as the hazard vests worn by construction workers, so they're pretty visible even in the dark. And I'd rather not sneak around in nothing but my underwear. What should we-...?

    "Don't suppose you can just fly us out of here?" Inquired Eland, breaking my train of thought. 

    "Huh? Well, yeah, I suppose I could...but I'm not consciously in control of that form, and I can't fly without it. It does usually follow my will, but-..."

    "In that case, let's go for it. I don't know about you, but I'd really rather not end up back in prison within an hour or so of breaking out. So, the sooner we take off, the better," He pointed out with a wry smile. 

    "Yeah, guess that's true. Alright, I'll focus on following your directions...hopefully, when I transform, I'll have the same mindset...," I muttered, closing my eyes before flipping the switch... 

    ... 

    "...-awake? Hey, you awake?"

    "Huh? Wha-...? Fuck, I'm so exhausted...," I groaned wearily, sitting up as I rubbed my eyes. 

    "You took longer to regain consciousness after the transformation wore off this time. Anyway, we're here...your transformed state cooperated without a problem, made it here pretty easily. So...welcome to my place," Grinned Eland, as he helped me back up onto my feet. 

    "Woah...there's so much, uh...tech stuff here," I remarked in bemusement, looking around. 

    A whole lot of machines, blinking lights, cables, screens, the whole works...

    "Yeah, looks like it's gotten pretty dusty in here...guess that's only natural, considering that I was locked up for over two months," He sighed, as he dusted off some of the machines with a grimace. 

    "Where exactly are we?"

    "Oh, this is an underground space beneath the mansion of a certain syndicate. I used to work for them, and when I decided to retire, they offered to build me this haven in return for occasionally helping them out with their work," He explained, as he handed me a glass of water. 

    "Thanks...wait, a syndicate?" I inquired warily, as I sipped on the water. 

    "Oh, don't worry, they're decent people. Sure, they make money through illegal sources, but they're all about honor and stuff," He informed me. 

    So, like a mafia or something? 

    "Uh, cool, cool...cool. Don't suppose they have a problem with me staying here, do they?"

    "No, not at all. In fact, they're fans of your work. See, they frequently collaborate with Liberty, the syndicate is actually a large, powerful, not to mention influential, family of mostly Alters. If they were to fall, the entire country would suffer a tremendous economic disaster, that's how deeply they've ingrained their roots in Cahgo."

    Yeah, definitely sounds like a mafia. I think. 

    "And you're sure the cops won't search this place?"

    "Positive. They've got connections in the government and the higher ups of the police force, so it'd take something seriously major for them to get raided."

    Hm...yeah, I still find this situation to be pretty concerning. Oh, well, whatever...I'm absolutely spent, I'll just get some rest for now and decide on what comes next later... 
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    Chapter 118 - Syndicate

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You really did that? Wow, I don't know what to say...thank you, seriously, this is awesome," I remarked gratefully. 

    "Hey, don't mention it, it's the least I can do after you busted me out of prison. Considering the level of security we were up against, I'd have had no chance of escape if it wasn't for you," Replied Eland with a wry smile. 

    "Yeah, I guess that's true. Still though, this is amazing, I never thought I'd see this much money in my possession, I've just been scraping by on the bare minimum for so long," I responded in bemusement, staring at the screen of my new phone.

    Today's the 5th of October, 2020, and it's been a couple of days since I broke out of prison and escaped with Eland. It still doesn't feel totally real, I'm half-afraid that I'll wake up in prison and realize that this whole thing was nothing but a dream. 

    Eland advised me to just rest up and relax for a bit while he keeps track of things on the outside, and I was more than happy to oblige. A proper bed, warm meals and air conditioning, after spending over ten weeks in a dirty prison cell, I'm not taking such luxuries for granted. 

    And having my healing back is great too...I stubbed my toes a couple of times while in prison, and it was pretty rough waiting for the pain to fade naturally, instead of immediately disappearing thanks to my healing.

     

    Sweet, delicious freedom, oh how I've missed you. But now that I'm all rested up and back to full form...what do I do now? 

    I'd like to get right back into hunting down terrorists and the like, but I can't afford to get caught again...if they imprison me again, it'll almost certainly be much, much more difficult to break out next time, they might even throw me into a more high security prison or something. 

    I mean, I barely got out this time, it literally took decapitating myself to accomplish my escape...yeah, I'd rather not have to do that again. It fucking hurt, let me tell you. 

    Anyway, while I've been resting, Eland's been monitoring street cameras and whatnot to keep an eye on the police and Unity, he's also hacked into the police force's database. 

    That's how I found out that Viola really wasn't in the women's wing of the prison I was held in, the Gelanes Penitentiary. She'd been moved to a different facility, at an undisclosed location. 

    Unfortunately, Eland wasn't able to find out exactly where it's located, it was buried in deep layers of security that he couldn't get past without alerting the system. He surmised that the information must be highly confidential, and even if he did take the risk and try to dig deeper, he might not find anything definite. 

    Oh, on another note, he got me a new phone and also a new bank account full of money, enough that I'd be able to live comfortably for a couple of decades without any concern. So, if nothing else, I don't have to worry about going broke, at least not anytime soon... 

    "Their system was nowhere near this secure a few months ago, they must've got a really good programmer to update their security. It's like a minefield, there's just no way I can dig any deeper without setting off a hacker trap," Sighed Eland with a defeated look on his face. 

    "Wait, you were still trying to break through? I thought you gave up last night," I responded in surprise. 

    "Well, I did...but I didn't like the bitter taste that defeat left in my mouth, so I tried my hand at it again. But I'm afraid I'm gonna have to admit defeat, after all...even with my Processor power, I just don't have what it takes to break through. I might be able to once I sharpen and update my knowledge regarding coding and programming, but even then, this looks like a massively treacherous mountain to climb," He replied with a grimace. 

    "If it's that risky, then maybe it'd be better if you leave it at that. If she escapes, I'll track her down and kill her...and if she never escapes, she'll simply rot and die in captivity. Yeah, I can definitely live with either of those outcomes," I remarked as I gave him a pat on the shoulder. 

    "You sure about that? You sure do seem like you'd much rather kill her with your own hands than leave her to die of old age," He pointed out. 

    "Ugh, don't do that, it feels like you're reading my mind and I absolutely despise that. Obviously, I'd prefer to kill her myself...but this new prison facility that she was moved to, it's so top secret that even you can't find out where it is, and it's clearly not been announced to the public. 

    That likely means that it's located somewhere no one can see it, maybe underground or in the middle of the ocean, or maybe a flying fortress. Whatever it may be, security is bound to be a hell of a lot tighter than what we saw in the Gelanes Penitentiary. So, with that in mind, it's probably in my best interest to stay the hell away from that place. It wouldn't be funny if I went there to find and kill her, and then ended up getting caught and imprisoned myself," I surmised dryly. 

    "Well, that's logically sound and all, but-..."

    "Then that's all that matters. There's no way I'm risking my freedom so soon after regaining it."

    "Fair enough, I guess. Oh, I almost forgot...the people who own this place want to meet you, in about an hour's time," He informed me, after checking the time. 

    "Right, the syndicate you mentioned...can't say I'm too thrilled about this, but I suppose it'd be rude if I didn't thank them for sheltering me like this," I mused reluctantly. 

    "There's no need to be nervous, they bear no hostility towards you whatsoever," He assured me. 

    "Yeah, I sure hope not..."
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    Chapter 119 - The Vizero Clan

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Ah, you must be Ariodred Phoenix, young man. We of the Vizero Clan welcome you as a guest!" 

    "Uh, thank you...I really appreciate the hospitality, sir, and I'm grateful that you've allowed me to hide out here," I replied awkwardly. 

    It was about an hour later, and I was in the mansion above the large basement where Eland lives, meeting the owners. And it's nerve-wracking as hell...they all look so intimidating, I feel like I'm on a knife's edge right now. 

    The Vizero Crime Syndicate, or more publicly known as the Vizero Clan, are a large, influential family in Cahgo. They basically run the underworld, both Eland and Finn have strong connections to them. 

    I suppose that's stating the obvious with the former, since Eland literally lives in their basement. And since Finn is his protégé, it makes sense that he's affiliated with them too. 

    As far as the public is concerned, the Vizeros are investors who generously support many local businesses and own the majority of shares in a lot of those businesses, they've ensured that they've become a vital pillar of the community in the nation...so, despite the fact that they're not exactly law-abiding citizens, the police leaves them alone since trying to take them down would cripple the entire nation. 

    Literally dozens of businesses would collapse, hundreds of people would be out of jobs, the economy would fall into shambles, and crime would likely skyrocket as well.

    Their very existence serves to keep most criminals in check, especially since they've destroyed and absorbed a lot of rival crime syndicates over the years. So, yeah...they might not have any hostility towards me, but that doesn't mean I'm not nervous about this. 

    I was in a large hall with a massive table in the middle, and about a dozen people seated on either end of the table, with one at the head of the table. I've seen his photos online and in news broadcasts, he's often shown up at ribbon cutting ceremonies and the like for new businesses that the Vizero Clan has invested in. 

    "I suppose I should introduce myself...I am the current head of our clan, my name is Rian Vizero. And I owe you a personal debt of gratitude," He introduced himself with an elegant bow. 

    Man, these guys just ooze class and elegance, I feel way out of my depth here. Also, what does he mean by a personal debt of gratitude? Maybe he's thanking me for saving Eland? 

    "Uh, I'm not sure what I've done to earn your gratitude, sir," I responded uncertainly. 

    "Ah, yes, I suppose you wouldn't know. Allow me to explain...you see, a few months ago, our clan was dealt a tragic blow, one that we're still suffering from to this day. One of my brothers and his wife, along with their young daughter, wanted to live a normal life with no connection to the underworld, for the sake of their daughter...I was happy to respect that and let them follow the path they desired, but I soon came to regret that decision. 

    All three disappeared suddenly, we searched everywhere but there was no trace of them. Until Unity showed up at our doorstep with my niece...they informed me that someone had left her in their care. She refused to tell us who her savior was, claiming that he asked her not to tell anyone. 

    She did, however, tell us which hospital she had gone to with her parents, before being kidnapped and brutally tortured by those vile TNO bastards...we infiltrated that hospital and found the bodies of my brother and his wife in the morgue, they had clearly been tormented before being murdered. 

    I still regret not being more cautious...I should have had bodyguards shadow them for safety. But I was too naive, and they paid the ultimate price for my carelessness...all I could do was give them proper burials, but not before their bodies had already begun to rot. 

    And then, the news of your arrest grabbed the headlines of every major news broadcast, and my niece, recognizing your picture in a news report, finally admitted it, that you were the one who saved her," He informed me. 

    Wait, does he mean...?

    "Was her name, uh...Vella, I think?" I recalled, as I thought back to the time I attacked the TNO hideout under the mall. 

    "Yes, that's correct. I'm glad you remember...she's been so grateful to you for saving her, as I am. As are all of us."

    "It's good to know that she's okay...but you don't have to thank me, and you don't owe me a thing, that's not why I saved her...I've been through something similar when I was younger, I know how it feels to be treated like a subhuman lab rat and to be experimented on. So, I just want to make the world a better place, not just for Alters, but for everyone...I don't know how much I can accomplish on my own, but that's fine. I just try to keep it as simple as possible...I'll kill all my enemies till there are none left, and I'll save anyone that I can while I'm at it. That's all there is to it," I stated honestly. 

    "Hm...I like you, young man, you've got some real stones on you. You've chosen an arduous, unforgiving path to tread, I admire your will. However, you don't have to walk down such a path alone...I would like to offer you our unadulterated support, but I'm afraid that's not possible. 

    The police may ignore us for the most part, but that's only because we've learnt how far we can push the boundary without attracting their attention. Especially with their recent increase in vigilance, most notably with their newly formed Alter Division, it's gotten more difficult for us to move as freely as we used to. 

    However, we can assist you indirectly through one of our close allies...speaking of whom, they've sent a representative who'd like to speak with you. In short, they want to recruit you," He explained, before clearing his throat and calling out towards a door at the back of the room, "You may come in now."

    "Hey, there, Ariodred Phoenix, it's been a while. You seem to be doing well, for someone who was in prison for almost three whole months," Came an exasperatingly familiar voice. 

    "You've gotta be kidding me...seriously, do you not know how to take no for an answer, Kesix Mayers?" I groaned wearily... 
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    Chapter 120 - L for Liberty

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You're not gonna continue to refuse, are you? There's no doubt that you've done some amazing things over the last few years...but you're about to hit a wall when it comes to what you can accomplish alone anymore. So, I'll ask again...why don't you join us at Liberty?" Inquired Kesix with a raised eyebrow. 

    "And I'll ask you...why should I join Liberty?" I responded with a huff. 

    "Okay, then...I'm just cut right to the chase, let me enlighten you as to the benefits you'll enjoy if you join us. We have several hideouts all throughout Cahgo, all highly secure and undetected. Case in point, none of our members have been arrested in over seven years. 

    Our hideouts are also pretty comfortable, you'll want for nothing...well, nothing short of extravagance anyway. Not to mention, we have several sources of information to access thanks to our connections in the underworld. We know what needs to be done to accomplish our goals, meaning we won't hold you back like Unity did. 

    Quite the opposite, in fact...where they restricted you, we'll encourage and support you. Additionally, if we're carrying out a mission that you're opposed to, we won't force you to participate, you're free to pick and chose when and how you help us. Those are the terms of this offer...batteries not included," Concluded Kesix with a grin. 

    Huh, I was just starting to think that he was sounding like an infomercial, guess he realized that too and just went with it. 

    Honestly, at this point, I have little logical reason to refuse to join them. But there is something holding me back, something that I just can't shake...I don't want to get close to anyone.

    If I were to get close to someone and lose them, I-I just-...no, never again, I don't want to have to go through that again. It's just too painful. 

    "I'll admit, that does sound like a good deal...but I'm not exactly convinced. You did attack me that one time, after all," I responded dryly. 

    Not gonna lie, I've long since gotten over that, I don't even care anymore...yeah, the fact that I came out on top in that skirmish probably has something to do with me not holding a grudge. Still though, it's the only thing I can think of... 

    "That just sounds like an excuse. I mean, you totally kicked my ass back then. So, if anything, I should be the one holding a grudge over that incident. So, with that said...what's really holding you back?" He asked me with a slightly narrowed gaze. 

    He figured it out, huh? Damn it... 

    "If I may interject...I hope you don't mind this, but I took the liberty, no pun intended, of looking into your past once Eland contacted us, saying that he'd been freed and that he was coming here with the one who saved him, he gave us a description of your appearance, and I recognized you based on the photos used in the news reports. 

    I won't pretend to understand what you've been through, as I've never experienced such atrocities myself...but putting myself in your shoes, you lost your parents at a young age before your very eyes, you were tortured by madmen for over five years, and then you lost your lover while a member of Unity. 

    With all those tragedies in mind, I can only assume that you are afraid of loving another person again, the fear of losing them is too strong and unbearable for you. Am I wrong?" Inquired Rian Vizero with a raised eyebrow. 

    "...no. You hit the nail on the head, that's pretty much it. I could've joined Liberty after I left Unity, I probably would've had a much easier time of things if I had...but I didn't want to get close to someone only to lose them again, so I decided I was better off working alone," I admitted with a bitter smile. 

    "You know, we've got more members than Unity does, and as you should know very well, we don't share their overly naive and optimistic values, we understand and accept that we can't crush our enemies without getting our own hands dirty in the process. I was a member of Unity once myself, in case you didn't know...they're good people, aren't they? 

    Too good for their own safety...they reached the limits of what they can accomplish with such idealistic methods years ago, I left because I realized that and failed to make Yale and the others understand where I was coming from. 

    Unity can be the face of peace, a symbol for people to gather and unite around...meanwhile, we at Liberty work in the shadows, eliminating the darkness that Unity can't or won't touch. Our reputation doesn't matter, even if we have to turn the whole world against us in order to achieve our objective of a better world for Alters, so be it," Remarked Kesix without hesitation. 

    "That's a bit different to what I want...I want to see a world where both Alters and people without powers can exist in harmony, with neither side being oppressed. Of course, I'm well aware that establishing a truly peaceful world with no conflict or prejudice whatsoever is basically impossible, I'm not so naive to think that eliminating all traces of darkness from the world is a realistic possibility. Even so...if I discriminate against people who don't have powers just because my enemies are such people, then I'd truly be no better than they are," I stated firmly. 

    "Good, because Liberty has no intention of switching the state of the world, we don't want to see innocent people suffer. We want to establish a world where Alters are treated as equals, not a world where Alters oppress those without powers...we want to destroy our enemies, not prove them right. Well, I think that's about all I've got to say, don't think I've ever spoken this much in one go...so, I'll ask you one more time. Will you join Liberty, Ariodred Phoenix?"

    I'm still on the fence, but at this point, I can't think of any reason to refuse...he's had a clear, concise answer for every question and doubt I've brought up. Alright, then, guess I'll take the L...can't spell Liberty without an L, after all... 

    "Okay...okay, I'm in. I'll join Liberty."
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    Chapter 121 - Unremarkable

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It's so good to see you again, mister! I'm glad you got out of jail, I couldn't believe it when I saw you on the news!"

    "Glad to see you're doing alright, kid," I replied with a smile. 

    It was the next day, the 6th of October, 2020, around 11 AM in the late morning. I was still in the basement below the Vizero mansion, I'll be leaving to join Liberty tomorrow. 

    I'd been getting ready to leave, but Rian Vizero insisted that I let them throw me a feast in my honor, to show me their gratitude for saving his niece, Vella. And with how insistent he was being, I felt like refusing would be rude, so I caved in and accepted. 

    Speaking of Vella, she showed up down here in the basement a few minutes ago to see me. Who'd have thought that this random little girl I saved was actually a relative of possibly the most powerful clan in this entire nation? 

    "I can't believe my uncle waited more than two days to tell me that you were here," She huffed indignantly, pouting. 

    "He was probably just worried about you or something, so don't hold it against him," I smiled as I patted her head...yeah, seeing me might remind her of her time as a captive of TNO, so I completely understand if that's why he hesitated to let her know that I'm here, I know all too well how the smallest things can trigger the most traumatic memories and painful emotions. 

    But she seems like she's handling herself fine, from what I can see anyway. Her physical condition looks much better than the state she was in when I found her, I'm glad. Her hair had been dirtied and matted back then, her face and body covered in dirt and dried blood, and she was bone-thin too. 

    I couldn't even tell what color her hair was back then, that's how bad a condition it was in. Looks like she's cut it a lot shorter, her dark blonde hair framing her face. 

    She had dark blue eyes and a freckled face, and cute chubby cheeks. And most of all, her expression, it's a lot lighter and more cheerful...her eyes are brighter too, though I can see that there's a slight darkness clouding the rekindled sparks in them.

     

    I suppose that's only natural...what she went through, it's not something you just get over after a little bit of time. Still, she's definitely been making progress in her recovery, and that's really all I can hope for. 

    "So, are you, like, going to live here now?" She asked me eagerly. 

    "Oh, uh...sorry, but I'll be leaving tomorrow. The police are after me, you see, so it's too risky for me to stay here...I'll only end up putting you and your family in danger," I explained in response. 

    "Aw...that's too bad. I was kinda hoping that, if you stayed here, then you could teach me how to be strong like you...I want to save people when I grow up, just like how you saved me!"

    Uh...I don't know about that. The path I've been on...I wouldn't ever ask anyone else to follow the same path. As painful as it is to lose someone you love...isolation and loneliness are pretty damn painful in their own right. 

    I wouldn't wish such a fate on any decent person. And after what she's been through, she deserves a nice, peaceful life, free of any fear of going through the same thing ever again. 

    "That's very noble of you, Vella...but you should make that decision once you're older. It's really dangerous, not to mention-..."

    "It won't be a problem if I'm super strong though, right? Oh, yeah, you don't know my power, do you? Hehe, check it out, this might change your mind," She smirked, as she held up her hand and formed a large, swirling fireball.

    I felt a slight lump in my throat at the sight of the flames, dancing in front of me as the air around it shimmered, a pleasant warmth emanating from the sphere...a familiar, nostalgic warmth... 

    "Pyrokinesis, huh? Y-yeah...yeah, that's an awesome power. One of the best out there, if you ask me," I mumbled as I felt a pained smile spread out across my lips, my chest tightening as lowered my gaze to keep her from seeing my expression. 

    "Wow, you really think so? I wasn't that interested in using this power before, but that changed after I was captured...I never want to feel that weak and helpless again. Alright, then, I'll keep training with it until it's even more awesome, you'll see," She declared with a grin. 

    Honestly, it's already pretty impressive...considering her age, she's generating some seriously intense firepower. It's not too far off from...from Xandra's flames... 

    "Hm? Oh, hey there, kiddo. Long time no see," Came Eland's voice, as he stepped into the room, having been taking a shower. 

    "Oh, hey, Mr Lexin. Haven't seen you in a while, when was the last time you came upstairs?" She greeted him. 

    Huh? Wait, didn't she realize...?

    "You do know that he was in prison too, right? For like, the last two months?" I asked her in bemusement. 

    "Wait, what? He was?" She responded incredulously, before turning to him, "You were? Why? I mean, I know that freeloading is bad and all, but I didn't think you could get arrested for it."

    "Huh? Okay, first off, I'm not a freeloader, I earned this! And second, that's not why I was arrested! But more importantly...how could you not notice that I was in prison?" He frowned indignantly. 

    "You know, I kinda get it...you do have kind of an underwhelming presence, no offense. I mean, you look like a typical dad-type guy who has weekend barbecues with his friends in his backyard. Yeah, major unremarkable middle-aged dude vibes, I can totally see you standing by a grill in a polo t-shirt and cargo shorts, while holding a beer," I nodded thoughtfully, before breaking and letting out a snort of laughter. 

    "Hahaha, yes! That's exactly it!" Laughed Vella in agreement. 

    "Wha-...hey, that was totally uncalled for!" He protested in dismay, as we continued laughing at his expense...
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    Chapter 122 - Liberty(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Alright, here we are. Allow me to welcome you to the main headquarters of Liberty, Ariodred Phoenix."

    "...this is a graveyard," I responded in bemusement.

    "Yup, an abandoned graveyard, to be specific. Think about it, most people wouldn't think to look for a secret hideout in a place like this."

    "I dunno about that, this place looks shady as hell...which sounds about right for an abandoned graveyard," I replied dryly, before taking off the seat belt and opening the door, "Alright, come on...let's get this over with."

    "Over with? Nah, that's not quite right...things are just getting started," Came the response. 

    It's the 7th of October, 2020, around 8 PM at night. Last night, the Vizeros threw me a lavish feast, which included some of the most delicious food I've ever eaten. 

    And while I'm not a fan of alcohol, I have to admit, the drinks they served were really good...guess it was just a matter of quality, I still didn't drink all that much, but it went down a lot easier than any of the alcohol I've tried before. 

    They also gave me a lot of parting gifts, stuff like a laptop, a heap of clothes, a new combat outfit, and other necessities or practical items that I could find useful. 

    I kinda felt bad at receiving so many things, I've never been gifted so lavishly before across both my lives...but they insisted, and I wasn't about to turn them down, so yeah. 

    It also meant that I had a ton of luggage to bring with me, it took a while to pack everything up. Kesix had initially planned on picking me up sometime in the afternoon, but since I was busy packing, he showed up in the evening instead. 

    I was pretty nervous on the drive here, there were so many cops patrolling the streets, and the last thing I want is to get recognized and chased after...but fortunately, that wasn't a concern. 

    Kesix wasn't the only one who showed up to pick me up, another member of Liberty also came along. 

    Rende Towend, a young woman around my age, with the power to transform herself and others for about an hour at a time. I don't know the specifics of her power, but it's pretty damn impressive...she'd transformed herself into a cat, meaning that her transformation power isn't limited to humans. 

    "I have to ask...that time I spotted you in Staex when I was still a member of Unity, why hadn't you made use of this transformation power?" I inquired curiously, adding, "I mean, if you had, Theo wouldn't have recognized you and we'd have never tailed you."

    "Simple, she couldn't transform others reliably back then, it was over three years ago, after all. Plus, even now, any transformation she creates only lasts for an hour, and after that, she can't transform the same person again for about five hours. So, in other words, we can only use it in situations where we can wrap things up within that timeframe," Explained Kesix, as he got out of the car and opened the back door, letting her out. 

    "I wish I never figured out that I could transform others in addition to myself...I've been way overworked lately," She sighed irritably. 

    "Gotta say, it's kinda wild to hear a cat speaking like this. Does this mean that animals are actually physically capable of speech?" I wondered in fascination. 

    "No, if I'd fully transformed, I'd only be able to make the same noises that cats make. But I kept the structure of the vocal chords as human as possible, that's how I can still speak even while in a non-human state," She informed me, as we headed into the graveyard. 

    The area around this place is completely empty, and the car we drove in has been modified to be able to change its outer appearance...specifically, press a button and it looks like a worn down old vehicle that probably doesn't function anymore. 

    With that, it looks perfectly natural in a creepy place like this, blending in without any suspicion. This area is near a massive garbage dump site, the stench filling the entire area, which is why no one lives anywhere near the vicinity. 

    "This place is seriously giving me the creeps, feel like a zombie could spring out from any one of these graves at a moment's notice," I remarked warily. 

    "Let's hurry it up, I've only got about five minutes before this transformation wears off," Urged Rende impatiently. 

    "Heh, if that happens, she'll revert back to her normal appearance completely naked. And take my word for it, she's got curves in all the right places. So, you know, look forward to that," Smirked Kesix with a chuckle. 

    Oh? I'd be lying if I said that didn't pique my interest... 

    "You're such a pig...just you wait, if my transformation wears off before I get to my room, I'm so gonna turn you into a literal pig. Or maybe something that's easier to crush underfoot...like a cockroach," She responded icily.

    Yikes, better not get on her bad side. Even with my nullification power, I'd rather not risk being turned into an insect or something. 

    "H-hey, now, I was just kidding! We're already at the entrance, see?" He grinned nervously, as we reached a grave hidden between dense foliage, surrounded by thick, unkempt bushes. 

    He then placed his palm against the headstone, before the ground opened up, revealing a flight of stairs heading downwards. 

    "Oh, wow...okay, that's pretty fucking cool," I remarked in fascination, as we began heading down the stairs. 

    As we walked in, the panel on the ground that had opened slid back into place, as a row of small lights along the descending path lit up the stairs. 

    "I know, right? Pretty much all our hideouts were built for us by the Vizeros decades ago, we wouldn't have been able to accomplish even a fraction of what we've done if it wasn't for them. I'd even go so far as to say that Liberty wouldn't exist without them," Kesix informed me. 

    Right, so I've heard...there's no official evidence of it, of course, but it's pretty common knowledge that the Vizero Clan strongly supported Liberty's leader and the others who defected with her from Unity so long ago. 

    I suppose that includes me now too. I'm no longer a member of Unity, and I doubt I ever will be again. It's time to find out if Liberty is where I belong, or... 
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    "This looks awfully fancy for a place that's located down beneath a literal graveyard," I remarked in bemusement as we reached the bottom of the stairs, Rende swiftly scurrying away before her transformation wore off. 

    "I know, right? The Vizeros spared no expense in building our hideouts for us, and the fact that they were able to do so unnoticed by the public, and especially the cops, speaks volumes about the level of influence they have in this country," Replied Kesix, as he led the way. 

    The stairs leading down here were a bit narrow and steep, plus super dusty, so I wasn't expecting much from this hideout. Suffice to say, I was wrong. 

    This place looks even fancier than the Unity mansion. It's like a massive facility, full of corridors and rooms, with the walls, ceiling and floors looking like they were reinforced metal. 

    "Yeah, no way building all this was cheap, it must have cost a fortune," I responded, as I tapped on one of the walls. 

    "Well, it wouldn't do for the entire place to come collapsing down on us, so yeah, cutting any corners wouldn't have been a good idea. I'll give you a tour of the place later, a lot of new members tend to get lost down here since it's so big. For now, let me take you to our leader, she's been wanting to meet with you for quite a while."

    I figured, especially considering how relentlessly Kesix and some other members of Liberty showed up to try and recruit me while I was living in Staex. I wonder what she's like, the leader of Liberty? 

    Anyway, I then followed after him as he led me through a corridor, before coming to a stop in front of a door at the end of the passageway, knocking on it and stepping back. 

    "Yes? Who is it?" Came a woman's voice from inside the room. 

    "It's me, Kesix. I've brought Ariodred Phoenix with me, boss," He called out in response. 

    Huh, so they call their leader 'boss' too, just like everyone in Unity addresses Yale. 

    "I see, I'm glad to here that. Okay, you may show him inside then."

    "Alright, good luck," He remarked, patting my shoulder as he opened the door and nudged me in, before shutting it as I entered the room. 

    "Hi, there. It's nice to finally meet you, Ariodred Phoenix...I'm the leader of Liberty, Riley Moone," She greeted me with a smile. 

    She's supposed to be around the same age as Yale, but she looks fairly young for that age. She had longish, curly red hair with a black hairband pushing the front of her hair back from her forehead, she was tall and quite slender, with sharp, raven black eyes and a fair complexion. 

    "Uh, yeah, nice to meet you too...I'm Ariodred Phoenix, though I guess you already know that," I replied, equal parts polite and awkward. 

    "Hm...it's just as I suspected, I have no power over you. This is a first, it's quite unsettling, to be honest," She responded as she eyed me in fascination. 

    "By that, are you referring to your powers?" I inquired warily. 

    "Yes, that's right. Blood Control, a power I consider myself to be truly blessed to possess. But what's flowing through your veins is beyond my power...I've never come across anything like this before, I'm not sure it's actually blood at all," She informed me with a look of intrigue. 

    Blood Control, that power is the reason why she's considered to be one of the most powerful Alters in existence, if not the most powerful. Her exact range isn't publicly known, but that Blood Control power of hers lets her take control of the, well, blood of anyone within her range. 

    In other words, she could literally make a person explode from the inside without even lifting a finger. So, I'm more than a little relieved that she can't control my Black Blood. 

    "Well, even if you can't control me directly, I bet I'd still have a tough time in a fight against you," I surmised cautiously.

     

    "Perhaps...but it may be for the best that we never find out. After all, you're on our side now, so we have no reason to fight."

    "Right. At least for now."

    "Quite...hm, this really is disconcerting though. You see, I don't just control blood, I can sense the way it flows, the amount of pressure it's flowing with, things like that...and by monitoring the flow of a person's blood, I can usually discern what they're thinking and how they feel. In terms of practical application, I can tell when a person's lying or hiding something. But that's all a mystery right now...since I can't sense anything from you, I can't read you at all," She sighed wistfully. 

    "Fine by me...I've grown to despise the feeling of someone seeing right through me, it reminds me too much of the person I hate the most in this world," I replied with a grimace. 

    "So I've heard. Now, then, let's have a chat...come on, I'll show you around the facility while I pick your brain. I like to know what kind of people everyone who follows my lead are...I'm the leader, so I'm directly responsible for each and every member. And since I can't read you like I do with most people, I'll have to get to know you the old fashioned way, by talking to you," She remarked, as she stood up and headed for the door, gesturing to me to follow. 

    "Sure, I have no problem with that. And besides, I'm still not a hundred percent sure if joining Liberty is the right move for me...getting to know what kind of a person you are might help give me some clarity," I nodded, as I followed after her... 
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    "As a former member of Unity yourself, I'm sure you've struggled to determine what the right answer is at some point, haven't you, Ariodred? There's no denying Unity's accomplishments, they're a symbol of hope for Alters all over the world. But the progress and strides they'd been making across the world have slowed down significantly over the last few years. 

    Take the situation here in Cahgo...anti-Alter terrorism and prejudice have been on a steady rise in recent years. It's not even a matter of maintaining the status quo, things are undeniably getting worse."

    "Yeah, that's for sure...but your argument would only be valid if Unity was the only presence in Cahgo fighting for Alters. Liberty holds a pretty strong presence in this country too, but the situation has grown worse regardless," I pointed out. 

    "Yes, you're right about that, and I appreciate that you don't mince words...but in our defense, we aren't able to move as freely as we'd like to, or as we've previously been able to. About five years ago, I had actually planned on removing Liberty's influence in Cahgo, since it seemed like Unity had things well under control here. 

    But unfortunately, it soon became clear to me that the peace and equality they'd established was fragile and temporary. Unity has branches in sixteen other countries, and in a lot of those countries, similar situations are playing out, alarming rises in anti-Alter terrorism and prejudice are becoming more and more prevalent," She remarked with a grimace. 

    "If I remember right, Liberty also has branches in a similar number of countries, right?" I recalled uncertainly.

    Since Liberty isn't officially recognized like Unity is, I can't be too sure of that, they try to stay under the radar as much as possible to avoid their members being captured and imprisoned. 

    "Actually, we have branches in almost every nation, the exceptions being those nations where Alter prejudice is so extreme that even entering those countries is next to impossible for Alters. And also a few other nations where Alter prejudice is effectively non-existent, like the nation of Gles, for instance. The royal family who run that nation are a bloodline of Alters, so prejudice against Alters is extremely low there, it's even considered a criminal offense by law."

    "Yeah, makes sense...no point in going through the trouble of infiltrating a nation to battle prejudice if hardly any prejudice exists in the first place," I nodded in agreement. 

    "Make no mistake though, we have a lot more members, and in several more countries, than Unity does. Care to guess why that is?" She inquired as she glanced at me. 

    "It's pretty simple...when it comes to Alters who are willing to fight against discrimination and put their lives on the line for that cause, more often than not, they're going to be people who've experienced atrocities at the hands of anti-Alter scum firsthand. 

    Those who haven't gone through such experiences would be less willing to throw away their lives and fight for the sake of strangers, especially if they've enjoyed relatively peaceful lives. 

    When I was younger, I sympathized with the prejudice that other Alters had to face, but that was all...I never genuinely considered going out of my way to fight for them or risk my life for the sake of others. But that changed after I was tortured and experimented on like an animal. 

    I wanted those people dead, nothing less would satisfy me. That very reason is why I'd say Liberty has more members and reach than Unity does. Most people who've gone through that hell wouldn't be satisfied by their tormentors simply being thrown in jail.

    Revenge, giving them a taste of their own medicine, making them suffer like they made us suffer, and ultimately seeing them dead...it's as simple as that. Lofty ideals like the beliefs that Unity stands by are nice and all, but they're not enough to bring about real, lasting change for the better.

    The kind of people we fight again, they aren't people who can be reformed or redeemed...I don't even consider them human. They're nothing but scum that's better off dead. And I bet most Alters who've suffered at their hands feel the same way...killing them is a lot more appealing than just arresting them, that's why Liberty has more members than Unity does. Sorry, guess I rambled on a bit much there...I got a bit heated, my bad," I remarked sheepishly, as I concluded my rant. 

    "No, not at all, I completely agree with you on all those points. Well, I suppose you could've been a bit more concise, that was a touch convoluted, but I can certainly appreciate your passion," She replied with a slight laugh, before adding, "You're exactly right...most people who are willing to fight against the prejudice against us harbor deep hatred towards those who discriminate against us and call us names like Freaks and abominations. After all, what's the point in risking your life for a cause if you let your enemies live on to potentially fight another day?"

    "Agreed...I imagine that's also why there are a number of Liberty members who used to be a part of Unity, you included."

    "Leaving Unity was a very difficult decision to make...my time as a member alongside Yale and the others, I still remember those memories fondly. But I couldn't see us achieving our goals while sticking to those naive ideals, and Yale couldn't get on the same page as me on a fundemental level, I realized that I'd never be able to convince him to change his approach or methods...so, I left and formed Liberty."

    "Don't you worry about members who've defected from Unity being spies for them, keeping tabs on you guys and reporting back to Unity?" I asked her. 

    "No, that's not a concern. Like I said before, I can tell when a person is lying or hiding something by monitoring the flow of their blood. On another note, I must say...it's nice to have another redhead around," She chuckled, as she glanced at my hair. 

    "Huh, now that you mention it, we both have powers that are in some way related to blood and we both happen to have red hair. Well, mostly red, in my case, anyway," I replied in bemusement, as I touched at the two black stripes down the front of my hair. 

    "Speaking of which, I have some questions I'd like to ask you about your powers. It's just curiosity and fascination on my part, so you don't have to answer if you don't want to...," She trailed off with an expectant and hopeful look in her eyes. 

    "Sure, why not? I can't guarantee that I'll answer all your questions, but I suppose I don't really mind revealing some details," I decided with a shrug, after mulling it over... 
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    "As I understand it, you have a fairly wide variety of different abilities, don't you? I know you can control and manipulate your blood outside of your body, you have tremendous regenerative capabilities, you can temporarily nullify the powers of other Alters, you can transform into a much more powerful form, among other abilities. 

    If I'm not mistaken, I believe all of those are just facets of the same power, the Black Blood flowing through your veins. In other words, they aren't separate powers, just extensions of one, singular power. Would you say that's correct?" She asked me. 

    "Uh...I think so? I'm really not sure, I haven't given it much thought," I replied uncertainly. 

    "When you fight, do you think of each of your abilities as separate powers?"

    "I don't know...like I said, I haven't really given it much thought. Hm, let's see...maybe? If I had to pick, then yeah...I'd say that I do consider each of my abilities as separate powers, at least subconsciously. I mean, they're all so different...Black Blood manipulation, regeneration, transformation, nullification...there's nothing in common between those abilities, so yeah," I surmised after thinking it through. 

    "Well, then, I think you now have a clear path on how to improve. You need to start seeing all those abilities as one in the same, that should let you use your power much more efficiently. Let's equate it the to human body...think of a simple action, like clenching your fist. 

    Do you consider your arm as being separate from the rest of your body? Or maybe just your hand? Or perhaps each individual finger instead? No, you don't, they're all a part of one thing...your body. It's all connected, not separate...and the same applies to your power. 

    I came up with this theory a while ago, after I noticed something about Alters and their powers...some Alters view their powers as a weapon, almost like an external element they can use. But others view their powers as a real part of themselves, nothing more than an extension of their bodies. 

    And in my experience, those with the latter mindset tend to be able to wield their powers far more freely and efficiently than the former. Using our powers should be no different than breathing or hearing, our powers are as much a part of us as any of our physical attributes are. It seems like such a simple thing, but it makes all the difference in the world," She assured me. 

    I see...interesting, I've never thought about it like that. Maybe even less so than most, since I lived a completely different life prior to this, a life in which such powers were nothing but fantasy. 

    Yeah...with that, it's only natural that I'd end up seeing my power as something foreign and separate to my body. 

    "Come to think of it, I was able to improve my control over my blood significantly once I changed my mindset towards it. At first, when I'd try to extend blood out of my body and control it, I was only focusing on the blood I could see. But then I visualized the process in more detail, picturing the blood inside me extending out of my body, and my control got a lot more stable after that," I recalled, feeling a sense of encouragement. 

    "This also means you've got a lot of room for improvement, which is always a good thing," She nodded as she patted my shoulder. 

    "Still though, I think there's more to it than that...whenever I'm seriously angry, like seething with rage, my control improves, and I can even manifest abilities that I normally can't use in my normal state. Almost every time I've ever transformed, I have little to no memory of it afterwards...but there was an exception. 

    The time I came close to killing the Puppeteer...I transformed then, but I was still conscious and in control of myself. My control over my blood was several times higher too, and it was all instinctive," I remarked as I thought back to that incident. 

    Tch, just thinking about it is making my blood boil, the fact that that bitch is still alive out there somewhere... 

    "Oh? Interesting...I'm afraid I can't offer much advice with that, I don't have any similar experiences to compare it to. But if I were to make a suggestion, let's see...yes, how about this? Get used to feeling rage...confront and embrace your rage, instead of suppressing it or fighting against it. 

    Of course, blind rage is a dangerous thing, one that can, and has, led many to their own downfall. But controlled, directed rage...now, that can be a powerful weapon. Quite literally in your case, it would seem. Rage fuels your power, it makes you stronger. 

    So, embrace your rage, learn how to channel it instead of letting it explode...to put it simply, train yourself to be able to control your rage instead of letting your rage control you," She advised me. 

    "Control my rage, huh? That's easier said than done...a lot of the time it feels like there's nothing but rage inside me," I replied with a wry smile. 

    "Believe me, I understand how that feels...but it's important to keep a clear head, to avoid letting your rage cloud your thoughts. Emotions conspire against logic...so you need to keep your mind as clear of emotions as possible. Let logic drive your actions, let it clear a path for you to unleash your rage onto. 

    It's a question of balance, really...your emotions drive you forward, motivating you, while your thoughts guide you along your path, dictating your actions. When a person's emotions and thoughts are in conflict, or where one overwhelms the other, that's when they're at their weakest. The strong are those who can balance the two in harmony," She declared without hesitation... 
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    "That's better, but still not great...remember, embrace your rage but keep your mind clear!"

    "Grr...yeah, I know, that's what I've been trying to do this whole time," I muttered irritably, as I got back on my feet. 

    "You're still getting annoyed. Try to stay calm and unbothered, no matter how badly I'm beating you," She responded tauntingly, as she flew up into the air. 

    This is really starting to piss me off...but then, that's the whole point of this training. She's trying to rile me up on purpose, to keep my aggression high while I try to keep my mind calm and logical. Finding the right balance in that contradiction is no easy task, as has become painfully clear to me. 

    It's the 20th of October, 2020, almost two weeks have passed since I joined Liberty. And I've been spending most of that time training, with Riley regularly sparring with me. 

    At the start of every training session, I spend a few minutes recalling all my worst memories, and then repeating them in a loop in my head while fighting. The goal is to keep myself as enraged as possible while also trying to keep a clear head and stay composed. 

    But how am I supposed to think about my worst memories and keep calm at the same time!? 

    The way my previous life ended, the deaths of my parents in this life, the five plus years I spent being tortured, all the horrific things I've witnessed while wiping out my enemies...and most of all, Xandra's death. 

    All of those are memories that I've actively tried to avoid thinking about as much as possible, because they're just too painful...and now, while constantly thinking about them, over and over again, I'm supposed to stay calm? Yeah, way easier said than done. 

    I was currently in a large training room with Riley, sparring against her, stoking my rage while trying to keep a clear head at the same time. It's not going well. 

    "You're thinking too hard, that's your biggest problem...this isn't something you're gonna get right overnight, you can't rush it. First, you need to get to the point where this feels natural, where you'll be able to get yourself in the right mindset almost unconsciously. 

    After that, it's all about sharpening it until it becomes second nature to you, evolving into intuition and instinct. Right now, you just seem muddled, and that's because you're trying way too hard. 

    Instead of keeping your head clear, you're probably trying to empty your head...that's not the same thing, you won't accomplish much if you just mindlessly-...," She advised me, trailing off as I fired out a blade-shaped blood projectile at her, evading it easily by flying across before a sharp pain burst out across the side of my head. 

    Ow...she's got several droplets of her own blood floating around the space, using them to attack me since she can't control my blood. She just used one of those droplets to shoot towards me and pierce through my head like a needle...I can heal from it right away, but that doesn't make it any less painful. 

     I may not be going all out since I'm focused on getting this mindset thing right, but still...she's beating me so one-sidedly that it's not even funny, even at my best, I'd likely struggle against her. 

    I'd probably have the advantage in my Blood Demon form, but since I still can't consciously control it, I can't really take credit for anything I accomplish while in that form. 

    "Could you please not lecture me while kicking my ass so effortlessly, it's really pissing me off...," I growled, as I closed up the hole in my head. 

    "Yeah, I know, that's precisely what I'm going for. I mean, that's the whole point of this training, remember? Oh, also, starting tomorrow, I'm going to have you spar against some of our other members. You're starting to get used to fighting me, which could be detrimental in the long run, we don't want you getting too focused on my fighting style and patterns, and then struggling against other opponents as a direct result," She remarked, swinging her arm across and sending a wide slash of blood shooting towards me, the projectile rapidly slicing through the air as I shot in my direction. 

    I zipped across to get out of the way, starting to form a scythe with my blood, intending to send it shooting out towards her and slash at her, but it lost its shape and hit the floor with a splat as my focus wavered, my rage clouding my thoughts and concentration. 

    Damn it...! 

    Before I could recover and regain my bearings, she rapidly swooped down towards me, striking my chest with her knee and knocking me down, before swiftly pinning me to the floor and forming a sharp blade with her blood, pressing the tip against my neck and drawing out a trickle of my blood as she nicked the skin on my neck. 

    "Ow...," I groaned, my head having thudded against the floor, dazing me slightly. 

    "Okay, I think that should do for today, let's wrap it up here. All things considered, you're making fairly decent progress, Ariodred, but given your experience, I thought you'd get there a bit faster. But don't let that discourage you, it's more that I underestimated how difficult it would be for you to readjust to such a drastic change in mindset. 

    Hm...alright, I've got a suggestion that I'd like you to try out, I think it could make a difference. Basically, I came up with a little mental exercise for you to try in your free time, one that should help you adjust faster to the change in mindset.

    Here's my suggestion...while thinking about the memories that cause you the most rage, try simultaneously doing math in your head. Just strings of random addition, subtraction, multiplication and division that gradually build up in complexity. Try to continue formulating those numbers for as long as possible without interruptions, while triggering your rage at the same time," She suggested, as she got off me and helped me up. 

    "That sounds like a huge pain...but fine, I suppose it does sound like a pretty logical and effective method, so sure, I'll give it a try," I sighed wearily, as I stretched my arms up, before adding as we began to head out of the training room, "By the way, I've been here for almost two weeks now, but I haven't really done anything besides train...I kinda feel like I'm freeloading here, and I'd prefer to pull my weight and contribute since I am staying here. I'm more than willing to help with any missions or-..."

    "Oh, that's fine, you don't need to worry about that for now. Don't worry, I'll ask you to go on missions for us soon enough, rest assured of that. So for now, just focus on your training and getting stronger, that should be your current priority. If I'm to ask the people who follow my lead to put their lives on the line for the cause we fight for, the least I can do is ensure that they're adequately prepared to do so. 

    Yes, I know that you're effectively immortal and all, but even so, I'm in no hurry to rush you out into action. But, if I'm being honest, there's more to it than just that. There's a storm brewing in Cahgo...I'm sure you've noticed it too. 

    The way anti-Alter terrorist groups have been popping up like earthworms lately, something major is coming, there's something at work here, something that's been driving all these scum to act out in their sick beliefs...right now, I'm waiting for an opening, an opportunity to deal a crushing blow to those bastards, an opportunity that I'm quite confident will come. And I'd like to have you at your best when that time comes, so until then, continue with your training," She instructed me, before walking away with a wave. 

    Yeah, in my current state, that's probably for the best. With how muddled I am right now in trying to adapt to this new mindset, I could probably fight more efficiently before I joined Liberty than I can right now. Okay, then, I'll focus on buckling down and power right through this training until I reap the benefits of it. 

    My progress could be better, but it's also become clear to me that this is working...my blood control is improving significantly and by a lot, and every now and then, when the right balance between my emotions and thoughts clicks for a brief moment, I find myself moving and reacting much better than I ever did before. 

    The pieces are slowly but surely starting to fall into place...if I keep working at it, it'll only be a matter of time before these brief moments of clear improvement become more consistent. Still though, I have to admit...I'm starting to feel kinda restless lately, I'm itching to go out and kill some terrorists and the like... 
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    Chapter 127 - Liberty(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Separate emotion from logic, but without suppressing emotion or dulling logic...let logic guide my actions, and let emotion fuel them. 

    I took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled, before extending blood out of my right palm, making it take shape in the form of a large scythe, before raising my left hand and extending out more blood, which took the form of several, snaking tendrils, with curves, jagged blades at the ends. 

    Okay, it's stable...I'm in low danger of losing control, I can maintain this without too much trouble. This is far more blood that I could ever control before, and I'm progressing further at a really good rate now. 

    Looks like I've finally managed to strike the right balance in my mindset, I can feel it, how significantly my control has started to grow lately, and how much more room for improvement I've got. 

    Alright, now for the hard part...I closed my eyes and took in a slow, deep breath once again, relaxing my body as I exhaled while continuing to stoke my rage, steeling my concentration as I slowly opened my eyes and focused on my forehead. 

    A stinging pain then emanated from my forehead as it split open, the red oval-shaped, glass-like object emerging from it as a red glint shone out. 

    Good, I can finally consistently manifest this at will, it's a much more reliable weapon now. And now for the harder part...I shifted my focus onto my upper back, around my shoulder blades, after tugging off my t-shirt and tossing it aside. 

    I felt a stiff, tight pain in my shoulder blades, as my skin over those spots tore open, and wings extended out from under my skin. I grimaced in pain as they grew out, letting out a slight sigh of relief as they finished growing, the pain fading away. 

    "Damn it...," I muttered in frustration, as the stability of the shapes of the blood I'd extended out began to destabilize a bit. 

    I've learnt how to partially manifest other aspects of my Blood Demon form, but at the moment, the forehead jewel thing is the only I can manifest and maintain without compromising on my control. 

    I've also been working on trying to stay in control while in my Blood Demon state, but that's not going so well. It's not as bad as before, where I'd remember nothing whatsoever afterwards. 

    I can now recall a fair amount of what I do while in that state, but I still can't get my conscious mind to remain firmly in control while transformed. Immense hatred and anger seem to be the key, that state of mind gives me strong enough willpower to forcibly stay in control. 

    But trying to get myself into that state of mind, to that extent, deliberately is a lot easier said than done. It's hard to keep a cool head and stay logical while simultaneously seething with burning rage and hatred. 

    That said, it's not impossible...slowly but surely, my control is improving. It'll take some work, but eventually, I should be able to stay fully conscious while in my Blood Demon form. For now, all I can do is keep working at it. 

    "Oh, there you are. The boss is looking for you."

    "Hm? Oh, hey, Sara with a lisp, how's it going?" I responded with a wave, as I retracted my blood and my wings, my forehead reverting back to normal as well. 

    "Grr, would you stop it with that dumb nickname already? It's starting to catch on with some of the others, and it's really pissing me off," She growled irritably. 

    "The harder you try to stop a trend, the more wasted energy you're gonna expend. Sorry, but there's nothing I can do about it now," I shook my head in response.

    "You're the one who started it in the first place!"

    "Yeah, and I regret nothing."

    "You little asshole..."

    "Anyway, you said Riley's looking for me? What's this about?" I inquired, as I put my t-shirt back on, feeling a little self-conscious as I caught her eyeing my torso with a slightly narrowed gaze. 

    "Huh? Oh, uh...ahem. I don't know, she didn't say. She just asked me to let you know that she wants you in her office right away," She informed me with a shrug. 

    "Got it. I should probably shower first, doubt she'd appreciate me dripping sweat in her office, especially with that fancy carpet," I mused thoughtfully, as I gulped down some water and began heading for the door. 

    "I don't care, I've done my part, so I'm not longer involved," She replied dryly, walking away. 

    She's so grumpy all the time, she should really lighten up. 

    Anyway, as I headed through the underground facility, greeting some of the other members I'd become acquainted with as I walked past them, I made my way back to my room. 

    Gotta say, I don't miss my previous room whatsoever, the rundown apartment I was living in for over three years before this. 

    My new room is a bit of the small side, but it's a hell of a lot more comfortable than that apartment. It's got a nice, comfy bed, a narrow closet, a small desk and an attached bathroom. 

    A bathroom with enough space to stand up while showering instead of having to sit on the toilet, and where the toilet and sink aren't crammed together with hardly any leg room in between them...that shitty apartment made me realize something, just how important a good bathroom is. 

    Anyway, I grabbed a quick shower and then got changed, putting on a loose-fitting black t-shirt and baggy, knee-length dark blue shorts. 

    Alright, I guess I should head over to Riley's office, I've probably kept her waiting a bit. Wonder what this is about? Well, only way to find out... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 128 - Liberty(Part 7)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Uh, hello? It's me, Ariodred," I called out after knocking on the door to Riley's office. 

    "Yes, come in, I've been waiting for you."

    I then opened the door and stepped inside, shutting it behind me as I approached her desk, taking a seat as she gestured towards the chair in front of her desk. 

    "Sorry if I kept you waiting, I was in the middle of training and was super sweaty by the time Sara with a lisp told me that you wanted me in your office, so I decided to take a shower before coming here," I remarked, as I slumped back into the chair and made myself comfortable. 

    "Hm, I suppose I appreciate that. I don't like being kept waiting, but if that was the case, then you made the right call. Alright, let's get straight to the point, shall we? I called you here because I have a mission for you," She informed me. 

    "Wait, seriously? Sweet, I've been feeling pretty restless lately...but I'm confused, I thought you said you weren't going to send me on missions until I'd gained a lot more control over my power. I've made good progress and I'm definitely a fair bit stronger that I was before I joined Liberty now, but I've still got a lot of room for improvement before I can say that I'm fully in control of my blood," I pointed out in response. 

    "Yes, I know. But it's now become clear to me that your power is going to take a while to gain full control of. And you've been here for three months now, there's a chance that continuing to stay out of action might create friction between you and some of the other members," She explained objectively. 

    Yeah, that's a good point. Recently, I've become pretty conscious and aware of how long I've been down here, yet to go on any missions. I'm basically freeloading at this point, and I don't like it. 

    No one's said anything about it, and I haven't felt any displeased gazes directed my way or anything, but if I continue to stay out of any action for too much longer, it'll be inevitable, and totally fair, for the other members to start questioning my lack of any workload. 

    Anyway, it's the 5th of January today, 2021, we're a week into the new year. Feels like a good starting point to become an active member of Liberty. 

    "Well, I'm definitely up for a mission, so I have no objections. What will this mission entail?" I inquired curiously. 

    "I'm glad to see that you're so enthusiastic about this. But maybe reign in your expectations a bit...ideally speaking, this mission is one that'll be better if nothing happens. Specifically, it's a bodyguard mission. The person you'll be protecting is Vella Vizero, the young niece of the current head of the Vizero clan. 

    Tomorrow, there's a big event being held at the school she attends, a cultural festival or something like that. The Vizeros an received anonymous letter in the mail yesterday night, a death threat against Vella. 

    They're not ones to buckle in the face of such cowardly threats, but naturally, they can't ignore it either, that would be foolish. And so, they made a request for a couple of bodyguards. After giving it some thought, I made the decision to pick you as one of them," She remarked, turning her laptop towards me and showing me a scanned copy of the letter she mentioned. 

    "How likely is it that this threat is legit?" I asked her, as I skimmed through the letter. 

    It's written with cut up letters out of magazines, how clichéd, never thought I'd see one of these in real life...the message itself was pretty straightforward and simple, it read...'on the 6th of January at the cultural festival the Freak brat will die'. 

    Normally, sending a letter like this would result in the person being threatened staying at home, but the Vizeros probably see it as a taunt and an insult, that's why they decided to get bodyguards for Vella instead of keeping her away from the event. I can't say that was the right call, but then, it's not my decision to make... 

    "It's hard to say since we don't know who the sender is, but we should assume that it's real. Let's get to the details...you'll be accompanying Vella Vizero to her school, the Harford Academy, one of the more prestigious schools in the country. It has a fairly high proportion of Alter students, about twenty percent or so. It has a massive student body, ranging from kindergarteners all the way up to college students. In other words, it's a preschool, middle school, high school and college all in one place," She informed me, as she opened up a document on the laptop with details about the school, as well as details regarding the event that was going to be held at the school tomorrow. 

    Oh, hey, this is the school that Parmila attended...she'd graduated a few months after I first joined Unity though, so I don't have to worry about running into her-...hm? 

    "Hey, uh...are you sure I should be going?" I inquired skeptically, as I pointed at a table in the document. 

    Specifically, a list of events they had planned to take place on the stage in the school's auditorium, along with the timings. 

    "What is it?" She replied, peering at the screen. 

    "This right here, what's scheduled to take place on stage at 2 PM. A speech by an alumni...Parmila Kaur. You know, one of the members of Unity," I pointed out with a frown, adding, "If she spots me, I'll be in big trouble. Unity and the police are after me, so I can't afford to be seen by anyone who'd recognize me."

    "That won't be a problem. I mean, either way, you can't go out while looking like yourself. Have you forgotten that you're a fairly famous wanted criminal in Cahgo now? Not to mention that you're pretty popular among the Alter populace. So, obviously, you'll be wearing a disguise. I've arranged for a wig and colored contacts," She informed me with a smile. 

    "Oh, right...yeah, I kinda did forget that I'm pretty well known now," I replied sheepishly, before asking her, "So, what colors are the wig and contacts you got me?" 

    "Both black. Oh, and you'll also be wearing a suit and sunglasses, you're gonna have to look the part of a proper bodyguard. There are quite a lot of students who come from wealthy and influential families in the school, most of them will likely be accompanied by bodyguards as well. 

    So, Vella being accompanied by bodyguards won't be suspicious, it's common knowledge how rich and powerful the Vizeros are, after all. So you need a bodyguard disguise that won't stand out. When I think of bodyguards, I picture men in suits wearing sunglasses, and more often than not with black hair. Oh, and bald too, but I'm sure you'd rather wear a wig than shave your head," She remarked with a wry smile. 

    ...why does her image of bodyguards make sense to me? 

    "Sure, that's fine. I'm used to disguising myself anyway, I did so pretty often when I worked solo. Alright, I'm in...I'm a little disappointed that this isn't a terrorist extermination mission, but I owe the Vizeros big time, so I won't pass up an opportunity to repay them," I nodded in response, before adding, "Oh, by the way, who's the other member who'll join me on this mission? I'm guessing Rende? Her transformation power would come in quite handy."

    "No, it's not her, she's busy with another mission at the moment, unfortunately. And besides, if she was available, you wouldn't need a wig and contacts to disguise yourself, since she could just transform you instead. It is a woman though. I figured having one of the bodyguards be a woman would be a necessity. After all, it's not like you can enter the women's bathroom or locker room, and we need someone to be near Vella at all times," She pointed out. 

    "Yeah, makes sense, I'd probably get kicked off the premises if I tried to enter the women's bathroom. So, if it's not Rende, then who is it? Wait, it's not Sara with a lisp, is it? I, uh, don't exactly get along with her, you know..."

    "Yes, I'm well aware. It's not Sara with a-...ahem, I mean Thara. Compatability is a vital factor when it comes to pairing up members or forming a team, pairing you up with her would make me too uneasy. Your partner on this mission will be...Frou."

    "Oh, God, that's even worse..."
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    Chapter 129 - Liberty(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Why'd I have to get stuck with you of all people?" I sighed wearily. 

    "Well, that's just rude. You got a problem with me or something?" Came the indignant response. 

    "Not exactly, but I do think that you're someone who absolutely shouldn't be allowed within a thousand meters of a school," I replied dryly. 

    "Hmph, don't insult me! I'm not some pedophile, you know," She huffed, looking offended. 

    "Yeah, I'm not so sure..."

    Frou Rupple, the member of Liberty who's joining me on this mission. It was the next day, at around 8 AM in the morning. We were both in our disguises, about to leave for the Vizero mansion. 

    She's around thirty years old, with long orangish-blonde hair tied in a thick braid that she kept over her left shoulder, light purple eyes and a fair complexion. She's about average height, and is pretty attractive...until she opens her mouth, that is... 

    "Allow me to correct your misunderstanding, Ariodred. I'm not some creepy child predator, not at all! I simply admire children, particularly young boys. So innocent and uncorrupted, so bright-eyed and free-spirited, it's just precious! It warms my heart, no different to how some people relieve stress by watching cute animal videos! It's not creepy, there's nothing sexual about it, it's purely wholesome!" She insisted defensively. 

    "You say that, but I've seen what you're like when you're scrolling through pictures of children...your face gets all flushed and you start breathing all heavy and creepy-like, it's super unsettling," I shuddered in response. 

    "I-I'm just awestruck by the cuteness overload, that's all!"

    "Well, whatever. I'm stuck with you, so there's no point in complaining. Just try not to act suspicious when we're at the school, we don't want to be kicked out. On another note, I gotta say...you've put minimal effort into your disguise, but you still look totally different," I remarked enviously. 

    She was wearing her hair up in a ponytail, and had dyed it black...guess Riley wasn't kidding about the whole 'bodyguards with black hair' thing. She wasn't wearing contacts, but the sunglasses hide her eye color anyway. Also, her face looks slightly different somehow... 

    "Yeah, wigs are super uncomfortable, so I used this temporary hair dye. I can easily wash it off afterwards using this special conditioner that comes with the dye, so it's pretty convenient. I've also used makeup to mask and visually alter my bone structure, it's subtle but effective," She grinned smugly. 

    Oh, that's why her face looks a bit different. We were both wearing black suits, with white shirts and black ties underneath. I had on black trousers while she was wearing a knee-length black skirt, and we both had black dress shoes on too. 

    It's a little stiff and uncomfortable, definitely not the easiest outfit to move around in, that's for sure. I'll just have to hope that nothing happens on this mission. 

    While I do enjoy killing terrorists, fighting a brutal battle in front of a crowd of school children will be less than ideal. Not to mention that Parmila will be there, it's possible that some of the other members of Unity might tag along with her as well.

    It'll be far from ideal if a situation arises where I have to use my powers...my Black Blood will give me away instantly, rendering this disguise completely pointless. I was wearing a shoulder-length, straight haired black wig, along with black contact lenses...red eyes aren't exactly common, so I'd feel uneasy if I were only using sunglasses to cover them. 

    "Oh, looks like our ride's here," Remarked Frou, as a car pulled over by the entrance to the abandoned graveyard. 

    Apparently, Liberty have installed a bunch of sensors and stuff all over the area surrounding the graveyard. If the sensors pick up on anyone unexpectedly roaming the area, we're to stay hidden underground and avoid coming out into the graveyard. 

    We haven't gotten any alerts so far, so it looks like the coast is clear. The two of us then made our way towards the car, where a member of the Vizeros staff was waiting, to take us to the mansion. 

    From there, we'll wait about an hour or until it's time to depart for the school, we'll enter a different car along with Vella and begin our assignment as her bodyguards. It's currently a few minutes past 8 AM, and the event at her school begins at 10 AM, and will go on until 5 PM. 

    Anyway, as we approached the car, the two of us got in the back, before the driver shifted the gear and began driving, as I shut the door. 

    "So, your first mission as a member of Liberty, how do you feel?" Inquired Frou, as she glanced at me. 

    "Hm? I feel fine...I've gone on plenty of missions with Unity, and even more when I was working solo, so I'm not particularly nervous or anything," I shrugged in response. 

    "Huh, that so? Yeah, guess that makes sense...you did take down a lot of the hideouts TNO were using in Staex. And a lot of time, hideouts that we'd been intending to hit, but you kept beating us to the punch," She replied with a wry smile. 

    "Yeah, that's the benefit of working solo, I can do things at whatever pace I want to." 

    "I haven't actually seen for myself what your power is capable of, but based on everything I've heard, it sounds like you could be pretty reliable," She mused thoughtfully. 

    "Huh, come to think of it, I don't know what powers you possess. I think I've heard someone mention that you have two, but I don't know what they are," I prompted her curiously. 

    "Well, depending on how things go today, maybe you'll find out," She smirked cryptically... 
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    Chapter 130 - Cultural Festival(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Mister Ario! It's good to see you again!"

    "Hey, kid...good to see you too," I replied with a smile, as I patted her head, before adding, "I'm surprised you recognized me in this disguise."

    "Well, my uncle told me you were coming, and the other person with you is a woman, so this had to be you by default," Vella shrugged with a grin, before adding, "I'm glad you're the one who's going to be guarding me, but...I'm sorry, I'm probably inconveniencing you..."

    We'd just arrived at the Vizero mansion, and as we got out of the car, Vella came bounding over to greet me. 

    "No, not at all, I'm glad I can help. Don't worry, I'll make sure you're able to have fun at your school cultural festival today," I assured her as I ruffled her hair playfully. 

    "I won't have anything to worry about if you're the one protecting me, it's-...," She began, before trailing off as Frou walked over and stared at her closely, Vella adding awkwardly, "U-um, what it is, Miss...?"

    "Y-you...you're so stinking cute! Aww, what an adorable little face...!" Grinned Frou with a slight squeal, gulping as her cheeks got flushed. 

    This is exactly what I was worried about... 

    "U-uh, is she okay?" Muttered Vella, as she backed away uncomfortably. 

    "Hey, cut that out, you degenerate," I sighed, as I slapped the back of her head. 

    "Ow! Dude, the hell was that for!?" She exclaimed indignantly, as she glared at me while rubbing the spot I'd smacked.

    "Stop being so creepy already. And please behave yourself once we arrive at the school...that means no creeping after any little kids, got it?" I frowned in exasperation. 

    "I already told you, it's not-..."

    "For the love of God, please don't talk to or stare at anyone. Someone's bound to call the cops on you," I stated firmly. 

    "You're not the boss of me...," She huffed quietly with a salty pout, kicking a couple of pebbles on the ground. 

    Maybe I'd have been better off paired with Thara  after all...

     

    "Is that you, Ariodred? That's a good disguise, I can't tell it's you at all," Came a familiar voice, as the head of the Vizeros, Rian Vizero walked out of the entrance of the mansion with a smile. 

    "Thanks, and it's good to see you again, Mister Vizero. I'm very grateful for everything you've done to help me," I responded politely. 

    "Oh, there's no need to stand on formalities, you saved the life of a member of my family, such a debt isn't one that can be repaid. I really appreciate your cooperation today, I know I can trust you to keep my niece safe."

    "Of course, I'll do everything in my power to make sure that no harm comes to her," I nodded with a sense of determination. 

    "Hm, that's an excellent look you have in your eyes. Now, then, why don't you and your associate come inside for a bit? There's still some time before you need to depart for the school, so in the meantime, allow me to show you our hospitality," Offered Rian invitingly. 

    "Sounds good, I'll gladly take you up on the offer," I accepted with a smile... 

    ... 

    "Wow, those were some tasty snacks...I must've eaten like ten of those crispy fried meat pockets," Sighed Frou contentedly, as she drove towards the school. 

    She was also playing the role of chauffeur, the school has a large parking lot since there are so many students from upper class families, some apparently even have bodyguards with them every single day. 

    "Yeah, you sure did...I should've made you wait outside," I frowned as I buried my face in my hands, "You're so embarrassing to be in public with, damn it...again, please, I'm begging you, act normal at the school. We're supposed to be playing the role of bodyguards, so it won't be suspicious if we keep our mouth shuts. Actually, it'd be suspicious if we didn't, bodyguards usually embody the 'strong and silent type' thing. So like I said before, don't talk to or stare at anyone."

    "Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time..."

    "The bodyguards I've seen at school are just like you described, they rarely ever speak and their expressions are all blank and almost never change," Chimed in Vella. 

    "Do you usually have bodyguards accompany you?" I asked her. 

    "No, not exactly...Uncle Rian usually has the chauffeur who drops me at school stay parked near the school entrance to keep an eye out for any suspicious people. The school's security is really advanced, so there's actually no need for bodyguards. I only enrolled in this school recently, after you rescued me...and apparently, before anti-Alter terrorism began to increase in the country a few years ago, hardly any students came to school with bodyguards," She informed us. 

    "Well, among private, high-end schools, your school does the highest percentage of Alter students. So it makes sense," Remarked Frou, as she rounded a corner, adding, "Alright, we're here...though the entrance is still a bit further ahead."

    Holy-...the walls surrounding the school campus seem to stretch on endlessly, and I can see the top of several buildings within the walls. The Harford Academy, gotta say, it's pretty damn impressive. 

     

    "Yeah, it's about a kilometer up ahead," Nodded Vella in response. 

    "Damn, how big is this school anyway? It's like a small city," I remarked in bemusement. 

    "Well, it does have a student body that ranges from preschoolers all the way up to college students, and they have a wide variety of courses and subjects, with a massive range of state of the art facilities to support the students in their learning," Frou informed me. 

    If I remember right, Parmila got into Harford Academy on a scholarship. Though, after she finished high school, she decided to put all her focus into her work as a member of Unity, instead of continuing on to a college course. 

    Alright, we're almost there, I should get into character. Gotta keep my expression emotionless and blank, need to give off a stoic, yet intimidating, vibe. Oh, and I better change my voice, just in case. I should go with something deeper than my usual voice, and a bit rough as well... 

    "I don't mean to nag you, but please remember to behave yourself, okay?" I said to Frou, as I changed my voice. 

    "Wow, that's amazing," Remarked Vella in awe. 

    "Grr, I got it, okay? Stop treating me like I'm some depraved freak with no self-control!"

    I mean, if the shoe fits... 
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    Chapter 131 - Cultural Festival(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I can park anywhere, right? Like, there's no reserved spots?" Inquired Frou, as she pulled into the parking lot, looking around at the vacant spots. 

    "Yeah, anywhere is fine except for the handicapped parking," Nodded Vella in response. 

    "By the way, what will you be doing for this cultural festival?" I asked her. 

    "Well, I actually don't have much to do...my class is doing a haunted house, we're working in shifts. I'm playing a ghost, and my shift is from 1 o'clock to 2 o'clock. Other than that, I just plan to roam around the rest of the festival," She replied, as Frou pulled into an empty spot and parked the car. 

    "I see...one of us will need to stay close to you while you're busy with your shift for you class's haunted house," I surmised thoughtfully, before adding, "I just hope the school won't try to stop us..."

    "I think it should be fine, it's pretty dark in the space we've set up the haunted house in, so you should be able to hide somewhere near where I'll be posted. I have to say, it's hard to get used to you speaking with a different voice," She grinned, as we got out of the car and began making our way towards the massive courtyard of the school, where a several rows of stalls had been set up. 

    There's a lot of food stalls, but there are also stalls with games where you can win prizes and stuff. 

    "On that note, you probably shouldn't talk to us too much...I doubt most students with bodyguards converse with them all that much. The two of us should probably follow behind you while staying a few meters back," I pointed out. 

    "Yeah, you're right about that, that's how the bodyguards of other students I've seen act," She responded with a nod, before adding, "I'm supposed to meet some of my friends now, we planned to roam around the place until it's time for my shift."

    "Got it. I just hope the two of us being here won't make your friends uncomfortable and end up putting a damper on your fun," I mused warily. 

    "Oh, that won't be a problem, some of them said that they'll be attending with bodyguards too."

    That's good. Our primary objective is to keep her safe, but if us being here ends up ruining her enjoyment of this festival, then she might've been better off staying at home. 

    Frou and I then slowed our pace slightly, before matching Vella's pace once we were about five meters behind her. This should be an adequate distance...we're close enough to intervene if anything happens. 

    "Look at all the adorable little tykes running around, this is heaven," Frou whispered to me contentedly. 

    "One thing...I only asked you do one thing. Don't be creepy. It's barely even been a minute since we got here," I sighed wearily. 

    "You're really rude, you know that?" She huffed indignantly. 

    "Just keep quiet."

    "Asshole..."

    I have to say, this is a pretty damn large scale event for a school...there's so many people here, massive crowds in every direction. We're gonna have to be careful not to get separated. 

    Anyway, Vella soon joined up with her friends, and sure enough, there were other bodyguards around them. We should be able to blend in without a problem. 

    We followed behind the kids, along with the other bodyguards, as they explored the area, stopping by various stalls, getting food and trying out the different games that had been set up. 

    Gotta admit, this looks like a lot of fun...too bad I'm on a mission. The many scents and fragrances flowing out from the food stalls smell absolutely heavenly...but I can manipulate my body using my healing ability, I'm currently dulling my sense of smell and also suppressing my hunger. 

    It's a trick I learnt while living in Staex, I rarely ever had a full stomach back then, so I had to figure out ways to deal with that hunger. One way was drinking a ton of water while eating, and the other, more reliable method is this way, using my power to trick my body into thinking it's not actually hungry. 

    It has its limits though, it doesn't make too much of a difference if I'm absolutely starving. Anyway, thanks to this ability, I can stay focused and ignore the distractions...but the same can't be said of Frou. 

    She keeps staring at the food longingly, her stomach has rumbled, like, three times already, and she keeps wiping the corner of her mouth, which means she's probably salivating. 

    I can't berate her with all these people around, so I'll just have to be extra vigilant to cover for any lapses in her focus. 

    I haven't felt any hostility or murderous intent being directed this way, but we only just got here, there's still over six and a half hours before the festival ends. So I can't afford to get complacent. 

    Hm, we're approaching a corner...maybe I should get a bit closer, just in case. I picked up my pace slightly, getting a couple of meters closer, before Frou followed my lead. Did she have the same thought I did, or is she just copying me? 

    Either way works for me. Actually, I think I'd prefer the latter...I don't have to worry about her doing something stupid if she simply follows my lead instead of doing her own thing. 

    As Vella and her friends neared the corner and began to walk around it, my ears perked up as I heard the sound of rapid footsteps approaching from around the corner. Could it be whoever sent the death threat!? 

    I swiftly shot forward, grabbing Vella's shoulder and pulling her back, before stepping out in front of her and raising my right hand in front of myself, getting ready to extend out some blood... 

    "Wh-what is it, did something happen?" Stuttered Vella in alarm, right as a rapid blur came racing around the corner, abruptly halting as the figure came into sight, their chest bumping onto my hand before quickly taking a couple of steps back.

    My eyes widened slightly as I got a look at the person, a familiar sight meeting my eyes... 

    "Crap, so sorry about that! My bad, I should've be running around with such a big crowd around...uh, you okay?" He apologized sheepishly, before turning to me as he noticed me staring at him. 

    It's...it's Theo... 
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    Chapter 132 - Cultural Festival(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "No harm done here, but please watch where you're going, you could hurt someone," I remarked, keeping my voice firm and even. 

    D-damn it...I already knew that there was a possibility that I might run into someone from Unity in this place. I should've been more prepared for this... 

    "Right, yeah...sorry again, I'll be more careful," He grinned apologetically, before narrowing his eyes at me slightly, "Wait...do I know you from somewhere? There's...something familiar about you..."

    Crap! 

    "No, I don't believe we've met. Now, then, if you'll excuse me," I responded, turning away and shifting my attention to Vella, "My apologies for having to get rough, my lady...are you hurt at all?"

    "I'm fine, thanks to you," She shook her head with a smile. 

    "Sorry if I scared you, kid. I should get going now," Remarked Theo, as he began walking away. 

    Good, he didn't end up recognizing me. But that was too close...

    "Wow, your bodyguard is so cool!"

    "Yeah, that was amazing!"

    I appreciate the compliments. 

    Anyway, the kids then continued exploring the festival, while Frou and I, along with the other bodyguards, followed closely behind them. 

    I have to say, so far things are looking good...I haven't noticed anyone suspicious so far, I just hope it stays that way. 

    After a while of roaming around, the kids decided to rest up, heading for a cat cafe that one of the classes had set up in their classroom. 

    They sure have been eating a lot, they stopped at so many food stalls out in the courtyard, and now they're having a bunch of sweets and juice in this cafe. Given their age, they're pretty small, so...how are they able to fit so much food in their stomachs? 

    How are they not completely stuffed at this point? It's fascinating, and frankly, a little scary. On another note, it looks like Frou has finally got her act together. Maybe having all these other bodyguards around us is helping keep her in check. 

    I've been keeping a close eye on her to make sure she's not being all creepy, and she's definitely noticed me glancing at her. She'd looked annoyed each time she noticed, but it's effective, she's behaving. 

    We spent a while in the cafe, Vella and her friends occupied with playing with the cats, before eventually heading out and exploring some of the other classrooms, which had a variety of attractions to check out. 

    Some of them were pretty unremarkable, but I suppose that's to be expected, particularly the ones set up by the younger classes. 

    After a while of exploring, we began heading for Vella's classroom. It was 12:30 PM now, and she wanted to go get ready before her shift starts. Most of her friends had shifts at different times, so they parted ways, except for one. 

    We'd be heading for the girls' locker room first, where Vella would get changed. Naturally, I'll be staying outside the room, so I'll need to count on Frou to watch over her in there. 

    I feel uneasy about that...she better not do anything creepy while in there. But it can't be helped, it wouldn't be appropriate for me to go in there, so I'll just have to hope that she keeps herself together. 

    As we made our way through the building, the locker room soon came into sight. We approached the entrance, as I turned my gaze towards Frou, giving her a slight nod. She nodded back in response, giving me a subtle thumbs up. 

    "We should hurry, we don't want to be late," Vella said to her friend. 

    "I think we've still got enough time, we should be able to make it to the classroom before our shifts start."

    "Yeah, I suppose you're right-...," Began Vella, before trailing off as the intercom switched on, a static crackling sound echoing out from the speakers set up throughout the school. 

    Some kind of announcement? Maybe a lost kid or something, probably-...hm? We're near a window, through which the main entrance to the school is visible...there's a large truck by the front gates, the driver seems to be arguing with the security guards... 

    "Ahem...testing, testing. Okay, sounds good...can everyone hear me? Why am I asking that, it's not like I can hear your responses, haha! Anyway, let me get to the point...this is such a nice and prestigious school, but unfortunately, there's something wrong with it...there's a dangerously high amount of garbage and filth sullying the place," Came a man's voice through the speakers, before exclaiming gleefully, "But don't worry, we're here to clean the place up!" 

    My eyes then widened as a massive barrier began to manifest over the school, rapidly expanding and covering the entire area, right as a deafening explosion burst out from the main entrance. 

    I turned my gaze that way with a grimace, to see the gates laying inside the courtyard, bend and mangled, as a thick cloud of smoke rose up from the entrance. 

    The back of the truck then opened up, several figures pouring out of it and entering the school, spreading out as the crowd of people in the courtyard began fleeing in terror, screams of alarm and panic ringing out. 

    "Well, this isn't good...," I muttered warily. 

    "Oh, I should introduce ourselves...we are The Natural Order, newly re-formed! Our leaders were brutally massacred by those vile Freaks, nearly crippling our noble cause...but we normal humans can't let the Freaks win! And we'll start by exterminating every last one of those abominations within the bounds of the school. 

    Don't bother trying to escape, Freaks, you won't get away! And to my fellow humans...please cooperate with us, make sure to stay well away from any Freaks, and I can assure you that no harm will come to you. So there's no reason to be afraid, just relax! 

    It's a festival, after all, so let's have some fun! Let's paint the school red with the blood of Freaks! Today's cultural festival is special, we should give it a fitting name. Oh, I know! Yes, today shall be known as...the Freak Blood Festival! Now, without any further ado...let the festivities begin, courtesy of The Natural Order!"

    Goddammit, that maniacal organization still exists!? 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 133 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Mistress, we need to find a safe place for you to hide," Remarked Vella's friend's bodyguard, as screams and crashes continued to ring out outside. 

    "Y-yes, sounds good," The little girl nodded with a scared look on her face. 

    "We should go too, my lady," I said to Vella as I met her gaze. 

    "Okay, let's go, I-...," She began, abruptly trailing off as I grabbed her arm and pulled her towards me as cracks spread out on the floor below where she was standing. 

    I quickly moved her behind me, Frou moving up next to me to make sure we were fully shielding her, right as the cracks deepened and the floor burst open, several sharp projectiles shooting out. 

    As the projectiles struck my torso and pierced through my skin, I swiftly hardened the blood inside the body, preventing the projectiles from bursting through me.

    At the same time, Frou quickly raised her right hand in front of herself, forming a floating orb with a bright orange glow, which then exploded outwards, blowing away the projectiles shooting towards her, right as a couple of cries of pain rang out from my left. 

    "N-no!" Cried Vella in horror, as her friend and her bodyguard both got skewered by the projectiles, short metal spears, killing them both. 

    Damn it...!

    "Stay behind me!" I exclaimed, adding sharply to Frou as a figure climbed up through the hole in the ground, "Take Vella and get out of here! I'll deal with things here and catch up to you! Can you do it?"

    "Y-yeah, you can leave it to me. Call me once you're done, we can rendezvous after that," She nodded, as she lifted Vella up and carried her in her arms, "Hang on tight, Vella."

    "Be careful, okay?" Vella said to me, as I fired out a red blast from my forehead as the figure climbing up came into sight, a large man. 

    My blast hit him square on the middle of the chest and sent him flying back, crashing through the doors of a classroom and slamming onto a bunch of desks. 

    "Don't worry, I'll be fine. I'll catch up with you soon enough," I remarked with a smile, my eyes widening slightly as she and Frou suddenly dropped down through the floor, passing right through the tiles.

     

    So, one of her powers is Intangibility, huh? 

    Hm? What the-...? The man I blasted, he's getting back up, and...he's healing. My blast scorched off the skin on his chest, but it's already regenerating...it's not as fast as my regeneration, but still... 

    No, there's something more important than that...clearly, he's an Alter. And his expression...it's completely blank. He had a void, dead look in his eyes, his mouth was slightly open, with a trickle of saliva running down the corner of his mouth. 

    "You poor bastard...they're controlling you, aren't they?" I remarked with a frown, as he walked over towards me silently, showing no reaction to my words. 

    Suddenly, narrow, pointy shapes began to protrude all over his body, extending out as he raised his hand towards me...I see, those metal spears he fired out, he can create them with his body, that's his power. Good thing I decided to stay behind and buy time for Vella and Frou to escape...it wouldn't have been ideal to be chased after by someone with a power like this. 

    As he fired out a spear at me, I turned my body across to evade it before racing towards him at top speed, forming a drill with my blood and rapidly spinning it as I closed in on him, a couple of the metal spears grazing my left arm and my right hip as he fired out all the spears that were protruding out of his body. 

    I then drove my blood drill towards his chest, striking it and tearing through his skin and flesh, before drilling into his ribs and-...h-huh? What...what is this I'm sensing? 

    It feels...i-it feels just like-...suddenly, he grabbed my wrist, stopping me from reaching his heart, before swinging me away and tossing me aside with immense force, my back slamming against a wall as I let out a sharp gasp of pain. 

    H-he's got some serious brute strength, unnaturally so...is it a second power? Or maybe a side effect of being able to create metal with his body? 

    But I was more concerned over the sensation I felt when my blood drill tore into his body...what was that? I don't want to believe it's what I think it is...

    I then leapt away as he formed a wide, curved blade and flung it at me with a rapid spin, which grazed my shoulder before striking and getting embedded into the wall. 

    I then shot towards him again, springing up as he formed another blade and slashed at me as I closed in on him, forming blood around my right hand in the shape of sharp claws before rapidly swiping at his shoulder, tearing out a chunk of flesh before kicking off his side to jump back and get some distance. 

    As his shoulder began to regenerate, I clutched onto the chunk of flesh I'd torn off with a sense of dread...before gritting my teeth in frustration and rage as my suspicions were confirmed. 

    The sensation I felt, it's the same sensation I get from my blood once it's spilled from my body...I don't know how, but this man, he...he has my blood running through his body. 

    His blood is a much darker red than normal, and the color's getting lighter as I'm extracting my blood from it...there's only one explanation. There's only one person that I know of who has a supply of my blood at his disposal... 

    "It has to be, there's almost no doubt about it...you bastard, Alok Das, you absolute fucking monster...," I growled furiously, tilting my head across as another metal spear came shooting towards me, shooting past the left side of my face and hitting the wall behind me with a loud clang. 

    I'm sorry, you're in this state now because of my blood. And when I reabsorbed some of my blood, I felt it...he's too far gone to save. His mind has been completely broken, beyond any hope of salvation. I can't save him. 

    There's only one thing I can do for him now...I'll put him out of your misery as painlessly as I possibly can... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 134 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    As the man fired out a couple of metal spears at me, I swiftly extended out streaks of blood, shaping them like whips and deflecting the spears away. 

    He then shot towards me, sharp metal spikes bursting out all over his body as he extended out blades from his hands, slashing them in towards me. 

    I swiftly wrapped my blood whips around his arms, halting his swings before the blades could reach me. I then sharpened the edges of my blood whips and rapidly tightened them around his arms, slicing right through his skin and muscles before cutting through the bones. 

    As his arms fell onto the floor with thuds, a spear burst out of his chest towards me, as he simultaneously fired out the metal spikes protruding from all around his body. 

    I just barely managed to stop the spear by grabbing it with several streaks of blood, grimacing as multiple metal spikes pierced across my body, three on my arms, two in my torso and two more in legs. 

    I then charged up and fired out a powerful red blast from my forehead, knocking the man back and scorching his skin as his arms began to slowly regenerate, before I leapt towards him while forming claws over my fingers with my blood. 

    As he burst out several more sharp metal spikes out of his body, I ignored them before driving my arms forward, piercing my claws into his throat with my right hand and into the left side of his chest with my left hand. 

    I then took control of my blood that was inside his body, hardening and sharpening them into several needles before sending them rapidly flowing towards his heart, while simultaneously injecting his neck with more blood, filling it. 

    He let out a choked gasp as I filled his throat with my blood, preventing him from breathing, before I swiftly flattened and spread out the mass of blood inside his neck, instantly shaping it into a thin, razor-sharp sheet, severing his neck as I tore his heart into shreds. 

    As his head hit the floor with a thud and rolled away, his body went limp, falling onto its knees before collapsing forward, blood pouring out of his neck as I touched his blood and reabsorbed the traces of my blood in it...wait, what is this? 

    Fragmented, unfamiliar images are flashing through my head...are these his memories? They're in bits and pieces, like choppy footage in a scratched up DVD, but...I can feel it, the immense despair and hatred this man felt. 

    Hm? I see something at the back of his severed neck...is that the control chip? Whatever they did to this man, they completely broke his mind and reduced him to a thoughtless machine with no free will to speak of. 

    And there's almost no doubt that he's not the only one. I saw several figures pouring into the school from that truck I spotted by the entrance before that explosion burst out. 

    But my priority is Vella, I need to meet back up with her and Frou right away. The main reason I stayed behind was because I didn't want this guy chasing us...with his power, it wouldn't have been easy for me to protect Vella while running away. 

    Now that I've defeated him, I need to find Vella, I don't know what Frou is capable of in combat, so I'm not sure she can handle fighting someone as strong as this guy was. That aside...I'm a little uneasy about leaving her alone with Vella, given how she is. I'll call her and find out where they are... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Damn it, wh-what...what the hell is going on here?" I remarked in horror, as I raced around the corner, before being met by the sight of several corpses, brutally torn apart with blood splattered all over the ground. 

    I'd been checking out a house of mirrors attraction set up by one of the classes, when that announcement came over the school's intercom system, followed by the explosion. 

    I had some trouble finding my way out of the house of mirrors, and by the time I finally got out, it was absolute chaos out here. An insanely massive barrier trapping everyone inside, people running about in a frenzied panic, and loud crashes and cries of agony ringing out in the distance from several directions. 

    I came here today to support Parmila with her alumni speech, along with Oleos and Umeka. We'd split up to each explore the festival by ourselves, and had intended to meet back up before Parmila's speech...damn it, what should I do? 

    Should I try to meet back up with the others? Or are we better off split up so that we can cover more ground and protect the civilians? 

    I then stiffened as I heard a panicked scream coming from somewhere nearby, before I quickly raced off in that direction at top speed, turning a corner just in time to see a pair of girls cornered by someone, a young woman. 

    I shot towards them as fast as I could, the woman noticing me and leaping away from the girls, getting some distance away. 

    She's an Alter...she has long fangs and claws, with long, flexible limbs. She had short, messy black hair that was matted and dirty, black eyes with some kind of goggles over them and a dark complexion, with a curved bone-like spikes protruding from her elbows. 

    "Are you the one who killed all those people?" I inquired icily, but she didn't respond. 

    Huh? Her expression, it's completely blank and emotionless, as if she's in a trance or something. The person who made that announcement, he claimed to be from TNO...they'd never work with Alters on equal terms. Which like means that...this woman has probably been brainwashed or something and is being controlled by them...
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    Chapter 135 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "H-hey, aren't you Turbo from Unity?"

    "Th-thank goodness, we're saved!"

    "Stay behind me," I instructed the two girls, stepping out in front of them as the woman kept her eyes on me, her blank expression sending chills down my spine. 

    She then crouched down low, continuing to keep her gaze fixed on me before suddenly leaping straight at me, my eyes widening in alarm as she closed in on me in an instant...she's fast! 

    I quickly ducked as she slashed her claws at me, narrowly avoiding getting hit, before unleashing a rapid punch at her midsection, striking her stomach and knocking her back, wincing in pain as she clawed my forearm in the instant my fist made contact with her stomach. 

    A stinging pain throbbed across my arm as several streaks of blood trickled down and dripped off my fingers onto the ground, my skin torn to ribbons...her claws didn't dig in too deeply into my arm, but this still hurts like hell, she's absolutely shredded my skin. 

    I then shot towards her, sharpening my senses as I reached my top speed and grabbed her wrists as she swung her claws at me, before I struck the bottom of her jaw with a powerful knee strike. 

    I quickly dropped my knee as she opened her jaws and snapped at my leg, tearing off a few shreds from my trousers, before I began to unleash another knee strike up at her, tightened my grip around her wrists. 

    Suddenly, she abruptly sprang up with a sharp burst of force, the sudden momentum of her jump pulling me slightly off-balance before I let out a sharp gasp of pain as she slammed her feet onto the middle of my torso, knocking the wind out of me. 

    As I stumbled back and she landed, she immediately shot towards me, driving one of her elbows towards my heart. 

    I quickly raised my left arm in alarm, letting out a stifled cry of pain as the curved spike on her elbow pierced into my forearm, before she opened her mouth wide and snapped her jaws around my arm as she violently yanked back her elbow, sinking her teeth into my forearm painfully. 

    I gritted my teeth as I planted my feet, swung my arm up before rapidly swinging it down with all my strength, slamming her against the ground. As her back crashed onto the ground with a sharp thud, her bite around my arm weakened upon impact. 

    I managed to free my arm from her jaws, grimacing as several trickles of blood ran down from the spots where her fangs had sunk in, before I grabbed her ankle and shot away at top speed. 

    She tried to claw at my hand to try and free her ankle, but having to strain against the force I was generating with my speed, she couldn't reach my hand. 

    As I barreled straight towards a wall up ahead, I sharply tightened my grip around her ankle as I closed in on the wall, spinning across while making sure not to lose any momentum, swinging her with all my strength and slamming her against the wall with immense force. 

    A sharp gasp escaped her lips as her back slammed onto the wall with a loud crunch, before her head thudded against the wall, a dazed look appearing in her eyes as I dropped her onto the ground, taking a couple of shaky steps back with a pained grimace. 

    D-damn it, my arms hurt like crazy...my right arm isn't so bad, these scratches are painful, but still relatively minor injuries. My left arm on the other hand, no pun intended, has a hole through the forearm...I can barely move my hand and fingers, even the slightest twitch sends immense, throbbing pain up my forearm. 

    I should restrain this woman before she-...huh? She's...she's getting back up? I stared in disbelief as she stood up, the trickles of blood running down from her head slowing down. 

    N-no way, I'm sure I damaged her spine significantly, not enough to inflict permanent damage, but it should've been enough to stop her from walking or standing up for the time being, not to mention that the hit to her head should've dazed her enough to keep her down for at least a little while...don't tell me, is it regeneration? 

    Well, this just got a whole lot more difficult...how am I supposed to incapacitate her if she can regenerate? 

    As she leapt at me and slashed her claws at my neck, I sprang off to my left to evade, an idea hitting me as she kept her gaze fixed on me through her goggles. 

    Those goggles, they probably identify Alters...based on what was said over the intercom, only Alters in the school are being targeted. This woman isn't consciously in control of her actions, and it's likely that there are others like her...if they can't think for themselves, then they'd need a way of identifying the targets they're supposed to attack. 

    And now that I look closer, I can see that the goggles have been stitched right into her skin, which means I can't simply pull them off. I need to destroy them instead. 

    As she then shot towards me, I evaded the slash of her claws before driving my fist towards her goggles, letting out a sharp cry of pain as she elbowed my side, piercing one of her curved spikes into me, right as my fist collided against her glasses. 

    I then zipped away and got some distance, before clutching my side, which was bleeding profusely...damn it, those goggles are seriously sturdy, I struck one of the lenses on the full and it isn't even cracked. 

    There's almost no doubt about it, then...those goggles are the key, she'll probably stop attacking if I break them. But that's not going to be easy, they're seriously durable. Damn it, I don't have time to get stuck fighting a single opponent, I need to wrap this up as quickly as I can... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 136 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger 

    ———————————————————————————

    I stifled a gasp of pain as I landed another hit against the goggles, as the woman slashed at my chest with her claws, tearing through my shirt and slicing across my skin. 

    Damn it, still not even a crack, the hell are those things made of!? 

    My eyes then widened as she leapt at me, knocking me onto my back before I could react and pinning my down. I quickly grabbed her wrists as she began to drive them down towards me, tightening my grip as she began to push her arms down, straining against my grip. 

    She then opened her jaws wide as she started to lower her head down towards my neck, seeking to sink her fangs into my throat. 

    As I felt her breath against my neck, I managed to free one of my legs from under her and slammed my foot against her stomach, before using all my strength to flip her over. 

    As I spun us around and she landed on her back, a faint cracking sound echoed out from the back of her neck...and she suddenly went limp. Huh? 

    Her eyes are still open and her breathing is stable, but she isn't moving at all...what just happened? I warily poked her a couple of times, before relaxing slightly as she didn't respond. 

    Wait, that sound came from the back of her neck, so...could it be? That cracking noise, it didn't sound like a bone cracking, which means that it was most likely...a control chip, like the one Ario had when we first found him.

    As I turned her body around, I noticed a protruding spot on the ground, right under where her neck had landed. It's a tile that's jutting out, the spot over where her control chip was installed must have landed right on the edge of the misaligned tile. 

    I let out a strained sigh of relief as I began tearing my shirt into strips, tightly tying each of the strips around my injuries to stem the bleeding. As I finished wrapping up my injuries, I then took out my phone and went through my contacts, looking for Parmila's number. 

    If there really are more Alters like this woman attacking the school, I should let her know that destroying the control chips in the back of their necks can stop them. I'll contact Oleos and Umeka after-... 

    Huh? Oh, no...I'm not getting a signal. Don't tell me it's the barrier surrounding the school? Is it blocking signals? This is bad...we can't call for backup like this. I'll just have to hope that someone outside of the school grounds have called the police... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix 

    ———————————————————————————

    Well, this isn't good...my phone's not getting a signal. Are they using some kind of jamming frequency? Or maybe it's an effect of the barrier around the area? 

    I'm pretty sure I saw eight figures enter the school from that truck, I think it's safe to assume that they're all brainwashed Alters. Is the barrier an Alter power, or is it technology? 

    If it's the former, I should be able to take it down with my nullification. Damn it, what do I do? Go try to take down the barrier or look for Vella? 

    I don't have a way of tracking her down, with contacting Frou not an option since I don't have a signal. If only I had some kind of sensory power, maybe I could've-...

    Wait, that's it. I might be able to locate the other Alters attacking the school by trying to sense my blood. I was able to sense it when I made contact with the man I fought, and after I first sensed it, I could still feel a vague sensation coming from him even after I was no longer touching him. 

    I then closed my eyes and focused, concentrating on seeking out that sensation. I intuitively extended out several tendrils of blood from my body, stretching them out as far as I could, trying to use them like antennae to get a clearer sense for my blood. 

    I've never done this before, it's not like I thought I'd ever have a reason to train at this...it's really tricky, the sensation is so faint that it's difficult to lock onto, but...I can definitely feel something. 

    One...two...three presences, all fairly nearby. The rest must be out of my current sensory range...okay, which one's closest to me? I need to narrow down the precise location of the sensation...it feels like it's below me, and a short distance off to my right. 

    I then opened my eyes and walked towards the hole in the floor that the man I fought had created earlier, dropping down through it. Searching blindly for Vella is likely to end up being an exercise in futility, I'm better off tracking down the attackers and killing them, taking the danger out of the equation. 

    I can hear a lot of movement all around me, must be students and other visitors hiding in classrooms. It was pretty loud earlier, but the entire school has been deathly quiet for the last few minutes. 

    Taking down the barrier now probably won't be a good idea, people will probably try to rush for the front entrance to try and escape, putting them in danger of being attacked and killed by the attackers. 

    There's a lot of corpses in the hallway, and I can feel the sensation I'm tracking fairly close by, and getting closer. Right on cue, I heard the faint sound of footsteps echoing out from up ahead, before a small figure appeared around the corner. 

    Like my previous opponent, this one also had a dead look on their face, locking their gaze onto me as they spotted me...I clenched my fists as I felt a cold fury igniting ablaze inside me, gritting my teeth in anger. 

    The person before me...was a child, a young boy who looked no older than eleven or twelve years old... 

    "I can imagine what you must have been through...I'm sorry, but I can't save you. All I can do is bring an end to your suffering," I remarked quietly, as a dense mist began to flow out of him, rapidly filling the corridor and obscuring him from my vision...
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    Chapter 137 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Hm? I'm feeling a bit light-headed and kinda drowsy too...this mist, it's got some kind of tranquilizing effect or something. The sensation of the effect feels fairly different to Miyuru's tranquilizing mist, but the effect is quite similar...I should deal with this quickly, before it spreads further throughout the building and affects the students and other civilians. 

    As the sound of electricity crackling echoed out from up ahead, a sharp burst of electricity shot towards me through the mist with a vicious spark and crackle, which I evaded by getting low down onto my hands and feet. 

    As the bolt of electricity flew past me over the top of my head, I then shot forward rapidly while continuing to stay low, as I formed a blade with my blood in my left hand, focusing on the sensation I was getting from my blood that was inside his body in order to keep track of his position. 

    I then swiftly leapt forward as I closed in on him, jumping through the dense cloud of mist in front of me, right as the boy came into sight. He was holding a taser, pressing the button as I appeared, sparks of electricity crackling out. 

    As the taser buzzed sharply with electricity, my eyes widened as the sparks burst out of the device and shot towards me...I see, he can control and manipulate the electricity around him, though it doesn't seem like he can generate his own, he wouldn't need a taser if he could. 

    I grimaced as the blast of electricity hit me, briefly stunning my body as the boy drew out a dagger from his lower back, driving it towards my throat. 

    I swiftly raised my right hand as I recovered from the electrocution, the blade piercing through my palm and bursting out the back of my hand, before I clamped my hand around his fist to hold him in place, keeping him from getting away. 

    As he then drove the taser towards me, I struck his wrist with a whip of Black Blood, causing him to lose his grip over the taser, which fell onto the ground and clattered away. 

    "I'm sorry," I remarked, as I sharpened the blood blade I'd formed and slashed it across at his neck, cutting in from the side before slicing through his throat, decapitating him, his head plummeting down as blood gushed out of the stump of his neck. 

    I quickly reached out towards his head before it could fall onto the ground, after wrapping a blood tendril around his torso as his body began to collapse, catching his heaf right before it was about to thud against the floor. 

    As I caught his head, I slowly lowered his body onto the ground as blood poured out of the stump of his neck, gently setting it down and then placing the head on the chest of the body as I extended out a blood tendril to slide open a nearby window, letting the mist drift out through it. 

    I then began re-absorbing the traces of my blood that were flowing through his body, grimacing as I felt a painfully immense surge of hatred and despair bursting out inside me...I can feel it, his organs are badly damaged inside, he must have been experimented on mercilessly. These aren't my emotions, I'm feeling the emotions he felt when he went through this hell. 

    His body was barely being held together by the regeneration, it's completely falling apart on the inside. It's like his regeneration was programmed to just keep him moving and fighting, with no regard to the immense damage to his internal organs. 

    Under normal circumstances, all this would easily be considered fatal damage, he likely wouldn't have lasted more than a day or two either way, they must have used him for this attack before he became useless to them...and just like the man I fought earlier, his mind is completely broken, beyond any hope of salvation. 

    And I'm getting broken bits of unfamiliar memories flashing through my head, not clear enough to make out exactly what's happening in the memories, but clear enough that I can feel the terror and despair associated with these memories. 

    It's just like earlier, when I re-absorbed my blood from the man with the power to create metal weapons from his body. I can see fragmented pieces of their memories, like a-...huh?

    Right as I finished re-absorbing the blood, one last fragmented memory flashed through my head, this one more clear than the rest...and more familiar than the rest. 

    I froze as I felt a burning rage bubbling inside me, a seething, bitter hatred clouding my mind, my own emotions this time...it was a memory of a person, with a crushing amount of despair associated with the memory. 

    A face that's all too familiar to me...Alok Das, the insane bastard who led the experiments on me all those years ago. Even with how broken this boy is, his mind broken beyond repair, this memory's still clear, imprinted in his mind and rooted in hatred and fear. 

    I stood back up quietly, clenching my fists in anger as my body trembled with rage...I swear, someday soon, I'll track him down and kill him. Of all the vile scum I've encountered across both my lives, the hatred I hold towards him is second only to my hatred towards Viola Woods, the Puppeteer... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Woah, what is this place?" I inquired curiously, peering out the window of the plane. 

    We're heading down towards a small island, with a large facility in the middle. It looks kinda spooky and creepy...well, it's raining pretty hard, with thunder and lightning erupting all across the dark clouds overhead, so that probably adds to the spookiness. 

    "This is your new home, you'll spend the rest of your life in this place...it's called the Vault of the Damned, a rather fitting place for someone like you. It's a prison island for dangerous Alter criminals with life sentences, it's where the most powerful and irredeemably evil Alter criminals from all over the world are thrown into, so you should be right at home in this place. Those brought here live out the rest of their lives in this place, so try to get comfortable," Came the response. 

    Yeah, I already know. Still, a top secret, high security prison just for Alters, huh? Fascinating, I didn't know a place like this existed until recently... 

    "By the way, you've been looking kinda restless for the last few minutes, after you got that call...is something happening back in Cahgo?" I asked him. 

    "That's none of your business."

    It's okay if you don't want to answer, because I already know the answer. How? Because my powers were never suppressed in the first place! Let me explain how I ensured that... 

    First, let's recap how I got to my current situation...I was initially imprisoned in the Gelanes Penitentiary after being arrested, after which I was moved to a different prison a few weeks later. Not sure how long I was kept there, they used tranquilizers to keep me asleep the whole time, that wasn't great. 

    And when I finally woke up, I found myself on a plane, along with the leader of Cahgo's Alter Division, Wynn Cane. And as he's clearly failed to realize, I can read his mind. 

    I'm sure you're wondering how, considering that I've got a Suppression Collar on me? Well, here's the thing...this stupid, uncomfy collar was never activated in the first place. 

    When I was first arrested at the Unity mansion, I pretended to be unconscious, acting like I'd passed out from the pain. I used my telepathic powers to ensure that no one would check to make sure that I was really unconscious. 

    So, when one of the cops put this thing around my neck, I used my telepathic powers to make him think that he'd activated it. I used that same effect on everyone else around me, and everyone who I'd subsequently come into contact with, all the other cops I've interacted with, as well as the other prisoners. 

    In other words, this thing has been inactive from the moment it was put on me, my powers haven't been suppressed for even an instant. And since everyone thinks it's active, they let down their guards around me, making it easier to manipulate and trick them.

    Of course, I still have to be subtle about it to keep them from noticing, trying to use more large scale mind control techniques runs the risk of my target noticing the manipulation and ruining everything for me. 

    If it were that easy to mess with their minds, I wouldn't currently be being taken to some death trap of a prison island, now, would I? Yeah, this isn't exactly ideal. 

    Then again, this could be a great opportunity...there are a lot of dangerous criminals in there, right? If I can get them on my side, maybe I can take over this island or something, haha! 

    It'll probably take some time though, and I can't really start planning things out until after I see what it's like inside...but I have to say, I'm excited. This could be a lot of fun...
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    Chapter 138 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    I don't like how quiet it's gotten out here...the entire courtyard is completely deserted, there's not so much as a single person anywhere in sight. The students, staff and other guests visiting the school are probably all hiding somewhere. 

    And since the school's premises are so vast, Parmila told me it spans across several square kilometers, combing through the entire area is going to be effectively impossible. If only I could fly or something, I'd be able to get a better view of the area. 

    Well, at least I'm not doing this alone, that's something...yeah, I'm quite sure that Parmila, Oleos and Umeka are fighting the intruders if they've encountered any. But now that I think about it, Parmila might be the only one who stands a chance if all the intruders are as powerful as the one I fought. 

    Umeka isn't the strongest combatant, she's pretty good at sneak attacks thanks to her Invisibility power, but if she encounters an opponent who can regenerate like the one I fought could, she's bound to struggle. 

    Oleos stands a better chance with his Gigantification power, but against an opponent with powerful ranged attacks, he'd just be making himself a bigger target if he used that power. Damn it, if only I had a signal, not being able to contact anyone is a serious problem. 

    I've wrapped up my injured arms, along with the other wounds that were inflicted on me, but they're still throbbing with pain. I sustained altogether way too much damage in that fight, I'm in quite a bit of agony right now. 

    My ears then perked up as I heard a faint crash in the distance, looking around as I tried to figure out which direction it came from. Why's it so hard to pinpoint something like this? Come on, I need to figure it out... 

    I then swiftly raced away to my left as I heard another crash, this time homing in on the direction it came from, sprinting that way as fast as I could, doing my best to ignore the pain that my body was wracked with. 

    Alright, I think it came from over there, just up ahead. It looks like a gymnasium...the doors are slightly open, and I'm definitely hearing some noises coming from inside. I need to hurry, there's almost no doubt that one of the intruders must be in there, along with some civilians! 

    As another, much louder crash echoed out, followed by gasps and screams of horror and panic, I felt my heartbeat starting to quicken with a sense of dread, as I put on a sharp burst of speed, rushing in towards the doors at top speed, pushing them open as I shot inside. 

    "N-no, stay away from us!"

    "Leave us alone, y-you monster!"

    My breath got caught in my throat as I entered the space, with the sight that met my eyes...there were a few corpses in the middle of the gymnasium, with several people huddled into the corners of the space, a looming figure making their way towards a group of kids in the left corner of the space. 

    My eyes then widened in horror, as I saw a corpse laying on the ground behind the ominous figure, a corpse that was painfully, despairing familiar to me...i-is that Oleos? 

    His body was riddled with large holes all over, and there was an especially large hole through the middle of his chest, a stunned, frozen look on his face as he lay in a pool of his own blood, his skin ghostly pale and his eyes faded. 

    I felt my blood run cold and my chest tighten sharply as I let out a horrified gasp, stumbling back shakily as I refused to accept the sight before me, the figure turning towards me as I caught their attention. 

    It was a tall, slender man with long arms, and the same dead look in his eyes as the woman I'd fought earlier. 

    He then raised his hands towards me, his palms aimed at me, with circular opening in both palms. Suddenly, a high pitched noise echoed out from his palms, powerful, pressurized blasts firing out of them towards me. 

    I zipped away as quickly as I could, letting out a stifled cry of pain as one of the blasts grazed the side of my right arm, blowing off my skin and about an inch of my flesh, blood pouring out as the blast carried on and burst a hole through the wall behind me. 

    I see, that power, he's the one who killed Oleos...I clenched my fists and gritted my teeth as I felt a slight sting behind my eyes and a lump welling up in my throat, my vision blurring a bit as my eyes glossed over, starting to well up with tears. 

    I let out an anguished, enraged gutteral roar of fury as I shot towards the man rapidly, evading as he fired out more pressurized blasts at me from his palms, before leaping forward at full force and slamming my feet onto his stomach, sending him flying back and crashing onto the back wall with a loud thud, cracks spreading out on the wall from the point of impact. 

    As the people in the gymnasium began to flee while the man was down, I shot towards him again as he started to get back up onto his feet, striking the side of his face with my fist with all the force I could muster, knocking him down onto one knee before zipping away as he began to raise his right hand towards me. 

    I narrowly evaded as he fired out another pressurized blast at me, before turning around and sprinting back towards him as his attack missed me, racing around behind him. 

    As I shot towards him from behind, I slammed my fist onto the back of his head before he could react or turn around, cracking his skull open with a loud crunch as he fell forward upon impact. 

    I shot away as his split head began to heal and he started to get back up, before zipping towards him again from the front, grabbing the sides of his head and driving my knee up towards his face while he was still down, crushing his nose and breaking several teeth as my knee collided onto his face with a crunching thud. 

    I then ran circles around him, repeatedly zipping in towards him and striking him each time he was about to stand back up, letting my anger take control as I let out a fierce yell, inadvertently unleashing a drastic burst of speed, a massive explosion of wind erupting behind me as I shot towards him and drove my fist towards his head. 

    As my fist crashed onto his forehead, the top half of his head disappeared almost instantly, the force of my punch blasting everything above his eyes clean off his body. 

    Blood splattered the wall behind him as the bone fragments of his shattered skull struck and got embedded into the wall, blood gushing out of what was left of his head like a fountain. 

    I stumbled back shakily as his body went limp and collapsed onto the floor of the gymnasium, chunks of his brain and blood pouring out and forming a gory puddle on the floor. 

    I-I...I killed him. He's dead because of me, I murdered this man. It wasn't an accident, I fully knew what I was doing...I let my anger take over, and I could tell that my last attack would be fatal if I connected, I knew I'd have to hold back if I didn't want to kill him...but I didn't hesitate or hold back, I hit him with everything I've got. 

    No, even more than that...I could never move this fast before, and I could never generate this much force with my attacks. Was it because of my rage? Ario's power, it gets stronger the more intense his rage is...is that what just happened to me here? 

    I then shook my head with a grimace, turning around and walking towards Oleos's body, kneeling down beside him and placing my hand over his eyes, gently shutting his eyelids...damn it, why did this have to happen? He didn't deserve this. 

    We didn't exactly get along, I found his vanity and playboy tendencies to be pretty annoying, to be honest. But...but even so, he was still my friend. Someone I've known for years, someone I grew up with under the same roof for so long. 

    And...he's gone now, we'll never see him again. He's dead...and for what? He didn't have to die here. The people responsible...they'll pay for this. Everyone involved in this attack, they're dead...I'll kill them with my own two hands, no matter what... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 139 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 7)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    Ow, damn it...my left shoulder is dislocated, and I think I've got several fractured bones all throughout my body. I'd been fighting two of the people who'd invaded the school, both Alters who were in some kind of brain dead trance. 

    One of them could teleport and the other had the ability to increase the size of his arms and fists. The latter did the most damage to me, but the teleporter landed several hits on me too, I'm all bruised and battered. 

    I'm in so much pain right now, every step is agony, the slightest jarring sends waves of pain erupting through my entire body. 

    Those two Alters were almost abnormally powerful, their bodies highly durable and both possessing regenerative powers as well.

    I'd been hanging out with Oleos, or rather, trying to keep him on a leash...he was hitting on all the highschool girls he came across, that idiot. That's when that announcement came over the intercom, and the two of us headed for the broadcast room in response. 

    But we were too late, the room was empty by the time we got there. Whoever made the announcement has probably long since blended in with the crowd and is hiding out somewhere in the school premises. 

    We came to the conclusion that there was little point in searching for him, since we don't know what he looks like. So, we decided to deal with the intruders attacking the students and split up to cover more ground. 

    That was quite a while ago...I tried calling Oleos after I narrowly came out on top during my battle, but I wasn't getting a signal. I then approached the barrier and tried destroying it, but my Shockwave power wasn't strong enough to put even a small crack in it. 

    Since I have the power to create barriers too, if this one was made using an Alter's power, then that's seriously terrifying ...they'd have to be incredibly powerful to cover a radius of several kilometers like this with such a strong barrier. 

    Like I said, the Alters I fought were strangely powerful too...I barely managed to defeat them, especially since they could regenerate. I took down the teleporter by predicting where he was going to appear and then striking him with my Shockwave power. 

    I broke his arms and I'm pretty sure I shattered his ribs as well, his back and head slammed onto a wall and he suddenly went unresponsive. For a moment, I was afraid that I'd killed him, but he was still breathing and his injuries regenerating. 

    It was as if he suddenly went into standby mode or something, maybe my hit screwed up something in the brainwashing or mind control that he was inflicted with. 

    As for the other one, I defeated him by letting him land a partial hit on my shoulder, which is how it got dislocated, and then stomping on his leg with my Shockwave power focused into my foot. 

    I broke his other leg as he collapsed onto one knee, along with both his arms, before tying him up with steel cables I spotted by a section of the building that had a collapsed wall, restraining him before he could finish regenerating his broken limbs. 

    How many more of these intruders made it into the school? So many people have been killed already, and now the area is eerily quiet-...hm? I can hear footsteps coming from up ahead, around the corner. 

    I backed away warily, charging my Shockwave power into my right fist...this isn't good, I'm far from in good condition right now, I don't stand a chance if I have to fight another Alter anywhere near as powerful as the last two I fought. 

    I grimaced as a figure stepped out from around the corner, turning their gaze towards me, as I clenched my fist as I saw that they were wearing the same goggles as the other two I'd fought...it's a young woman, maybe around my age or a bit younger. 

    She had blonde hair, covered in dirt and matted with blood, with more blood splattered across her torso and arms... 

    "R-run...away...," She uttered weakly, a blank look on her face as her arm began to raise in my direction, trembling slightly as she took aim at me, charging up a swirling mass of blue energy. 

    I sprang away as she fired it at me with a rapid spin, the projectile narrowly missing my head as it shot past my right ear. I winced in pain as the injuries all over my body throbbed, before my eyes widened as she fired out another energy projectile at me. 

    I hurriedly formed a barrier as quickly as I could, but in my rush, it manifested sloppily, the blast shattering it upon impact, hardly slowing down at all. 

    I let out a sharp scream of pain as it struck my dislocated left shoulder, blood bursting out as it tore my skin apart, my vision blurring as I stumbled to my right, just barely keeping my balance before I raised my foot and slammed it forward as I charged it up with Shockwave, breaking the ground apart and sending several chunks of concrete flying towards her. 

    But she evaded my attack easily, swiftly racing around the incoming rubble before charging towards me and she formed a couple more energy blasts in her hands. 

    As I began to back away, she fired one at my feet, the blast hitting my left ankle. I let out a stifled cry of pain as I lost my balance and fell back, my eyes widening in alarm as she leapt straight at me, taking aim with the second energy blast at my fast. 

    Th-this is bad, I don't have time to put up a barrier, I-I'm about to die-...!

    Suddenly, a rapid blur burst into sight, a loud crunch echoing out as a powerful force collided against the woman's left side, before she was sent flying across to her right, her right arm slamming onto a wall as the sound of bones snapping like twigs rang out, blood pouring out of her mouth as a couple of broken ribs jutted out of her chest. 

    "Are you okay, Parmila?"

    "Th-Theo? Oh, thank goodness, I thought I was-...," I began, before trailing off as I got a look at his expression, a hateful, burning fury in his eyes, sending chills down my spine..., "U-uh...Theo?"
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    Chapter 140 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    Wh-what...what happened to him? That look he has in his eyes, I've seen it before, it's...it's the same look I've seen in Ario's eyes... 

    "Hey, Theo, are you-...?" I began nervously, before he abruptly vanished from sight, an intense gust of wind bursting out as he raced away, a spray of dust hitting my face. 

    H-huh? He...he was nowhere near this fast before... 

    A loud crash then echoed out from where he'd sent the woman flying when he showed up, my eyes widening in horror as I turned my gaze in that direction, to see the right side of her torso blown off, blood bursting out as the wall behind her shattered into pieces. 

    Theo was standing in front of her, his right fist slick with blood, the wall behind the woman was crumbling to pieces, the chunks of rubble coated in blood and guts. D-did he literally just smash the right side of her torso off her body into a pulp with a single hit? 

    As she began to slowly regenerate, he raised his foot and brutally slammed it down onto her knee, a loud crunch echoing out as he shattered the bone, before unleashing a vicious spin kick against her left side, sending her flying across to her right as he shattered her arm and ribs. 

    He then zipped after her at a blinding speed, I couldn't even follow his movements...but I could follow just enough to see him catch up to her, before a massive shockwave erupted as the woman was suddenly slammed onto the ground. 

    Deep cracks spread out across the ground as chunks of rubble flew out in every direction, I quickly put up a barrier in front of myself in response, as a thick dust cloud rose up from over there, obscuring my vision. 

    The ground rumbled ominously as thick puffs of dust burst out from the deep cracks that were spreading out across the concrete. I let out a cough as I inhaled a bit of dust, my eyes watering as some got in my eye. 

    As the cracks then stopped spreading, the rumbling fading away, I let out a groan of pain as I shakily got back onto my feet, nearly falling over before limping over towards the large dust cloud over the point of impact, which was slowly starting to clear. 

    I could make out the outline of Theo's figure as I approached the cloud, narrowing my eyes to get a better look...before I abruptly halted with a shocked gasp, raising my hand over my mouth in horror at the sight that met me. 

    The woman's body was laying on the ground by Theo's feet, in a blood-filled crater. And...her head was missing. No, not exactly missing...more like smashed into a paste. 

    H-he...he killed her. 

    I then turned my gaze towards him, nervously gulping slightly as a bead of sweat ran down the side of my face. He was catching his breath, slightly hunched over as sweat poured down his face, his eyes bulging and trembling slightly with an almost crazed look in them. 

    Wh-what...what happened to him...?

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Frou Rupple 

    ———————————————————————————

    "Um...are we just going to hide out here the whole time?" Inquired Vella quietly, as I kept my ears perked up. 

    "Yeah, that's the plan...we can't contact Ariodred at the moment, so it's best if we stay put instead of roaming around and getting attacked," I whispered in response, patting her head. 

    Feel like it's been a while since this attack began, but it's barely been half an hour...after splitting up with Ariodred, I looked for a safe place to hide. Our priority is keeping Vella safe, after all, so that's what I'm doing. 

    We found a small broom closet and got in, and we've been in here ever since. And after realizing that I wasn't getting a signal on my phone, I decided that the best course of action would be to stay put until things blow over. 

    Man, I really should've told him what powers I possess...I'm guessing the reason he stayed behind was because he was afraid that the man who attacked us would chase after us if we all ran away together. 

    But if he'd known that I could turn myself and, more importantly, others intangible, we could've all gotten away without him needing to stay behind. And my adrenaline was pumping really high in that moment, so I wasn't thinking as objectively as I should have. 

    Well, maybe this is for the best. Thanks to my Intangibility power, I can keep Vella safe even if one of the intruders finds us and attacks, I could just slip us both through the ground and down onto the floor below. 

    With Ariodred out there, there's a much better chance of the intruders being wiped out. If there was no one to fight back against them, we'd have a mountain of corpses of innocent people on our hands.

    And most of them are children...sitting back and letting them die wouldn't be right. So, yeah...it's good that we split up, I can focus on keeping Vella safe, and Ariodred can focus on eliminating the enemy. 

    I just hope he's realized that too, and isn't just wandering around and looking for the two of us right now. 

    "Do you think he'll be okay? I don't like how quiet it's gotten outside," Frowned Vella with a worried look on her face. 

    "Oh, I'm sure he'll be just fine. Killing him is next to impossible, after all," I replied reassuringly as I gave her a thumbs up. 

    Come on, Ariodred, please don't make a liar out of me, the thought of crushing this sweet little girl's heart is too much to bear... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Hm...alright, I think I've more or less got the hang of this now. It's still a bit tricky, but I've managed to get ahold of some semblance of control with this technique...I can sense the traces of my blood flowing through the Alters attacking the school more clearly and accurately now. 

    I was currently standing atop the rooftop of the main school building, spreading out long tendrils of blood to use as antennae to help me better pick up the sensation of my blood in the bodies of these Alters attacking the place. 

    And if I really focus, I can kinda tell what state they're currently in, though it's a bit vague. I'm sensing a few presences very faintly, and based on their lack of movement, I think those ones have probably been defeated and restrained somehow. 

    I don't have any proof, especially since today was the first time I even attempted this sensory technique, but that's just the gut feeling I'm getting from the blood I'm sensing...I think I can feel three such presences, they're not moving at all, and the sensation of their presences are rather slight. 

    After killing the two tortured Alters I came across, the sensation of my blood that I was feeling from them sort of went flat. It's kinda hard to put into words exactly what that felt like, but I can't think of any other way to describe it. 

    I could still feel it, but the sensation was less, uh...what's the word, dynamic, I guess? No, that doesn't quite sound right. 

    Okay, let me try a comparison...before I killed them, I'd compare the sensation I was feeling from them to the feeling of warm, humid air, and after they died, the sensation flattened out, and using the same comparison, I'd compare it to stagnant room temperature air. 

    Not sure if that makes sense, but it's the best way I can think of to describe it. And as for the ones that I'm currently sensing, those whom I'm assuming have been somehow restrained without being killed, the presence of my blood in them feels more...lukewarm?

    Ugh, this is so hard to put into words. The sensation is so drastically and fundamentally different to anything I've felt through my main five senses, it feels impossible to explain accurately. 

    Anyway, getting back on track based on what I'm sensing...there are three Alters who are currently restrained and immobile. I'm guessing Parmila, Theo and any other Unity members who happen to be here are responsible for those. I wonder how they managed to restrain them? 

    Hm? Strange, I can sense that three of the invading, mind-controlled Alters with my blood running through them are dead, including the two I killed, of course...which means that someone else killed another one. 

    Was it Frou? No, unlikely...since she's with Vella, she'd almost definitely choose to run away instead of staying and fighting. And thinking back on how she escaped with Vella while I stayed behind to fight that first opponent, it's safe to say that she has the power to turn herself and others intangible. 

    With that in mind, she should be able to stay on the run safely, without needing to engage any enemies she comes across. Alright, I should assume that she's having no trouble keeping Vella safe, that should help me better focus on my part, taking down the remaining assailants in the school. 

    Well, either way, I'm now only sensing more two Alters besides the ones that are dead or restrained, so it shouldn't take too much longer to bring this to an end...I hope.

    Hm, one of them seems to be just roaming around, probably looking for people to kill...and the other seems to be locked in combat, there's a good chance that they're fighting someone from Unity. 

    Which one should I go for? 

    My ears then perked up as I heard a crash echoing out in the distance, turning my gaze that way...I'm fairly certain that that's the direction in which I sensed the Alter who's currently fighting someone. 

    The other Alter isn't too far from that spot, and they're making their way in that direction, it won't be very long before they arrive...alright, then, I'll go over there and see if whoever's fighting needs any help. 

    I then took off across the massive rooftop, racing along at top speed as I made my way in that direction...if whoever's fighting looks like they can handle their opponent, I'll go and intercept the other one.

    I'd prefer not to be seen by any Unity members if it's one of them who's fighting this Alter, but...at the same time, I don't want to see any of them die. I'd rather deal with the fallout of being seen by one of them instead of standing back and watching as they're killed.

    Okay, it's not much further now, it'll be within sight soon-...huh? 

    That's...that's Parmila. I almost didn't recognize her, she's grown taller. 

    More importantly, she's really struggling down there, she looks like she's taken a lot of damage. And her opponent is about to land a pretty intense and powerful looking attack against her. 

    That may very well be strong enough to kill her, I need to hurry-...! 

    Damn it, no! I'm too far to reach her in time in my normal state and I don't have time to transform, I'm not gonna make it-...!

    Suddenly, as a powerful, intense gust of wind burst out and her opponent was sent flying away, crashing onto the wall of the building I was on top of with immense force, I halted and got low on the rooftop, hiding behind the wall as I felt several tremors rocking the building. 

    "Are you okay, Parmila?"

    That voice... 

    "Th-Theo? Oh, thank goodness, I thought I was-...u-uh, Theo?"

    Wait, Theo? Uh, was he always this fast? I can't see his face from up here, but...somehow, I can tell, something about him has changed... 

    I then stared in disbelief as he disappeared from sight, barely following his movements as he shot towards the woman and-...huh? 

    He...he just punched a massive hole through the right side of her body. And not by accident, he meant to do that.

    I can feel it, his bloodlust and murderous intent...he's fully embraced it, letting his rage control him without resisting it in the slightest. What's this feeling? I don't understand...why do I feel so...so dismayed? 

    It doesn't make sense...it's hypocritical for me to feel like this, with all the people I've killed, and with more than I intend to kill. But for some reason...I can't accept this. I...I don't want him to take the same path as me. 

    I felt my heart sink as he kicked the woman away and raced after her at an incredible speed, even faster than my Blood Demon form, before his fist collided down onto her face, crushing her head into a paste as he slammed her onto the ground, blood and chunks of brain flying out as he smashed a crater into the ground, cracks spreading out across the ground as a massive dust cloud burst out and began to rise up. 

    But even with my vision obscured, I could feel it painfully clearly...the woman is dead, she won't be regenerating from that. But that was overshadowed by the feeling I was getting from Theo...the vile, animalistic ecstacy and euphoria that comes from killing, a feeling I've felt in myself many times, I can feel it coming from him. 

    It's so slight that he himself probably hasn't noticed it, but it's definitely there. It might be too late, I...I don't think there's any going back from this.

    "Wh-what...what have you done?" Stuttered Parmila in horror. 

    "Huh? What do you mean? I just did what needed to be done. These attackers, they may be under someone else's control, but whatever was done to them, it's not something we can save them from. They've been completely destroyed mentally, I'm sure you've noticed the same thing, haven't you? I just put them out of their misery instead of letting them suffer some more."

    "You...you sound just like Ario..."

    "Do I? Good...he had it right the whole time. I should've realized that a long time ago."

    Then...he's the one who killed the other Alter that I sensed was dead, wasn't he? 

    Damn it, you idiot, you fucking moron...why'd you have to follow me down this path? Why'd you sink down to my level? You were supposed to be better, I wanted you to do as Xandra would've wanted, instead of the both of us going against her wishes. 

    Yeah, I know...I know how fucking hypocritical it is for me to think like this, all things considered. But I can't help it...damn it, what triggered this? What happened to push him over the edge? I can sense that his emotions are in turmoil, there's so much rage and hatred in him...and also, overshadowing it all, was a sense of immense sorrow...
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    "There had to have been another way, damn it! Surely you could have found a way to defeat her without killing her! I was able to do so, so I know there's no way you couldn't do it too! When she showed up, she told me to run away, it seemed like it took all her strength just to get the words out...I don't know about the others, but this woman still had a shred of her mind intact, we might have been able to save her!" Snapped Parmila, as she grabbed Theo's arm, her body trembling as she struggled to get back up onto her feet, an expression wracked with pain on her face. 

    "It wouldn't matter, whether or not there's a way to stop them without killing them, it makes no difference. If we simply incapacitated them instead of killing them, they'd be taken to a hospital, where they'd receive treatment. But what's the point in that? Recently, a lot of victims we've rescued from terrorists have been completely broken mentally, some of them with their minds absolutely destroyed. 

    I've...I've been checking up on them from time to time, and the vast majority of them have shown no signs of improvement whatsoever. In fact, quite the opposite, they're getting worse...three have killed themselves, four others have tried but failed. Once a person's mind is broken severely enough, there's no saving them, it's too late. 

    And these people, their minds have been put through something even more extreme. I can see it in their eyes, there's nothing left inside them. It's all been destroyed. Trying to save them would be pointless, putting them out of their misery is the right thing to do. 

    Making them suffer any further would be nothing but cruel, I choose to end their suffering instead of prolonging it. What's the point of good intentions if it doesn't actually help the people they're directed towards, huh?" Responded Theo with a grimace. 

    "Putting them out of their misery? Is that...is that really what you're calling what you just did? I could tell, that wasn't what was primarily on your mind when you killed her, noble intentions were the last thing on your mind...no, you were fueled by hatred and malice, weren't you?" She shot back, before wincing in pain as she inadvertently put some weight onto her broken foot. 

    She's right on the money...this wasn't primarily about doing the right thing for him, that was secondary to the hatred and anguish that was driving him. 

    "Oleos is...he's dead. He was killed by another of the intruders, I...I got there too late, he was already dead by the time I arrived. I was useless...speed is my power, but I was just too slow. Far too slow. And not for the first time. Hey, tell me...what the hell have we accomplished lately? Ario, all on his own, has accomplished far more than we have over the last few years. 

    The way we do things, it's not enough anymore...no, it was never enough. We can't change the world without getting our hands dirty. The methods don't matter...so, what if I let my anger and hate take control of me? And what difference would it have made if I'd been calm instead? Either way, the outcome would've been the same," He stated coldly, clenching his fists. 

    He's letting his emotions control him, he's so full of rage that he isn't resisting it in the slightest. And it's not that he hasn't noticed that he's doing that...it's just that he doesn't care. I felt a stinging lump in my throat as I let what he just said sink in...Oleos is dead.

     

    I see...sothat's what pushed Theo over the edge. No, not quite, it's not that simple. A single incident alone wouldn't be enough to break him...it's more like...like he's been looking for an excuse to go over the edge, to cross that line. 

    He likely started looking for that excuse ever since Xandra died...even if he didn't realize it. The revelation of the Puppeteer's true identity was undoubtedly another significant factor...and it's likely that there's more he's been grappling with. 

    I...I hate this so much, damn it. I hate how much he's reminding me of myself right now... 

    "H-huh? N-no, that can't be, he...he was with me just a little while ago, w-we were walking around the school together, he was shamelessly hitting on girls like he always does. H-he can't be dead, th-there's just no way...," Stuttered Parmila in shock, slumping down onto her knees as tears began to well up in her eyes. 

    I should go...they probably wouldn't appreciate me spying on them like this right now. I'll go find the last standing Alter intruder and-...huh? 

    Oh, shit, they're heading right this way! 

    Damn it, I was so distracted by Theo that I lost focus on my sensory ability without even realizing it! I got careless, I let my guard down...!

    I then leapt off the top of the building as a massive wave of water burst out around the corner up ahead and shot towards the two of them with immense speed and force. 

    Parmila quickly put up a barrier wall in front of her in alarm, before I fired out a wide, rapid red beam from my forehead at the incoming water, a large cloud of steam bursting out as my blast evaporated a large amount of the water. 

    The two of them glanced back at me in surprise as I landed a few feet behind them, as I subtly used a couple of strands of blood extending out of the back of my neck to latch onto the sides of my wig, in order to keep it from flying off. 

    "What the-...? Who are you?" Blurted out Parmila, looking startled. 

    "Oh, you're one of those bodyguards I saw before, aren't you? Thanks for the help," Added Theo, giving me a slight nod. 

    "Sure, don't mention it. This one's the last of the Alters that are a part of this attack," I informed them, changing my voice before speaking. 

    "Huh? How do you know that?" Responded Parmila in surprise.

    "No time to explain, here he comes," I remarked, avoiding the question as a man walked out from around the corner, several swirling spheres of water floating around him. 

    Suddenly, as the water spheres were fired towards us with immense speed, he began to fly up into the air, forming more rapidly swirling water spheres around himself as I fired out red beams from my palms, vaporizing the incoming water projectiles. 

    I can form that red oval shaped gem in my palms too, but it takes a bit longer to manifest than on my forehead, plus the blasts aren't as powerful as they are when fired from my forehead. 

    My eyes then widened in alarm as the man swooped down towards us at an alarming speed, closing in on us in the blink of an eye. Theo was undeterred, stepping forward and drawing back his fist as the man fired out his water spheres. 

    I quickly grabbed the back of Parmila's collar and sprang back, pulling her back as she let out a startled, choked gasp, wincing in pain as her legs thudded against the ground while her collar simultaneously strangled her a bit... 

    "Sorry about that, didn't mean to be so rough with you," I apologized, as the man evaded a punch thrown by Theo and quickly flew back up to get some distance. 

    "No, thank you for that. I can handle a little pain, and I certainly couldn't dodge that attack in my condition," She replied gratefully, as the man hovered above us, charging up more swirling water spheres. 

    This one's really powerful, he can fly faster than what Theo's speed used to be. And even with the drastic speed boost that Theo's gained, he was still able to dodge. He seems to be sizing us up with these cautious attacks, trying to gauge what we're capable of. 

    Is he acting that way on a sense of instinct that's been ingrained into his body? Or is someone remotely controlling him and doing so cautiously since he's the last of the attacking Alters that's still standing? I'm leaning more towards the latter...while his movements are quick and sharp, they feel more robotic than natural or instinctive. Well, either way... 

    "Fuck it...this won't end well if I keep holding back," I relented with a sigh, Parmila's eyes widening in recognition and disbelief as I spoke with my normal voice, stepping forward as I took off my wig and contacts, several tendrils of Black Blood extending out of my body as a bright red glow emanated from the middle of my forehead... 
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    "Ario? Is that you!?" Blurted out Parmila in disbelief, as I put away my disguise. 

    "Huh? Why are you here?" Added Theo in surprise, staring at me with a wide-eyed look on his face as he glanced back upon hearing my voice. 

    "We'll talk later...maybe. He's coming, look sharp," I remarked, as I sent several streaks of blood zipping forward and striking an incoming barrage of water spheres, killing their momentum and dissipating the attacks.

    "Yeah, okay...I've been meaning to talk to you about something for a while now, but now's not the time for that," He replied, before zipping away rapidly.

    I covered my eyes with my hand as puffs of dust burst out from where he'd been standing, before trying to follow his movements, just barely able to see him racing up along the wall of the building and leaping towards the man. 

    The man flew away to evade him before forming a massive, rapidly spinning water drill as Theo began to plummet. I quickly extended out a blood tendril and wrapped it around his waist, yanking him out of the way right as the man fired the water drill at him, which slightly grazed his right shoulder before barreling down and crashing onto the ground. 

    Chunks of concrete flew out as the drill tore the ground apart, before losing momentum and collapsing into a puddle of water, as I lowered Theo onto the ground and uncoiled the blood appendage from around his waist. 

    Water then burst out all around the man's body, wrapping around him and taking shape like armor around him, surrounding his entire body except for a couple of small gaps over his mouth, nose and eyes. 

    He then lowered his right hand in our direction, and in the blink of an eye, he fired out a massive, spiraling pillar of water down at us, which shot down towards us with immense speed. I swiftly fired out a powerful red blast in response, as Theo shot towards Parmila and then vanished from sight along with her, probably taking her somewhere safe. 

    I quickly sprang off to my left as my beam evaporated a bit of the incoming pillar of water, but hardly even slowed it down, narrowly evading the attack as it crashed onto the ground with a devastating impact, several deep cracks spreading out from the point of impact. 

    My eyes then widened as he appeared right in front of me, having swooped down towards me with a rapidly spinning water drill over his right arm, his arm drawn back as it began spinning more intensely. 

    As he drove it towards my face, I quickly tilted my head across to my right, grimacing as his water drill shredded my left cheek into ribbons and tore through my left ear, before I fired out red beams from my forehead and both my palms. 

    The one from my forehead struck his face, while the blasts from my palms hit his neck and chest, but the water armor absorbed most of the force of my attacks, only managing to damage his skin as I barely broke through the armor, the gaps quickly closing up as my attacks faded. 

    Suddenly, the water armor around his body rapidly changed shape, dozens of spikes of water extending out of it in an instant, several grazing me as I sprang back and formed a whip of blood, swinging it at his throat as I sharpened the edge of the whip. 

    He quickly flew back up in response, the spots in his armor that I'd evaporated with my blasts closing back up as he unleashed a blindingly rapid and wide slash of water shooting down towards me, while making the water armor surrounding his body a lot thicker. 

    I swiftly got low and rolled forward, the slash just barely missing me, flying past me over my head before he swooped down and closed in on me again, with water drills spinning around both his arms. 

    Crap, my center of balance is leaning forward since I went low and rolled to evade his slash, I can't evade this, this is gonna hurt like-...suddenly, a felt a sharp gust of wind to my left, before a rapid blur zoomed towards the man and struck the right side of his head with immense force. 

    The layer of water around that spot was blown away in an instant, a crunch echoing out as the man was sent flying across to his left, crashing down and skidding along the ground before coming to a halt as he extended out streaks of water and plunged them into the ground. 

    "Sorry to keep you waiting," Remarked Theo, as I got back on my feet and healed my injuries. 

    "Don't let your guard down, this guy still isn't going all out, and his regeneration is more powerful than the others," I responded warily, as the man healed the right side of his skull which Theo had broken, the flow of the trickles of blood running down that side of his face slowing down and stopping. 

    "Tch, he's flying up again. We need to find a way to keep him grounded," Muttered Theo with a grimace. 

    "No, the main problem is that armor, it can absorb a lot of force. He's made it thicker, which has affected his speed a bit, but even if we do land a hit, we can't inflict much damage at this r-...well, that doesn't look good," I frowned warily, as a tremendous amount of water burst out around him, like a lake floating up in the air above us. 

    The mass of water then split up into hundreds upon hundreds of smaller pieces, each taking shape in the form of long, sharp blades, pointing down towards us... 
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    I fired out a massively wide red beam from my forehead as the countless blades of water came rapidly shooting down towards us, as Theo raced away at top speed to evade the projectiles. 

    As my beam vaporized the projectiles zipping down in my direction, Theo raced up along the side of the building, a loud boom echoing out as he leapt off the wall straight towards the man, the windows by where he'd jumped off shattering as cracks spread out across the wall from that spot.

    I then swiftly extended out a blood tendril, sending it zipping up towards the man as he raised his right hand in Theo's direction. I managed to wrap it around his wrist before giving it a swift, sharp tug, pulling him off balance as Theo slammed his fist against the side of the man's face. 

    A loud crunch echoed out as the man's head spun across sharply, a full three-sixty degrees, the skin around his neck tearing apart before he suddenly burst out several rapid slashes of water from his body. 

    I quickly grabbed Theo with my blood tendril and yanked him out of the way, a grimace of pain appearing on his face as one of the water slashes sliced across his left shoulder, blood pouring it as he clutched the bleeding cut as I lowered him to the ground. 

    "You've gotta be kidding me...," I muttered in disbelief, as the man grabbed his head and twisted it back around, the torn skin around his neck healing up as he set his head back around the right way. 

    Damn it, that water armor is really getting in the way...if it wasn't for that armor, Theo's last attack would probably have torn his head right off his shoulders, which likely would've ended this fight. 

    "No doubt about it, his regeneration is way stronger than the others I fought. Let's rip his head completely off and destroy his heart for good measure," Suggested Theo with a dark look in his eyes, before suddenly zipping away as the man blasted down a massive wave of water, casting a huge shadow over me. 

    I quickly extended out a blood tendril and grabbed hold of a bar on the grill outside of a window, pulling myself out of the way just in time, before the enormous mass of water could engulf me. 

    Damn it, this is taking way too long...especially with that water armor absorbing significant amounts of any damage we try to inflict on him, so even when we do land some hits, most of the force and impact ends up nullified. 

    Alright, then, guess I have no choice. 

    I took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled as the man then rapidly shot towards me, firing out several piercing water projectiles in my direction while forming water drills over both his hands...right as I flipped my switch... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    As the massive wave of water crashed onto the ground with immense force, spreading out and flooding the area, as the man fired out a bunch of rapid projectiles at Ario while swooping towards him with water drills around his arms. 

    I watched as wings burst out of Ario's back, followed by a tail and horns, the whites of his eyes turning black as he fired out powerful red beams out of his palms, evaporating the incoming water projectiles into a cloud of mist. Nice, he tranformed...looks like he's still not able to consciously control that form though. 

    As the man abruptly halted and began to fly back, Ario swiftly chased after him, sending slicing streaks of blood rapidly extending out towards him and chasing after him. 

    The man fired out a powerful, pressurized blast of water at Ario, who fired out a sharp, intense beam from his forehead in response, which burst through the middle of the water blast, before Ario flew right through the gap he'd created in the mass of water. 

    His blood streaks closed in on the man and began rapidly slashing across him, slicing off chunks of his water armor, as Ario suddenly put on a sharp burst of speed and barreled forward, his right hand shooting out and grabbing the man's shoulder, which he'd exposed by slicing off the water armor surrounding that spot. 

    The instant he touched the man, all the water in the area abruptly vanished into thin air, the man rapidly plummeting down towards the ground. What just-...ah, he used his nullification ability, I almost forgot he could do that. 

    Ario began to swoop down towards him as he crashed onto the ground with a thudding impact, before halting as I rapidly raced towards the man, a sonic boom erupting behind me as I unleashed my full speed.

    Looks like he's letting me finish this off, I appreciate that, even if his conscious mind isn't fully in control or whatever. 

    I closed in on the man as he began to try and get back onto his feet, drawing my right fist back as I neared him, sharply twisting my upper body across as I drive my fist down towards him. 

    My fist collided onto the middle of his face with a devastating impact, crushing his nose and shattering his teeth as the back of his head slammed against the ground, deep cracks spreading out from beneath his head as the force of my strike blew away the water armor around his head and smashed his nose with a bloody squelch. 

    I then unleashed a rapid flurry of punches down at him, relentlessly unleashing full powered hits at his face without restraint. My chest began pounding, my breathing growing heavier as I shattered his skull into pieces, blood bursting out in a gory explosion as I smashed his face into a paste. 

    Chunks of flesh and bone fragments flew out as his blood splattered all across the area, his body going limp as I finally ceased my barrage of strikes and stood back up, trying to shake the blood off my fist as I caught my breath, beads of sweat pouring down the sides of my face as I raised my foot over the left side of his chest. 

    Destroying his head might not be enough to finish him off...I'll smash his heart next, just to make sure that he won't be getting up again... 

    _____________________________________________
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    I'm back in control, I'm conscious again...guess that means we won, right? I lifted my gaze and looked around warily, keeping my guard up just in case, before my sights settled on a gruesome sight to my left. 

    The man was on the ground, his head smashed to a pulp, his body laying in a deep crater with several cracks spreading out from it and a small pool of blood that was slowly rising in level. Theo was standing right above the headless corpse, his foot raised over the man's heart. 

    I stared in stunned silence as he drove his foot down at a blinding speed, loud crunches echoing out as he stomped right through the man's ribs, before a deafening squelch rang out as he crushed his heart, blood gushing out of the stump of his neck as the crater deepened further, the cracks spreading out from it widening sharply upon impact. 

    "There was no need for that...he was already dead," I frowned, approaching him as he pulled his foot back out of the man's chest. 

    "Hm? Oh, your transformation wore off, huh? And I was just being cautious...all that effort would've been wasted if he'd regenerated and stood back up," He shrugged indifferently in response, waving his foot about to try and shake off the blood that was slickly coating his shoe. 

    I can't deny that he has a point, but I...I really don't like this. He just killed for the first time today, and he killed multiple people at that. And none of them were evil, they were victims, being controlled like puppets from afar. 

    Granted, given how thoroughly their minds had been broken, along with the fact that they had regenerative capabilities, killing them was the only real way to incapacitate them. So I can't say he was wrong for killing them, I don't have the right to do so anyway. 

    But even so, something's off about him...I don't feel any sense of confliction or guilt from Theo. In fact, he's appearing to be eerily calm. It could just be the adrenaline, or his rage and sorrow towards Oleos's death clouding his mind and emotions, maybe both, and maybe he'll come to regret what he did later. 

    But regardless of all that, his calmness right now is chilling...for years, he abided by Unity's philosophy of avoiding killing their enemies, he even tried multiple times to convince me that it was the right way to go about things. 

    And today, in the span of what's barely even been an hour, he's completely turned his back on that philosophy without so much as a hint of remorse or regret. 

    What'll happen to him now? How will Unity react to this? He could get thrown into prison, like I was. He might get away with it by claiming he killed them in self-defense or something, but given his current demeanor, I highly doubt today will be the last day he kills someone. 

    Well...I suppose it's not really my place to tell him that he made the wrong choice. I don't have the right to admonish him, my hands are permanently stained in blood, a stain that I know I'll never be able to wash away. 

    "I...I should go. I'll see if I can take down this barrier and then get back to my mission. Hey, do me a favor and don't tell anyone that I was here, at least for today," I remarked, as I began to walk away. 

    Probably no point in saying that, he might go along with it but I highly doubt Parmila would... 

    "Hm? A mission, huh? This doesn't seem like somewhere you'd be if you were working solo...what, did you join Liberty or something?" He inquired curiously. 

    "Who knows?" 

    "Hm...well, don't worry, I'm not gonna expose you or whatever. I'll try to convince Parmila too. And before you leave, I...I want to talk. There's something important that's been on my mind lately...well, I'm sure you've got an idea of what that's about..."

    "Yeah, I imagine so. Sorry, but I don't have time for this right now...I will say this much though; I don't have the right to tell you whether you're doing the wrong thing or not. I'll admit, I wanted you to stick with and continue to abide by Unity's rules, since that's what Xandra would've wanted. But if you've decided that you can't keep doing things that way any more, well, that's your decision to make. 

    And truth be told, now that you have killed, there's no going back. For better or for worse, you can't undo what you've done here today. But that doesn't mean you have no choice but to walk down this path...there's always a choice. I made that choice when I was with Unity, and as we both know, it didn't go too well for me. But that doesn't mean it'll be the same for you. Of course, at the end of the day, it's your decision to make. 

    Just...think things through properly before you make that decision. No matter which path you take, I can tell you with confidence, there will always be regrets. So choose the path that you feel will have the least regrets...that's what I did. Didn't mean to talk your ear off, but I think that should more or less cover everything you wanted to talk to me about. I should really get going now...see ya. Despite the circumstances...it was nice seeing and talking to you again. Take care of yourself, man," I remarked, giving him a slight wave as I continued walking on after I finished talking, making my way towards the nearest boundary of the barrier surrounding the school.

    "Thanks, Ario...it was good to see you again too. And thanks for the advice, I really needed it. I'll do as you advised and think things through a bit more, but...I think I've already made my decision..."

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Frou Rupple

    ———————————————————————————

    "Not sure whether this is good news or not, but the barrier is fading away, hopefully that means that it's all over now," I informed Vella, as I phased my head back through the wall.

    We've been in this broom closet for a while now, it's pretty cramped and uncomfortable in here, and I've been poking my head out through the back wall to get a look outside the building, mainly to keep myself from getting too bored and letting down my guard as a result. 

    I just did so now, phasing my head through the wall as I'd started to feel restless and bored, and saw that the barrier that had been cast over the school was fading away. 

    "Does that mean all the people attacking were defeated?" She responded hopefully. 

    "Hm, I'm not too sure, there's no way for me to tell. But look, my phone's getting reception again...let's call Ariodred and-...," I began, before trailing off as I heard footsteps echoing out from outside the door. 

    "...-can't do that! Come on, just give me about five minutes and I'll be there...I'm not far from the south exit, just pull the car over near there and I'll be right out!" Came a voice in a sharp whisper. 

    Wait, that voice sounds familiar... 

    "That's the voice from the intercom, isn't it...?" Spoke up Vella quietly, clenching her little fists as she recognized the voice. 

    Yes, that's it! It's the man who made the announcement! Good thing she recognized it, I might've ended up ignoring it if she hadn't said anything. 

    Hm, the barrier's been taken down, I'm guessing Ariodred used his nullification ability on it, which means the barrier was created by an Alter, and given the tone of the man's voice outside the door, I think it's safe to say that the attacking force employed by the enemy has been defeated. 

    He said something about a car, guess he's got allies waiting outside the school premises, I'd say it's quite likely that whoever created the barrier is with them. My phone's vibrating, looks like Ariodred is calling me...good thing it put it on vibrate, or our hiding place would've been exposed just now. 

    "Stay here, Vella...I'm gonna get out there, incapacitate and capture this bastard. I'm sure he'll have a whole lot to say, and we need to get payback for what he did," I whispered, standing up as Vella nodded, before I quietly stepped towards the door of the broom closet, as the footsteps outside started to recede away... 
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    Chapter 146 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 14)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Frou Rupple

    ———————————————————————————

    I quietly and cautiously phased my head out through the door, carefully turning my gaze to the left, just in time to see a figure heading for the staircase in a bit of a rush, which leads down to the exit of the building. Not so fast, you piece of crap. After what you've done here, you're not going to get away unscathed. In fact, you're not going to get away at all, you bastard... 

    I then formed a glowing orb in my right hand after quietly phasing my arm out through the door, before I took aim and tossed the orb towards the man with a swift flick of my wrist, flinging the orb in that direction with a slight arc. 

    "Wh-what the hell is th-...!?" He began to exclaim in alarm with a startled tone of voice as the orb struck his right leg with a thud, before exploding instantly and sharply, drowning out his voice before an excruciating yell of agony rang out, like music to my ears. 

    I then leapt out from inside the broom closet, phasing the rest of my body out of the door before racing towards the man swiftly, whose right leg was badly broken, completely mangled with several streams of blood trickling out and dripping down onto the floor, shards of bone poking out from several spots across his calf and knee, a look of anguish and immense pain on his face, before a look of desperation and fear appeared in his eyes as he saw me racing towards him. 

    I leapt towards him as he tried to get up and scramble away in a panicked rush, but with that mangled leg of his, he's not going anywhere. As my knee collided onto his chest with a slight crunch and knocked him down onto his back, eliciting a dazed groan from him as the back of his head thudded against the tiled floor. 

    He then let out a sharp gasp and whimper as I brutally stomped down on his balls in venomous disgust, before I swiftly jumped onto his chest with my knees crashing onto his ribs, the sound of the bones cracking severely echoing out as I reached down towards his neck as he let out a sharp cry of pain. 

    He quickly and desperately lashed out towards my hand with a look of fear in his eyes as I lowered it towards his throat, but his hand passed right through mine as I turned my hand and forearm intangible. 

    "G-get off me, I'll fucking kill you, you disgusting Freak bi-...agh!" He began to snap before letting out a sharp, choked wheeze as I phased my hand right through his neck...and took hold of his throat directly once my hand was inside, tightening my grip as I glared down at him. 

    "Ugh, so gross, it's all wet and slimy...I really wish I could kill you, I'd love nothing more than to strangle the life out of you, you disgusting monster...but you'll be more useful to us alive than dead, there's gonna be a lot of questions we'll want to ask you. Oh, but rest assured, we're gonna put you through hell for what you've done here. Trust me, soon enough, you are going to get exactly what you deserve," I remarked icily, as he let out several wheezing gasps, unable to breathe as he flailed his arms at me wildly, to no avail as his attempted strikes all passed right through me. 

    His eyes welled up with tears as desperate, choked cries escapes his lips, his mouth starting to foam up as his face turned pale from the suffocation, his body slowly but surely starting to lose its strength, his futile resistance growing weaker. 

    I then turned my hand intangible again and drew it back out, as his body went limp and he lost consciousness. Since I turned my hand intangible, it's not coated with blood, which is a huge relief. As I stood back up with a sigh, my ears perked up as I heard the wail of police sirens ringing out in the distance. 

    Looks like the cops are finally here, sure took them long enough. I'm sure the boss would rather have us bring this scumbag in so that we can interrogate him ourselves instead of turning him over to the police, where they'll definitely go a lot easier on him than we would. 

    We stand a better chance of extracting information out of this piece of shit, so we should be the ones to capture and interrogate him...which means, we need to move quickly and get out of here right away, before the cops start combing through the school's premises. 

    Okay, I'll call Ariodred to come rendezvous with us, we'll then use my Intangibility to sneak out through the sewers underground. I should drag this guy's body into the broom closet in the meantime, the people hiding in the classrooms might start venturing out soon once they hear the sirens... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix

    ———————————————————————————

    Damn it, why isn't she picking up? Don't tell me she and Vella were attacked? This is bad, maybe we shouldn't have split up in the first pl-...oh, never mind, she's calling me. 

    "Hello? I was starting to assume the worst since you weren't answering my calls. Is everything okay on your end?" I inquired with a frown as I answered the call. 

    "Yeah, we're all good over here. Better than good, actually...I just captured the guy who made that announcement over the intercom, that's why I couldn't answer your calls, I was busy taking him down. I'll send you a pin of my location, we're at the first floor of the school building, inside a broom closet. Get over here quickly, we'll use my Intangibility power to escape before the cops arrive," She remarked, quickly and concisely. 

    "Sounds good, I'll make my way over right away then. The police sirens are getting pretty close, they'll probably be at the front gates any minute now. If I take too long, say, longer than two minutes, just go ahead and leave without me," I instructed her after quickly mulling over the situation, as I began hurrying through the courtyard. 

    "Alright, but I'll assume that you'll be able to make it here in time...see you in a bit then."

    As she hung up, my phone vibrated with a notification. Okay, she's sent me a pin of her current location. Good, I'm pretty close to where she is, shouldn't take me more than a couple of minutes to get to this spot, I should be able to make it there and then retreat alongside her and Vella. 

    Man, what an absolute fucking disaster this turned out to be...there's so many corpses all over the place, innocent people killed, people who came here to have a good time with no ill intentions, only to be cut down mercilessly.

    Our mission was to protect Vella, and it sounds like we managed to accomplish that...well, not that I can take much credit, Frou played a much more active and important role in that. 

    But, even though we avoided failing the mission, we can't call this a success. Far too many people died, all I could do was prevent more casualties from piling up, but from the look of things, I'd guess that at least a few dozen people were killed. 

    There were eight assailants, and if all of them were as powerful as the ones I faced were, it wouldn't be a stretch to assume that they'd each killed about ten people on average before they were taken down by me and the Unity members here. 

    Actually, an average of ten kills sounds a bit of a low estimate, now that I think about it...who knows how many people actually died today? No doubt that news of this attack will spread throughout the country, perhaps even across the entire world, like wildfire. 

    And it'll likely serve to galvanize and inspire those who are prejudiced against Alters, motivating them to target Alters, which will then subsequently stir up more fear, unrest and anger among Alters. 

    They won't get away with this, these terrorist scum...I'm quite certain that Liberty won't ignore this, and with their manpower and resources, I stand a much better chance of wiping out these rotten bastards than I would if I was on my own. The so-called Natural Order, I'll make sure they pay for this, they'll regret ever being born... 
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    Chapter 147 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 15)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "It stinks so bad down here," Gagged Vella, looking pale. 

    "Well, it is a sewer, so that's only natural," I replied with a wry smile, as we made our way through the damp, smelly water duct. 

    Not that I'm smelling it, I've manipulated my healing ability in a method of application that dulls my sense of smell. It's like when you have a cold and can't smell anything, minus the stuffy feeling in your nostrils. It is still a bit uncomfortable though... 

    "Hm? Oh, looks like this guy's allies are messaging him," Remarked Frou, as she used the unconscious man's thumb to unlock his phone and read the messages, "Okay, they're waiting for him outside the south entrance of the school. They're complaining that a lot of cop cars are showing up, and that they need to leave soon. What should we do? I'd hate to let them get away, but we can't afford to be spotted by the cops...we're probably more or less right under where their car is too."

    She's right, we can't let ourselves be seen, it's imperative that we get away from this place as quickly as possible. But I also agree with her other point...I don't want these scum getting away. 

    I'm surprised they're taking the risk of waiting for this guy while the cops are showing up in the meantime...maybe they've got weapons or something installed in their vehicle that'd facilitate their escape if the cops chase them. 

    "Give me the phone. Tell me, quickly, how does your power work, the one that lets you create exploding balls?" I inquired, as I took the phone from her and typed out a reply. 

    'don't leave yet, I'm almost there. I managed to get down into the sewers, drive the car near the manhole right outside the south entrance of the school.'

    We've been making our way south after we got down into the sewers, and I see a ladder up ahead, leading up to a manhole. It's unlikely that there'd be a manhole inside the school premises, since a lot of their students are so young, it could be dangerous. So this manhole likely leads right outside the south side of the school. 

    "Uh, okay...well, I can create these exploding orbs, I call this power Grenade. I can control the degree of how powerful the explosion is, I can also set the orbs to either explode after a certain amount of time, or to explode immediately upon contact," Frou explained as I glanced at her. 

    "And can you use your Intangibility power on those orbs?"

    "Huh? Uh, yes...yeah, I can do that," She nodded with a bemused look on her face. 

    "Alright then...climb up to that manhole, phase out and then insert one of your bombs into the gas task of the car, set it to explode after a few seconds or so," I instructed her, as I took the unconscious man from her and slung him over my shoulder. 

    A spark is all that it takes to trigger a gas tank to explode, so even a weak explosion will be more than enough for this task. So long as she managed to plant the bomb, this'll almost definitely work. 

    "Hey, that's a pretty good plan. You can think on your feet quite well, I see...alright, then, you can leave it to me!" She grinned confidently as she flashed me a thumbs up, before hurrying towards the ladder. 

    I can hear a faint sound coming from above the manhole, sounds like tyres and a car engine...must be them. Another text, right on cue...'we're by the manhole. Hurry up, the police have closed off the school premises, and there's a lot of them. They'll get suspicious if we hang around here for too much longer.'

    Again, I'm really surprised they've waited this long for this guy. Why not just sacrifice him? If he was someone important, I doubt he'd have been given such a suicidal task. Oh, right, I should reply... 

    'I'm almost there, I'm climbing up the ladder to the manhole now' 

    Hm, now that I think about it, why didn't this piece of shit try to sneak out during the attack? I'm guessing probably because of the barrier...but he could've hid somewhere near one of the entrances so that he could sneak out right away. 

    Did they not plan that far ahead? It'd certainly explain it if they didn't...since the barrier was also blocking all signal reception, he wouldn't have had a way to coordinate with his allies until I took down the barrier. 

    Well, we'll find out soon enough. Once we get him to the Liberty hideout, I'm sure we'll do whatever it takes to get him to talk. I've got plenty of ideas myself, I think I've gotten pretty good at interrogating people like this. 

    "Okay, I planted the bomb! We've got thirty seconds, let's book it!" Called down Frou in a sharp whisper, as she hurried down the ladder, jumping off the last few rungs, her shoes hitting the ground with a wet squelch. 

    I-I don't even want to know what she just stepped on...in fact, I want to get out of this disgusting sewer ASAP. 

    "Ugh...come on, let's get going. We'll keep moving until we're a good distance away from the school, and then contact Liberty to send someone to pick us up. No way in hell are we walking all the way back," I sighed wearily, feeling pretty grateful to the fact that I'm able to dull my sense of smell, as we quickly made our way away from the manhole. 

    It wasn't very long because before a deafening explosion burst out, echoing throughout the corridors of the sewer as the entire place rumbled violently, bits of dust billowing down from the ceiling. 

    "Oops, might've put a bit too much oomph into the bomb I planted," Grinned Frou sheepishly. 

    "When I told you to plant one in the gas task, I thought it'd be obvious to use a weak explosion. A single spark is all it takes to ignite fuel...don't tell me you planted a highly powerful bomb?" I frowned in exasperation. 

    "U-uh...yeah, I did. I created a bomb at full power, it's powerful enough on its own to kill, like, at least five people," She replied as she averted her gaze. 

    She can create explosions that powerful? Hm, guess I underestimated her. She's not half bad... 
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    Chapter 148 - Freak Blood Festival(Part 16)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hey, how are you holding up? The police are here, and ambulances should arrive soon too," I remarked, as I opened the door. 

    "Huh? Oh, hey, Theo...I see, that's good. Where's Ario?" Responded Parmila quietly. 

    "Dunno, he left after we defeated that guy with the Aquakinesis power. Oh, and let's not tell anyone that he was here, neither the cops or the boss," I replied, as I helped her up and led her out of the room I'd hidden her inside of. 

    "What are you talking about? You know full well that the boss and the cops are looking for him, we have no choice but to-...," She began reluctantly. 

    "No, we don't. We already got him arrested once, even though he did nothing to deserve that, he did nothing wrong. And today, if it wasn't for him, a lot more people would've died. The least we can do is not make things harder for him," I cut her off firmly. 

    "Damn it, what's gotten into you? Alright, let's forget about Ario for a second...let's talk about you. What the hell happened to you today, huh? You killed those people without hesitation, and you even enjoyed it!" She snapped, moving off my shoulder and taking a couple of steps away from me. 

    Really don't see how that last part is relevant. 

    "If anyone asks, it was self-defense, as simple as that. My opponents were powerful and could regenerate, so I had no choice but to kill them. I mean, that's not too far off from the truth to begin with," I shrugged indifferently. 

    Probably shouldn't mention that I figured out that breaking the control chips in the back of their necks could disable their movements. 

    "How can you be so cavalier about this? You broke our primary rule, the main philosophy that Unity abides by...damn it, we don't kill our enemies, Theo!"

    "I'm not gonna get drawn into an argument about this, it's clear that no amount of discussion will get us on the same page. It's upto you to corroborate my story or not...it's fine if you don't, it'll be a case of my word against yours," I pointed out. 

    "No, it won't. There's plenty of security cameras throughout the school," She countered with a glare. 

    "Oh, right. Well, whatever...I'll still stick to my story, I acted in self-defense, and I won't mentioned a word about Ario being here. I'd like you to back me up on those claims, but it's fine if you don't want to...you can do and say whatever you want," I responded after a brief pause. 

    Hm...depending on how this all turns out, I think I may have to leave Unity after all... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix 

    ———————————————————————————

    "We're...we're finally back! Gotta say, I never thought I'd be so glad to see a creepy, abandoned graveyard," I sighed wearily, as Frou and I got out of the car, which then drove away as we shut the doors. 

    Several hours have passed, it's just past 8 PM now. We'd made our way a good distance away from the school after sneaking down into the sewers. We then contacted Liberty and the Vizeros, letting them know what had happened. 

    A driver working for the Vizeros then showed up and picked us up, taking us to the Vizero mansion. We dropped off Vella and gave them a more detailed report of what had happened. 

    We had to wait a few hours before leaving since the police were combing through the entire city to try and hunt down those responsible for the attack on the school. I doubt their hunt was very fruitful though, it's likely that we killed all those who played active roles in the attack. 

    Well, except for the one we captured, of course. Speaking of whom, we were currently dragging him through the graveyard, as we made our way towards the entrance leading down to the hideout. 

    We inspected his clothes to make sure there were no trackers or listening devices hidden anywhere, and the Vizeros gave us a powerful knockout gas, which we used on this man to make sure he doesn't wake up too soon. 

    "Unconscious adults are so heavy, my back hurts," Groaned Frou, as we opened up the entrance and dragged him down the stairs by his hair, don't want to give him brain damage before we can get any answers out of him, after all. 

    "The way you said that makes it sound like you've carried unconscious children before..."

    "Well, yeah, there are always unconscious people in terrorist attacks, not to mention those captured and tortured. And quite often, it's children that are targeted. You should know that fact pretty well," She responded, as we headed down the stairs. 

    "Hm, I guess that's a believable excuse," I mused suspiciously. 

    "It's not an exc-...hmph, never mind, you're free to have your own opinion of me, misguided though it may be," She huffed indignantly in response. 

    "Yeah, pretty sure I'm far from the only one with this opinion of you."

    "Yeah, whatever. Anyway...I'll go take this scumbag and lock him up somehere. You should go to the boss's study and give her a detailed report of what happened today," She suggested, as we reached the bottom of the stairs. 

    "Let's switch those roles. I'm pretty worn out, I expended way more energy than you did today," I pointed out wearily. 

    "Maybe so, but I played the more active role in ensuring that our mission was a success," She countered with a shrug. 

    Not a bad point, but I won't give in that easily. 

    "That's arguable. Meanwhile, there's no question that I put in a lot more effort than you did. Alright, then, it's decided," I surmised, swiftly grabbing the man out of her grasp and dragging him away before she could respond... 
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    Chapter 149 - Desertion

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Wynn Cane 

    ———————————————————————————

    "Pardon the intrusion," I remarked, as I entered the room and shut the door behind me. 

    "Have a seat, Captain Cane, make yourself comfortable," Responded Yale Charlin, gesturing to a chair in front of his desk. 

    I nodded and walked over, taking a seat in front in him, before taking out a cigarette and a lighter. 

    "Er, I prefer not to have anyone smoking in my vicinity," He said with a frown. 

    "Oh, sorry about that."

    Today's the 13th of January, 2021, about a week after the brutal attack on Harford Academy. I wasn't in the country during the incident, I'd been transporting Viola Woods to the Vault of the Damned when I received a message detailing what was happening. 

    Of course, there was nothing I could do being so far away, it took over three hours to fly back after turning Viola Woods in to the custody of the prison island. And by the time I returned, much to my disappointment, my subordinates hadn't managed to capture a single person who was involved in the attack. 

    A mountain of civilian corpses was left in the aftermath of the attack, one hundred and forty-four, to be exact. Many of them had been students at the Academy, innocent children murdered. 

    My team has been poring through the security camera footage ceaselessly to try and spot any suspicious individuals, but the recorded feeds go blank around the time that barrier was erected around the school premises. 

    That barrier cut the school off from any external signals, leaving those trapped inside with no way of communicating with anyone outside of the barrier. That's mainly the reason why the police took so long to arrive at the scene. The barrier also disrupted the security cameras in the school, leaving us with little evidence to work with. 

    The way the security system that the school uses works, their security cameras continuously record footage and then upload that footage into a cloud server in one hour blocks. But since that barrier was blocking all reception and signals, none of the footage captured by the cameras during that time was saved onto the cloud server. 

    The recorded footage isn't stored locally, likely as that would be quite costly and incur heavy expenditure to maintain the hardware necessary to do so...and it also means that we have little evidence to glean from the security cameras. 

    Which has left us with no option but to review the footage recorded right before the barrier came into effect and right after it was taken down, to try and spot any suspicious individuals that shouldn't be there. But that hasn't led us anywhere so far. 

    That said, it's not like we haven't learnt anything whatsoever. The Alters used to perpetrate the attack, we performed thorough autopsys on their bodies, and the results were more than a little disturbing, to put it lightly... 

    "I'll get straight to the point, this is a matter that could tear our nation apart if we don't handle it properly and quash it while we still can. Therefore, my higher ups made the decision to keep Unity informed on all details pertaining to this issue, so that we'll collectively be better prepared for the inevitable next incident," I stated grimly. 

    "Yes, I strongly agree, we need to be ready to cripple this terrorist organization as soon as the opportunity presents itself...naturally, we'll share any relevant information we come across as well. So...what did you find?" He inquired with a slight look of dread.

    "Well, it wasn't pretty...we analyzed the corpses of the Alters who attacked the school and were killed, and we've also run scans on the bodies of the three that were still alive. All eight of them had one thing in common...Ariodred Phoenix's blood. We found traces of his blood, to varying extents, in all their blood streams. Some of them had almost negligible amounts, so little that we wouldn't have noticed if we weren't looking for it after finding larger quantities in the bodies of the others. 

    We also identified them, and all of them were people who'd been reported as missing within the last two years. Most of them had gone missing in the nation of Esidd, while the rest had disappeared across other countries in the continent of Slinpa. Which almost certainly means that TNO is working with the group that once used Ariodred as a test subject," I surmised, clenching my fists. 

    "I...I see. Yes, it's likely that's the case...they extracted a tremendous amount of blood from him while they experimented on him, several barrels-worth of blood almost every month for over five years, according to him. This isn't good, anti-Alter groups from different countries collaborating like this could be disastrous. We need to completely vanquish TNO's presence and influence in Cahgo, before it's too late. Otherwise, they could potentially facilitate the entry of other anti-Alter terrorist groups into Cahgo. Tell me, what else did you find in your analysis?" He asked me hesitantly. 

    "When we began analyzing the bodies of the eight Alters, it was immediately apparent how immensely and severely they'd been experimented on. They'd had their powers enhanced to unnatural levels beyond their inherent potential, destabilizing their bodies and breaking their minds, and it's clear that Ariodred's blood was a critical factor in accomplishing that feat. Without his blood, those experiments would've killed them. 

    Our analysts came to the conclusion that the eight of them were failed experiments, the discarded results of a process of trial and error. Additionally, their minds had been deliberately broken further, in an effort to ensure that they were beyond repair or salvation, it'll be all but impossible to return their minds to any semblance of normalcy. 

    They've been broken far too thoroughly to even consider rehabilitation. Additionally, each of them had been fitted with control chips in their back of their necks, and those chips had a receptor function installed. In other words, they were being remotely controlled from afar, like robots or characters in a video game or something. 

    Two of the three who were still alive are completely unresponsive, both had their chips destroyed during the battle at the school. Their minds were destroyed so that their bodies could be more easily controlled with those chips, it makes me sick...," I trailed off in disgust, my shoulders trembling in anger before I calmed myself down and added, "Well, that about sums up our findings. 

    Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to ask you a few questions. Specifically regarding one of your members, Turbo, aka Theo Ranger. He killed two of the five that died in the attack, he claims it was done in self-defense due to being unable to incapacitate them thanks to their regeneration.

    On paper, that explanation certainly seems valid, and with no footage to corroborate or contradict his claims, we can't really accuse him of anything. However, I don't believe he was being honest...the look that he had in his eyes when I questioned him, it wasn't there before...I'd like to hear your thoughts on him."

    "Er, about that...actually, last night, he disappeared. To be specific, he left the mansion, most of his belongings are gone too. And this morning, Parmila Kaur made a confession about the day of the attack...in a nutshell, Theo killed those people without any hesitation or remorse, she believes him witnessing the death of one of our other members, Oleos Escarra, drove him over the edge. 

    Additionally...Ariodred was there too, at Harford Academy. She doesn't know why he was there, only that he suddenly showed up and helped Theo defeat one of the controlled Alters. You said that some of the Alter corpses you analyzed barely had any traces of his blood in them, right? 

    It's possible that Ariodred reabsorbed his blood from them, he would always do so whenever he fired out blood-based attacks during missions while he was a member of Unity. Anyway, following the end of that battle, Theo decided to claim that he'd killed those three in self defense, and pressured Parmila into going along with that, as well as keeping Ariodred's presence at the school a secret," He informed me. 

    "Well, this is turning into quite a mess, isn't it? Turbo is one of the most popular members of Unity, I dread to think of how the public will react to this if and when they find out that he's deserted Unity. Damn it, if only we had more information to go on...we can't let these terrorists keep running wild in our nation like this," I remarked with a frustrated grimace. 

    "Yes, we've all collectively been after them for several months now, but no matter how many of them we take out of the equation, the threat of their presence hardly ever stays diminished for long," He nodded in agreement. 

    "If only we had just one person to interrogate...," I trailed off wishfully, staring up at the ceiling as I leaned back in my chair, desperate for a breakthrough... 
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    Chapter 150 - Interrogation

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Gotta say, didn't think this guy would be such a tough nut to crack. Come on, you lowlife piece of shit, start talking already. Answer our questions, you bastard," I sighed wearily, as I used my blood in the shape of a carving knife and slowly peeled the skin off his left forearm. 

    "Y-you can do wh-whatever you w-want to me, you d-damned Freaks...I won't say a word, I-I won't give you the satisfaction of breaking me!" He declared loudly as he struggled to keep himself from crying out, his voice trembling in pain as he glared at us defiantly. 

    Tch, this is starting to piss me off. How the hell is this guy mentally strong enough to bear such brutal torture? 

    "Oh, you have got to be kidding me with this shit...we've been at this for three whole days at this point, and he hasn't given us anything. I'm not sure what else we can do to try and break him," Frowned Kesix impatiently, freezing a spot on the side of his torso, just above his hip, and then breaking it off with a loud snap, the man letting out a sharp, stifled cry of pain. 

    Let's see here, we've torn off all his fingernails and toe nails, frozen and snapped off his fingertips plus a few more finger segments, peeled several spots off his skin, pulled out some teeth with plyers, and punched and kicked him a whole bunch, but nothing's worked. He just won't say anything, nothing useful anyway, no matter what we do. 

    We had him tightly strapped to an operating table, restraining his limbs and torso to keep him in place so that we can go to town on torturing him with no way for him to fight back or retaliate. But no matter what we do, he just won't break. 

    It's starting to get really frustrating, he likely has a large amount of useful information in his head, it's right within our reach but he refuses to leak so much as a single detail. What else can we do to him that we haven't already tried? 

    "Hm...we could chop his dick off inch by inch, and we could also try gouging out his eyeballs. If I was being tortured and didn't have the power to regenerate, I'd say those are the torture methods I'd be most afraid of," I suggested with a sigh. 

    "Do your worst, Freaks! You can't chop off my dick without touching it, so go right ahead!"

    Ugh. 

    "If only we had someone with a hypnotic or telepathic power, this'd be a whole lot easier," Sighed Kesix wistfully. 

    "In my experience, telepaths can't be trusted. I mean, I've only encountered one, but that one turned out to be the person I hate the most in the entire world."

    A week has passed since the incident at Harford Academy, it's the 13th of January, 2021 now. It turned out that we gave him too high a dose of the knockout gas that the Vizeros provided us with, and he ended up staying knocked out cold for four whole days. 

    After he finally woke up three days ago, Riley put Kesix and I in charge of interrogating him, as she left to have a discussion with the Vizeros regarding the incident. She's supposed to be back today, she should return any minute n-... 

    "Hey, how's it going, you two? Get anything useful out of this piece of filth yet?" Suddenly came her voice from behind us as the door creaked open, startling me slightly.

    Wow, speak of the devil. 

    "Oh, it's just you, boss...you scared me for a sec there," Kesix sighed in relief, having jumped a bit when she spoke up. 

    "And to answer your question, no, we've gotten nothing useful out of him so far. As you can see, we've spared no effort in torturing him, but he just won't talk no matter what we do to him," I informed her with a weary sigh. 

    "Well, that's disappointing. Most of these scum start talking at the slightest application of pain, tight-lipped ones like this one are rare. Alright, then, I suppose I'll try my hand at this and give it a shot. We can just kill him if I fail to get any info out of him too," She remarked, cracking her knuckles as she approached the man with a dark look in her eyes. 

    "Fuck off, Freak bitch...I won't betray my comrades, I won't give you abominations the satisfaction, you won't get a damned thing out of me!" He spat venomously as he strained against the straps holding him in place. 

    "Hm, how charming. Let's see if I can't change that defiant tone," She responded icily, lifting her arm and pointing her hand out towards him. 

    He stared at her hand uncertainly for a moment, before his eyes widened sharply, his face wracked with pain as a whimper escaped his lips, his body writhing against the restraints that were holding him in place. 

    His entire body was tensed up, his skin turning red as he opened his mouth but no sound came out, violent spasms erupting across his skin as his eyes began to roll back in his head, his mouth starting to foam as tears welled up in his eyes. 

    "S-stop...!" He gasped in excruciated agony, as the tension in his body suddenly relaxed, tears pouring down his eyes as he trembled with a look of immense terror on his face. 

    What did she just do to him? Whatever it was, it looked like it was a hell of a lot more effective than everything we did to him combined. 

    "Mhm, I did. I mean, it wouldn't do to have you pass out from the pain, now, would it? That was quite excruciating, wasn't it? Human bodies are so fragile, there's an almost infinite number of ways to inflict pain upon a person's body. 

    Just a few small tweaks in blood pressure and flow in the right direction, and I can inflict my targets with unimaginable amounts of pain. Truth be told, I'm actually not sure exactly how painful it is, I've never tried it out on myself, for one thing. But based on the reactions of those I have used it against, it seems to be more than a little effective. 

    Oh, but don't worry...it doesn't actually do much of any damage, certainly nothing fatal. In other words...I can keep doing this indefinitely, without having to worry about killing you. Quite convenient, I'm sure you'd agree. Alright, don't want to give you too much of a break...let's move on to round two, shall we? This time, the pain will be twice as intense-...," Began Riley with a malevolent smirk, burning hatred in her eyes as she raised her hand towards him again. 

    "W-wait, no! Please, I-I'm...I'm begging you, don't do it! I...I'll talk, o-okay? I-I swear, I'll tell you whatever you want to know, j-just don't do that to me again!" He screamed in despair, flecks of saliva flying out of his mouth as his eyes bulged with desperation and horror. 

    Holy shit, she's hardcore. What we couldn't accomplish in three days, she did in a matter of seconds. Man, I'm real glad right now that her Blood Control power doesn't work on me, it looks like absolute hell... 

    "Mhm, that's more like it...now, was that so hard?" She responded with a smile, which then faded as she asked him, "Tell me, you filthy cockroach...how many members does your rotten organization have right now?"

    "I-I don't know the exact number, b-but it's at least a thousand within Cahgo!"

    "Hm...that's a lie, isn't it? Or, at least...you're not being as honest as you can be. See, I can detect when a person is being deceitful. And I know that you're not being honest. Actually, I'm kind of impressed...you're the first person to even attempt to deceive me after I used my power on them in this manner. It's not good to lie, you know. But it's okay, I'll forgive you...after a bit of punishment," Remarked Riley in a cold, chilling voice.

    "N-no, no, no, please w-wait a-...gahhhhhhhhhh!" He began with a desperate, horrified shake of his head before yelling out in tortured agony, his stumpy fingers digging into the operating table and painting it red with streaks of blood as he wailed in pain. 

    "I'm starting to feel like we just wasted three whole days. I mean, if it was this easy for her to do it, why'd we even bother trying?" I muttered to Kesix, as Riley stopped torturing the man and repeated her question. 

    "Yeah, I was literally just thinking the same thing..."
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    Chapter 151 - Torture

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, I'm finally done. That turned out to be quite productive," Remarked Riley as the door opened and she stepped out, the sound of anguished whimpers echoing out from inside the room before she shut the door, drowning out the sound. 

    About an hour had passed since she showed up and took over the interrogation, and after she started getting him to talk, she asked us to wait outside. According to Kesix, she likes to interrogate while no one else is watching. The room is soundproofed, so once we were outside, we couldn't hear any noise from inside the room. 

    Looking at all the blood splatter on her fists and clothes, she must have really unleashed onto that guy mercilessly...maybe she's self-conscious about letting people see her get riled up while she's in the middle of interrogating and torturing a person? 

    I mean, I certainly wouldn't judge, I've found myself enjoying torturing terrorists and the like, it gives me a rush. And I'm fine with that...they certainly deserve it, after all. I haven't done anything to them that they haven't done to innocent people, even children. Anyway... 

    "Hey, that sounds pretty encouraging. What did he have to say?" Kesix asked her, as she used her Blood Control power to get rid of the blood all over her clothes and fists. 

    "Oh, quite a lot. As it turns out, he was actually a pretty important figure in TNO, so he had plenty of important information pertaining to their vile organization. He's a real anti-Alter extremist, he genuinely believes in their cause. He's fully dedicated to it, fanatically so. That's why he held up so well against regular torture, his fanaticism gave him a strong, if not twisted, will. 

    Well, it was nothing a little real pain couldn't break, of course. Now, then, let's get to the information I coerced from him...for starters, he himself volunteered to lead the attack on Harford Academy, he claimed he wanted to inspire his subordinates. He then admitted that he got caught up in the heat of the moment and didn't really think things through or consider the consequences and implications of taking on such a dangerous, and ultimately unnecessary, role. 

    Despite putting himself at risk, he didn't actually consider the possibility of being captured or killed, he fully expected to be able to make it back alive and well, and receive a hero's welcome. In other words, while he does genuinely believe in their vile cause and is fanatically devoted to it, he's also strongly driven by a strong desire for glory and admiration. 

    But enough about that piece of shit. This is probably the most useful bit of information I acquired through this interrogation...he told me where several of their major hideouts are located, including which ones would be used as decoys or traps if we, the police or Unity ever got close to sniffing them out. 

    Apparently, their high level members all undergo training to handle being tortured, so that they know what to expect if one of those members are captured and interrogated, since they possess the most vital information about their organization. He said he underwent and successfully passed that training, so there's a good chance that we can rely on the information he gave us," Surmised Riley, looking satisfied. 

    "Not to sound pessimistic, but it's possible that he actually failed to get through that training and they just told him that he did, and then fed him false information that wouldn't hurt them if he revealed that info under interrogation," I pointed out objectively. 

    "That's a definite possibility for sure, but I think the boss is right...I mean, we didn't exactly hold back when we were torturing him, but he never answered a single one of our questions. So he's clearly capable of handling regular torture, which means it's likely that he really did pass the torture training. But the boss's Blood Control torture hurts like hell, there's no physical pain that even comes close to what she can inflict, that level of pain is impossible to replicate through any normal methods...trust me, I should know," He shuddered as his face turned pale. 

    "Huh? Wait, hold on...you mean she's used it on you?" I responded as I eyed Riley warily. 

    "Hey, don't look at me like that, it's not like I wanted to do it...for your information, he literally asked for it, I did it at his request," She quickly defended herself sheepishly. 

    Huh? 

    "Why?" I uttered in bewilderment as I glanced at him. 

    "Well, it was just, I wanted to know why it was so much more effective than regular torture, so I asked her to try it on me. It was just, like, five seconds or so, but that moment was easily the most excruciating I've ever experienced. I let my curiosity get the better of me and paid for it dearly," He recalled with a look of regret in his eyes. 

    "I guess I can see that, I'm pretty curious about exactly how painful it is myself, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't...not that I want it tried out on me, of course," I smiled wryly. 

    "Well, even if you did, it wouldn't matter...I can't control your Black Blood, remember? So it'd be pointless to try, and even if it wasn't, I certainly wouldn't recommend it," Riley responded with a chuckle, before adding as she glanced at her wristwatch, "Alright, I'm gonna head back to my study and review the footage of my interrogation. I'll compile all the information I extracted from him into a document and then pass along the details to everyone once I'm done, I might miss something if I try to inform you by memory. You two can go get some rest now, good work."

    Hm, I wonder how she'd react if I...

    "Hey, I can help you compile the information, if you want...it'll go a lot faster that way. It's probably gonna take a lot of typing to document all of it, don't want your fingers cramping up. We can take turns typing it out or something, that should ease the burden," I offered slyly.

    "E-er, no, that's okay...I didn't interrogate him for that long, so there's not that much footage to review. And, uh, I'm used to typing, so my fingers won't cramp easily, haha! Therefore, I can handle it just fine by myself...but thank you for offering, I appreciate it," She turned me down, looking kinda nervous and like she was in a rush to leave, before doing just that, walking away and heading back towards her study. 

    "Yeah, she definitely doesn't want anyone seeing what she's like when she's in the groove when it comes to torture, huh?" I remarked in amusement. 

    "Most probably, yeah. You're so lucky that her powers don't affect you...I'm afraid to mess with her, don't want to make her mad by saying the wrong thing. I mean, she doesn't use her powers on any of our members or anything, but having experienced what it's like, I'd very much prefer to keep the possibility of experiencing it again as close to zero as possible," Replied Kesix with a sigh. 

    "Was it really that bad?"

    "Oh, like you wouldn't believe. I've been through some shit in my life, pretty much everyone in Liberty, and probably most in Unity too, can say the same. With my experiences, even at the worst points in myself, it was never so bad that I, like, felt suicidal or anything. But that time the boss used her power on me, at my request, that was the first time where I felt like I wanted to die. Of course, that feeling faded almost immediately after she stopped and the pain dissipated, but it gave me nightmares for days," He informed me, looking a bit shaky. 

    "Yeah, you do seem pretty traumatized by that experience. But I mean, since you requested it yourself, you can't really blame her for it."

    "I know, that would be completely unreasonable on my part. Doesn't change the fact that it was the most painful moment of my life, at least physically," He replied with a wry smile. 

    "I could be wrong since I haven't experienced it myself, but from the sound of it, it seems like you haven't had it as bad as most. Not to minimize whatever suffering you've experienced in your past or anything, I'm just saying, it sounds like it could've been worse," I mused with a shrug.

    "Can't say you're wrong...like I said, I've been through some shit, but even my worst experiences are nothing compared to what some other people have gone through. And the fact that I'm saying this at all is pretty indicative of how fucked up this world is..."
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    Chapter 152 - Extermination(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I'll get straight to the point, Ariodred, Rende. As you both know, about a week ago, I interrogated the man that Frou and Ariodred captured in Harford Academy, which turned out to be quite fruitful. Most crucially, we now know about all of TNO's major hideouts, we have a chance to deal them a crippling blow. I then had Rende go investigate each of the locations while tranformed to hide her identity, and she confirmed suspicious activity at each of those locations. 

    And tonight, we strike all eight of those locations simultaneously, we'll exterminate these maggots. The two of you will pair up and target one of the eight, specifically, the basement of a local factory that manufactures cheap chocolate bars. TNO also has more Alters under their control like the ones they used to attack Harford Academy, so keep your guards up. 

    Anyway, onto the details of your mission, it's pretty simple...you'll head out to the factory and launch the attack at exactly 10 PM. You'll then wipe out every last person in the building, I confirmed with our captive that they're all members of TNO, posing as factory workers, so there's no need to show any restraint. 

    The factory is located in a fairly rundown and somewhat deserted area, but there are still some civilians living near that area, so don't rule out the possibility that the police will be alerted to your attack. So eliminate the people in the factory as quickly as possible, destroy the place if you have time, and then retreat," Surmised Riley, before adding as she glanced between us, "So, anyway questions?"

    Today's the 20th of January, 2021, about a week later. Nothing much has happened in the last few days after Riley handed out the info that she'd extracted from the man she interrogated. 

    Speaking of whom, he's dead. Died two days ago, we kept torturing him over and over, and in the end, his body just sort of shut down and went limp. 

    But enough about him. Finally, a mission where I get to kill scum like him! 

    It was currently the middle of the afternoon, Riley had called Rende and I to her study to assign this mission to us, I'm guessing she's got seven other pairs or groups that are each assigned to target the other locations. 

    "Yeah, I've got a couple of questions...first off, shouldn't we try to capture one of them to bring back for interrogation? Second, if there are any computers and stuff down there, should we look to try and copy any information that might be stored?" I asked her. 

    "Hm...well, to answer your first question, no, there's no need to capture any of them. I'll leave that to the groups targeting the more isolated locations, it's too time consuming and risky to try that in an area where other people might be around. As for your second question...I'll leave to upto your discretion. But if it seems like it'd be too difficult to do so before any cops show up on the scene, then just forget about it and come straight back here," She instructed after mulling over my questions. 

    "Can't Rende here just transform us into flies or something? We'd be able to escape easily even if the cops do show up before we've retreated," I suggested as I glanced at Rende, who let out an exasperated sigh. 

    "That's not a good idea. This area is on the outskirts of the city, near a forest. There are Monsters and wild animals roaming about that area. If we become flies and either of us come across something as simple as even a frog or a bird, that could be it for us. Well, you might still be able to regenerate from something like that, but I sure as hell can't," She pointed out with a huff. 

    Okay, yeah, dying while tranformed as a fly would be a pretty shitty way to go.

    "If there's nothing else, the two of you should go and start preparing. I'd like you to head out at around 8:30 PM, I know you'll probably arrive a bit early, but it's absolutely imperative that we attack all eight hideouts at the exact same time. Giving even one of them an extra minute to react could allow some of them to escape, and we can't afford that. These terrorists have plagued this nation for long enough...tonight, we tear out their infestation by the roots and exterminate every last one of them," Declared Riley with a determined look in her eyes. 

    "Definitely very much on board with that," I replied with a nod. 

    "Sounds like this'll be a lot of work, but ignoring them will lead to even more work in the future, so might as well wipe them out now," Sighed Rende, scratching the back of her neck. 

    "By the way, why don't you enter the fray too? I mean, your power is basically unstoppable against the vast majority of people, we could guarantee an easy win at one of the locations if you were there," I remarked as the thought occurred to me. 

    "Hm? What are you talking about? Of course I'm going to be involved. Make no mistake, I'm not like Yale Charlin. I know he tends to stay out of the action most of the time, but I prefer to be more actively involved, especially with large scale undertakings like what we're planning tonight. I'm quite looking forward to it, actually...these scum have made so many innocent people suffer, simply because they happen to be Alters. And tonight, we give them a taste of their own medicine, show them a glimpse of the despair they've wrought on so many..."
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    Chapter 153 - Extermination(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, uh...I'm starting to see why you were so against transforming into an insect or a small animal to escape," I remarked warily, as a group of Monsters surrounded us.

    It was currently around 9:15 PM, and Rende and I were about half a kilometer away from the factory we were targeting. We were covering the last kilometer to our destination on foot, having been dropped off in a cab about half a kilometer back. 

    We were right on the border of the capital city of Gelanes, a mostly deserted area. There were some rundown old apartment buildings and cheap stores in the area, as well as bunch of factories and manufacturing plants. 

    The factory we're targeting is somewhat isolated from the rest of the area, it's not completely separate but there's no other buildings in its immediate vicinity. Rende and I decided to sneak through a small grove of trees to avoid being spotted by anyone before we reach the factory. 

    It seemed like a sensible move at the time, but we failed to account for the fact that these woods are crawling with Monsters. We've already encountered several, either individually or in small groups, so we were able to deal with them fairly easily. 

    And just now, we've been surrounded by a pack of Monsters known as Blaze Hounds, dog-like creatures with jet-black fur and the ability to breathe fire. 

    I could try transforming, I was able to get the Aeroraptors in Staex to leave when I entered my Blood Demon form...but my attacks in that state aren't exactly subtle, and we can't afford to give ourselves away. 

    "They'll probably chase us if we try to brute force our way through...so let's eliminate them, we still have some time to spare," I remarked, as I extended blood out of my palm and made it take shape in the form of a square wall in front of me, blocking an incoming wave of flames from one of the Blaze Hounds. 

    "Yeah, fine...," She sighed, as she extended our several purple energy tentacles out of her lower back, sending them shooting out towards some of the Monsters. 

    As she wrapped her energy tentacles around several of them, their movements began to slow down rapidly, weak looks appearing in their eyes as they began to struggle to stay standing. 

    I'm not sure exactly what those tentacles do, but from the look of it, they drain the life force of any creature they come into contact with. That's kind of a scary power, and if she coils those tentacles around a target for a prolonged period of time, they end up dead. 

    And by prolonged, I mean, like, half a minute or so. Her power might possibly be effective even against me, it could potentially be capable of killing me...sure am glad we're on the same side. 

    Alright, time to focus up, we need to get this over with quickly. I then shot forward towards one of the dogs, extending out blood and shaping it like a scythe as I began to close in on the Monster. 

    It let out a snarl and snapped its jaws at me, which I swiftly evaded by leaping up and over the beast, before slicing its head off with my scythe. 

    As I landed, two more Blaze Hounds raced in towards me from either side. I raised my hands off to my sides in response, and as they got close, I burst out blood from both my palms, in narrowed, concentrated shapes with pointy, sharp ends, like spears. 

    My projectiles pierced through the spot in the middle of their eyes before bursting out the back of their heads, killing them instantly as another one sprang up in front of me with a vicious snarl. 

    I opened my mouth and fired out a rapid spinning disc of blood, which flew into the Monster's open mouth and sharply expanded, slicing off its upper jaw and the top of its head. 

    I then extended out a streak of blood from my left palm before rapidly swinging it across the space around me, as I narrowed and sharpened the end of it. It sliced through the throats of three of the Blaze Hounds before they could react, decapitating them. 

    Alright, how many more are-...? Oh, looks like that was the last of them. Rende's taken down the rest, they're all laying on the ground, their bodies slumped and lifeless. 

    "Really hope we don't run into any more Monsters...this was not what I signed up for," She grumbled, as she began dragging her feet towards the direction the factory was in. 

    "I think we should be okay, there's not much distance left to cover until we're at the factory. There's a fair amount of toxic waste spilling out of that factory based on the details Riley gave us, and most Monsters tend to avoid areas with high toxicity," I surmised, as I reabsorbed all the blood I'd fired out before jogging after her to catch up and adding, "Hey, by the way, mind telling me how your powers work? It'll be easier to coordinate once we begin attacking the factory if I know what you're capable of. In return, I'll answer any questions you have about my power."

    "Yeah, I really couldn't care less about how your power works. Ugh, but I suppose I do see your logic. Fine, but I'm keeping it brief...I call this power Life Force Consumption, which is pretty self explanatory. It lets me create upto ten appendages made of purple energy for that task. And if I completely drain the life force of a living creature, I gain a small increase to my own life force, and subsequently my lifespan, as well as the ability to transform into whatever I killed with this power. That about sums it up."

    ...holy crap, that's overpowered.
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    Chapter 154 - Extermination(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "So, wait, your transformation ability isn't a separate power? It's a part of your Life Force Consumption power?" I inquired in fascination. 

    "Yeah, that's what I said."

    "Hm, interesting...it's rare for a single power to be so versatile," I mused with a sense of intrigue. 

    "Oh, please, you're one to talk...between your blood manipulation, those red laser blasts or whatever, rapid regeneration, nullification and that overpowered transformation, your power is a hell of a lot more versatile," She pointed out dryly. 

    Well, when she puts it like that... 

    "Wait, don't you have two powers? If your transformation ability is a part of your Life Force Consumption, then what's your second power?" I asked her. 

    "Ugh, so many questions...my second power lets me create upto five afterimages that copy my movements. Well, I guess it'd be more accurate to call them holograms instead of afterimages."

    Huh, that's kinda simple. But depending on how it's used, it could still be a pretty useful power. 

    "Cool. By the way, you said that you can increase your own lifespan by fully consuming the life force of another living creature, right? Does that mean you shorten a person's lifespan if you only consume, say, half their life force?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Grr...I swear, this is the final question I'm answering. All this talking is starting to wear me out. And no, it doesn't work like that, they'll just feel tired. After a couple of days or so, their consumed life force will be diminished. My Life Force Consumption power also allows me to sense life forces, though only at close to mid range. 

    A person will start with a certain capacity of life force, which slowly increases as they grow, before decreasing once they reach their physical peak, which can be anywhere between twenty-five to thirty-five years old, it varies from person to person. Naturally, the later that a person's life force capacity starts to diminish, the longer they'll live, at least potentially, not accounting for unnatural deaths or sudden, unexpected diseases. 

    Severe diseases and injuries will accelerate the decline of a person's life force capacity, while stuff like exhaustion and fatigue can temporarily cause a person's life force capacity to dip a bit, though again, the extent varies from person to person. 

    Incidentally, your life force is somewhat unique, af least as far as all the people I've encountered are concerned...it's like a overflowing well, it feels like it'd be effectively impossible to diminish. I could spend hours draining your life force, but any amount that I consume will likely be replenished almost instantly, making it an effort in futility on my part. 

    Hm...your regeneration ability is likely a significant factor in that, or maybe its your power as a whole. Either way, it's fascinating. Based on your life force, it's safe to say that you're probably effectively immortal. Furthermore-...," She suddenly trailed off as she caught me staring at her with a bemused look on my face, "What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?"

    "Oh, nothing...I was just thinking, while you were complaining about talking so much, you sure did seem to get pretty invested and caught up in talking about this. Thanks to your power, I'm guessing the subject of life forces is something that interests you, huh?" I responded with a grin. 

    "Wh-wha...? N-no, that's not it at all! I was just, uh...yeah, I was just being thorough in my answer to make sure you wouldn't try to ask any follow up questions, that's all!" She huffed as she averted her gaze indignantly, her cheeks red with embarrassment. 

    "Hey, no need to get so defensive. It's natural to enjoy talking about a topic that interests you, isn't it? Plus, your usually-stiff expression eased up significantly, your eyes were all gleaming, and you even smiled a bit...the contrast to your usual demeanor was pretty cute, I found it quite-...ow," I smirked teasingly, before she sharply elbowed me in the ribs with a glare. 

    "I don't appreciate being made fun of..."

    "Okay, I might've been teasing you, but I meant what I said. Hm? Hey, I think that's it over there, the factory. Nice, we made it here with still over twenty minutes to spare," I remarked, as the chimneys of the factory came into sight, thick black smoke billowing out of them. 

    "It's about time. Thought we'd never arrive," She grumbled, as we hid behind a row of bushes and peered out through the leaves. 

    "And now we wait...twenty-plus minutes isn't really a lot, but time tends to drag when you're waiting out the clock. We can talk more about life forces and stuff to pass the time," I suggested mischievously. 

    "Grr, would you shut up? I'm more than content to just wait in silence...in fact, I insist that we do exactly that."

    "Well, if you say so. Hm...I'm seeing a lot of entrances around the building, there's probably more in the blind spot. Making sure no one escapes might be tougher than we thought," I muttered as I scanned the area around the factory. 

    "Tch, you're still talking."

    "Maybe if I use my beams to destroy those entrances, we can trap them inside. But there's also a few of them outside the building...they don't really seem to be doing anything, so they're probably on lookout. I can't see very clearly from this distance, but I think they've got walkies strapped to their belts. Looks like Riley was right, everyone here is likely a member of TNO," I surmised with a grimace, before glancing at Rende as I got an idea, "This just might work...hey, let's try luring one of them over here. We'll knock 'em out, then you kill them with your power and tranform into them. How's that?"

    "Yeah, no. It's too much work. And also, if more than two respond and come this way, we'll risk blowing our cover," She pointed out apprehensively. 

    Fair enough...and that aside, we could end up putting the rest of them on high alert. Alright, then, fine...brute force it is... 
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    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Two minutes left...so, are we just gonna stroll right up and attack? We don't have any cover to hide behind and sneak forward, it'll be impossible to attack them without being seen," I pointed out, after glancing at my phone screen to check the time. 

    "Just snipe the ones outside before they can make a sound or something," She shrugged indifferently.

    Despite her attitude, that's a pretty good suggestion. 

    "Alright, then...I'll do just that. You keep an eye on the time and let me know as soon as the clock strikes ten, so to speak," I remarked, as my palm split open and blood floated out of it. 

    "Ugh, fine. Less than a minute left. Try to take them out in rapid succession, otherwise they might get the chance to warn those inside," She pointed out with a sigh. 

    "Oh, that won't be a problem. Forget rapid succession...I'll take 'em all out simultaneously," I responded with a smirk, as I rapidly scanned the area and counted the number of people milling about outside the factory. 

    Looks like there's eleven of them...there might be more around the back of the building, in our blind spot, but there's nothing I can do about them if I can't see them. 

    I then extended out a large mass of blood, having them take shape in the form of eleven crossbows all around, with sharp, narrow projectiles nocked across each of them. 

    "Can't you just fire out the projectiles without these crossbow shapes?"

    "Well, yeah, it doesn't make much of a difference...but this looks cooler."

    "How stupid. Okay, it's almost time...ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two...one," She counted down as she stared at the screen of her phone. 

    Right on her cue, I fired out the projectiles rapidly and silently. They shot through the air towards the targets with immense speed, striking and bursting through their heads, most of them failing to even notice, while the rest failed to react in time. 

    Several thuds echoed out as they all collapsed onto the ground, blood pooling around their heads as they lay on the ground, limp and lifeless. 

    "Let's go deal with the rest now, shall we?" I suggested, as I stood up and stepped out from behind the row of bushes we were hiding behind.

    "Don't order me around," She grumbled as she followed after me, before we both picked up the pace and began running as I sent tendrils of blood snaking out towards the blood arrows I'd fired out earlier, reabsorbing them. 

    I then extended out several streaks of blood from my back as I formed those red oval-shaped crystals in both my palms and in the middle of my forehead...side note, I decided to name the red beams that I fire out of these crystals, I call them Blood Rays. 

    As for the crystals or whatever they are, I call them Blood Gems. Since I have so many abilities stemming from my Black Blood, it makes sense to name them to make it easier to refer to them. 

    Anyway, as we closed in on the nearest entrance to the factory, the door creaked open, a man stepping out with a pack of cigarettes and a lighter clutched in one hand, his eyes widening in alarm as he saw us coming. 

    I swiftly raised my right arm, pointing my palm at him before firing out a wide, intense Blood Ray at him. He began to try and scramble away with an alarmed yell, before the blast struck him and sent him flying back in through the doorway. 

    As we raced in through the entrance, Rende sent her purple energy streaks extending out and shooting towards several of the people inside, wrapping around them and draining their life force as I fired a powerful Blood Ray at the wall above the doorframe, destroying it. 

    As the chunks of rubble collapsed and blocked the entrance, I fired out more Blood Rays at the spots on the walls above the other exits within sight, blocking any visible escape routes. 

    "Wh-who the hell are you!?"

    "That black liquid...it's him, the bastard who's killed so many of our comrades!"

    Well, that confirms it...everyone here is a member of TNO. I was afraid that Riley just said that to keep me from hesitating to kill civilians, but it looks like she was telling the truth. Good...now I don't need to think twice about killing anyone here. 

    "I'll make this simple...show us to the entrance to the underground space below this factory and your deaths will be painless. Refuse and we'll just torture the info out of you...your choice," I remarked, as I sent my streaks of blood shooting out and tearing apart several of the people inside the factory to pieces. 

    Screams of pain and terror rang out as they all began running around like headless chickens, a few of them taking out guns and starting to take aim at us. 

    I swiftly sent my blood streaks shooting towards them and sliced off their wrists before they could fire, as Rende continued absorbing the life forces of more of them until they died. 

    "Hey, slow down, don't kill all of them yet...we need to keep a few alive to show us to the entrance to their underground space," I called out to Rende. 

    "Yeah, okay."

    Let me just thin out the herd a bit more...I then took aim and fired out several Blood Rays in the form of narrow, rapid beams, piercing through the heads of my targets and killing them instantly.

    Alright, I think I've left just enough of them alive. I see five survivors left, all huddled in a corner together...

    "I won't ask again. Where's the entrance to the hidden underground area in this factory?" I inquired as I approached them. 

    "J-just go ahead and kill us, you monster!"

    "Yeah, we won't betray our comrades!"

    Man, these people are all like a bunch of half-assed NPCs, they all say the same shit when cornered. 

    "Let me drain some of their life force. They'll be easier to break with torture once weakened," Suggested Rende, as she joined me. 

    "Sure, sounds good. Just be careful not to kill-...," I began, before trailing off as a loud creaking echoed out, a trapdoor in the middle of the space, hidden beneath a pile of crates, pushed open, a figure emerging out from under it... 
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    "Found the entrance we're looking for," Remarked Rende, as a loud clatter echoed out as the pile of crates collapsed as the trapdoor opened up. 

    Those goggles, and that vacant look in their eyes...it's an Alter, their mind broken and their body being controlled by someone else. 

    "Yeah, it seems we have," I replied, turning my gaze towards the Alter as I raised my left hand towards the five survivors and fired out several narrow, powerful Blood Rays, cries of agony ringing out as I turned their bodies into Swiss cheese with my beams. 

    She and I then swiftly sprang away as the Alter suddenly fired out a couple of projectiles at us from his hands...are those bones? I see, he can fire out his own bones as piercing projectiles. 

    His head was shaved, his body skinny and covered in scars, and of course, he had those goggles over his eyes, stitched right into his skin. 

    "Is he like the Alters that attacked that school?" Inquired Rende, as she sent her life force draining streaks shooting towards him. 

    He leapt away to evade them before firing out a barrage of bone spikes at her, which she ducked and rolled away at the last second to avoid. 

    "Yeah, looks like it...we can't waste time dealing with him, they might be using him to buy time for them to escape. I'll end this quickly," I remarked, before sprinting straight towards the man, using my blood streaks to deflect and bat away incoming bone spikes shooting towards me.

     

    He began to spring back and burst out bone spikes from all over his body as I closed in on him, before I swiftly slashed one of my blood streaks at his knees as a couple of the bone spikes struck my torso and pierced in. 

    I ignored it and focused on hacking through his knees with my blood, slicing through them and causing him to collapse onto the ground, the lower halves of his legs still upright as blood poured out of them. 

    "Sorry about this," I remarked as I stood over him, firing out a massive Blood Ray down from my forehead and vaporizing everything above his shoulders. 

    "I'm going in," Said Rende, as she pulled open the trap door and jumped in. 

    I followed after her, finding a flight of stairs leading down under the door, before rushing down the steps. 

    As the bottom of the stairs came into sight, my eyes widened in alarm as my gaze fell onto the barrels of several guns, aimed up at us. 

    "Hey, watch out-...!" I began to warn Rende as they opened fire on us, before she swiftly sprang up, spreading her arms and leg outwards as she turned her body horizontally with her back facing up, planting her palms and feet against the walls on either side of the staircase, balancing herself there.

    She then kicked off the walls straight down towards the gunmen, grabbing the head of the one who was in front and using her momentum to twist her body across, a loud crunch echoing out as she snapped his neck, before I fired out a barrage of Blood Rays to blow holes through the heads of the rest of them. 

    Damn, I didn't know she was so agile...also, her boobs are jiggling a whole lot as she moves around so dynamically, nice. Ahem, I need to focus. 

    The two of us then went down to the bottom of the stairs and entered the area underneath the factory, a large space full of people heavily armed, their weapons focused on us. 

    I don't see any other Alters though, looks like the one with the bone power was the only one in this place. That's a relief...I'd hate to have to kill anyone who isn't one of the terrorists. 

    "Yeah, I can't dodge all this," Remarked Rende, retreating back into the stairwell, "You can handle this, right?"

    "Sure, leave it to me," I replied with a thumbs up, flipping my switch as they opened fire on me, countless bullets and laser blasts shooting to me from several directions... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Riley Moone

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hellooo? Anyone home?" I called out, as I strolled into the seemingly abandoned warehouse. 

    I can sense them, dozens of filthy little insects scuttling about underground...I don't see any entrance leading down though. If it's well-hidden, searching for it would be a real pain. 

    I then took out a small knife and slit my left palm, letting the blood spill out onto the ground before stopping the bleeding with my Blood Control power once I'd spilled a sufficient amount. 

    I then took control of the spilled blood, forming it in the shape of a sharp, narrow blade and plunging it into the ground, before slicing across in a circular motion, cutting open a hole in the ground. 

    The chunk of concrete I'd cut through plummeted down, a couple of pained cries echoing out as a loud crash echoed out, before I jumped into the opening, using my Flight power to hover above as I took in the sight below me.

    Wow, there sure are a lot of them. And they're packing some serious heat, that's a whole lot of guns they've got. Hm? I see three people with vacant looks in their eyes and wearing goggles...unforgiveable, they won't get away with this. 

    "Die, bitch!"

    "Damned Freak, eat lead!"

    "You'll regret intruding here, Freak whore!"

    As a storm of bullets came shooting up towards me, I fired out several powerful, intense slashes of blood, slicing through the bullets and killing their momentum. Mm, speaking of killing... 

    "Quite the welcome, you scum...it'd be rude not to repay you in kind. Don't even bother resisting, you've all fired your last attacks anyway. You're all going to die..."

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Insta account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 157 - Extermination(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Riley Moone

    ———————————————————————————

    "D-damn it, what's going on!? I can't shoot!"

    "I can't move my arms, what the fuck is this!?"

    "You bitch, what have you done to us!?"

    I've taken control of their blood and am preventing them from being able to move their arms, which means they can't shoot anymore. Not that I need to tell them that, of course. 

    I was also keeping the brainwashed Alters from moving, but I was making sure that they don't feel any pain. Once I'm done destroying these terrorist scum, I'll put the Alters out of their misery as painlessly as I can. 

    "I'd love to take my time with this, but I should probably wrap it up quickly. Hm...well, just because your deaths will be fast doesn't mean they won't be painful. Why don't I make your bodies match your twisted personalities?" I smirked, as cries of pain began to ring out as I manipulated the blood inside of their bodies, their fingers and hands twisting across violently. 

    Loud crunches echoed out as the bones in their hands broke apart, their guns hitting the floor with a clatter as sprays of blood burst out as the shards of broken bones tore through their skin, painting the walls and floor in crimson red streaks. 

    I then moved up to their forearms, their screams of agony growing louder and louder as I severely twisted and mangled their arms, before moving on to their legs, several thuds echoing out in unison as they collapsed onto the ground, no longer able to stay standing. 

    "Y-you fucking bitch, you'll pay for this!"

    "I-it hurts! It hurts so fucking much!"

    "Damn it...damn it, j-just kill me already, I can't take this!"

    Mm, beautiful, it's like a delightful symphony, music to my ears. I keep briefly pausing my manipulation over their blood so that they can cry out...otherwise, it's so painful that they can't even scream in pain, which is nice but kinda boring. I'd much rather hear them scream their lungs out. 

    Alright, that about takes care of their limbs, lets move on to their internal organs. Many of them then began coughing out blood as I twisted their organs and ripped them to shreds, targeting the organs that wouldn't kill them right away, prolonging their suffering for as long as possible. 

    Streaks of blood were spraying out across the entire area, a red mist filling the underground space as their excruciating cries of pain echoed melodically throughout the room. 

    Hm...if I twist up their hearts, lungs or necks, that'll finish them off. But they're already dying, and it'll be impossible to save any of them even with immediate medical attention. In which case...if I stop now and leave, they'll suffer in pain as they die. Yeah, that sounds like the better option. 

    As I finally released my control over the blood inside of their bodies, whimpers and weak cries of pain continued to ring out all across the space, as I turned my attention towards the three brainwashed Alters. 

    "My heart goes out to you. You didn't deserve such a fate, all I can do is end your suffering...please forgive me," I remarked somberly, as I sent rapid, narrow slashes of blood shooting down towards them, striking and slicing through their necks in an instant, killing them. 

    I then flew back up to the warehouse, before making my way towards the exit. Okay, with that, I've completed my part in this mission. I hope things are going just as smoothly for everyone else... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix

    ———————————————————————————

    "Not sure why I even came here. You killed all of them with such ease, you could've easily handled this just fine on your own," Remarked Rende, as I regained consciousness, finding myself standing in front of a mountain of brutalized corpses. 

    There was blood everyone, their bodies severely torn apart and mangled. Looks like I didn't hold anything back while in my Blood Demon form. 

    "Well, guess we won't be taking anyone back with us to interrogate. Let's check out those computers though, there might be some useful information stored in them," I replied, as I walked over towards a row of computers at the back of the space. 

    "Yeah, okay. Make it quick though, I wanna go home and shower already," She sighed wearily as she followed after me. 

    "Let's see here...ah, damn it, I need a password," I groaned as I booted up one of the computers, before moving on to another one. 

    Nope, same here, I can't access it without the password. 

    "Well, that's too bad. Oh, well, nothing we can do about it now, right? So, let's leave," She responded eagerly. 

    "Yeah, I suppose there's nothing else we can do here. Okay, then, let's get going."

    "Finally. We accomplished our mission, and I hate extra work, so this worked out," She said as we began making our way towards the stairs.

    "You're way too lazy...I mean, I did most of the work on this mission, so quit your complaining," I pointed out dryly. 

    "Mhm, like I said, wouldn't have made a difference if I hadn't been here. To think, I could've been chilling at the base right now, just relaxing...," She sighed wistfully. 

    "I doubt that. Even I had been sent solo, you probably would've been sent somewhere else."

    "Ugh, do you have to be such a wet blanket? That's the most depressing thing I've ever heard."

    "If that's really true, then you've lived quite the pleasant life, haven't y-...?" I began, before my voice was suddenly drowned out...as a loud explosion erupted from behind us... 
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    I reacted almost on instinct, my blood bursting out down along the middle of my back as I quickly grabbed Rende and shielded her with my body while forming a dome around us with my blood, as I simultaneously hardened the blood inside my body. 

    The ground beneath our feet shook and rumbled violently as the explosion rocked the entire building, the sound of concrete breaking apart and wood splintering echoing out all around us deafeningly, an immense force hitting the section of my blood barrier behind me, but it remained intact.

    I then quickly added more blood and thickened the dome as I heard the ceiling collapsing down, more loud crashes ringing out as the entire factory presumably caved in. 

    A tremendous weight collided onto the top of my barrier, ripples bursting out across the dome of blood as I added small but thick pillars inside it to made it sturdier...damn it, it feels like there's several tons of rubble collapsed onto the barrier. 

    If I lose my focus, the sheer weight pressing down will cause the barrier to lose it's shape. And if that happens, we'll get crushed. That won't be enough to kill me, but the same can't be said for Rende. And that aside, even though it won't kill me, it'll still keep me pinned down and unable to move, buried under the rubble. 

    "You okay?" I asked her, forming a Blood Gem on my forehead to illuminate the pitch black space inside of the barrier, as the rumbling and crashes finally subsided. 

    "Yeah...thanks. I owe you," She replied, looking a bit pale...I think. 

    It's hard to tell for sure with the red glow of my Blood Gem. 

    "This isn't good, I'd guess there's a pretty high possibility that the other hideouts have also exploded like this, at least some of them, if not all," I surmised with a grimace. 

    "So, what do we do now? We might get crushed to death if we try to burrow out of here...at least, I will," She remarked with a frown. 

    "True, but we can't stay down here for too long though...the air's already starting to get a bit thin, it probably won't be long before we suffocate. Not sure how that'll affect me, but I'm not keen to find out," I sighed, wracking my brain to try and think of a solution, before glancing at her and asking, "Hey, don't suppose you could transform us into small animals or insects that could enable us to tunnel our way out?"

    "Uh, I'd rather that be a last resort, we could still get crushed no matter what kind of creature I transform us into. Can't you do something? What about your lasers? You could fire off a real big one and blast open a hole for us to climb out through," She suggested in response. 

    Hm...yeah, I guess that could work. But if I do fire out a Blood Ray and create an opening, all the rubble around the opening will likely collapse into it. So, we'll need to move really fast. Should I transform into my Blood Demon form? 

    No, I don't want to become too overly reliant on that whenever things get tough. There's gotta be a way for me to move quickly other than flying...I can manifest my wings in my normal state now, but my control isn't stable enough to rely on that. 

    Okay, in that case...I then extended out long streaks of blood out of my lower back, shaping them like large insect legs before wrapping a tendril of blood around Rende and using it to tie her to my back, forming a helmet over her head with my blood. 

    "Uh, what are you-...?"

    "We're busting out of this place...here I go," I remarked, taking in a deep breath and slowly exhaling before turning my head up, charging up a Blood Ray. 

    This needs to be more powerful than any Blood Ray I've ever fired out before, it has to carve through all the rubble above us...if I fail to fully blast through with this attack, more rubble will come crashing down on us. 

    And I need to control the blast as well, I need to keep it concentrated and straight, to maximize it's force, momentum and penetrative power. 

    The space inside my blood barrier was glowing a blindingly bright red, but it's not enough yet...more, I need to charge it up even more. Keep going, almost there...alright, this should be enough. Here goes nothing! 

    I fired out a massive, devastating Blood Ray out of my forehead, my knees buckling under the sheer pressure as I opened up the top of my blood dome at the last split second. My blast burst up through the rubble and drilled through the mountain of broken concrete, metal and wood above us...and then, suddenly, I stopped feeling any resistance against the blast. 

    I sprung into action as quickly as I could, leaping up will all my strength and then rapidly skittering up through the opening I'd created using the insect-like legs I'd formed with my blood, using the rubble around the opening as footholds to race up to the surface as fast as I possibly could.

     

    "Hey, watch out!" Exclaimed Rende in alarm, the loudest I'd ever heard her raise her voice, as chunks of rubble came raining down.

    I didn't stop or even slow down, putting on a burst of speed and barreling towards the surface, and as the incoming rubble closed in on us, I quickly raised my left hand, in which I'd been charging up another Blood Ray, for exactly this purpose. 

    I fired out the charged up blast, vaporizing the rubble before leaping up as I reached the end of the tunnel I'd drilled out, emerging back out to the surface, right as the opening crumbled inwards and closed up. 

    "That was too close for comfort...I'm gonna need a long break from any work after this," Rende sighed in relief as I landed on the ground outside, relaxing against my back...I'd been so focused on escape earlier that I didn't notice, but now that we're safe, I can't help but be very aware of her ample boobs pressing into my back, before snapping out of it as she added, "Hey, I'm gonna stay like this for a while, if you don't mind. I'm totally beat, so carry me."

    "Ordinarily, I'd say no...but I'm quite enjoying the sensation of your boobs on my back, so sure," I replied wryly. 

    "Fine by me, enjoy away," She shrugged indifferently.

    "Huh, not the reaction I was expecting, but-...," I began, before trailing off as I picked up the sound of sirens wailing in this distance and getting closer as I added, "Sounds like the cops are almost here...let's clear out before they arrive."
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    Chapter 159 - Gratitude

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Our mission was to hit all of TNO's bases simultaneously and kill everyone in them...we most likely accomplished that. But I wouldn't call the mission a success. 

    Just as I'd guessed, some of the other bases we targeted also exploded. And unlike Rende and I, who made it out alive, the members sent to the other locations that exploded all died. 

    We attacked eight hideouts, and four of them exploded. A total of seven members were killed in the explosions, two pairs and one group of three. Things had gone smoothly and according to plan in the other four targeted locations, but the casualties meant that no one was really celebrating. 

    What's more, it's likely that there are still more members of TNO out there. Kesix and Thara, who were among those who'd attacked places that didn't explode, confirmed that they also encountered brainwashed Alters being controlled. 

    A few days ago, we learnt from Eland that the police discovered that these Alters are being controlled remotely by someone else, which means that the ones we all encountered on this mission were likely being controlled by people who were in a location elsewhere from the eight targets. 

    The mood around the base was super gloomy after that, Riley tried to lift up everyone's spirits by pointing out that we still managed to inflict a crippling blow against TNO, and now it's just a matter of hunting down the remnants. 

    But, then, that's seemed to be the case for a few years at this point. Even when I was working solo, there were many times where it felt like I was getting close to wiping them out, and then it turned out that there's still a whole lot more of them left. 

    So, I'm not too keen about being optimistic towards the extent of damage we inflicted on their damned organization. 

    A couple of days have passed since the mission, it's the 22nd of January, 2021, and I was currently in my room, laying on my bed and aimlessly scrolling through my phone, reading random articles and stuff absent-mindedly. 

    "Hm...'Jollimerry Theme Park is offering 50% off for Alter guests next Saturday, the 31th of Jan'. Wow, how generous," I muttered to myself dryly as I read a headline, before continuing to scroll through my newsfeed. 

    Like a half-off discount on an overpriced entry ticket is gonna fix anything. Eh, maybe I'm being a bit harsh. Whatever. 

    The mood's been so downcast here that it's starting to affect me, I'm feeling kinda melancholy...I'd be lying if I said I was genuinely devastated or torn up about any of the members who died, I barely knew any of them. 

    And I kinda feel bad about not feeling bad, most of the others are depressed and in mourning, while I'm mostly fine emotionally speaking. I mean, I've made a deliberate effort to avoid getting too close to anyone, specifically because I don't want to get too attached and end up heartbroken when they inevitably die. 

    Maybe it's cold-hearted of me, but I don't care...everyone I've ever truly loved ended up dying right in front of me, you can't blame me for not wanting to go through that again. I can only take so much-...hm? Someone's knocking on my door. 

    "Come in, it's unlocked," I responded, sitting up and propping a pillow by the headrest of the bed frame, before slumping against it as the door opened and someone stepped inside. 

    Oh, it's Rende...wonder what this is about? 

    "Hey. I, uh...wanted to thank you. I would've died too if it wasn't for you, so thanks," She remarked a bit awkwardly, getting straight to the point as she entered the room and shut the door behind her. 

    "Sure, you're welcome. But you don't owe me for that or anything, so if you're thinking you need to pay me back for saving you or whatever, don't worry about it," I replied with a shrug. 

    "Well, that's not exactly it, but I guess it's not too far off either...I just figured, I should thank you properly, you know, show you my gratitude of whatever," She responded with a mutter, fidgeting slightly. 

    This is kinda throwing me off, she's acting so much differently to how she usually does. 

    "Okay...well, you already thanked me, so if there's nothing else...," I trailed off pointedly. 

    "Ahem. When I say 'thank properly', I don't just mean saying the words. I'll be blunt...after we got out of the collapsed building, you said you enjoyed the sensation of my boobs on your back, so I think it's safe to assume that you find me attractive. And I suppose I can admit that I find you passably attractive too, so...," She responded, trailing off as she walked over and unbuttoned her shirt. 

    "Oh. Well, I'm certainly not going to say no to that, can't deny that I've caught myself checking you out on more than one occasion...and you seem down for it, it doesn't look like you're forcing yourself to do this just to thank me. So, I see no reason to refuse," I replied as I sat up, feeling my body starting to heat up. 

    "Oh, please, I wouldn't force myself if I didn't want to, I'd have just given you some money or something instead," She shrugged as she took off her shirt, revealing her bare torso as she added, "So, are we doing this or not?"

    "Ohh, fuck yes," I smirked as I grabbed her wrist and pulled her onto the bed, placing my hands on her hips as she landed on my lap. 

    "Wow, you feel...excited. I'll take that as a compliment," She whispered seductively, before pressing her lips against mine. 

    I leaned back and let myself fall onto the mattress, pulling her down along with me, her breasts firmly pressing into my chest as we caressed each other's lips, her hands slipping under my t-shirt and roaming across my torso, as I slid my hands under her skirt and grabbed her ass, firmly squeezing it as she pressed her thigh between my legs. 

    I then flipped up over and moved my lips down to her neck, fondling and massaging one of her breasts as I used my other hand to trace my fingertips up her thigh, eliciting a stifled moan from her as I teased her... 
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    Chapter 160 - Harder

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "H-hey, uh, maybe we should save this for after we get back to the base?" I suggested as I pulled away to catch my breath. 

    "No way. I can't wait that long...let's keep going, we can head back afterwards," Responded Rende, putting her arms around my shoulders and pulling me back in towards her, pressing her lips onto mine and kissing me fervently. 

    "Come on, this is way too risky for my liking, I-...," I began as I pulled away again. 

    "That's enough talking...if you want this to end faster, then less talking and more action."

    "...yes, ma'am."

    Today's the 29th of January, 2021, and I'd just wrapped up another mission along with Rende. Apparently, she's usually pretty difficult to send on missions since there aren't a lot of people she works well with, but she told Riley that she's fine with working with me, so I've been paired up with her on a number of missions lately.

    There have been a large number of bombings throughout the nation over the last week or so, which began occurring almost immediately after we eliminated the main hideouts of the terrorist group TNO. 

    Suicide bombers have been showing up in areas with high Alter populations, and a lot of people have been killed in those bombings. And on top of that, a number of children are missing or unaccounted for, no trace of their bodies left behind in the aftermath of the bombings. They were likely kidnapped by the terrorists, I can only imagine what they're going through. 

    I'm starting to feel like this terrorist issue will never be brought to an end at this rate. No matter how many terrorists we cut down, more show up almost immediately to take their place and pick up from where they left off, with no end in sight. Those damned insane fanatics, what the hell made them turn out this way? 

    Anyway, Rende and I had just gotten done wiping out a small group of terrorists hiding in the basement of a candy store. It was pretty easy, there were only eleven of them, and they didn't have a lot of weapons. And even if they did, it probably wouldn't have made much of a difference. 

    We killed them all pretty quickly and easily, it barely even took a full minute to wrap up. I tossed one guy into a vat of molten sugar, no doubt giving him a very painful death, but I'm starting to regret doing that now. 

    I'd sliced off his arms before I did that, so he'd been bleeding pretty profusely, and the mixed smells of boiling blood, burnt flesh and sugar wafting out of the vat is pretty sickening and nauseating, so I want to leave as quickly as possible. 

    Unfortunately, Rende had other ideas. A few seconds after we finished killing everyone down here, she was quick to pin me against the wall and start making out, which she then proceeded to rapidly escalate...and now, we're currently having sex, with fresh corpses and blood splatter all around us. 

    Not the sexiest place to bang, and I'm not particularly into doing it in risky or public places...but she very much is, she clearly enjoys the thrill of risky sex, even though she's denied it whenever I brought it up, not very convincingly, I might add. And well, I'm not one to refuse an opportunity to get laid, so I go along with it without too much of a fuss. 

    But that might've been a mistake, because she's starting to get bolder and bolder. I know I'm effectively immortal, but this isn't good for my heart...the act itself gets my heart rate running high, and the risk on top of that makes it feel like I'm having a borderline anxiety attack. 

    "Hey, what's distracting you? Don't slow down, you'll interrupt the rhythm, keep going," Frowned Rende, biting my shoulder as she moved her hips faster. 

    "R-right, okay...," I nodded, before picking up the pace, the smacking sound of our flesh colliding against each other in rapid succession echoing throughout the basement as she bit the side of my neck and let out a moan. 

    Her legs were wrapped around my waist, my hands on her ass cheeks to hold her up while I was leaning against the wall behind me for support. She mashed her lips against mine, her tongue pushing into my mouth and twirling against mine, letting out another moan as I reciprocated and picked up the pace, thrusting harder and faster into her. 

    Her nails dug into the back of my shoulders as she bit my lower lip and wrapped her legs more tightly around my waist, her chest firmly pressed up against mine. 

    Now I get why she was so careful to be as covert as possible when we started this mission...if we got noticed and someone alerted the cops, we'd have to book it as quickly as possible. 

    But since we managed to stay undetected as far as anyone outside this building is concerned, we don't need to be in a rush to leave. That's exactly what she was going for, so that we could do this. 

    Meanwhile, here I am, trying to, uh, finish, as quickly as possible so that we can leave, but my anxiety is making me last longer. Kinda got mixed feelings about that, not gonna lie. 

    "C-come on, Ariodred, harder!" She gasped with pleasure as met my gaze, her face flushed and her eyes gleaming before she kissed me hungrily, running her fingertips across my neck and sending chills down my spine... 
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    Chapter 161 - Last Straw(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey, give me a bit more of the blanket, you're kinda hogging it. It's cold in here."

    "Well, this is my bed, and I like it cold. Just go back to your room if it's too cold for ya," I responded dryly, as I scrolled through my phone. 

    "In a bit...I've gotten comfy and don't want to get up right now. And besides, I'm planning on spending most of the day in here, so quit your complaining," Replied Rende with a shrug. 

    Today's the 31st of January, 2021, a couple of days have passed. It was currently 10 AM in the morning, I'd been woken up about an hour and a half ago by a pleasant sensation, before finding Rende under the covers, between my legs. 

    We got done about ten minutes ago, and we've both kinda just been scrolling on our phones in silence. She's not particularly fond of small talk, or talking in general, really. Weirdly enough, the silence is kinda comforting. 

    Today's a day off for both of us, and I'd been planning on lazing about in my room all day. Somehow, I don't think she's gonna let me do that, she's clearly got other plans for me...which, if I'm being honest, I'm definitely not complaining about. 

    Hm, there sure are a lot of articles about the suicide bombers that've been targeting Alters. I'm also seeing a few articles about an Alter vigilante with Super Speed...huh, wonder who that could possibly be? 

    If and when I run into Theo again, maybe I'll suggest joining Liberty to him. I was pretty wary and skeptical of this place for quite a while, but at this point, having been a member for almost four months, I've settled in more than I expected I would. Yeah, I like it here. 

    "Hm? Weird, I'm getting a call from Riley," I remarked, as my phone began ringing. 

    She usually doesn't contact any members when they have a day off, unless it's a real emergency or something. Well, so much for my day off today... 

    "If she wants us to go on a mission or whatever, tell her I'm not here," Grumbled Rende, burying herself under the covers as I answered the call and put the phone up to my ear. 

    "Hello, Ario? Are you in the base right now?"

    "Yeah, I'm in my room, Rende's here too. What's up?" I inquired as Rende smacked my shoulder with a frown. 

    "Okay, good, I was going to call her too. Do you know where the auditorium is?"

    "Wait, there's an auditorium down here?"

    "I mean, it's just an extra large room, it's nothing special beyond that. Anyway, ask Rende to show you the way. Get here immediately, we've got an emergency on our hands, so hurry," She replied urgently, before hanging up.

    Huh. Well, that's not ominous. 

    "Alright, time to get up. Come on, let's wash up quickly and then get going," I sighed, as I dragged myself out of bed and made my way towards my bathroom. 

    "Ugh, do I have to?" She groaned in dismay. 

    "Riley said it's an emergency, so yeah, it's probably something important. Plus I need you to show me to the auditorium since I have no idea where it is," I replied as I headed into the bathroom and splashed some water on my face and began brushing my teeth, as she grumbled incoherently and got out of bed too, dragging her feet and following after me. 

    Once we were done with that, we headed out, Rende leading the way as we made our way to the auditorium. 

    I wonder what this is about? It has to be something to do with the terrorists we've been after. Maybe we've finally got an opportunity to eliminate them for good...but I'm not gonna be so optimistic about it, that's what we thought we'd be able to do during that big mission to hit all of TNOs major hideouts at the same time. 

    We've cut them down over and over, again and again, but more just keep showing up like cockroaches. I'm getting real sick of that trend, it's overstayed its welcome. 

    "Oh, hey, you two. The boss called for you as well, huh?" Kesix greeted us, as he appeared around the corner. 

    "Uh-huh. Any idea what this is about?" I asked him. 

    "Huh? You mean you didn't see? First thing I did after the boss called me and told me to come to the auditorium for some emergency was check my newsfeed. Here, look," He replied with a grimace, showing us his phone. 

    "Well, that's not good...'terrorists have taken over Jollimerry Theme Park, they've killed several people and taken over two hundred children hostage'. Come to think of it, I do remember seeing something about a special event for Alter kids being held at this theme park. Guess that was today," I responded as I clenched my fists in anger. 

    "Yeah, that's right. All the guests were made to wear special bracelets upon entry, and after a sizeable crowd had gathered, the organizers suddenly shut the gates of the park entrance. All the adults that were accompanying the kids then fell over writhing in pain and died, a few children have been killed too. The terrorists are demanding that Unity show up, threatening to kill more of the children if Unity doesn't show up. They haven't made any other demands, at least not yet," He informed us grimly, as we continued making our way through the facility. 

    "Tch, damned scum...why can't they just keel over and die, already? I'm tired of killing them over and over only for more to show up and take their place," Muttered Rende with a seething look in her eyes. 

    Yeah, I second that notion. 
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    Chapter 162 - Last Straw(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "They've taken this too far. They won't get away with this. The police and Unity won't do anything risky, they won't put the hostages in danger. And while I can certainly respect the notion, it's ultimately pointless...they'll just drive themselves into a corner and let the terrorists take control. That's why we're going there too...while the terrorists' attention is on the cops and Unity, we'll attack them, kill every last one of them and bring an end to this," Declared Riley with a dark look in her eyes. 

    About an hour had passed, a few dozen members of Liberty had shown up at the auditorium, where Riley was waiting for us. She was playing a live stream of a news broadcast, the police had formed a perimeter outside the entrance to the theme park.

    Wynn Cane, the captain of the Alter Division, was negotiating with a man representing the terrorists, who declared that they were holding all the children inside hostage, the bracelets they were all made to wear upon entry had been laced with small, retractable poison needles. 

    With just a push of a button, the needles would shoot out and pierce through the wearer's skin, infecting them with the poison and killing them in a matter of seconds. 

    Unity had just shown up at the scene, and the terrorists made their next demand. For every member of Unity that kills themselves, they'll release ten children. They gave Unity half an hour to respond, of which there are now about twenty-five minutes left.

    If, by the end of that time, no member of Unity has killed themselves right in front of the entrance to the park, the terrorists would kill twenty kids in retaliation. 

    The terrorists also claimed that their heartbeats are linked to the bracelets, and if any of them are killed, all the bracelets will be triggered. They further claimed that they've installed sensors all around the fence surrounding the park as well as forming a net of sensory lasers above the park to prevent anyone from trying to enter from above. 

    They're using several drones to accomplish that, basically making it impossible for anyone to enter or leave the park without setting off the barrier of sensors. 

    If anyone sets off any of those sensors, that would instantly trigger the bracelets and kill the kids. And there are indeed a large number of drones flying above the park. 

    Of course, there's a very real possibility that the terrorists are lying about this...but unfortunately, that doesn't change anything. There's no way to prove without a shadow of a doubt that there are indeed such sensors installed, at least not within the time they've stipulated their demands to be met, and it'd take even longer to prove whether or not those sensors are linked to the bracelets. 

    Well, technically there is a very easy to way to test out whether or not they're lying, by actually attempting to enter the park and setting off the sensors. But that's not an option, and it's certainly not an option that the police or Unity would even begin to consider. 

    "Alright, we're short on time, so I'll make this quick. We're heading to the scene immediately, I'll be taking a small group with me to make sure we won't be easily noticed. Kesix, Ariodred, Rende, Thara, Frou and August, the six of you are coming with me. There's no time to waste, so let's get going, follow me," Instructed Riley, as she began heading for the doors. 

    "There's so many other people, why me?" Groaned Rende in dismay, grudging dragging her feet as those who Riley had named began following her. 

    "Your Life Force Consumption power could be useful, maybe you can knock the terrorists out with that," Suggested Kesix, as we all walked out of the auditorium. 

    "Yes, there's nothing strange about this selection, I can think of logical reasons for all of our inclusions," Added Thara with a nod. 

    "I'm glad I've been included...those poor kids, I'll do whatever it takes to save them," Declared Frou with a determined look in her eyes. 

    "Oh, man, I'm getting nervous," Remarked August, his face a bit pale. 

    He's the guy who was with Kesix and Thara back when I fought them during my last mission with Unity, he's the one who was driving the truck they were using. 

    He's in his mid-twenties or so, on the shorter side with an agile build, a fair complexion with a lot of freckles on his cheeks, he had light blue eyes with closely-cropped auburn hair, and a small horizontal scar on his forehead. 

    His power is called Amplifier, it lets him multiply the potency of another Alter's power upto tenfold, which as you can imagine, is a tremendously useful ability. I haven't experienced it for myself though, this is the first time I'm on a mission with him. 

    He's a pretty chill guy though, I've recently started using the gaming consoles in the common room here in the main Liberty hideout, and I've played some games with him a few times since he happens to be there often. 

    "I bet your Amplifier power combined with Rende's Life Force Consumption will be enough to end this incident. The rest of us might not even need to do anything if that works out," I remarked as I patted his shoulder encouragingly. 

    "Thanks...I sincerely hope it'll be that easy," He replied, his expression easing slightly though he still looked pretty nervous. 

    Yeah, I do too. Because we have no margin for error here...the smallest mistake could mean the deaths of all those kids who are being held hostage... 
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    Chapter 163 - Last Straw(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "How much time is left?" Inquired Riley, the tyres screeching as she turned the car around a bend while barely easing off the accelerator. 

    "Woah! Hey, uh, boss? Maybe drive a bit more carefully? We're kinda packed in back here," Responded Kesix, as I took out my phone. 

    I was lucky enough to nab a corner seat, but it's still insanely cramped back here...Riley was driving, Thara was in the passenger seat, and the remaining five of us were crammed into the backseat, which was only wide enough to comfortably fit three. 

    Rende was on my lap, Frou had the other corner seat and Kesix and August were in between. My knees are being pressed together painfully, and my right shoulder is really uncomfortable too. 

    "Okay, there's still ten minutes left in the time that the terrorists gave Unity to respond," I informed Riley, before glancing at the GPS display she was following to take the shortest route to the park and adding, "We're five minutes away, so we should arrive with time to spare."

    "Hm...we'll get there in two," Declared Riley, abruptly and suddenly accelerating the car, my forehead thudding against Rende's back as her head struck the back of the driver's seat. 

    "Ow...," She groaned, as the others overbalanced as well, Kesix letting out a startled yelp. 

    "It's been a while so I forgot what a bad driver she is," Muttered August, his face even paler than it was before. 

    "Hey, I heard that. And I'm just trying to get us there as fast as possible," Huffed Riley indignantlt in response, before adding as she tapped and zoomed in on the GPS map, "Okay, there's a tall building across the street from the entrance of the theme park. We'll park the car behind that building, get into the alley next to it and then head straight up to the rooftop. I can fly up there myself, as for the rest of you, Thara, I'll need you to use your power to create footholds for them to climb up on. Once we're up there, we'll need to assess the situation as quickly as possible and make a decision on how to respond."

    "I think Ariodred's suggestion was a good one, using August's Amplifier on Rende's Life Force Consumption to expand her range and knock out the terrorists," Remarked Kesix, holding onto his seat tightly in case Riley braked suddenly or took a sharp turn. 

    "Hm, I thought of something similar, but...no, that won't work. Rende's Life Force Consumption may not be tangible, but it's still visible, they'll see it coming. It could give them the opportunity to trigger the bracelets before Rende can take them down. The same goes for your ice, Kesix, you could use it to restrain them, but they'll see it coming and potentially have time to act. Tch, damn those bastards...," Growled Riley, her voice seething with hatred, before adding as she glanced at the GPS, "Alright, it's just up ahead. As soon as I park the car, get out and head straight into the alley, got it?"

    "Got it, boss."

    "Let's make 'em pay for this."

    "Yeah, they'll regret ever targeting innocent little kids, those vile scum."

    Riley slowed the car down and pulled over by the sidewalk, before I quickly opened the door and stepped out, glancing around to make sure no one was around before heading into the alley. 

    It's surprisingly empty out here...or maybe not so surprising, most people would be inclined to stay well away from the site of an ongoing terrorist incident. 

    The others got out of the car as well as Riley shut it off and stepped up, shutting the door before flying up along the side of the building rapidly, heading up for the top of the structure as Thara formed transparent footholds heading up along the air and jogged up along them. 

    The rest of us followed as fast as we could, though Riley had already reached the top by the time we were barely even halfway up along the building. 

    By the time we reached the top, there were six minutes left in the time the terrorists had stipulated for their demands of an Unity member committing suicide in front of the park entrance to be met within. 

    As we walked over to the edge of the rooftop that was right across from the entrance of the park, I glanced down to get a look at what was happening down below, spotting several familiar figures. 

    I can see a lot of members of Unity, they're all gathered around with the police, likely discussing what to do. It's hard to say for sure from so high up, but they look uncertain and stuck regarding their options. 

    The terrorists have covered all their bases, I can't think of any way to work around their sensors, at least nothing that wouldn't put the hostages at some level of risk. 

    "So, what do we do, boss? Time's ticking, we need to decide on how to act while we still have time to spare," Remarked Thara with a grimace. 

    "Yes, I know that...but I can't think of any way to take out the terrorists without putting the children they've taken hostage in danger," Frowned Riley, a conflicted look on her face. 

    "What if your Blood Control is boosted using Amplifier? Couldn't you target the terrorists and knock them out or something?" I suggested, desperately wracking my brain as time kept ticking down. 

    "Normally, yes, that would be possible, I can discern between blood flows of adults and children quite easily...but my control isn't as precise when my power is Amplified. Manipulating their blood flow just enough to knock them out without killing them isn't possible. In which case...I have no choice but to kill them, saving the children may not be possible after all. We'll have to hope that they were lying, and that killing them won't trigger the bracelets...but if they were telling the truth, then the children will die," Remarked Riley grimly, before turning to August and adding, "Okay, I'm going to fly over the park and get started. Get on my back and use your Amplifier power on me."

    Huh? Wait, no... 

    "Hold on, there's gotta be another way!" Protested Frou, while the others kept quiet. 

    "No, there isn't. Or at least, we don't have the time to try to find such an option. It's unfortunate, but we have no choice...to take down the terrorists, our only option is to forsake the children," Responded Riley, starting to fly off as August got on her back, before halting and glancing back at me with a frown...as I formed a large scythe of Black Blood in front of her, "What do you think you're doing, Ariodred?"

    "That's my line...what the hell do you think you're doing?" 
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    Chapter 164 - Last Straw(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Stand down, Ariodred, we don't have time for this. Have you already forgotten the core of your training? Separate emotion from logic, and-..."

    "Oh, my logic is just fine, it's yours that's completely fucked. There's nothing logical about letting a bunch of kids die when we can save them," I shot back icily. 

    "I sympathize with how you feel, I honestly do...but it's just not feasible. If we use Amplifier on Rende or Kesix and try to restrain the terrorists using their powers but end up failing to do so, which is quite likely to happen, the terrorists will just kill the children anyway. If they're lying about their heartbeats being linked to the bracelets, the children will be just fine. 

    And besides...these terrorists need to die, no matter the cost. If they're simply just imprisoned instead, their plague will only be delayed. We need to crush them now, while we have the chance. And sometimes, to achieve our goals, sacrifices need to be made. This is one of those times. My mind is made up, and there's no more time to discuss the matter. Now, stand down," She remarked grimly. 

    "No, I won't let you do this. You can't, it's not the only option, we can still-...," I began as I tried to persuade her, when suddenly, my entire body except for my head was encased in ice. 

    "Sorry about this, man...as shitty as it is, I have to agree with the boss on this, this is our option," Said Kesix solemnly. 

    Damn it...why? Why can't they see it? This isn't our only option, why can't ant of them see that? Even if there's a risk of failing if we try to take down the terrorists while also trying to save the kids, it's a risk worth taking! 

    "I'm sorry, Ariodred. You can voice your complaints to your heart's content after this is over. There's only a minute left, it's now or never," Stated Riley, flying off with August on her back. 

    "No, damn it, no...this isn't right. I'm not just gonna sit back and let this happen!" I snapped, starting to form Blood Gems on my hands to try and blow the ice off me. 

    "Don't do it," Muttered Rende with a grimace, extending out a couple of streaks of her Life Force Consumption power.

    "Screw this...I refuse to go along with it, I'm stopping her. I'll take out the terrorists and save the kids myself if I have to," I growled, freeing my right arm as I fired out a Blood Ray from my palm, before more ice enveloped me, Kesix walking over and placing his hand on the ice. 

    "I can't let you do that, man. So just take a nap until it's over. It sure is a good thing that you're unkillable...now, Absolute Zero," Remarked Kesix quietly, the ice around me sharply and drastically dropping in temperature, while Rende used her power to drain my energy even further. 

    "D-damn it...," I gasped weakly, my body beyond frozen as clouds of mist flowed out of my nostrils. 

    "For the record, I agree with Ariodred...I hate this so fucking much, we should have taken the risk and tried saving the children first...damn it," Remarked Frou bitterly. 

    I...I can feel my consciousness fading fast, like my entire body is shutting down, it's getting colder and colder, I can barely even string my thoughts together anymore, l-let alone move. 

    "None of us are happy about this, you know. We've just accepted that it's the only real viable option, there's too much at stake to risk failure. We can't always save everyone, you should know that as well as any of us do," Responded Kesix quietly, as my hearing began to grow more unclear, barely able to hear what was being said around me anymore.

     

    "And I wouldn't put it past one the Unity members to actually sacrifice themselves to buy more time. We can't let that happened, they're too...," Added Thara, but I couldn't hear anymore, all my senses were fading fast. 

    E-everything's starting to...to go dark, I...I can't keep my eyes open any longer... 

    ... 

    ... 

    I woke up with a sharp gasp, sitting up abruptly as I tried to catch my breath, beads of sweat running down the sides of my face. Was...was that a dream? 

    "Oh, you're finally awake. It's been three days, you were out cold for a while-...no pun intended," Came Rende's voice from my left, as I glanced that way to see her seated next to me in bed, scrolling on her phone. 

    "What...what happened?"

    "You passed out in the ice, the boss killed the terrorists and then we headed back. Like I said, three days have passed since then."

    Then it wasn't a dream. Damn it... 

    "And the kids?" I inquired grimly. 

    "..."

    "Answer me, Rende. What happened after Riley killed the terrorists?"

    "They weren't lying. Their heartbeats really were connected to the bracelets. And once their hearts stopped, well...," She trailed off quietly, before glancing at me and adding, "So, um...how are you feeling? Are you-...?"

    "Sorry, but could you leave? I...I need to think. Alone," I cut her off, a mix of emotions whirling around inside me. 

    "I don't think that's the best idea, I-..."

    "Please. Just leave me alone. I was wrong about Liberty...you're all just not on the same page as me. So I have a lot to think about, and I need to think about it alone."

    "Alright, fine. I'm going," She replied quietly, getting up and heading for the door. 

    I let out a strained sigh as she left and shut the door behind her, burying my face in my hands as I felt confliction and anguish welling up inside me... 
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    Chapter 165 - Resignation

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Effective immediately, I resign from Liberty."

    "I see...well, that's unfortunate. I was ready for the possibility of this happening, but it's still disappointing. I don't suppose there's anything I can do to change your mind?" Responded Riley, briefly glancing up at me before turning her attention back to her computer. 

    Sounds like she was expecting this. Good, that'll make this easier. 

    "I think you already know the answer to that," I replied quietly. 

    "Yes, I suppose I do. It's a real shame, you were quite a valuable addition to our ranks. And I really thought we were on the same page with our goals too," She sighed with a shake of her head. 

    "Yeah, I thought so too. But I don't kill innocent people if there's another choice, even if the odds are slim. This last mission proved that you aren't of the same mindset."

    "We don't kill innocent people if it isn't unnecessary, only if there's no other choice. And this time, there was no other choice. If you refuse to understand that, then there's nothing more I can say."

    "You're right about that, I don't understand it, nor do I intend to. Only applying your principles when it's convenient aren't principles at all. Well, I guess there's no point in saying that now, is there?" I remarked solemnly. 

    "No, I suppose there isn't, it won't change anything. You're free to leave, of course, I won't try to stop you. But if you aren't with us, then stay out of our way," She replied, as she glanced at me again. 

    "No need to worry about that. I have no intention of getting in your way or whatever, I just refuse to be a part of this anymore. From now on, I'll do things my way. Well, goodbye, Riley...take care of yourself," I said, as I turned around and walked away. 

    "Mhm, same to you, Ariodred. It really is a pity...guess I'm back to being the only redhead in Liberty," She sighed wistfully, as I walked out of her office and shut the door behind me. 

    Alright, that takes care of that. All that's left now is to pack up my stuff and leave... 

    ... 

    I stared around at my room as I picked up my backpack and slung it over my arms, clenching my fists slightly as a bitter feeling welled up inside me. I wasn't here for that long, but I'd gotten pretty settled in and comfortable lately. I'll miss this room. 

    Well, at least I've got a much fuller bank account at my disposal than when I left Unity, so I should be able to find a nicer place than the shitty apartment I lived in before joining Liberty. 

    I need a fresh start...so, I can't stay here anymore. The country, I mean. There's probably not much more I can accomplish here in Cahgo anyway, so it's about time I leave this place. 

    I already know where I'll go next...back to Larisk, the nation where I grew up. It's now one of the most anti-Alter nations in the world, it should keep me occupied for quite a while. 

    I then switched off the lights in the room for the last time, before stepping out and shutting the door behind me, making my way through the corridor towards the exit. I'll probably never see this hideout again...this isn't as painful as it felt when I left Unity, but it still hurts. 

    No matter where I go, I don't belong there. So, I'm better off working solo, like I did for the few years after I left Unity and before I joined Liberty. I've got a lot to think about and figure out, it'll be a while before I-...hm?

    "So, you're really leaving, huh?" Kesix greeted me as I approached the exit, Rende and Frou with him. 

    "Yeah. Don't bother trying to convince me to stay, my mind is already made up," I replied dryly. 

    "I know our last mission was really rough, but still, you-...," Began Frou. 

    "What did I just say?" I interrupted her with a sigh, before adding with a slight smile, "Well, for what it's worth, I'll probably miss you guys, thank you for everything."

    "That's it, then? You're just going to leave?" Frowned Rende, a hint of disappointment in her eyes. 

    "Yeah. I'm sorry, but-..."

    "Hmph, why are you apologizing? It's not like I care," She huffed with an indifferent tone of voice. 

    "Sure, whatever you say," I smiled slightly, patting her head. 

    "Cut it out...," She muttered as she turned her gaze downwards, but didn't push my hand away. 

    "What do you plan on doing now?" Frou asked me, as I headed for the exit. 

    I suppose there's no harm in telling them that. 

    "I'm probably going to go back to Larisk. My parents risked their lives to advocate for Alter rights in that country, I'll pick up where they left off."

    "Good luck with that, man. And be careful, Larisk has become an extremely dangerous place for Alters, try not to di-...oh, never mind, you're immortal," Smiled Kesix wryly, giving me a pat on the shoulder as I walked away. 

    "I hope it goes well for you...there's almost definitely a lot of Alter kids suffering there. Save them, okay?" Added Frou. 

    "You sure are consistent, aren't you? Well...farewell, guys."

    "Wait, hold on," Called out Rende, as I heard her footsteps approaching me from behind. 

    "Yeah? What is it-...mpfh," I began as I turned around, before she grabbed my collar and pulled me down, pressing her lips against mine briefly before pulling away and meeting my gaze. 

    "Um...bye," She muttered awkwardly, her face slightly flushed. 

    "Yeah...bye."

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Insta account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 166 - Last Day(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, look straight into the camera. Put on a relaxed, casual smile, that should help keep anyone from being suspicious of you."

    "Whatever, just take the picture already," I sighed, plastering on a fake smile onto my face, before a flash burst out from the camera. 

    "Hm...yeah, guess this works, looks decent enough. Alright, I'll use this pic for your fake passport, I should have it ready by tomorrow morning," Replied Eland, as he glanced at the camera display. 

    "You look so different like this, I probably wouldn't recognize you if I didn't know it was you," Remarked Vella, as she peered over his shoulder to get a look at the picture. 

    Today's the 5th of February, 2021. A couple of days have passed since I left Liberty, I'd been about to book myself a plane ticket to Larisk, before stopping as I realized that I need to travel incognito, since you know, I am a wanted criminal here in Cahgo. 

    I then considered sneaking into the luggage hold of a plane or something, when I got a call from Eland. The Vizeros had learnt that I'd left Liberty and that I was planning on leaving the country, so they offered to help me sneak out undetected. 

    I had no reason to refuse, so I accepted the offer. They hired a hair stylist to come help disguise me, I got a new haircut and they dyed my hair black. My hair's a bit shorter and combed back instead of falling over my forehead like before, and I'll also be using black contact lenses to hide my red eyes. 

    Eland said he would hack into and register my fake identity into the relavant databases, along with my fingerprints and retinal info. And my fake identity isn't an Alter, since an Alter traveling to Larisk would be suspicious. 

    Apparently, not a single Alter has traveled to Larisk in the last three years, since doing so would be borderline suicidal. Liberty and Unity have both tried to exert their influence into Larisk, but the government there has blocked those efforts. 

    "Sure you'll have the passport ready by tomorrow morning?" I asked Eland, as I walked over towards him and glanced at the picture of me he'd taken. 

    "Yeah, I'm pretty confident that it should be ready by then, possibly even by tonight if I hurry. Why?"

    "Okay, then book me a flight to Larisk for tomorrow night," I replied after a brief pause. 

    This'll be my last day in Cahgo, at least for a very long time. After this, I'm not sure when I'll come back here, if I ever do at all.

    "Huh? That soon? I mean, I can do it no problem, there are flights available, but what's the rush?" He responded in bemusement. 

    "Yeah, you don't have to leave so soon. Why not wait at least a few days before going?" Added Vella as she tugged on my sleeve lightly. 

    "Sorry, but no...I think the sooner I leave, the better. I can't stay in this country anymore, I feel so burnt out here. Anyway...I'm going out for a walk. It's been a while since I was able to walk out in the open without needing to stay out of sight, and it's a good opportunity to test out how effective this disguise is," I remarked, heading for the door. 

    "Hm, I guess that's a good point. Be careful though, keep a low profile," Eland advised me. 

    "Yeah, sure. I'm not planning on doing anything, I just feel like walking around for a bit. I'll probably be back within an hour or two," I replied with a wave, as I opened and headed out the door. 

    I left the premises of the Vizero estate and out onto the street, strolling along the sidewalk aimlessly as I put in my earphones and put my music playlist on shuffle. 

    Before much longer, I won't be seeing this nation again, at least not for quite a while. It's a bittersweet feeling. I came here in September, 2016, so it's been about four and a half years or so, that's how long I've been here. 

    It's felt like a lot longer though, so much has happened in that time, both good and bad...and unfortunately, the bad has stuck with me a lot more than the good has. 

    As I walked past an arcade, I paused to turn and look at it, before stepping in through the sliding doors. I'll just shut off my brain for the next hour or so and play some games, I could use some consequence-free down time. 

    It's the middle of the day on a weekday, so it's not particularly crowded. Let's see, what should I play? 

    Hm? Oh, I remember that game, it's an FPS zombie shooter game, I played it with Theo back when I was in Unity. It's been a while since I last played it, it was pretty fun. 

    I walked over towards the game, starting to slide into the seat as I reached it, right as someone else slid in from the other side, their hip bumping against mine. It's a guy, he looks pretty rough, with dark circles under his eyes and a scruffy face. 

    "Hey, back off. I saw it first, so wait your turn," He growled, narrowing his eyes at me as I met his gaze. 

    Huh? Wait, I know that voice... 

    "Theo? Is that you?" I blurted out in surprise, looking at him more closely before my eyes widened in recognition. 

    "That voice...Ario?" He responded in disbelief, his confrontational expression easing as he backed off and stared at me in bewilderment... 
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    Chapter 167 - Last Day(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Yeah, it really is him. I didn't recognize him in the slightest until he spoke, I can still hardly believe that it's him. He looks like he's lost some weight, his hair has grown long, messy and unkempt. 

    His skin looked in bad condition too, a few zits on his cheeks peeking out through his heavy stubble. His lips were dry and cracked, and his fingernails looked rough and uneven, like he'd been stress-chewing on them regularly. 

    "Uh, hey, man, it sure has been a while. It's good to see you again. You're...you're looking, uh...," I trailed off, unable to think of an adjective that wouldn't be too rude. 

    "You don't have to say it, I know, I look like shit, right? Yeah, I'm well aware of that. I just don't care," He replied with a bitter smile, his shoulders slumping a bit. 

    It hurts to see him like this...I wonder, would things have turned out better for him if he'd never met me? 

    "Apparently so. Well, regardless, it really is good to see you again, man. Wanna grab a drink or something and catch up and stuff?" I suggested in response. 

    "Hm...sure, why not? It's 5 o'clock somewhere, right?" He replied with a shrug. 

    ... 

    "I see, so you're leaving, huh? Can't say I blame you."

    "Yeah...it's all starting to pile up and weigh me down, I can't take it here anymore. Maybe a change of scenery would help," I replied, sipping on my cocktail. 

    "So you picked one of the most currently extreme anti-Alter nations in the world? A nation where you definitely won't be able to live peacefully in the slightest, where the vast majority would likely attack and try to kill any Alters on sight? The nation where you were abducted and sold off for human experimentation?" He responded with a raised eyebrow. 

    "Mhm, it's the perfect place to let off some steam by running wild. It should be a lot easier to find people who deserve to be killed there, could be cathartic," I pointed out with a shrug. 

    "Hm, I guess that I can see that."

    "By the way, I've seen some news articles about you, looks like you've been keeping busy ever since you left Unity," I remarked, as I picked up a couple of roasted cashews and tossed them into my mouth. 

    "Yeah, pretty much...I was scouting out Alter neighborhoods around the time all those suicide bombings were taking place."

    "I take it that means you don't have a source of intel?" I asked him. 

    "Hm? Nope, nothing like that. I've been tracking down terrorists and the like the old fashioned way, searching blindly," He replied with a scoffing laugh as he chugged a deep gulp of beer. 

    "I see...well, maybe I can help with that. Do you still use the same number? I can pass it along to the info brokers I used and tell them to contact you if they're okay with taking you on as a client," I suggested, munching on more cashews. 

    "Oh, that'd be a great help, actually. It'd certainly beat searching blind, if nothing else. And no, I'm using a different number now, don't want Unity or the cops tracking me down, after all," He sighed, before holding his hand out towards me and adding, "Give me your phone, I'll type in my new number."

    "So, um...you've fully started killing people, huh?" I remarked, addressing the elephant in the room as I unlocked my phone and handed it to him. 

    "Yeah, of course. I should apologize, for judging you for killing people before. You were right all along, Ario, if only I'd realized that sooner, maybe things would be different. At the very least, I wish I'd done something to help you before you got arrested, I regret doing nothing back then," He replied, a bitter smile on his face as he typed his number into my phone and saved it. 

    "No, you don't need to apologize for that. If I'm being honest, I wish you'd never killed anyone. I defied Xandra's wishes when I left Unity and went back to killing all my enemies. I'd hoped that at least you would honor her wishes," I sighed with a wistful smile. 

    "I see. I understand where you're coming from and all, but...that was my decision to make, and I have no regrets about it. I only wish I'd made that decision a whole lot sooner...she might still be alive if we killed our enemies to begin with," He pointed out as he turned his gaze downwards. 

    "Yeah, maybe so. If Unity's philosophy actually worked, things would be different. I wish their way of doing things was enough...the time I spent with Unity was probably the happiest I've ever been in my life. Losing all that was rough...but there was no other choice."

    "I know what you mean. Cutting ties with everyone in Unity wasn't easy, I grew up with most of them, so many of them were constants in my life. Walking away from all that was...was the most difficult decision I ever made," He replied bitterly. 

    Yeah, now that I think about it, leaving Unity was probably a lot harder for him than it was for me. After all, he spent a much more significant portion of his life with them than I did, he was there for a long time before I joined, and he left after I did. 

    We sat in silence for a while, drinking and snacking quietly in each other's company. I don't know when or if I'll ever see him again, this'll most likely be the last time, at least for a very long time. 

    "Alright, well...I think I'm gonna head out. I usually operate at night, so I sleep during the afternoon and evening," Theo stood up with a sigh, stretching his arms up before fumbling got his wallet. 

    "Oh, don't worry about that, I've got it," I replied, placing a couple of notes of money on the counter. 

    "Thanks, I'm not exactly flush with cash these days, so I appreciate it. Maybe next time, I'll pick up the tab. Okay, then...good luck in Larisk, man. I guess this is goodbye for now, huh?"

    "Yeah, so it would seem. Till next time, then...take care of yourself, Theo," I responded as I got up as well, signaling the bartender to keep the change. 

    "Right back at you, Ario."

    "Oh, wait, before you go, let me give you some advice."

    "Hm? Sure, what's up?"

    "Whatever you plan on doing from now on...just don't join Liberty."

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Insta account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
  
    Volume 8 : Homecoming Arc

    
  


      
        
    Chapter 168 - Homecoming(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You there, you're a Freak, ain't ya?"

    "Your kind isn't welcome here. Get on the wrong flight or something?"

    "Should we kill him or sell him? He looks young and in good shape, so I bet we could sell him for a good amount."

    "Sounds good to me. But first, let's teach him a little lesson, shall we?"

    "Ohh, I like the sound of that."

    Wow...this is even worse than I thought. 

    Today's the 7th of February, 2021, early in the morning, around 4:30 AM or so. My flight had been last night, I made it through the airport and boarded the plane without a problem, and the flight itself was fine too. 

    I arrived in Larisk about an hour ago, got my luggage and stuff, and then began heading out of the airport. There was a detector by the exit which I had to walk through, which went off as I passed through, several people turning to stare at me when that happened. 

    Clearly, that wasn't a metal detector, it was some kind of Alter detection device. Because, not even two full minutes later, I was surrounded by six men, all armed with laser cannons. 

    "I'll give you shitheads one chance, and one chance only. Which, considering the jetlag, is a very generous offer. I'll keep it simple...get out of my way or die," I warned them, putting down my bags. 

    "Huh? The hell did you say to us, Freak?"

    "Someone thinks he's a tough guy just because he's got whatever creepy powers...we should correct that misconception."

    "Yeah, let's-...arghhh!" One of the began with a chuckle, before I rapidly extended out a sharp thread of my Black Blood and swung it across, slashing his eyes and eliciting an excruciating scream of pain from him as he clutches his eyes and stumbled back in agony. 

    "Why, you!?" Snapped another of them and starting to take aim at me with his laser cannon, before I whipped my blood thread across and slashed off his hands before he could pull the trigger, causing him to shriek in pain and horror as his hands fell off and blood gushed and sprayed out of the stumps that were left around his wrists. 

    I then swiftly got low as one of the others fired a laser blast at me, ducking under it before leaping towards him as I formed a narrow, rapidly spinning blood drill and drove it towards his neck, piercing through and tearing his throat to shreds. 

    He let out an agonized, gargling screech of pain as blood burst out of his neck as I pulled my blood drill out with a violent twist, streaks of Black Blood with sharp edges extending out of my body and rapidly whipping all around my with immense speed, cries of pain ringing out around me as I tore all the men who'd surrounded me to pieces, their screams quickly fading as I reduced them to a pile of severed body parts, a large puddle of blood spreading out across the outside of the airport's entrance. 

    I then glanced back in through the glass sliding doors of the airport entrance as I heard several footsteps rapidly approaching, to see a large number of armed guards heading this way, their gazes locked onto me with hateful looks in their eyes. 

    I manifest a Blood Gem on my right palm and raised it towards the entrance, a bright red glow shining out of it as I charged up a Blood Ray, channeling an immense amount of energy into it and compressing that energy as much as possible. 

    As they got within a couple of meters of the entrance, starting to take aim at me with their weapons, I fired out the charged up Blood Ray, a blindingly bright burst of red light exploding out as my blast shattered the sliding doors and barreled in through the entrance, screams of pain and panic ringing our from inside the airport as I vaporized the guards. 

    I then stretched my arms up with a weary sigh before picking up my bags and continuing to stroll away from the airport, keeping the streaks of Black Blood I'd extended out floating around me...if anyone wants to attack me, they're free to do so, I'll just kill them. 

    Like I mentioned to my assailants earlier, I'm pretty jetlagged from the flight, I should find a place to get some sleep. Hm, maybe I'll come across someone that attacks me who looks rich, I can take their keys and stuff after killing them and borrow their place of residence. It's not like they'll need it if they're dead. 

    It wasn't long before I reached a main street, dozens of gazes fixed on me as I came into sight, several cars coming to abrupt halts as drivers, passengers and passersby turned to stare at me in disbelief, which quickly turned to aggression and spiteful hatred. 

    Many of them began walking towards me, some of them picking up objects on the ground like sticks and stuff to attack me with. As they all surrounded me, I formed a thick ring of Black Blood around my body, before rapidly expanding it as I sharpened the edges, cries of pain ringing out around my as I cut all the people surrounding me horizontally in half, grimacing as a car drove towards me rapidly.

    As it closed in on me, I formed a blood drill and leapt forward as I drove the drill straight through the windshield and pierced through the middle of the driver's head. I quickly hopped onto the top of the car as it crashed onto a lamppost and came to a stop, the wheels still spinning and the horn ringing out as the driver had fallen headfirst onto the steering wheel, his forehead pressing onto the horn. 

    "Anyone else up for trying to kill me!?" I exclaimed loudly to the other people around the area, as I extended several blood streaks out of my body menacingly... 
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    "Ugh, I'm so tired," I yawned, as I took a seat on top of a tall pile of corpses I'd set up in the middle of the road and took out my phone, raising it up to take a selfie. 

    As I put up a peace sign and snapped the picture, I glanced back as a gunshot echoed out and a bullet narrowly missed the top of my head, brushing through my hair and severing a few strands. 

    "Y-you damned monster...I'll kill you!" Exclaimed a woman in fear and anger, trembling as she aimed a handgun at me, firing out another bullet. 

    I batted the bullet away with a springy sheet of blood, before rapidly extending a whip of blood at her, shooting towards her and closing in before she could fire again, wrapping around her neck and lifting her up into the air. 

    "You people brought this on yourselves. In your next life, be better," I remarked dryly, before rapidly swinging her down towards the ground. 

    The woman let out a sharp scream before I slammed her onto the ground with immense force, blood bursting out of her body upon impact and splattering across the street as her bones shattered and tore out through her skin, her body a mangled mess. 

    I then jumped down off the corpse mountain, landing on a puddle of blood with a disgusting squelch, before strolling towards an alley as I shook my feet to get the blood off my shoes with a grimace. So gross...

    I have to say, while I knew the situation here was dire for Alters, I didn't think it'd be this bad, getting mobbed by murderous crowds of people with anti-Alter sentiments just by walking around, minding my own business. 

    It's horrifying, to think things have gotten this fucking bad in the less than six years since I was last here. The entire government in Larisk is full of people who support and advocate anti-Alter beliefs and philosophies, and they even go so far as to eliminate normal humans who try and spread pro-Alter beliefs and advocate for Alter rights in the country. People like my parents. 

    The Alter population in Larisk has drastically declined, and of those who are still alive, the vast majority are imprisoned or enslaved, being abused and tortured mercilessly. The few that have been able to avoid being killed or captured have to live in hiding to stay alive and free, they can't even leave the country, they're trapped here. 

    I can't imagine the fear and despair they must be feeling, having to live every single second of their lives with the possibility of being killed or captured constantly hovering above their heads. 

    Naturally, there are no branches of Unity or Liberty here, the government would never let either enter the nation. They could try sneaking in with fake identities like what I did, but like what happened to me, they'd get attacked the instant they go through that sensor. 

    How did things get so bad here, anyway? Not to mention so fast, things were certainly bad before, but never to this extent. The people...the majority of the population was in favor of this, or at the very least, they were complicit. That's why I won't show them any mercy, they can plead and beg for their lives, but I'll kill them regardless. 

    Hm, I wonder how much news has spread about me in Larisk? It's been about half an hour since I left the airport, and I've done a fair amount of damage so far. Let's have a look... 

    I took out my phone and opened social media, filtering posts by region to see what was going viral among local users of the site. Ah, here we go, I'm number one trending in the country, nice. 

    Looks like some people managed to record and take pictures of me while I was massacring those sorry excuses for human beings. A lot of hateful comments...man, I miss the woke era of my old world, it wasn't perfect but it certainly beats this by a landslide. 

    Hm, it feels like I'm being watched...I'd just stepped out of an alley and I'm now walking through a deserted parking lot. At least, it looks deserted, but I can definitely feel several sets of gazes watching me. 

    Guess a bunch of people must be combing through the areas around where I massacred those people on that street, there were a few seemingly empty vehicles in the parking lot, and there's a short wall spanning around the space, there aren't any other places to hide. 

    Suddenly, a large pick up truck parked a few meters to my right got switched on, the headlights blaring before it began driving towards me, several people popping out from around the wall surrounding the parking lot, taking aim at me with guns and laser cannons. 

    They probably intend to shoot me after the truck crashes into me and sends me flying, which would probably work against most Alters. Clearly, these people are used to killing Alters. I'll take payment for that in blood. 

    As the truck closed in on me, I fired out a large mass of blood and formed a ramp with my blood in front of the truck as it began to close in on me, sending the vehicle flying up into the air and barreling towards a section of the wall, the people standing behind it hurriedly scrambling out of the way in alarm. 

    I then swiftly fired out a narrow, piercing Blood Ray at the truck's gas tank as I took several steps away from it, a deafening explosion bursting out as I ignited the fuel, screams of pain ringing out and the sounds and odors of skin and hair sizzling echoing and wafting out. 

    "Y-you bastard!"

    "Damned Freak, die!"

    "Fucking monster!"

    I formed a dome of blood around me as a storm of bullets and laser blasts came shooting towards me, blocking the incoming projectiles and attacks with ease, glancing off to the side as I heard the screech of tires in the distance...looks like they've called for back up. I'll paint this area red with their bloo-... 

    Suddenly, a manhole a few meters ahead of me burst open, before a massive cloud of smoke burst out, spreading across the parking lot and filling the area, but avoiding engulfing me, flowing around me instead. What the-...is this someone's power? 

    "Hey, you! Over here! Quick, come with us if you want to live!" A woman's voice came from the manhole. 

    Huh. Never thought I'd hear that line in real life. 
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    I fired out several Blood Rays around me through the clouds of smoke surrounding me, cries of pain ringing out as I paused for a moment before heading for the manhole, slipping in and pulling the cover shut, climbing down the ladder. 

    "So, who are you people?" I inquired as I hopped off the ladder and onto the ground, scrunching up my nose as a foul odor wafted into my nostrils...well, it is the sewers, so that's to be expected. 

    There were three people down here, a young woman and two men. 

    "We can save the introductions for later, for now we should focus on getting away from this area."

    Yeah, I suppose that makes sense. I followed after them as they hurried through the sewer tunnels, leading the way. Uh, they do actually know where they're going? Because it kinda feels like they're taking turns at random. 

    But they seem pretty assured in their movements and direction, so I guess I'll assume that they know where they're going. And even if that's not the case and they end up getting me lost, I can just climb up to the next manhole we come across. 

    I mean, it's not I know where I'm going anyway, I was just walking around at random earlier, killing anyone who showed up to attack me. And I plan on staying in Larisk for the foreseeable future, until I've at least made a severe dent in the anti-Alter prejudice here. Namely, by killing a large number of those who hold such prejudice. 

    "Alright, this should be far enough," Remarked the woman, coming to a stop, before the men with her stopped as well. 

    "Thanks for helping me out back there. Though, not to be rude, but I really didn't need any help," I remarked frankly. 

    "Come now, there's no need to put on the tough guy act. After all, you're...safe now," Chuckled one of the men in response. 

    Uh...I don't get it, was that supposed to be a joke? Which part? 

    He looked like he was about in his mid to late twenties and was on the tall side, with a strongly built body and a dark complexion. He had medium-length black hair parted in the middle, dark brown eyes and a short, thin beard. He wore glasses with a connected rectangular frame across his eyes and the bridge of his nose, and slightly crooked teeth. 

    "Your stupid puns don't work if he doesn't know your name, dumbass," Sighed the woman with an exasperated roll of her eyes. 

    "Oh, right! My bad. Let me introduce myself...my name is Saif Ansheer, it's nice to meet you," He smiled as he held out his hand towards me. 

    "Uh, yeah, likewise...I'm Ariodred Phoenix, a pleasure," I replied politely as I shook his hand. 

    "Huh, feels like I've heard that name before...hi, I'm Sarasi Mendis," The woman introduced herself with a grin. 

    She looked a bit older than me, was about average height with a slender, attractive build. She had brown skin, with long, curly, ashy-silver hair, black eyes and wore silver, glittery lipstick. 

    "Um, and I'm Jevan Dayan," Added the other guy quietly, looking a bit awkward as he introduced himself. 

    He was kinda short, he looked like he was in his teens. He had a light brown complexion, with dark brown short hair that was spiked up in the front, purple eyes and a thin but agile build. He had a red dot on his forehead, and a small horizontal scar across the bridge of his nose. 

    "By the way, is it true that you came to Larisk on a flight? Based on what I've seen online, the first posts relating to you claim that you were at the airport," Remarked Sarasi curiously. 

    "Yeah, that's right. I took a flight here, just arrived this morning."

    "Why? Larisk is one of the most dangerous places for Alters in the entire world, so why would you come here? Did you maybe get on the wrong plane or something?" She inquired with a confused frown. 

    Valid question. 

    "Yeah, that doesn't seem like the...safest move," Added Saif, before chuckling to himself in amusement. 

    Ah, I get it, since his name sounds like the word 'safe', he makes puns based on that. That's not gonna get old. 

    "No, I didn't get on the wrong flight or anything, I meant to come here. I actually lived here a little under six years ago, until my parents were killed and I was sold off to an Alter experimentation lab in Esidd. I was then rescued by Unity and taken to Cahgo, where I've been since until today," I explained, before asking them, "So, what's your story? Are you guys, like, a resistance group or something?"

    "Yeah, something like that. After things got especially severe here in Larisk, a bunch of Alters banded together for safety-...," Began Sarasi. 

    "Heh...safe...ty," Laughed Saif in response, earning an annoyed glance from Sarasi. 

    "...anyway, back to what I was saying. We had help from a group of pro-Alter activists, they had built a hideout for us in the sewer network, where we've been living for the past three years. It's in a pretty secluded area, so the anti-Alter mobs haven't found us, it's not ideal, but at least it's sa-...secure," She informed me, avoiding saying the word 'safe' just in time, a visibly disappointed look on Saif's face. 

    "I see...I'm sorry to hear that, it must have been diff-..."

    "Oh, wait! I remember now! Ariodred Phoenix, you said your name was, right? Are you the Black Blood guy?" Sarasi's eyes widened in realization. 

    "Uh, well, my blood is black, so..."
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    "Welcome to our hideout, it's nothing fancy, but considering it's down in the sewers, well...," Grinned Sarasi sheepishly. 

    "Most importantly, it's a very...safe place," Chuckled Saif in amusement. 

    I'll just ignore the pun... 

    "Honestly, this is a lot better than I was expecting, all things considered. Looks like you've got a lot of people down here," I remarked, as I looked around. 

    It was a large space in the maze of the sewer system, with dozens of wooden huts built across the area, as well as a number of tents set up, and there were probably close to a couple hundred or so people. 

    A lot of them had dead looks in their eyes, like they'd lost all hope and couldn't even be bothered to exist. Can't say I blame them, they've all probably lost loved ones and had their lives turned upside down before ending up down here. 

    "It's only a small fraction of the Alter population in Larisk, there are thousands who are currently enslaved or imprisoned, being abused on a daily basis. We've already almost reached the full capacity of this place, it won't be long before we won't be able to take in any more survivors," Replied Saif with a grimace. 

    "Yeah, and we can't keep this up forever either. We've managed to avoid detection so far, but it'd be too optimistic to hope that it stays that way forever. Not to mention, for so many of these people to spend the rest of their lives living down here in the sewers, it's a difficult reality to accept...we've had a number of suicides and attempted suicides, it's all too easy to fall into despair in a place like this," Added Sarasi quietly. 

    "Pretty sure everyone down here is wallowing in despair to some extent," Muttered Jevan bitterly. 

    Sounds like he's one of them. 

    "Are you three the only ones who go out and fight against the anti-Alter mobs?" I inquired, noticing that pretty much everyone else down here looked like they weren't built for fighting. 

    "Yeah, that's right. We did have a few others, but they were either killed or captured. The three of us are all that's left of our fighting force, it's on us to protect all these people. Everyone else here either have powers that are too weak to be of any use in fights, or they're simply incapable of handling themselves in such situations. So, it's fallen on us to protect them," Responded Sarasi, as we walked through the area. 

    "I'm aware that you barely know us and you don't owe us anything, but...we would really appreciate it if you would lend us your help. We're pretty overwhelmed as it is, just one more set of hands helping out would make a huge difference. We can't, and won't, force you to help us, but please...if there's anything I can do to get you to help out in any way, I'll do it," Remarked Saif, as he bowed his head towards me. 

    "I-...give me a moment to think," I replied after a brief pause. 

    "Of course. I'm sorry, it wasn't nice to spring this on you so suddenly, but...we're just so desperate for all the help we can get."

    I really was intending on operating solo once I arrived here, but...I can't just abandon all these people who are in such dire need of help. I stopped walking and looked around, grimacing as my gaze fell onto a couple of kids, huddled in a corner together, their bodies heartbreakingly thin, their skin firmly clinging to their bones. 

    With how dire the circumstances are down here for these people, I...I just don't have the heart to ignore them and walk away. I can't just pretend like I didn't see all this, I can't turn a blind eye to the immense suffering they're all going through. 

    "Alright. I'll do it, I'll help you out. But, you should know...I came to Larisk to change things, I intend to kill a lot of people while I'm here, anyone who's played any role, small or large, in bringing this nation to this wretched state, I'll kill them. I won't simply just stay on the defense and maintain the status quo, I fully intend to go on the offensive," I informed them. 

    "I understand, and in return for helping us, you want us to help you with that?" Responded Saif after a brief pause. 

    "No, not quite. If you're willing to help me, sure, I'll gladly accept, but if you'd prefer not to put yourselves at risk by helping me, that's fine. I came here intending to do this all by myself, so any help I get would be a bonus. I'll use this place as a hideout, and when I'm here, I'll help out however I can. 

    But I won't be here twenty-four-seven, I'll go out and attack and kill anyone I deem to be a worthwhile target whenever I get the opportunity to do so. So, while I have agreed to help you guys with things down here, I'm making it clear that I won't always be present to do so. If you can accept that, then we have a deal," I surmised objectively. 

    "That's...really fair. I can hardly even call it a deal because there's no downside for us...even occasional help from you would make a big difference. And you targeting and killing the people responsible for making this nation the way it is currently, well, we certainly aren't going to reject that," Replied Sarasi with a smile. 

    "Absolutely, we'll be happy to help you however we can. In fact, I have some contacts and connections in high places in the government, people who are supportive of Alters but can't do anything to help because the majority of the government is so firmly and extremely anti-Alter. If you can throw things into chaos for those people, my contacts will be able to move more freely and offer more help to us," Chimed in Saif, before holding his hand out towards me and adding, "Okay, then, it's settled...we'll help each other out, we have a common goal of making this country a better place for Alters, so there's no reason why we shouldn't work together. Deal?"

    "Yeah. Deal," I nodded, as I took hold of his hand and shook it. 
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    "That's the place, huh? It's perfect...we won't even need to go inside to kill everyone," I remarked as I surveyed the target. 

    "Y-you think so, huh?" Responded Jevan, as he looked around nervously. 

    "So, uh...what exactly is your power? I know Sarasi's got some kind of smoke power, and Saif has the abilities to create powerful barriers and to conjure up illusions. I don't know what powers you possess though...my bad, I guess I should've thought to ask, huh?" I grinned sheepishly. 

    "N-no, I probably should've told you sooner, but it's a bit hard to explain. Well, um...you see, my power is a bit complicated. Actually, I have two powers...the first is, um, manipulation of kinetic energy, I can charge and fire out kinetic energy. I can also use it to boost my speed and increase the impact of my attacks. My second power is the one that's complicated, that's the one that's hard to explain...," He muttered awkwardly. 

    Gotta say, that's pretty intriguing, I wonder what it could be? 

    Today's the 22nd of February, 2021, a little over two weeks have passed since I arrived in Larisk. I've been keeping pretty busy lately, I've been going around at night, just walking along the streets while displaying my Black Blood to let anyone I encounter know that I'm an Alter. 

    And if they attack me, I kill them. 

    I've been very careful to make sure no one sees me exiting or entering any manholes down into the sewers, the last thing I want is to end up exposing the fact that the hideout down there. 

    As a result of my actions, I've killed a pretty sizeable number of people since coming here, the nation has been in a bit of an uproar, the government being criticized for their failure to capture me. 

    They're more than welcome to come after me, of course, killing people in positions of power who have been fueling the anti-Alter sentiments in the nation will make a big difference. 

    A few days ago, Saif got into contact with his associates in the government, who leaked a bit of intel to him. Of course, it's possible that they've sided with the anti-Alter majority and the info they gave him is a trap. So, this'll be a good opportunity to test that out. 

    There was a fancy gala being hosted in a certain venue, with a lot of people who hold strong positions in the government and other connected organizations in attendance. 

    Saif suggested I take Jevan with me, while he and Sarasi stay behind to guard the hideout, just in case this really is a trap. He told his contacts that he had no connection to me, he felt bad about deceiving them, but you can't be too cautious. 

    If this really is a trap, them not expecting me to show up here will make for a nice surprise. 

    Jevan and I were atop a tall building across from the venue where the gala was being hosted, simply observing as the guests arrived one by one. Jevan confirmed that he recognized a number of them as high level government employees, so the information wasn't totally false, at the very least. 

    I'm inclined to believe that the info was genuine...these people, they're not the type to put themselves at risk. If they felt like they were in any danger of dying, they'd probably go into hiding or something. Now, then... 

    "It's been about ten minutes since the last person entered the venue, think that's everyone?" I asked him. 

    "W-well, um, it was a lot of people, so the majority have probably arrived," He replied with a nod. 

    This guy's seriously socially awkward. Oh, well, so long as he's capable of contributing to this massacre, who cares? 

    "Could you try to explain to me what your second power is? It's fine if you'd rather not, but..."

    "O-oh, I don't mind telling you what it is, I'm just not sure you'll understand, that's why I said it was complicated. So, um, basically, I have another person inside me. Like, there's two souls or whatever inside my body or mind. The other person in me claims to be from another world or something, I can give him control over my body. He says he can control my body like a video game when I do that, and he's a lot better at using my other power than I am," He explained, looking a bit nervous. 

    Huh. How fascinating...guess I'm not the only one who reincarnated here from another world. Sure am glad I have my own body instead of having to share a body with someone else... 

    "I see. Alright, then, you said you can fire out blasts of kinetic energy, right? If you switch with the other presence inside you, would you-...or rather, he...-be able to fire out a blast powerful enough to destroy the wall above the entrance and block it so that no one can escape?" I asked him. 

    "Huh? You...you believe me? Most people think I'm crazy or that I've got a split personality when I explain my second power," He responded in surprise. 

    "I mean, there are some pretty insane and convoluted powers in this world, so why wouldn't I believe you? Not sure why you said it was complicated, seems pretty simple and easy to understand to me."

    "I...I see. Okay, then...I'll switch with him," He nodded, closing his eyes. 

    "So, what should I call you?" I greeted him, as the expression on his face changed. 

    "Yo, what's up? Nice to meet ya! And to answer your question, well...the other guy, this body's owner, is Jevan, so you can call me Je-Two! Hahaha! Get it? Cuz the second syllable of his name sounds a bit like 'one', so Je-One! Which means, of course, I'm Je-Two!" He laughed in amusement with a wide grin on his face. 

    Oh, great...more stupid puns, as if Saif wasn't bad enough on his own... 
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    "So, you need me to blast down the entrance, yeah? Not a problem, just leave it to me! Hm, given the distance, it'll probably take a minute or two to charge up a strong enough kinetic blast," Surmised, uh, Je-Two. 

    "Got it. And while you're focusing on that, I'll get ready to blast the roof," I replied, as I formed Blood Gems on both palms and my forehead, locking my gaze onto the roof of the venue as I added, "Let me know when you're ready to fire, I'll launch my blasts right after you cave in the entrance."

    "Roger that, my guy! You can count on me!"

    So, of the two presences inside that body, one's an extreme introvert and the other is an extreme extrovert. That's gotta be an exhausting combo...you have my sympathies, Jevan. 

    I then took aim at the roof of the venue as the red glow of my Blood Gems sharply intensified, aiming for the spots that would do the most damage. It wasn't a concrete roof, it was a large, glass dome instead...if I hit the sides with two of my Blood Rays and aim the third at the top, it should shatter and rain down shards of glass into the venue. 

    "By the way, you should know...I know Jevan can come off as kinda suspicious with how fidgety and stuff he is, it might seem like he's hiding something or whatever. But in reality, the poor guy's just got crippling social anxiety, and it's gotten worse in proportion to the situation in the nation for Alters. So-..."

    "Huh? Well, yeah, I kinda figured that was the case. Being shifty and nervous isn't necessarily suspicious, it seemed pretty clear to me that he was just really anxious talking to someone he doesn't know very well," I replied with a shrug. 

    "Oh. Cool, glad you get it. Saif and Sarasi didn't fully trust him for a while after he joined them, it took them some time to realize that he's just a nervous wreck, lol," He laughed in response. 

    "Did you just say the word 'lol'?"

    "Alright, I'm ready to fire! Should I?" He prompted me. 

    "Huh. Oh, uh, yeah, go for it."

    "Take this, you racist fucks!" He exclaimed, an intense shockwave bursting out as he fired the charged up kinetic energy down at the entrance of the venue. 

    A loud crash echoed out as it struck the spot on the wall above the entrance, blasting a large hole through the wall before it all came crumbling down, sealing up the entrance with a pile of rubble...but it wouldn't be too difficult to climb up the rubble to the hole he'd just blasted in the wall. 

    "Think that might've been a bit much, man...," I sighed, as cries of alarm began ringing out from inside the venue, along with the sounds of commotion from the people outside the building. 

    Still, that was an impressive amount of force he generated, his kinetic energy power is no joke. 

    "Heh, yeah, my bad. Put a bit too much juice into it," He grinned apologetically. 

    "Well, no worries. Just blast anyone who tries to climb out through that opening," I replied, before firing out my Blood Rays at the large glass dome. 

    I blasted the sides of the dome as well as the very top of it, the simultaneous impact shattering the glass, which broke apart into several dozens of shards and plummeted down, screams of pain and alarm ringing out from inside the venue, as Je-Two fired a kinetic blast at a woman trying to scramble out of the opening he'd accidentally created, sending her flying back into the building with a crunch. 

    "Hey, nice aim," I remarked, as I began to extend a large mass of Black Blood out of my hands. 

    "Thanks! What you did was pretty cool too, but I doubt that glass will be enough to kill everyone," He pointed out. 

    "Yeah, I know. But it's fine. I'm not done yet," I responded, before forming a massively long funnel with my blood, sending it snaking across the air until the end of it was over the now-exposed ceiling of the venue. 

    I smirked as I charged up Blood Rays, the other end of my blood funnel connected to my palms. I then fired out powerful, intense bursts of Blood Rays through the funnel, squeezing it through the increase the intensity, the end of the funnel over the venue shaped like a showerhead, with a couple dozen small openings across it instead of just the one big opening. 

    As the Blood Rays reached the end of the funnel, they burst out of the small opening in the form of several narrow, rapid beams, excruciating screams of pain ringing out from inside as the beams rained down on the people in there. 

    "Woah, that's fucking hardcore. It's like how squeezing the tip of the garden hose increases the intensity of the output," Mused Je-Two in fascination. 

    "Basically, yeah," I nodded, moving the end of the funnel around the opening where the glass dome had once been, carpet bombing the area below. 

    Since I can't see inside the venue from this vantage point, I'm just gonna have to keep moving this around until the screams start to fade. The volume of the noise has decreased, so it's safe to say that I've killed a sizeable number of people. 

    "Uh-oh, it's the fuzz," Remarked Je-Two with a frown, as the wail of police sirens echoed out in the distance. 

    "Guess that's our cue to leave. We probably didn't get everyone, but I think it's safe to say that we got most of them. Let's get out of here while we're ahead," I decided, retracting the funnel of Black Blood back into me. 

    "Yeah, okay, sounds good. Hm, 'safe to say', huh...was that a Saif pun, or...?"

    "No, it most definitely was not."
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    Chapter 174 - Smoke

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "The Alter prejudice in this country is certainly atrocious, but the fact that weed is illegal here is just as bad," I sighed, as I took a puff of a joint and slowly exhaled through my nostrils. 

    "Uh, you're kidding, right?" Responded Sarasi in bemusement. 

    "Well, sort of...it's more an exaggeration, I'm just complaining because I'm almost out of the stuff," I replied with a wry smile, as I took another puff before handing the joint over to her. 

    Today's the 5th of March, 2021, almost a full month has passed since my homecoming to Larisk. I've been attacking a lot of the groups that most strongly advocate for anti-Alter beliefs, killed a lot of people and thrown the nation into chaos. 

    Saif has been making use of that, he's been maintaining close contact with his allies in the government, and thanks to the intel they've leaked to him, I've also managed to assassinate some high level government officials. It's been great, I've been keeping nicely busy and productive over the last few weeks. 

    I've gotten used to living down in this sewer, I've been helping them with getting supplies and stuff too. Before I got here, they constantly had barely enough food to go around, though there's an Alter with the power to create water down here, so water wasn't much of a concern. 

    Whenever I go out to attack any of the groups or people I target, I raid any convenience stores or supermarkets I come across, occasionally restaurants and stuff too, though that option's not very practical since you pretty much have to finish it within the day. 

    It's a lot more practical to get food that'll last for a long time, packaged and especially canned foods are the most practical option. I do still sometimes steal food from restaurants so that the people down here can have proper, warm food every once in a while, an extremely rare luxury for them over the past several years. 

    I've also been keeping up with the situation in Cahgo, and things seem to be getting better there...anti-Alter hate crimes have dropped significantly, looks like Liberty really did deal a crushing blow to the terrorists during that amusement park incident. 

    When I left Cahgo, I smuggled a package of weed into Larisk, I've been using it sparingly since the stuff is illegal here and hard to come by, I'm honestly amazed at myself that I made it last for almost a full month, but now, this'll probably be the last time I get stoned for a while...

    "You do remember what my power is, don't you?" Inquired Sarasi with a slight smirk, exhaling the smoke as she spoke and handed the last bit of the joint back to me. 

    "Yeah, you can create smoke, right? What about it?" I asked her, as I finished off the joint and tossed away the filter. 

    "Mhm, that's right, I can recreate any kind of smoke that I inhale. I can create sleeping gas, tear gas, poison smoke, and so on. Including this...," She grinned, as she held up her index finger and smoke flowed out of her fingertip, a smoke with a very familiar scent... 

    "H-holy shit...so, you mean, you're an unlimited weed dispenser?" I realized as my eyes widened. 

    "...I mean, that's not how I would define myself, but sure, yeah, that is something I can do. Usually, when I inhale a smoke the first time, I develop an immunity to it...but I can suppress that immunity. By the way, thanks for sharing your weed supply with us, I really appreciate it, especially since you're clearly a heavy stoner and you had a limited supply. As thanks, whenever you wanna get stoned, just let me know," She smiled, as she fired out a jet of weed smoke at my mouth. 

    "Ooh, that's tasty stuff, this smoke isn't from my batch of weed, is it?" I replied, as I sucked in the smoke and let out a relaxed sigh. 

    "Nope, one of the residents down here used to be a dealer before things got so deadly for Alters here in Larisk, and he happened to have a small batch of weed on him when we saved him and brought him down here, that was the first time I tried the stuff. Saif was a big stoner before that, and he encouraged me to give it a try. It felt good for a moment before the immunity kicked in, which led to me learning how to suppress that immunity," She explained, as she shot a jet of smoke into her mouth before pointing her finger towards me. 

    "Interesting...I don't think I've ever envied another Alter's power as much as I am with yours right now," I smiled wryly, before adding, "By the way, you said you can create poison smoke, right? Adding that to your arsenal must've been a pain."

    "No, not really, the tear gas was probably the most painful smoke I've added to my arsenal. The poison one is a fairly slow acting poison smoke, so the immunity kicked in before I felt the effects of it. It is a lethal poison though, so while it takes a few minutes to fully take effect, it's probably my greatest weapon. I could add a more fast acting poison smoke, but I don't want to risk feeling the effects and sustaining lasting damage. After all, I can't heal or regenerate, so any damage I sustain before my immunity kicks in won't disappear. Even with the slow acting poison smoke I do have in my arsenal, I was seriously nervous when I inhaled it," She informed me. 

    Yeah, that's a good point.

    "Hm...I'm pretty fucking stoned right now," I muttered, slumping back and relaxing before asking as I glanced at her, "Don't suppose you've got any smokes that taste like crispy chicken wings or fries?"
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    Chapter 175 - Better Saif Than Sorry

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Uh...was there any reason for me to come here? You two seem to have this well under control," I remarked, as I watched the proceedings in bemusement. 

    "Well, you know what they say...better saif than sorry," Chuckled Saif in response. 

    "Ugh," Sarasi rolled her eyes in exasperation. 

    Today's the 8th of March, 2021, around late evening. Earlier today, Saif and Sarasi asked me to join them on an attack they were planning against a group of anti-Alter bigots, who were holding a rally at a park. 

    We used Saif's illusion power to sneak into the park, quietly taking out the cops that had come here to guard the people participating in the rally, before Saif used his second power, the power to create powerful barriers, to enclose and trap all the people in a barrier dome, with a small opening for Sarasi to inject her smoke in through. 

    It barely took her a full minute to fill the entire barrier with poison smoke, the smoke in there was so dense now that I couldn't even see any of the people anymore, except for their hands that were desperately pounding on the barrier, trying to break out but to no avail. 

    Their screams were starting to fade now, there's a lot of coughing and wheezing echoing out from inside the barrier now, as they suffocated on the dense clouds of poison smoke. 

    "I think that should be enough, right? It's milky white in there, there's absolutely no way even a single person is surviving," Remarked Sarasi, pulling her finger away from the barrier before Saif closed the opening that she was shooting smoke in through. 

    "Alright, let's get out of here, then. The cops will probably show up soon, and they have those Alter detection devices, my illusions can't hide us from those. Staying here for too long won't be...saif," Nodded Saif with a straight face, before letting out a slight snort of laughter. 

    "Goddammit," Sighed Sarasi with a shake of her head, before glancing ahead with a frown as the distant wail of police sirens rang out. 

    "Yeah, that's our cue, let's leave," I remarked, before forming a Blood Gem and firing out a powerful Blood Ray at a tall building near the park, which burst in through the window of one of the upper floors, shards of glass raining down onto the street below. 

    There, that should serve as a nice distraction and buy us more time to get away... 

    ... 

    "Good work out there, you two. Get some rest, I'm gonna go contact my associates in the government and see if there's any new info for us," Smiled Saif, giving Sarasi and I pats on the shoulders as we got to the hideout in the sewers. 

    "Thanks, but I really didn't do anything," I pointed out sheepishly. 

    "I wouldn't say that...just you being there put me more at ease, I'd have been a lot more on edge otherwise," He grinned with a wave as he walked away. 

    "I gotta agree with that...I mean, you seem to be basically unstoppable and invincible, it's a nice safety blanket-...ugh, thanks to a certain someone, I now absolutely despise the word that contains 'safe'," She groaned in dismay. 

    "I can see that...it's just been a bit over a month since I got here, and I'm already sick of it. I can't imagine having had to put up with it for years like you have," I replied with a sympathetic smile. 

    "I mean, it wasn't even funny the first time, but he just doesn't stop with those stupid puns...he's literally the only one that finds it funny," She complained, before adding as she dragged her feet into the hideout, "Sorry, hope you don't mind me bitching about this, I know I complain about it a lot."

    "I don't mind, feel free to vent. After all, I can't get stoned without you, so there's a lot of gratitude to repay," I grinned jokingly. 

    "Speaking of which, I think I could use getting stoned right now...you wanna join me?"

    "One thing I'll never do is say no to weed. Lead the way," I replied without hesitation. 

    "You know, weed may not be addictive in and of itself, but you're definitely addicted to it," She laughed in response. 

    "Yup, big time."

    We then went into her hut, sitting down on the thin, worn out mattress after she shut the door, before she fired a stream of smoke into her mouth and then pointed it towards me as she blew out rings of smoke from her mouth. 

    "By the way, I really should thank you...it's finally starting to look like real change is going to be possible in Larisk, you arriving here was the catalyst that triggered that possibility. Otherwise, we'd have just been continuing to struggle here, delaying the inevitable...so, thank you, Ariodred, words aren't enough to tell you just how grateful I am," She remarked after a few minutes of comfortable silence passed, before inhaling smoke out of her finger and exhaling through her nose. 

    "Come on, you're giving me too much credit," I replied dismissively. 

    "I'm really not, though. Your presence here has made a world of difference, having you around has been a massive gamechanger...and the fact that you're easy on the eyes is a nice bonus," She responded with a flirty smile, moving her finger closer towards my mouth as she fired out a jet of smoke. 

    "Oh, is that so? Well, the feeling's mutual," I smirked, as I grabbed her finger between my lips and inhaled the smoke from it. 

    "FYI, I can create a lot more smoke from my mouth than from my fingers. Here, let me show you...," She whispered, pulling her finger away as she leaned in towards me and pressed her lips against mine, smoke flowing into my mouth as she leaned onto me. 

    I let myself fall back onto mattress, putting my arms around her waist as she fell on top of me, kissing me deeply as she slipped her right hand under my shirt and onto my bare chest, letting out a slight moan against my lips as I let one of my hands trail down to her ass and gave it a firm squeeze, my body slowly but surely heating up with every passing second...
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    Chapter 176 - Prison Break(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "That's it right there...sure you're up for this?" Inquired Saif warily. 

    "Yeah, I'm sure, I've got this. You getting the blueprints for this place definitely helped...I know which areas the cells are in, I just need to avoiding damaging those areas and we'll be good. Leave it to me," I replied with a nod. 

    "Still, be careful...they have a lot of anti-Alter tech in there, dampening field barriers that nullify Alter powers, Alter detection devices, and who knows what else?" He pointed out in response. 

    "I know, believe me, I'm not going to take that lightly...I've been imprisoned before, with my powers suppressed. It was the worst. There's absolutely no way I'm letting that happen again," I responded assuredly, as I manifested my wings and spread them out, flying up and going over above the place, staring down at it as I got to around right above the middle of the facility. 

    Today's the 15th of March, 2021, a little past midnight. After we attacked that rally, we decided to lay low for a bit. Then, Saif got some info from his contacts in the government, specifically, about the location of the largest Alter prison in Larisk, which was surprisingly close to our sewer hideout, here in the capital city, Sreeh. 

    It was kept top secret, only the people in the highest levels of the government knew where it's located. Most Alters in Larisk are enslaved and toyed with by their captives, I've seen some horrible sights in the basements of some houses I've attacked. 

    I saw similar sights back in Cahgo as well, but it's something I don't think I'll ever get used to...and that's for the best, I don't want to get used to seeing such vile atrocities. 

    That's what happens to the majority of Alters that get captured in Larisk, but there are exceptions...those with especially dangerous powers are locked away in this prison. 

    And there are a lot of powerful Alters locked up here...freeing them should make a big difference in the fight against the anti-Alter prejudice in Larisk, and that's why I'm here. 

    It wasn't very long after Saif received and shared that bit of info with us that we decided to attack the prison and free the captive Alters, and now, here we are. 

    I'm gonna blast the entire facility except for the area where the prisoners are held, that should ideally fry the tech maintaining the dampening field and allow the prisoners to use their powers again, which will let them turn the tables on their captors. 

    Unlike Cahgo, where they used those collars to block the powers of Alters, power nullifying barrier fields are more commonly used here. And that's mainly because they imprison so many Alters that they'd need a massive supply of collars, it's more practical to use these dampening fields instead. Collars are mainly used by the regular civilians who enslave Alters to use as playthings and the like. 

    Anyway, once I blast the place and the prisoners start escaping, Saif will then intercept them and try to recruit them to our cause. It's fine if not all of them agree to that, the fact that the most secure prison in the country had a jailbreak will be enough to further stir the pot and throw the nation deeper into chaos. 

    Now, then, without any further ado...let's get started, shall we? I've been charging up several Blood Rays, on each palm and on my forehead, and I'm also ready to unleash a massive amount of Black Blood into the place. 

    I've been working hard on the use of my powers lately, and I'm starting to master my Blood Demon form, I can remain somewhat conscious while in that state now. Alright, I'm all charged up. 

    I then took aim and fired massive, powerful beams down at the facility, blasting through the roof and sending chunks of rubble raining down inside, yells of alarm and panic ringing out, before I fired out the beam I'd been charging up in my forehead straight down at the middle of the facility, my beam bursting through with immense force. 

    As I continued firing beams at the building, I burst out a tremendous mass of Black Blood from my wrists, forming it into the shape of several sharp, slicing whips as I sent them shooting in through the openings I'd created, screams of pain ringing out as I whipped them around rapidly, tearing people apart as I continued blasting the place. 

    Hey, this is kinda fun, just unleashing hell down at a massive target...feel like I'm relieving a whole lot of stress. Let's keep it up, this is great! 

    I continued blasting the place for the next few minutes, and now, most of the roof of the facility was gone, I was getting glimpses of people scuttling around, and promptly blasted them. 

    The prisoners here wear black jumpsuits, so anyone wearing any other kind of outfit is a target. Hm? Oh, nice, looks like the prisoners are starting to break out now. 

    I spotted a couple of people in black jumpsuits running out of the facility, right as the sound of crashes and explosions echoed out from near the area where the cells are, sounds like some of the prisoners must be attacking the guards. Nice. 

    I then fired out a few more beams into the facility, before deciding to stop. With the prisoners free, there may be some who opt to comb through the facility and attack the people who imprisoned them, I wouldn't want to hit one of them by accident. 

    Alright, I've done some good work here, this went great. Time to quit while I'm ahead, I've already accomplished our goal here, no need to push my luck... 
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    Chapter 177 - Prison Break(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "We would greatly appreciate it if you would join us and help us in our cause, but that said, you don't need to feel obligated to join us. Of course, part of the reason why we orchestrated this prison break was to bolster our manpower, but we have no intention of demanding that you join us. If you'd rather do your own thing instead, you're free to do so," Remarked Saif, addressing the former prisoners we'd freed. 

    After I finished blasting the facility, Saif used his illusion power to lead all the prisoners to a safe spot a couple of kilometers away from the prison, and he's cast an illusion around this area to prevent anyone from seeing us, along with a protective barrier, just in case. 

    As the people we freed gathered in the spot he'd guided them to, he addressed them, requesting volunteers to join us. Some of them don't look too amenable to that notion, but others look like they're considering it. 

    "Thanks for busting us out, I'm grateful for that. But I work alone, so I won't be joining you guys," One of them spoke up after a brief pause. 

    "Yeah, same here. I don't think it's a good idea to group up in one place, if that place is compromised we all go down. It's better than we're more spread out, that way even if some of us are captured again, the others can still put up a fight."

    "That's fine, you're free to make your own choices," Nodded Saif with a smile. 

    "I don't care about any of that, if I'm being honest...I'm just so tired, I don't want to fight anymore. I'd much rather find a quiet place to lay low in."

    "I can get behind that, I'm sick of fighting a losing battle."

    "I'd like to join...my power isn't that great, I hope that's okay. I'm just not strong enough to protect myself, so I might just be dead weight...," Another one remarked. 

    "That's fine, we're not just looking for powerful fighters. An extra pair of hands to help out in any way, big or small, is most welcome," Smiled Saif in response. 

    "I'll join you guys, too. The shit I had to go through in that fucking prison...I want payback, I'll make them regret what they've done."

    "You can count me in too. I had to watch as the cops mercilessly tortured and killed my daughter...I don't care if it's futile, I'll keep fighting till they're all dead, or until I'm dead, whichever comes first."

    Hm, seems like a fairly even split of those who want to join and those who'd prefer to go off on their own, with a few more looking like they're willing to joining us. There's about eighty or so of them in total, with close to fifty on board to join us. That's a lot, it's gonna get pretty cramped in the hideout down in the sewer, but... 

    "That prison, it's where the majority of Alters who get arrested are imprisoned in, right? I'd have assumed there were a lot more people locked up than what I'm seeing here," I chimed in curiously. 

    "Well, there were a lot more of us, but..."

    "The guards would make sport of us and end up killing at least three to five of us every single day. I've been in that prison for three years, and most of the other inmates who were there when I was first imprisoned are dead now. It probably wouldn't have been much longer before I met the same fate, I...I lost so many friends in there, and those bastards laughed as they murdered them."

    "I see...I'm sorry to hear that," I replied with a grimace. 

    "So, anyway...can I go now? This area's gonna be crawling with cops soon, I'd like to get out of here before that happens."

    "Yeah, I was thinking the same thing."

    "Of course, I'm sorry for taking up so much time. I've cast an illusion spanning a fifty meter radius  around this spot that obscures us from anyone outside of that range, I'll keep it up for a while longer, but you'll be visible again once you're outside that range. Be careful," Said Saif, as he took down the protective barrier so that whoever wants to leave could leave. 

    "You taking everyone else to the hideout now? If so, I can go pick up some resources, food and tents and whatnot," I suggested, as I walked up to him.

    "Well, that would be really helpful, Ario, but the cops are gonna be swarming the streets after what we just pulled. Think you can handle it?"

    "Yeah, I should be fine, don't worry about me. I'll just kill anyone who gets in my way," I replied with a slight smile. 

    "If you're sure, then please go ahead, that'd be really helpless," He responded gratefully. 

    There was a manhole nearby, which Saif proceeded to lead the crowd of people who were joining us down, before shutting the cover once they were all in. 

    Okay, let's get going...there's a small supermarket a few kilometers away, it should be closed for the night by now. I'll sneak in there and raid the place, and then sneak into the sewers after I've got an adequate amount of supplies. 

    Things are going well...with this prison break, we've dealt a heavy blow to the enemy, we've increased our numbers while reducing theirs. 

    I can't help but feel uneasy, though...there's no particular reason for that, other than the fact that I just got used to things constantly going wrong when I was in Cahgo, that's a big reason why I left, I was getting sick of it constantly feeling like my efforts were wasted. 

    It's possible that the Larisk government will request aid from other countries with anti-Alter beliefs, not to mention the kind of terrorist groups that infested Cahgo for the last several years. Well, it's fine...I'll just crush any and all obstacles that get in my way... 
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    Chapter 178 - Day Off

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "You sure I shouldn't be doing something? I'm kinda worried about the others, some of them had been in prison for years, so they're not exactly in peak physical condition. Not sure this is the best time to take a day off," I remarked with a concerned frown. 

    "Don't worry, Saif is pretty good at keeping people, well...safe. Goddamn I hate that word now, and it's a hundred percent his fault," Sighed Sarasi in exasperation. 

    "And besides, you've been going out there and fighting almost nonstop for the last several days, you could definitely use a day off or two, at least," Added Je-Two objectively. 

    Hm...yeah, maybe he's got a point, I have been feeling a bit worn out lately. It's likely that things will get more intense sooner or later, it could be a problem if I'm overly fatigued during a crunch moment. 

    Today's the 25th of March, 2021, about ten days have passed since we orchestrated that prison break and added a few dozen people to our ranks. With such a drastic increase in the number of people down here, the stock of supplies we had were nowhere near enough. 

    I've been raiding various stores and supermarkets to get stuff like canned or preserved foods, tents and sleeping bags. It's gotten pretty cramped down here at this point, but we've managed to stock up on the necessities well enough to last at least a few weeks before we start running low. 

    For the first few days, we let the new additions to the hideout rest up and recover, many of them had injuries of varying degrees of severity. Some of them soon began volunteering to help out after taking a couple of days to recuperate, they definitely weren't anywhere back to being at a hundred percent, but they were determined and eager to hit back against their oppressors, and some of them have pretty useful powers that somewhat make up for their diminished physical states.

    Jevan and Sarasi had also been pretty busy with helping gather supplies over the last several days, so last night, Saif insisted that the three of us take a day off today and get some rest. 

    "You don't need to get impatient, Ario...in the month and a half since you came to Larisk, we've made so much more progress in the fight to regain our rights and freedom than the last several years combined. For the first time ever, our efforts feel worth it, it finally feels like we're really starting to make a difference. And it's all thanks to you," Smiled Sarasi, placing her hand on top of mine. 

    "Uh, should I maybe leave...?" Inquired Je-Two awkwardly. 

    "Ahem...I guess things have been progressing in the right direction, but there's still a lot of work to be done. We're still a fair distance from enacting lasting change in Larisk," I pointed out in response, right as someone knocked on the door of the hut we were in. 

    The door then opened, and someone poked their head in. 

    "Hey, guys. How's it going? Just wanted to let you know that my arm feels more or less healed now, so I'm ready to join the fight at any time now."

    This is Karagan de Silva, one of the freed Alters who joined us after the prison break. He was in his early thirties, with spiky, fiery orange hair, dark green eyes and a light brown complexion. 

    He was tall and skinny, with a scruffy face and naturally black fingernails. Prior to his imprisonment a year ago, he made the news fairly often for killing a bunch of government officials until he eventually got caught in a trap. 

    His powers and the methods of killing he used are unknown since the articles about him didn't go into great detail, just that he killed those people and anti-Alter propaganda to make the people reading the articles despise Alters even more than they already did. 

    He's been tight-lipped about what power or powers he possesses, he seems to want to wait for an opportunity to make a big reveal or whatever. Which I do kinda get, but not sure we can afford to do that. 

    "I'll probably go out there sometime tomorrow, I suppose I don't mind if you tag along with me. But you need to let me know what powers you possess, it's too risky otherwise," I remarked firmly. 

    "Hm, I guess I see your point, it does make things easier when you know what cards you've got on the table...alright, I'll give you an idea of what it is. I possess one power, and it's pretty damn awesome. It's not a power that directly inflicts physical damage on people, it's something that has to do with controlling people, in a sense. And when used on a person who doesn't have powers themselves, it's impossible to break free of or resist once it's in effect," He smirked in response. 

    Still being cryptic about it, I see...but I suppose that does narrow it down quite a bit. 

    "Well, when it comes to powers that are more like status effects than physical attacks, those do tend to be a lot more effective on people without powers than on Alters," I replied, as Sarasi fired a jet of smoke into my mouth. 

    That particularly applies to my nullification ability. It's completely useless against regular people, only being effective against Alters. 

    "Ooh, can I get a hit of that too?" Grinned Karagan, before adding as she fired a smoke stream towards him, "I actually don't know how effective my power is on an Alter, I've never used it on one of us. After all, I've never had a reason to do so..."
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    Chapter 179 - Possession(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, I've disabled the alarm system, we should be able to break in without a problem," I remarked quietly. 

    "Nice, your power is pretty dope, man, I'm kinda jealous of how versatile it is. So, shall we head in?" Responded Karagan eagerly. 

    "Yeah, let's do it."

    Today's the 28th of March, 2021, around midnight. I was currently outside the house of an important government official, along with Karagan, who had practically insisted on coming along. 

    There was a total of six armed guards around the house, with tall walls surrounding the building and a powerful electric fence wrapped around the outside of the walls. 

    Saif had gotten the blueprints and layout of the house through his contacts in the government, and using that info, I used my blood to form tendrils, which I snaked in through the top of the walls, through a small gap in the electric fence, and deactivated the fence and the house's security system. 

    I've learnt to somewhat share my senses with the blood I extend out of my body, I can kinda tell what the immediate surroundings around my blood are even if it's out of my direct line of sight. Saif had explained how to deactivate the system without triggering an alarm, and I managed to pull it off. 

    There are two armed guards outside the front gates, with four more inside the walls, surrounding the house and guarding each side of the building. It'll be really tough to break in without them noticing us, but that's fine...I have absolutely no qualms about killing them. 

    There are possibly more guards inside the house, there are security cameras inside the walls, so there must be someone in the house keeping an eye on the live feeds. 

    "Your power can't be used to inflict direct damage, right? I'll kill the guards and-...," I began to suggest. 

    "Actually, I have a better idea, though it will depend on you a bit...would you be able to kill one of the guards outside the house and restrain the other one without making any noise?" He asked me. 

    "Huh? Uh, yeah, I think I should be able to do that. What do you have in mind?"

    "Oh...you'll see soon enough," He responded with a smug smile. 

    We then quietly made our way to the corner, glancing around to see the two guards standing outside the front gates, holding submachine guns. I then extended out two snaking tendrils of blood from my hands, sending them slinking through the shadows towards the two guards. 

    They were completely oblivious to the impending danger, as my blood tendrils crept up behind them, before shooting up towards them. One turned sharp and narrow, plunging into the back of the neck of one of the guards, piercing through and killing him before he could react. 

    The other one branched out into five whips, one wrapping around the other guard's mouth to keep him from shouting, before two restrained his hands to prevent him from pulling the trigger on his gun, and the last two wrapped around his legs, lifting him up into the air and bringing him this way. 

    "Alright, do your thing, I guess," I said to Karagan, as the guard glared at us with fear and hatred in his eyes, struggling to try and break free of the grasp of my blood, but to no avail. 

    "Hehehe, don't mind if I do...it's been way too long," He chuckled with a gleam in his eyes, before placing his hand on the man's head and adding, "Oh, catch my body before it falls."

    Huh?

    Suddenly, his body went limp and began to collapse, before I quickly caught it with a tendril of blood. Uh, what just happened?

    "Mmfph!" The guard let out a muffled sound, the look in his eyes different. 

    Wait, is he...?

    "Ohh, I see now. You have the power to possess other people's bodies," I realized, as I removed the restraints on the guard's body and let him go, setting him back onto his feet. 

    "Mhm, that's right. The only downside is that my actual body is left defenseless in the meantime. I mean, if someone kills my original body while I'm possessing someone, it's not the end of the world, I can spend an indefinite amount of time in another body. But while the body's owner is helpless to take their body back, I can still hear their thoughts and stuff. 

    They can see and feel everything I do while I'm in control of their bodies, and naturally, they have reactions to what I do...it's super annoying, having to constantly hear their inner thoughts, but it has its upsides too. 

    I can jump to another body from this body if necessary, my power works even if I'm not in my original body. But my original body is the only one in which I can relax in, since there isn't another presence in it," He explained, as he began stretching in the body he'd stolen and added, "Hm, not bad, this body's in pretty good shape."

    He was so cryptic about his power before, but now that it's been revealed, he can't seem to stop talking about it. But I see why he had so much confidence in his power...this is gonna be really useful. 

    "Looks like these guards carry walkie-talkies. Let's take them for ourselves. You go on inside through the gates and kill the other guards, they won't expect one of their fellow guards to attack them, after all. Think you can handle it?" I asked him. 

    "Oh, yeah...even if this body gets killed, I'll be just fine, I'll wake up in my original body if that happens. But that's unlikely to happen...I'm quite good at killing people. In fact, why don't you let me take it from here? You just take out their security cameras and leave the rest to me. It'll be beneficial to you if you know for a fact that I'm capable of holding my own, and this is a good opportunity to test that out," He pointed out objectively. 

    Hm, I suppose that does make sense. And in the event that there are power dampeners inside the house, it'll be good to have one of us on the outside. 

    "Alright, if you're sure you can handle it, I'll leave you to it. But if things get hairy, call me in for backup."

    "Sure, I'll keep that in mind. But I think I'll be just fine, I'm looking forward to this..."
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    Chapter 180 - Possession(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Something doesn't feel right...this is taking too long, it shouldn't be taking this long. It's been over half an hour since Karagan went into the house, but there's no sign of him returning. 

    I've been trying to reach him with the walkie-talkie I took from the guards, but he isn't answering, and his phone is in the pocket of his currently vacant body, which was sprawled against the wall next to me. I'm starting to feel a bit anxious and uneasy here, I feel like the cops could show up any minute now. 

    Should I go in there myself and look for him? 

    No, that's probably not the best idea...if he's been caught in some trap or something, I could end up walking right into the same trap if I'm not careful. And besides, I probably shouldn't leave his body unattended. 

    He killed the guards surrounding the house without a problem, but after entering the house, it's been eerily quiet. It's a pretty big house, so any noise from inside the building probably wouldn't be too audible from outside.

    Assuming that nothing's gone wrong and he's okay, that only leaves one explanation...he's taking his time torturing our targets, the government official who owns this house and his wife, along with any other guards in the house. 

    Which is fine, I've certainly done so on several occasions, so I can't judge. If that's what happening right now, then he sure is taking his sweet time with it though. We can't afford to linger here for too long, I-...hm? I'm getting a call...oh, it's Saif, wonder what he wants? 

    "Hello? What's up? Is something wr-...?" I began as I answered the call. 

    "Dude, what the fuck!? What the hell are you guys doing over there!?"

    Huh? Where'd that come from? He sounds genuinely pissed. 

    "Woah, calm down, man. What's going on? I'm on lookout duty outside the house right now, so I don't know what-..."

    "Does Karagan have some kind of mind control power or something?"

    That's...a pretty close guess, actually, how does he figure? 

    "Not quite, but you're not too far off the mark, he can possess people and take over control of their bodies. Why?"

    "Check social media and you'll see why. And get out of there ASAP, I bet the cops are already on their way over there."

    As he hung up, I opened up my social media app with a frown, getting a sense of dread as I waited for my newsfeed to load, before my eyes widened in disbelief. 

    There were videos posted by the account of our target, the politician living here...videos of him mercilessly torturing his children. The posts were going insanely viral, they were being deleted and promptly reuploaded by the account. 

    I clicked on the profile, right as a new post got uploaded, a selfie of the politician with his kids' decapitated heads on either shoulder, a cheerful grin on his blood splattered face. Oh, shit... 

    "Whew, that was...I really needed that," Suddenly came Karagan's voice, his soul or whatever back in his body as he stood up and dusted himself off, before meeting my gaze with a sheepish grin and adding, "Really sorry I kept you waiting, man. I got super into it and totally lost track of time, my bad. Let me tell you, I did good in there...real good, I'm pretty damn proud of my handiwork."

    "This handiwork?" I frowned, showing him the screen of my phone. 

    "Oh, you already saw, huh? Too bad, I was hoping to surprise you. Oh, well. Get this, the entire family was hiding down in a panic room, with a couple of guards standing outside it. I managed to trick them into letting me in, I was all like 'there's a crazy powerful Freak out there killing us, we should all get inside the room and protect them until help arrives', and they totally bought it! I then killed the guards, took control of our target's body after stabbing the chest of the body I used to get inside, killed the wife with her husband's body and then took my time with his kids. You know the best part about my power?

    The host of the body I possess is still conscious even though I'm the one in control...so that poor bastard had to watch as I absolutely destroyed his kids! Man, wish you could've heard him...he was begging me to stop, he promised me all his wealth and shit if I stopped and spared them. For a moment, I pretended like I was going to stop...and then gouged out one of those brats' eyes, her screams were so fucking-...!" He recalled with a euphoric look on his face. 

    "That's enough...we need to get out of here, quickly. The posts you made went viral, I'm honestly surprised that the cops haven't already shown up. Let's go before it's too late," I cut him off icily, having heard enough. 

    "What's with the sour face? You okay, man? Ohh, I get it, you're bummed that you missed out on the fun, aren't you? I know, I know, it was selfish of me to hog all the fun for myself...but in my defense, I've been out of action for ages, so I couldn't help myself. My bad, I'll make sure you get a good slice of the action next time, okay, pal?" He grinned apologetically, as we rushed away from the scene, right as I picked up the wail of police sirens ringing out in the distance. 

    He...he genuinely doesn't get it, does he? We might've fucked up in busting him out of prison...I'm starting to think it's better off of he'd just remained locked up... 
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    Chapter 181 - Possession(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Damn it, what the fuck did you do!? Don't you get the severity of your actions!? By doing what you did, you fed into the prejudice that people hold towards Alters, you confirmed that their beliefs about us are true! Our targets were that government official, his wife and their guards. That was it...but not only did you leave him alive, but you killed his children instead! And you broadcasted it for the whole fucking world to see!" Snapped Saif furiously, grabbing Karagan's collar and pushing him against a wall. 

    "The hell is your problem, man? I mean, really, why wouldn't I kill those brats? If I'd let them live, they'd just grow up to hate Alters and repeat the shit that their parents did, so killing them and taking that possibility off the table was the best option," He defended himself with a confused look on his face. 

    "Not that I agree, but let's say killing them was the right move...why was it necessary to torture them like you did? You ripped out their teeth and nails, destroyed their eyes, broke their bones and beat them mercilessly. I understand wanting to inflict pain on those who've made us suffer...but not on children who haven't actually done anything," Chimed in Sarasi icily. 

    "Seriously, what the fuck is this? You've gotta be shitting me, you guys. Come on, quit messing around. Is this some dumb prank or something? Because I ain't laughing," Frowned Karagan incredulously. 

    "What the actual hell is wrong with you? We may be fighting in an ugly war, and getting our hands dirty is inevitable...but there are some lines we just don't cross. And you crossed a big one, this was way too extreme," I spoke up, clenching my fists in frustration at his attitude. 

    "Huh, you're all really serious, aren't you? Wow...how fucking naive. Well, I firmly disagree with everything you've said, all of you...I've suffered unimaginable despair at the hands of those who are prejudiced against us. They showed me no fucking mercy, and FYI, I was a kid during most of the shit I went through because of people like them. 

    So tell me, why the fuck would I show any of them any mercy, regardless of age or whatever the hell? I've experimented with a lot of ways to plunge them into despair, and the most effective method is the one I used today...taking possession of their bodies and using those bodies to kill their loved ones, while they're helpless to stop me. 

    That helplessness and despair, it's nothing but a taste of their own fucking medicine...Alter kids are routinely enslaved and tortured, I've seen it more times than I can count. So, it's only fair that their kids go through the same torment that they put our kids through," He surmised without hesitation, not so much as a hint of confliction or regret in his eyes. 

    "I do get it, I've seen it too, innocent Alter kids suffering at the hands of our enemies. But that's no reason to stoop down to their level...I show no mercy in killing my enemies, but that's just it, I only kill my enemies. I don't kill innocents that have nothing to do with this conflict, and certainly not little kids," I shot back. 

    "Guess we'll just have to agree to disagree then, huh?" He shrugged indifferently. 

    "You truly don't feel any remorse about killing those kids, do you?" Frowned Saif in disgust. 

    "Nope, not a bit, I fucking enjoyed every second of it. Like I said, all I did was give them a taste of their own bitter medicine. Think about how many of our people have suffered because of them...the way I see it, it's only fair that we repay that suffering in full, with a bit of interest as a cherry on top. They started this conflict...and I refuse to take it lying down. I intend to make them feel the full gravity of the consequences of their actions, so I won't change the way I do things," He declared firmly. 

    "I see. In that case, you're no longer welcome here. I-...no, we...-refuse to work alongside a psychopath like you. Does anyone object?" Inquired Saif, looking around at the rest of us. 

    "N-no, I have no objections," Jevan shook his head quietly. 

    "Me neither. I refuse to work with a monster who's no different to our enemies," Added Sarasi apprehensively. 

    "Man, seriously? Well, that's a shame, I was really starting to like you guys, too. Oh, well, so be it...I'm certainly not one to stay in a place where I'm not welcome. And I have absolutely no interest or desire in fighting fellow Alters, so I'll stay out of your way. Of course, that means that all of you need to stay out of my way too," Responded Karagan indifferently, a slight look of disappointment on his face.

    "Unfortunately, we can't afford to start a conflict with you, considering that we're already fighting an uphill battle ourselves, so we can't afford to make any other enemies. I just hope your actions won't end up making things harder for us," Replied Saif with a grimace, as Karagan began to leave. 

    "Oh, don't worry about that. I think I'll leave Larisk soon and go somewhere else...while I do think you guys are being way too naive about this, I can't deny that you have made some pretty good progress in this battle. You've probably got the situation in Larisk more or less under control...so I'll find a different hunting ground to play on. Good luck, I guess...maybe I'll see you around someday," Shrugged Karagan, as he walked out of the hideott with a wave... 
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    Chapter 182 - Connections(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, that about sums it up. This is it, everyone, our goal is finally in sight. If we mess this up, we'll never get another chance again, so make sure you're all familiar with the details of the plan, got it?" Remarked Saif, looking around at us. 

    "I think I'm pretty clear on my role. I just need to go totally berserk in that gala, right?" I replied with a thumbs up. 

    "Yeah, that's right. Your role in this will be very important, Ario, we're counting on you."

    Several months have passed, today's the 5th of September, 2021, and in one week from now, we'll be commence our final plan, with the ultimate goal of taking control of Larisk. 

    Saif's been making full use of his connections in the government, and with the results we've achieved over the last several months to back us up, he managed to get them all on board with this plan. 

    We've been setting up this plan for about three months now, carefully and meticulously putting it into place. We've eliminated several important members of the government and other influential figures in the anti-Alter movements, significantly weakening and frightening our enemies. 

    And we've also taken measures to make them think the threat we pose is now insignificant. One of the Alters who joined us after we instigated that jailbreak had the power to create physical copies of anything, including people and other living things. 

    However, with living things, he can only create lifeless husks, he can't replicate life. So, in other words, he can effectively create fake yet flawlessly convincing corpses...corpses that we can use as substitutes. 

    First, we got our faces out there, letting ourselves be seen on news cameras and stuff, so that people know what we look like. 

    And then, that's where Saif's connections come into play. There are a small number of Alter sympathizers in the police force, not just the government, Saif's been in contact with them to carry out certain facades. 

    Specifically, they've been helping us fake our own deaths. We attack a predetermined place, the cops who are in support of us show up and 'kill' us, and then take back mangled copies of our bodies as proof that we're dead. 

    And whichever of us had their deaths faked would then proceed to lay low and stay out of any action. My death was the last one to be faked, that was about a month ago, and there haven't been any Alter attacks whatsoever in the few weeks since then. 

    And as intended, we've lured the anti-Alter mobs into a false sense of security. One week from now, on the 12th of September, there's a big celebratory gala being held with many of the nations richest and most influential people in attendance. 

    And at the same time, the government will hold a meeting to discuss and determine how to smoke out and eliminate the remaining Alters running around in Larisk. 

    The timing of those two events happening on the same day is no coincidence, Saif's contacts orchestrated it to happen at the same time. And we're gonna make use of that to stage an uprising, when our enemies have their guards down. Still, I do have one big concern... 

    "How do we know that all your contacts are trustworthy? I mean, all it'd take is for one of them to betray us and the entire plan falls off the table," I pointed out with a frown. 

    "Oh, no need to worry about that, we're quite, heh, Saif on that front. We've been at this for years, you know, I've had each and every last one of our allies in the government and police force checked out. Courtesy of this fellow right here," Grinned Saif, patting one of the others on the shoulder, before prompting him, "Go on, tell him what your power is.

    "Huh? Yeah, okay...I'm a telepath, I can read people's minds. Saif had me follow every single person who's allied with us and read their minds to make sure they're really on our side. There were a few that intended to double cross us, but we killed them before they got the chance."

    "Hm, I see...don't take this personally, but I'm not particularly trusting of telepaths," I replied warily. 

    "That's only natural, considering what you went through with Unity. But don't worry, you can trust him. Saif once injected him with truth serum and made sure of it," Smiled Sarasi wryly. 

    "Yeah, it's like I always say, you can never be too Saif!"

    "And I wish you'd stop saying it," She sighed in exasperation, rolling her eyes. 

    "I know this plan seems pretty airtight and all, but still...I can't help but worry. In my experience plans rarely go according to, well, plan. Something always go wrong one way or another," I remarked with a grimace. 

    "Y-yeah, I know what I mean, I feel the same way," Nodded Jevan in agreement. 

    "Relax, guys, just leave it to me. I've got a couple of contingencies up my sleeve, just focus on your roles and leave the rest to me," Saif assured us, patting out shoulders. 

    "Don't say stuff like that, you're gonna set off a death flag. Even if you have confirmed that all your contacts are indeed on our side, there's still the possibility of one of them getting cold feet and chickening out at the last minute," I pointed out. 

    "Damn, so pessimistic...but I get it. You've gotten used to things going wrong, to the point where you can't even imagine a plan working perfectly. But here's the thing, Ario...you can't go into a plan expecting it to fail. Even if the chances of success are low, you need to have faith that things will work out, one way or another. We've made so much progress over these last several months, progress that was only possible thanks to you. We owe you big time, man...so have faith in us. We will repay this debt that we owe you, no matter what, and the first step in doing that is to ensure that this plan succeeds."
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    Chapter 183 - Connections(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey, are you in position?"

    "Yeah, I am. It's right ahead of me, I'm ready to get started," I replied into my phone. 

    "Okay, good. There's five minutes left, so prepare yourself," Responded Sarasi, as I peered down from the building I was atop of. 

    Well, this is it...here I am. It's the 12th of September, 2021, around 9:55 PM. The plan will commence at 10 PM. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't nervous...the possibility of something going wrong is firmly stuck in the back of my mind, I can't shake it. 

    But I suppose worrying about it isn't going to help things...I just need to focus on my job in this, and once that's done, all I can do is hope that everything else goes according to plan. 

    "Fuck, I'm so nervous..."

    "Yeah, same here. One way or another, our fight will end after today. I feel so restless and uneasy," Laughed Sarasi wryly. 

    "Tell me about it. I've been thinking about what to do if we do fail here...and the only option I landed on is storming the airport, hijacking a plane and flying off to safety," I replied with a smile. 

    "Sounds good to me. I've had enough fighting to last several lifetimes...I just want to live a normal life now, you know? Honestly, I reached my limit a long time ago now...but I was able to keep going for these last few months thanks to you. Thanks to you, it finally felt like we could really change things...and that helped more than you can imagine."

    "Come on, not this again...I was only able to make a difference because you guys had been fighting without giving up for so long. I couldn't have done this all my own, you know."

    "Maybe not, but still...we never would've come this far without you. Oh, it's almost time...want me to count you down?" She offered, as there was less than a minute left now. 

    "Yeah, sure. Start counting down when there's ten seconds left," I replied with a wry smile, before closing my eyes and focusing. 

    Okay, let the anger surge, let it flow through my entire body...but don't let it control me. Instead, I'll control it. Strike that balance, but let it come naturally, don't force it...that's it, there we go... 

    Wings sprouted out of my upper back as a tail rapidly grew out of my lower back, the middle of my forehead and palms splitting open as Blood Gems manifested in them, horns growing out of my head as my power surged, my Blood Demon form fully unleashed. 

    I gritted my teeth as I felt a storm of emotions starting to overwhelm my mind, before relaxing my body and embracing it, getting it under control, right as... 

    "Here it is, Ario...ten, nine, eight..."

    "Okay...I'm ready," I nodded, spreading out my wings as I stepped onto the edge of the rooftop, locking my gaze onto the event hall across the street. 

    "...four, three...two...one."

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Saif Ansheer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hi, there! How's it going in here?" I inquired cheerfully, pushing open the doors and stepping into the room. 

    "What the...!?"

    "Who the fuck are you!?"

    "H-he's one of those Freaks! H-how are you here, you're supposed to be fucking dead!"

    "Oh, I am? Weird...I feel pretty alive, if you ask me, so...," I trailed off with a smile, as the armed guards in the room opened fire on me. 

    I formed a barrier dome around myself, the bullets pinging off harmlessly, as I looked around the room. Hm, maybe I should've waited another minute, I came in a bit too early... 

    "H-how are you even in here!? We've got detectors and dampeners all over this building!"

    "Heh, for all the good that'll do you right now," I snickered in response. 

    "What's so funny, Freak!? What are you laughing at!?"

    "Oh, you'll see soon enough. Looking a bit sweaty there, aren't you? Feeling a touch under the weather? Huh, now that I'm looking around, a lot of you guys are looking pretty sweaty and pale," I remarked, smiling as a couple of them began coughing, before adding, "Ah, there we go. It's finally starting to take effect."

    "Wh-what...what have you done to us, you fucking Freak!?"

    "Oh, nothing, just a touch of poison gas. Hey, you guys all took the antidote, right?" I inquired, as I glanced at my allies, who nodded in response. 

    "H-huh? N-no, this can't be happening..."

    "Y-you fucking traitors! H-how...how dare you, you've sided with a Freak over your own-...blarghh!" Began one of the poisoned bastards, before coughing out blood and stumbling back. 

    It's about a minute past 10 PM now, and I was in the main government building of Larisk, where they were holding a meeting with every member of the rotten leadership of this nation. 

    I had my contacts disable the anti-Alter defense systems so that I'd be able to enter the building, they also got me a document that let me walk right in without being stopped by any of the guards. 

    And I also had them have poison gas flowing through the entire building, before taking a dose of the antidote to avoid being affected by it. Pretty soon, every single person in this building who isn't allied with us will be dead. 

    "Oh, I should tell you what comes next, since you won't be around to see it. Larisk is mine now, I'll be taking over the government myself. Yeah, that's right, Larisk is about to become a nation of Alters...but don't worry, we won't hunt down and torture people without powers. Well, at least not the ones who don't oppose us. See, we're not monsters like you...and we're not going to stoop down to your level. Still, we won't show any mercy to anyone that-...oh, you're all dead. Welp, guess I should've kept it shorter," I shrugged, walking over to the head of the table and pushing the former president's corpse off the seat, taking his place with a contented sigh as I leaned back, "Wow, this is a pretty cushy chair, thanks for keeping it warm for me."

    "Uh, Mr Ansheer, we...we did exactly as you asked, down to the letter, so...so could we please see our families again?" Inquired one of my contacts meekly. 

    "Not just yet. We've still got some work to do...once we're done eliminating all pockets of resistance and the nation is fully under my control, then you can see your families again. Oh, don't worry, they're just fine, I've had them hidden away with a friend of mine in Seyl City, I'll let you guys get on a video call with them a bit later so that you can see for sure that they're Saif, alright? For now, tell me how things are going at the police force. Is everything going according to plan?"
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    Chapter 184 - Connections(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    I leapt off the rooftop I was on and rapidly swooped down towards the top of the building across the street, firing out a powerful Blood Ray from my forehead at the roof to bust a hole through the ceiling, before I flew into it as screams rang out from inside the building. 

    "Wh-what the hell was that!?"

    "L-look up there! It's...it's a F-Freak!"

    "I-it's the one with the vile blood powers!" 

    "Damn it, I thought they were all dead!"

    I fired beams out at the spots above the doors in the hall, blasting them down and caving in the entranceways, to prevent any of them from escaping. 

    "Tell me, how does it feel? To have been celebrating that you're finally free of us Alters, only now to be at the mercy of one?" I inquired icily.

    "Go to hell, you fucking monster!"

    "Y-yeah, do your worst! We're not afraid of you, Freak!"

    "We're the real humans, you vile creatures are nothing but abominations that should never exist!"

    "Wow...you people really don't get it, do you? You don't get that you brought this on yourselves...all you had to do was mind your own fucking business. But, no...you went out of your way to vilify and oppress innocent people just because they're different to you. Well, actions have consequences...and it's time for you pieces of shit to face the consequences of your vile, inhumane fucking actions. You're the real monsters here, and I'm going to treat you as such," I responded seethingly, before rapidly descending with a powerful flap of my wings, my feet slamming onto the top of the head of a man below me. 

    A loud crunch and squelch echoed out as I flattened him into a bloody paste, screams of horror ringing out around me as several sharp tendrils of blood extended out of my body, whipping across and tearing apart the people around me into bloody chunks, before I fired out a barrage of Blood Rays out all around me from my palms, blasting holes through the rest. 

    "Y-you fucking monster!" Exclaimed a woman, running up behind me with a chair and starting to swing it at the back of my head. 

    I grabbed it with my blood tendrils and broke it apart, before the woman screamed in agony as I plunged the splintered pieces of wood into her body, blood gushing out as I sharply twisted them inside her body before violently yanking them out, her guts spilling out. 

    I strolled across the room as the remaining people began to pull the rubble away from the doorways in desperation, as I picked up a glass of champagne from one of the tables and chugged it down. 

    Hm...yeah, I don't get the hype, it's doesn't have much of a taste to it, and it's too bubbly. It's nothing special, it's only treated as such. Pretty fitting, I suppose, that describes all these people to a fucking tee. 

    I then flew forward a few paces and slammed my foot down onto the leg of a man who was crawling away, his left calf having been completely scorched off by one of my Blood Rays, a loud crunch echoing out as I crushed the bone in his leg, followed by an excruciating cry of pain. 

    I then blasted the back of his head with another Blood Ray, killing him before looking around the room. There sure are a lot of whole people here, I've barely even killed a quarter of them yet. Let's get cracking... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Saif Ansheer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Well? What's the situation?" I inquired, rocking back and forth in my new seat. 

    "R-right, uh...okay, the police force is under your control now. Though, um...it's less than twenty percent of what it used to, in terms of manpower, the rest are all dead."

    "Huh, so less than a fifth of the cops were Alter supporters and sympathizers? Honestly, that's a lot more than I would've thought," I remarked in surprise. 

    Yeah, twenty percent is way more than I could have hoped for. 

    "A lot of us had friends and close relationships with Alters before things got so bad, you know...but after how extreme it became, we had no choice but to go along with the majority, or we'd have been killed too. It was hard, having to stay silent and watch while innocent people were being killed, some of which were once our friends and-...," Began one of them bitterly. 

    Huh? Excuse me? 

    "Hard? It was hard, was it? Wow, I can only imagine how fucking hard it was for you. Please, don't give me that shit...the way we've fucking suffered and despaired for the last several years, don't you dare tell me that you had it hard. You weren't the ones who were hunted like fucking animals, having to live every single day looking over your shoulder and wondering if this day would be your last. You had to watch as your friends were killed and tortured...and your friends had to watch as you people, their friends, watched them being killed and tortured. So, tell me...who do you think had it worse?" I inquired with an enraged glare, clenching my fists as my anger took over. 

    "I...I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to-...," He began after a prolonged silence. 

    "Forget it. I know what you were trying to say, I know you didn't mean any offense. I just snapped. My bad, just pretend like I didn't say anything."
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    Chapter 185 - This Time, No Matter What

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I gotta say, man...this is pretty fucking nice. Or maybe it just seems that way after spending well over half a year living down in a sewer, it doesn't take much to beat that," I remarked wryly, before adding, "Though, I guess I can't really complain about that, considering that you guys were stuck down there for way, way longer than I was."

    "No, I totally get it, dude. And yeah, this is quite the upgrade, huh? And it feels even better because we fucking earned it, with our blood, sweat and tears," Grinned Saif triumphantly. 

    "We sure did, Mr President, cheers to you," Chimed in Sarasi wryly, holding up a glass of wine with a teasing smile. 

    "Uh, come on, don't call me that...it feels so stiff and formal, it's kinda uncomfortable to hear you guys addressing me like that," He replied sheepishly. 

    "Mm, this is the life...I swear, for as long as I live, I'll never take air conditioning for granted ever again. This is real fucking nice, I could die peacefully in this spot right here," Sighed Je-Two contentedly, laying sprawled on a cough in front of the A/C. 

    A couple of days have passed since we put our plan into motion, today's the 15th of September, 2021...and we succeeded. We did it, Larisk is no longer under the control of anti-Alter despots. 

    Saif took control of the government and the police force, who have been eliminating any and all people who've openly voiced their protests towards this turn of events, of which there have been a lot. 

    Thousands of Alters who were imprisoned or held captive in some rich bastards' basements have been freed and rehabilitated, with their tormentors put to death. 

    Quite a number of the non-Alter population have come out in celebration, people who were opposed to the way things had been going in Larisk for so long but were too afraid to say anything since even speaking out in support of Alters could be fatal. 

    Of course, there's still a lot of chinks to iron out before things in the nation settle down, it'll take a fair amount of time to get things fully under control. The status quo has been so drastically changed after several years, things aren't going to go smoothly overnight. 

    There have been plenty of violent protests and riots in the last couple of days by people who still support anti-Alter beliefs, all of which were swiftly suppressed and eliminated. Saif's shown absolutely no mercy to anyone who opposes this change, and...I totally get it. 

    And more than that, I agree with it. 

    These people not only enabled the mistreatment of Alters, they were in full support of it, many of them actively participated in it. And here they are now, protesting against Alters having the same rights that they do. 

    People like that deserve to die, plain and simple, it's actually a good thing that they're revealing themselves like this, which lets us know specifically who among the remaining population needs to be killed. 

    Letting them live would be pointless, the world is much, much better off without them. I can say that with absolutely certainly, beyond a shred of doubt. 

    "So...have you really made up your mind, Ario? Are you really going to leave Larisk soon? Anything I can say to get you to change your mind and stay here a while longer?" Inquired Saif with a wry smile. 

    "No, sorry, but it's time for me to be on my way. My main reason aside, there's another big reason why it's for the best that I go...freeing Larisk from the grasp of the anti-Alter dictatorship is probably the greatest thing I've ever helped accomplish, but there are still many, many other places across the world where Alters are suffering needlessly. So, yeah, since my work here is done, it's time for me to move on. Well, I mean, I'll still be here for five more days, my flight's not until the 20th," I replied, as I picked up lit up a joint. 

    So, yeah, I'm leaving Larisk. I have a good reason for that though, a really good one... 

    "Why not at least stay until the end of the year? There's only like three and a half months left, you know, you should at least stay long enough to see us into the new year," Pointed out Sarasi, placing a hand on top of mine.

    "Not gonna lie, the thought of that is pretty tempting, but I can't delay this any longer...letting him loose into the world is on me, I should've eliminated him back then. People are suffering because I didn't, and I've got to fix it. Especially since he's now joined up with...her," I responded with a grimace. 

    Not too long after he went his own separate way, Karagan began popping up in the news, he's been keeping pretty busy with terrorizing people in several countries, I had always intended on going after him once the final plan here in Larisk began to be set into motion. 

    I never should've let him get away, I should've killed him when I had the chance. By using his power to terrorize innocent people, he's only going to make things harder for Alters in the future, he needs to be eliminated. 

    Oh, and it gets worse. 

    There was a massive prison break on an island where a top secret facility for dangerous Alter criminals were being held...the prison where the Puppeteer, Viola Woods, had ended up. 

    She's leading an army of dangerous, powerful Alters, and I can only imagine what her intentions are. That evil fucking bitch...I will kill her this time, no matter what it takes to do so... 
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    Chapter 186 - Future

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey, tell me, do you plan on fighting against anti-Alter prejudice for your entire life?" Sarasi asked me, as she took a puff of a joint and exhaled slowly. 

    "Huh? Where'd that come from?" I responded, taking a puff as she handed the joint to me. 

    "You fought so hard for years in Cahgo, and you spared no effort in helping us in our fight to reclaim Larisk. And now, you're going after Karagan, who's joined up with that group of Alter criminals that escaped from that top secret prison island. How much longer do you plan on continuing to fight, Ario? How long can you keep this up for before it completely wears you down? 

    I mean, how much thought have you actually given towards your long term future? You're basically immortal, and while most people would envy that, I think it might be a curse...if death never takes you, you may end up fighting a never ending battle for eternity," She responded quietly, as she leaned against my shoulder and rested her head on me.

    "I...I've never actually thought about that, honestly. But I doubt it'll play out that way...I'm not selfless enough to spend eternity fighting for others. Sooner or later, I'll probably get tired of all this and just quit," I shrugged wryly. 

    Today's the 17th of September, 2021, and in three days time, I'll be leaving Larisk. I decided to spend my last few days in this nation, where I was born and raised in this world, relaxing and spending time with the friends I've made here. 

    Sarasi wanted to hang out with me alone today, we were at her new home, a luxurious apartment on the twenty-fifth floor of the building it was in, with a gorgeous view over the city. 

    I don't know when I'll next return to Larisk, it's possible that I'll never see her and the others again after I leave...but maybe that's for the best. 

    Getting too attached to people isn't a good idea, not for me...like Sarasi mentioned, I'm effectively immortal, which means that, eventually, everyone I know will die and disappear into the past, while I live on. 

    I've experienced the loss of loved ones enough times already, I've had enough of it. No more. 

    So, with that in mind, it's better if I keep the people around me at arms length distance, for my own sake. But at the same time, I don't want to be completely isolated and alone either... 

    "Hey, you okay?"

    "Huh? Oh, uh...yeah, I fine. Just got a bit lost in thought is all, that tends to happen when I smoke weed," I replied with a laugh, as I took another puff and passed the joint to her, turning to stare up at the ceiling as I exhaled through my nostrils. 

    "If there's something on your mind that's burdening you, I'm here to listen if you're willing to talk about it, Ario. You shouldn't bottle it in, that's only going to make things worse in the long run," She pointed out in response. 

    "Yeah, I know...but really, it's nothing, nothing worth mentioning, anyway. Just a mild existential crisis, but that's bridge I probably won't be crossing for at least a few more decades, so it's not a big deal at present."

    "Well, if you say so, I guess...but if you decide you want to talk about it, don't hesitate to do so, okay?"

    "Sure...I'll keep that in mind. Thanks."

    ... 

    ... 

    "Wha-...hey! Come on, that was a dirty trick!" Protested Saif indignantly. 

    "Sounds like something a loser would say," I responded tauntingly, before raising my arms up triumphantly as I won. 

    "Damn, man, you're real good at this. I always thought I was pretty good at this game, but I wouldn't come in last place if you hadn't knocked Saif off the track," Remarked Je-Two wryly. 

    It was the next day, and I was hanging out with Saif and Jevan/Two, at Saif's office. Jevan and Je-Two were switching places every hour or so, we've been having drinks and snacks while gaming for about four hours or so now, it's been fun.

    We just got done playing a round of a racing game, which I won. Saif had been in the lead, but I managed to catch it up him and then swerved my car into the side of his car, sending him spinning off the track, which gave Je-Two and I the opportunity to go past him.

    "I played that almost perfectly, that win was totally stolen from me," Grumbled Saif saltily. 

    "Don't be such a sore loser, Mr President," Grinned Je-Two, patting his shoulder. 

    "I'm not-...don't call me-...ugh, whatever, let's just play something else, shall we?"

    "Sounds good to me, I'll kick your ass in any game," I declared smugly. 

    "Not if I kick his ass first," Added Je-Two with a smirk.

    "Wha-...hey, don't you guys gang up on me, that's so not cool!" Protested Saif indignantly. 

    "Speaking of cool, I think it's...Saif to say that you've lost yours," I chuckled wryly.

    "Hey, don't steal my thing just to use it to kick me while I'm down..."

    "Then maybe you should get back up and try and get yourself a win," Grinned Je-Two teasingly. 

    "Alright, you asked for it...I'm gonna crush the both of you in every single game we play from here on out. Savor the victories you've achieved so far, because you won't get any taste!" He declared with a determined look on his face. 

    "It's great that you said that...because now, it's gonna be even funnier when you lose," Smirked Je-Two smugly. 

    I'm really enjoying this...some nice, mindless fun with no worries or anything, just kicking back and relaxing. I'm gonna savor these moments while I still can...because I have a feeling that, once I leave Larisk, I'm not going to have too many opportunities to be carefree like this again, at least not for a long time. 
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    Chapter 187 - Departure

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Oh, looks like they're about to start boarding, I should head to the gate. Alright, I guess this is it, guys...I'll see you all later, someday. Take care of yourselves...I'm glad I met you," I remarked with a smile, as I stood up and picked up my backpack. 

    "The feeling's very much mutual, dude. We-...no, every single Alter in Larisk...-owes you a debt that we could never hope to repay for as long as we live. Without you, it would only have been a matter of time before we were either killed, imprisoned or enslaved. Know that you're always welcome here, no matter what," Replied Saif, as he gave me a pat on the shoulder. 

    "Be safe out there, Ario, I...I'm really gonna miss you," Added Sarasi with a somber smile. 

    "Yeah, what she said...be Saif out there," Grinned Saif as he let out a slight chuckle. 

    "Ugh, come on, man...why are you the way that you are?" Groaned Sarasi as she rolled her eyes. 

    "W-well, that's our President," Chimed in Jevan quietly, a slight smile on his face. 

    "Yup, thank you for your hospitality, Mr President," I stated with a grin.

    "Please stop with that, guys, it feels weird..."

    "Alright, looks like they're starting to board the plane, so I should get going now...later, guys, until next time," I smiled as I turned around and started to walk away, giving them a wave. 

    "Be Saif, man! Haha!"

    "See you later, Ario! We'll be waiting for you!"

    "T-take care, until next time!"

    I smiled to myself as I headed for the gate, a bittersweet feeling inside me...I'm glad I was able to help them accomplish their goal and take back control of Larisk. I hope they all live good, long lives. 

    I then got in line as I reached the gate, taking out my passport and ticket. I showed them to the steward as I got the front of the line, before boarding the plane. 

    I glanced at my ticket to see which number my seat was, looking around as I strolled through the path in the plane, before taking my seat as I found it. 

    Saif got me a business class ticket, it's the first time I'm not flying economy...it's definitely a step up, this seat is way more comfy than the economy class seats I've been used to. 

    My destination...is the nation of Bilca, which was located in the Continent of Froa. The latest report of Karagan came from there, six days ago...well, the reports didn't specify the culprit, but the story fit his MO, so that's almost definitely where he is. 

    Following the reported incident, the nation of Bilca halted all outgoing flights, which means he can't have escaped from there yet. 

    I wonder, why did he join Viola and her new allies? He's got more than a few screws loose, but at his core, he genuinely cares about Alters. Viola, on the other hand, is very much an equal opportunity offender, she doesn't discriminate when it comes to her targets. 

    I should know that better than anyone. 

    What the hell is she plotting? Damn it...I really wish I'd been able to kill her when I had the chance, that's one of my greatest regrets. 

    After her jailbreak, she posted a live stream on social media, where she showed the dead bodies of all the guards on the prison island she'd been held captive in. 

    And a few days after that, she posted another live stream, of herself with a group of about twenty to thirty Alters, along with a few hundred of her puppeteered, walking corpses, and then proceeded to declare that, in the near future, they would be making an unforgettable mark in history for themselves. 

    And then, about two months ago, she posted a group selfie on social media, with the same groups of Alters she'd been with in her second live stream, plus a few new additions...including Karagan. 

    The group as a whole has been laying low since then, with no further posts or any reports of them attacking anywhere. But Karagan has continued to keep busy, traveling to different countries and killing a few dozen people or so, including innocents, in each nation he visits before moving on to a different nation. 

    He's mostly been targeting nations where Alter prejudice is relatively high, but that's not the case with Bilca. 

    Bilca has one of the lowest rates of anti-Alter crime and hate in the entire world, it's among the safest nations on the planet for Alters to live in. 

    So him going there and killing people is a major problem...an Alter terrorist killing innocent people unprovoked is a great way to make the people in the nation develop prejudice towards Alters, at least to some degree. 

    I'll hunt him down and kill him, and after that, I'll be coming for Viola, to finish what I started the day I tried to kill her in the Unity mansion. 

    Failing to kill her back then is probably my greatest failure across both my lives, and I won't fail again, not this time. 

    Oh, looks like the plane's starting to take off. It's about a seven hour flight or so from Larisk to Bilca, so it'll be a bit of a while before I land at my destination. 

    It's around 6 AM in the morning right now, it's the only flight to Bilca that was available today, and the next available one is seven days ahead...I didn't want to let too much time go past, since it'd be meaningless if I arrived in Bilca after Karagan already left. 

    I let out a sleepy yawn as the plane took off, staring out the window as it lifted off the ground and flew up into the air, steadily gaining altitude. Think I'll take a nap for a bit, I could use a couple of hours of shut-eye... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 188 - The Puppeteer's Return

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    Mm, this is nice...yeah, life's so fucking good right now. Everything is falling into place so beautifully and perfectly, and I'm absolutely loving it. 

    Today's the 20th of September, 2021, and it's been about eight months since I was taken to the Vault of the Damned, the top secret prison island that I was to be incarcerated in. 

    Of course, as evidented by the fact that I'm not currently imprisoned, things didn't quite work out that way, heh. 

    Having used my powers to successfully trick the people around me into incorrectly perceiving my deactivated Suppression Collar as being active, the moment I was brought to this island, the entire place was at my mercy. 

    But I was in no particular rush to make my move, so I took my time. I slowly but surely messed with the minds of the guards, steadily driving them insane without them even realizing it. Their behavior grew more and more volatile with each passing day, until they could barely think straight anymore, and I manipulated them into brushing it off as stress-related headaches or whatever. 

    At the same time, I familiarized myself with the other inmates, reading their thoughts and digging through their memories, in order to narrow down which ones would be worth allying with and recruiting to my cause. 

    Most of the rest of my fellow inmates were not so lucky. Just like I did with the guards, I had their minds gradually deteriorate and eventually drove them to insanity. 

    Before too long, the prison was nice and chaotic, the unstable guards and inmates clashing on a constant, ceaseless basis, which allowed me to move more freely. 

    And then, about a couple of months ago, I decided it was high time to make my move, having had my fill of the fun I could create in that prison. 

    I gathered the other Alters in the prison that I had determined to be worthwhile allies, revealed that I had access to my powers and then laid out the details of my jailbreak plan. Naturally, they were all on board, and even if any of them had been hesitant, I could've just manipulated them into doing what I wanted. 

    We then cornered and killed one of the guards, after which I used my Puppeteer power to reanimate his corpse and then had him deactivate all the Suppression Collars.

    After that, it was an absolute bloodbath. Ahh, it was so fucking beautiful. 

    All the guards were massacred brutally, along with a number of the other inmates, I took advantage of the bloodshed and used my Puppeteer power on the corpses of the guards and had them delete all security cam footage. 

    As for the remaining inmates who hadn't been killed yet at that point, my new allies massacred most of them, just for kicks, while a few were spared, at my discretion, to bolster our numbers. Having a bunch of sacrificial pawns at your disposal is never a bad idea, after all. 

    I then had the guards, who were all now my walking corpses, get us a way off the island. There were no planes or boats on the island, since it's supposed to be impossible to escape and stuff. 

    But that wasn't a problem, we just had the guards request that a couple of planes be sent to the island with a bunch of supplies, something about how a bunch of rats had gotten into the food storage of the prison facility and ruined the food reserves. 

    Two days later, we got our planes. We ambushed the pilots, killing them before turning them into more walking corpses under my command, since I certainly know nothing about how to fly a plane, and then had the Zombie pilots fly us off the island. 

    We first made our way to the nation of Dusen, which is located in the continent of Froa. We started off small, I used my telepathic powers to drastically twist people's minds and make them kill their own families, commit random acts of mass murder in public and stuff like that, it was pretty fun. 

    And then, I came across news articles about someone doing similar work to that in multiple nations...so, we tracked down this person, until we found him in the nation of Esidd, the nation where Ario was tortured as a lab rat before joining Unity. 

    Karagan de Silva, a Lariskian Alter with the power to possess the bodies of others with a touch. He's got a few screws loose, but his heart was in the right place, at least in my eyes, so I figured we could make use of him.

    I sent him to the nation of Bilca, one of the safest places in the entire world for Alters. Having Alter terrorists massacring innocent non-Alter people in a nation like that, it should make for some pretty interesting results. 

    For now, it's only Karagan who's running amok in Bilca, but the rest of us will be making a move there soon enough as well.

    I can hardly wait to get started...over the course of the next few days, things are going to get real chaotic here.

    I hope all the big players make an appearance...it was a neat coincidence to learn that Karagan had briefly been acquainted with Ario, and knowing that delightful redhead, there's a good chance that he'll show up in Bilca. 

    I've seen what he's been upto, he liberated Larisk from the control of the anti-Alter government that was running the nation, he's become a real hero there. 

    If he's seen the news articles about Karagan's crimes and realized who the culprit is, he'll probably feel responsible and try to come after Karagan to kill him.

    That's precisely what I'm hoping for. 

    The latest article online about Ario is about him leaving Larisk, and even though the article doesn't say where he's headed to, I've got a pretty strong gut feeling about his destination. 

    And I checked various flight schedules to back up my gut feeling, and sure enough, there's a flight today from Larisk to Bilca, I bet he's currently on that plane. 

    It's been quite a while since I saw him, I'm really, really looking forward to this, hehe... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 189 - Farewell

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey. It's been a while, hasn't it?"

    "Huh? Oh...it's you again. Yeah, it sure has been a while, I almost forgot about you completely. So, what's up? What do you want after all this time, hm? Got some words of wisdom for me or something?" I inquired with a raised eyebrow. 

    Last thing I remember, I was drifting off to sleep shortly after my flight took off. And now, here I am, in what feels like a dark void all around me, and the Progenitor's voice echoing out around me. It's been ages since I last experienced this, I barely even remember the last time it happened. 

    "No. Not really, nothing in particular, anyway. This will be the last time that you hear my voice. Your control over the Black Blood is almost perfect now, and you've finally figured out an adequate method of doing things. So, there's no need to give you any further advice, you seem to know what you're doing at this point."

    "The last time, huh? I like the sound of that, not gonna lie. So, what, are you just here to chat or something?" I responded curiously. 

    "Well, not quite. I'm not here to give you any advice, not really. This is just one, final warning-...actually, never mind, I suppose you could call it advice. Anyway, here it is...as I'm sure you're well aware now, there are few beings in this world powerful enough to be a genuine threat to you, but that's no reason to become complacent. 

    Because eventually, you may find yourself becoming your own worst enemy. You may very well end up living forever, and for as long as you dedicate yourself to fighting against prejudice and discrimination, you will always have enemies. 

    I'm sure you're well aware of this yourself, but the longer that keeps up, the more likely you are to lose sight of yourself and become twisted. It's a frightening common occurrence among those who possess power. 

    You may be effectively immortal, but that doesn't make you any less human...and when humans get tired, they lose the ability to think as clearly as what they're normally capable of."

    "Hold on, that's what this is about? The possibility of me eventually losing my mind or whatever? Come on, that's a long way away, a bridge I'll cross when I get there. For right now, I don't need to worry about th-...," I began dismissively. 

    "You're wrong. It may seem that way in the present, but that day will come sooner than you think. Once everyone you know passes away and disappears into history, your perception of the flow of time will change drastically. You may see many eras come and go, you may see the world change a hundred times over, and over and over. And eventually, you will come to a realization, that the only constant in this world...will be you."

    "Uh-huh, yeah, sounds pretty bleak. Get to the point already."

    "Right...this is my point, don't stay in isolation. Doing so would only speed up how quickly the unending flow of time you experience affects you in a way that twists your mind and soul beyond recognition. Associations, acquaintances, friendships, whatever you want to call them...these things keep you grounded, they will help keep your sanity intact. You will lose everyone you care about, yes...but you can always find new people to care about. People are replaceable, and surrounding yourself with new people whenever you lose old ones will help you get over that loss."

    "That's, uh...kinda dark and fucked up."

    "Perhaps so, but it may very well be the only way to ensure that you yourself don't someday become a threat to the world."

    "I mean, I doubt I'll go that far...as I see it, the most likely outcome is that I'll keep at this for a few more decades, maybe, and then just retire and go live out the rest of time in listless peace. And who knows, maybe I'll eventually find some Alters with powers that make them immortal, that should help with the loneliness thing," I pointed out with a shrug. 

    "Yes, perhaps so, I certainly hope you find that. Ah, looks like my time is up...my consciousness has managed to persevere in existence through the link to your Black Blood, but now that your control over it has grown so significantly, I can no longer maintain this link. Farewell, Ariodred Phoenix...whatever may happen, I have no regrets at selecting you to be my successor. I wish you the best of luck..."

    .

    .

    . 

    . 

    . 

    I let out a sigh as I opened my eyes, sitting up a bit as I stifled a yawn and rubbed the corners of my eyes sleepily. 

    Well, that was a rather sobering conversation...I should get some weed after I arrive in Bilca and check into a hotel or something. 

    After I deal with Karagan and then finally kill Viola once and for all, I think I'll take a nice, long vacation, at least for a few years, if possible. Maybe travel the world a bit, visit some of the other nations with low Alter prejudice, just have some fun. 

    I think I've earned that at this point, I've been fighting for so long, I've both killed and saved people, and I'm...I'm tired. So, once I've dealt with this current issue, I'll let others handle any further issues that pop up. 

    Yeah, a temporary early retirement for, say, about a couple of years or so at the very least, could be exactly what I need. 

    But I'll have to set that thought aside for right now, because I've still got a lot that I need to do before I can think about relaxing. 

    And it looks like it won't be much longer before I get started on one of the thing I need to do...the plane was starting to make its descent, the nation of Bilca having come into sight below the aircraft... 
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    Chapter 190 - Recognition

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Okay, you're good to go. Welcome to Bilca, we hope you have a pleasant stay here in our beautiful nation."

    "Thanks, I appreciate it," I replied politely, as I took back my passport and headed for the exit of the airport. 

    Saif got me booked in a nice hotel for a full week, it's not too far from the airport, I'll just flag down a taxi and get some rest in my hotel room for today. 

    I'll start hunting down Karagan after that...which is probably going to be a lot easier said than done, the location of his last reported crime isn't too far from here, but it's very possible that he's moved to a different city since then. 

    I dyed my hair black before my flight, so if I do manage to find him, it should give me a better chance of eliminating him if he doesn't recognize me right away. 

    I've also got colored contact lenses, I'll put them on once I start looking for him. It'd probably be more prudent to keep them on at all times, except when I go to sleep anyway, but they're kinda uncomfortable and make my eyes feel a bit itchy. 

    Anyway, as I walked out of the airport, I got in a taxi, which then drove me to the hotel I was going to be staying at. 

    Before I left Larisk, my bank account was further bolstered by Saif as a show of gratitude for my help with the revolution, I'm not going to have to worry about money for a while. 

    Huh, come to think of it, I haven't spent any of my money whatsoever since I left Cahgo all those months ago. Yeah, the last transaction I made with my own money was buying the plane ticket to Larisk. 

    Saif insisted on buying me the plane ticket to Bilca, and he paid the hotel for the booking of seven days too. 

    "Alright, here we are," Remarked the driver, as he pulled over in front of a tall, fancy looking hotel. 

    "Cool, thanks for the ride. How much do I owe ya?" I responded, taking out my phone and opening a payment app. 

    I placed my phone over the electronic payment machine that the cab driver held up, before opening the door and stepping out once the payment was made. 

    I then took my bag out of the trunk, before I stretched my arms up with a sigh as the taxi drove off. 

    I wheeled my bag behind me as I made my way to the entrance of the hotel, a staff member holding the doors open as I approached and walked in. 

    I walked up to the reception desk in the lobby and showed the receptionist the email with the booking confirmation...which is how I found out that Saif had put me up a penthouse suite. 

    I mean, I'm definitely not complaining, but it seems a little excessive, if you ask me. 

    Oh, well, might as well enjoy it, right? 

    Well, this does explain why he was being so secretive about it, he refused to tell me how much he had spent on this, for one thing. 

    As the receptionist handed me a key card to the suite, I headed for the elevators, pressing the button and stepping back as I waited for it to arrive. 

    This hotel has twenty-five floors, and since the penthouse suites are located on the highest floor, there's absolutely no way I'm using the stairs. 

    As the elevator reached the ground floor, a pleasant ding rang out as the doors opened. I took a step back to let the people inside walk out-...huh? 

    W-wait... 

    As the doors fully opened and a couple of people stepped out, my eyes widened in recognition before I quickly turned my gaze downwards. 

    Is...is really them? 

    "Ahh, that lunch buffet was incredible!"

    "Yeah, I'm stuffed, this place is awesome."

    "Come on, you two, we're not here on vacation, at least pretend to be a bit more alert."

    Yeah...no doubt about it, I recognize those voice. 

    As they stepped out of the elevator and walked past me, I quickly and quietly entered the elevator, pressing the close button to shut the doors. 

    As the doors closed and the elevator began ascending, I let out a strained sigh as I slumped against the back wall. 

    That was Umeka, Parmila and Wick...which means, Unity is here. Are they after Karagan too? 

    Bilca doesn't have a branch of Unity, and from what I've seen online, things have been really peaceful in Cahgo lately, which would explain why the members of the core branch of Unity have come here instead of sending the members of one of the other branches. 

    Damn it, I...I didn't think I'd ever see any of them again. I'm feeling a lot of mixed emotions right now...wait, this could work out in my favor. 

    Tracking down Karagan all by myself is gonna be a difficult undertaking...but Unity has numbers and access to more information since, you know, they're an official organization and all. 

    Hm, yeah, I wouldn't be surprised if the government of Bilca requested their aid in this matter. In which case, it's possible that they've already got some leads. 

    If I shadow them, they could lead me right to him...I can't leave him in their hands, since they won't kill him, they'll try to arrest him instead. And that won't be good enough, all he needs to do is touch one person and he can possess their body and escape. 

    So, I'll need to kill him before he gets the chance to do so. I imagine Unity will look to make a move tonight...I better get some rest while I can, I have a feeling that I'm gonna be up pretty late tonight... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 191 - Accent

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I...I swear, I didn't do it! I remember someone touched my shoulder while I was out, and then I blacked out. A-and by the time I came to, I...I saw the dead bodies of my wife and children. I swear, it's the truth!"

    "I see...thanks for your cooperation," Came Wick's voice, before standing up and heading out. 

    "W-wait, please...you have to get me out of here. I swear on my life that I haven't done anything wrong!"

    "Maybe so...but unless and until we find the real culprit, I'm afraid you're going to have to stay out. I'm sorry."

    "No, please..."

    It was currently around 11 PM, and I was outside the local prison in the city. 

    About half an hour ago, I spotted Wick, Parmila and Siara heading out of the hotel, so I flew up to the clouds and followed them from above. 

    They made their way to this prison, and proceeded to interrogate the people that Karagan had possessed and used their bodies to kill people with. 

    Naturally, everyone the Unity trio questioned insisted that they were innocent and had no memories of the crimes they'd been arrested for, since they weren't actually the ones who did it. 

    Doesn't seem like Unity knows about Karagan though, they do appear to have realized that an Alter is behind this, but they're not sure as to what kind of power was used. 

    I flew back up as the three of them walked out of the prison, flying over them to hear what they were saying... 

    "...-some kind of mind control power, maybe? It could be Viola," Suggested Siara with a frown. 

    "Yes, I was thinking the same thing," Nodded Wick in agreement. 

    Well, they're not too far off, that bitch is almost definitely involved, but they're on the wrong track here. 

    I was hoping I wouldn't have to do this, but I think I might have to, after all... 

    "Hm...what's she after? Is she just doing this for the heck of it, or does she have some kind of larger go-...what the!?" Began Parmila, before exclaiming in alarm as I sent tendrils of my Black Blood shooting down towards the three of them and wrapping around their eyes to blind them. 

    "What is this!? Who's there!?" Snapped Wick, taking out some seeds from his pocket as he tried to pry the blood tendril off his eyes, to no avail. 

    "Calm yourselves, mates, I'm not your enemy," I remarked, using a deeper voice and putting on a British accent. 

    "Who are you? What do you want from us?" Inquired Siara in a calm yet wary tone. 

    "I'm here to help, bruv. I apologise for blinding you lot, but I would prefer it if you did not get a gander at me, innit? Bloody hell, tea and crumpets."

    Okay, maybe I'm overdoing it a bit...but it's kinda fun... 

    "Uh...what?" Responded Parmila in bewilderment. 

    "Ahem, ignore that...let's get to the matter at hand, shall we, innit? The person you're looking for is a right cunt of a wanker by the name of Karagan de Silva, he's got the bloody hell power to possess people by touching them. Here, I've got a photo for you to gander at, I'm putting it in the pocket of this one, The Botanist wanker, yeah?" I replied, as I slid the picture into Wick's breast pocket. 

    "You know who we are?" Inquired Wick with a grimace, as he touched at the pocket warily. 

    "Well, yeah, you lot are bloody famous, innit? Now, back to the matter at hand...this Karagan bloke isn't quite right in the head, he's a few picnics short of a sandwich-...no, wait, the other way around. Ahem, anyway...he targets and torments any and all non-Alters as he was put through bloody hell by such people. He wants to make the world a better place for Alters, but is a tad bit extreme in doing so, he wishes to see all non-Alters bloody six feet under, innit? A real sozzled bo'ole o'wa'er, that one."

    "Most of what you're saying doesn't make sense...," Muttered Parmila incredulously. 

    "Well, that's bloody racist, innit, mate?"

    "Uh...sorry?"

    "Nah, just taking the piss, it's all good. Alright, then, I think that's all the relevant information about that bloke. Got any questions?" I inquired, getting ready to fly off. 

    "Yeah, just one...who are you, really? What do you want?" Frowned Wick suspiciously. 

    He's still the same as ever, I see. 

    "Oh, nothing much, mate, I'm just 'ere to stop that wanker. All he's doing is proving those who are prejudiced against us right by killing innocent blokes, innit? He's hurting our cause far more than helping. And putting you lot on the right track raises the chances of him being stopped, there's only so much I can accomplish by my lonesome, innit? Alright, then, it's time for me to piss off. Good luck to you lot," I remarked, removing the tendrils from around their eyes and rapidly flying up towards the clouds before they could glance up and spot me. 

    Whew...damn, that was a lot more fun than I expected. Talking to them again after so long, and getting to mess with them with my, let's be blunt, terrible British accent, it was so much fun. 

    I bet they're super confused...I hope they don't figure out that it's me. When I wrapped my blood around their eyes, I made it super springy and gelatinous, so it wouldn't have felt like a liquid at all, it probably felt more like tentacles or something. 

    Hopefully that's enough to keep them from figuring out that it's me. With their resources, they should be able to find Karagan thanks to the picture I gave them...I printed out the group photo that Viola posted online and then circled Karagan's face with a marker. 

    Seeing him with that bitch should convince them that I was telling the truth. I wonder how many of Unity's members came here? 

    I saw Wick and Parmila earlier with Umeka after I checked in to the hotel, so that's four with Siara...there could be a few other members here too. I'll continue following them until they lead me to Karagan, and then I'll kill him before they can arrest him... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 192 - Not This Time

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Huh...a lot more members of Unity came here than I thought, looks like they're taking this matter pretty seriously. 

    After I gave Wick, Parmila and Siara the information about Karagan outside the prison, I followed them back to the hotel from above. 

    I was currently outside the building, hovering by a window of a room on the twentieth floor, peeking in on them while staying out of sight. 

    They had gathered all the members of Unity who were here in Bilca inside this room and were discussing the information I'd given them.

    Besides the four I'd already noticed, there were five others here. Two I didn't recognize, they must be newer members, I guess. And the other three were Nevon, Miyuru and...Yale himself, much to my surprise. 

    I definitely wasn't expecting to see him here, especially since he usually stays out of action and holds down the fort. Evidently, they're not taking this matter lightly. 

    "So, yeah, that's everything we were told by the guy with the crappy accent," Remarked Wick, as he finished explaining everything I'd told them. 

    I mean, he's not wrong about the accent, it was pretty bad, can't really defend myself on that front... 

    "Hm, I see...well, we should be cautious, there's no guarantee that this person isn't working with our target. But we can't ignore this information either. Alright, you're up, do your thing," Responded Yale, as he patted one of the members I didn't recognize on the shoulder. 

    It was a young man, probably in his late teens from the look of it, with longish black hair that was tied back, brown eyes and a pale, freckled complexion. He had a skinny build and was about average height or so, with a slightly nervous look on his face. 

    He nodded and stepped forward, placing his hand over Karagan's face on the picture I'd given them and closing his eyes as his pupils began glowing. 

    What's he doing? What kind of power does he have? 

    After a few seconds passed, he stumbled back as he let out a slight, dazed groan, a weary look on his face as he opened his eyes and Wick caught him by the shoulders before he could fall over. 

    "Well? What did you see?" Yale asked him. 

    "There...there was blood, and I could feel a strong sense of murderous intent. I think I saw the next incident...and based on what I felt, it'll happen in about three and a half hours from now, approximately five kilometers or so to...the west...," He muttered, before going limp as he lost consciousness. 

    Hm, I see, must be some kind of clairvoyant power. That's gotta be pretty damn useful. 

    "Good, then we're not too late to stop this from happening. Let's head west in about two hours and look for the man in the picture. If the mystery informant you came across was telling the truth, then our target will need to touch his victim to possess them and then commit atrocities in their body. We won't let that happen. We'll head there and fan out, and then apprehend this bastard before he can hurt any more people," Declared Yale with a determined look on his face. 

    Apprehend, huh? Yeah, not that it isn't surprising, but Unity's still the same as ever, I see. 

    "Sounds good, boss. Let's make sure he's brought to justice," Nodded Siara in agreement. 

    "We should probably wear disguises or something. Like that guy with the awful accent said, we're pretty famous, so there's a good chance that we'll be recognized. It isn't public knowledge that we're here in Bilca, we should keep it that way," Suggested Parmila objectively. 

    Yeah, I can't even defend myself, the accent I used was definitely pretty fucking awful. Eh, whatever, I stand by it, it was fun. 

    "Good call, the more inconspicuous we are, the better," Responded Wick approvingly. 

    "I'll just turn invisible and I should be good to go," Chimed in Umeka with a thumbs up. 

    They seem to have figured out a workable game plan to deal with this. Alright, then...thanks to that clairvoyant guy, I know the general area where Karagan's gonna show up next. 

    I should head there before these guys do, if I manage to spot him before they show up, I'll be able to kill him and end this for good. 

    So long as he's alive, he's just one jailbreak away from hurting more innocent people, and I'm not willing to take that risk. 

    I then flew up higher, taking out my phone and opening my GPS app. Okay, let's see here...five kilometers to the east is in the middle of a large residential district. 

    Karagan will probably look to ambush someone who's on their own in an alley or some other secluded spot, so that he can securely hide his own body while possessing a target. 

    Giving Unity the information about him was the right call, thanks to that I've managed to significantly narrow down my search radius. 

    I'll fly five kilometers to the east and then circle that area, slowly widening my search radius bit by bit until I find him. 

    I then turned to the west and began flying off in that direction, keeping an eye on the GPS. It should take me about three minutes to get there at my current speed, that should give me plenty of time to try and find Karagan before Unity enters the fray. 

    I can't afford to let them get to him first, or my decision to share that information with them will backfire on me. 

    I will stop him, and I will kill him to do that. I won't let Unity get in my way, not this time... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 193 - Needle in a Haystack

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Damn it...where the hell is he!? 

    I've been flying around the area within a one kilometer radius for over two full hours now, and I've seen no sign of him whatsoever. Feel like I'm looking for a needle in a haystack. Come on, he's gotta be around here somewhere, but where? 

    This is bad, it won't be much longer before Unity shows up here, they're probably already on their way and should be here any minute now. I'd prefer that they don't find out that I'm here if at all possible, I have no idea how they'll react if they do. 

    They might potentially try to arrest me or something, and while I highly doubt that they're capable of successfully incapacitating me at my current level, I'd rather not have to fight them. 

    To avoid that, I need to find Karagan as soon as possible...but that's turning out to be a hell of a lot more easier said than done. I've searched all the alleys and streets, but there's just no trace of him. 

    The streets are almost totally deserted at this point, which makes sense since it's the middle of the week and everyone's getting some rest for work the next day. 

    That's why I thought it'd be easier to find Karagan. With fewer people out and about, there's fewer targets for him to go after. Maybe I'm still too early? 

    Based on what that clairvoyant guy said, the next incident caused by Karagan is still about an hour and half or so away, so there's still a fair bit of time before it's supposed to occur. 

    He could be laying low at the moment, only intending to come out shortly before the time that the incident's supposed to take place. 

    In which case, it'll still be a while before I find him, unless I go searching in buildings. But that's too risky, and unlikely to be effective. There are far too many buildings in this area to search every single one of them, I'll likely only end up wasting time and might even miss the whole thing. 

    Hm, I should also consider the possibility that he's in disguise, maybe wearing a wig or something. His fiery orange hair does stick out like a sore thumb, after all, so his natural appearance isn't exactly inconspicuous. Yeah, now that I think about, it's highly likely that he's disguised himself in some manner. 

    Maybe I should camp out over the spot where the incident's supposed to take place, look out for any people going into or out of the buildings at that spot. Yeah, I think that's a decent pl-...huh?

    Oh, looks like they've arrived, the members of Unity. 

    I stared down at the street at a van pulled over by the sidewalk, and those familiar figures stepped out of it. Looks like they're all here, except for the clairvoyant and the other one I didn't recognize. Even Yale's here...

    Wait, no, this is bad...he can fly, so he's definitely going to take the aerial route to get a high vantage point to search from. I better get up above the clouds if I don't want him to spot me. 

    As I flew up higher, sure enough, Yale began to fly up too, while the others split out and spread out in different directions to comb through the area. 

    Hm, looks like Yale's heading to the spot around where the clairvoyant said the incident will take place, guess he's going for the same plan of action that I just decided on. 

    I'll stay a good distance above him and follow...now that Unity's here, there's no helping it, I'm going to have to risk them noticing me. 

    I'll try to avoid being noticed for as long as possible, and then swoop in and kill Karagan if and when they come across him. 

    If one of the others encounter him, I'm sure they'll contact the rest to let them know, all I'll need to do then is follow Yale. 

    It didn't take too long before he reached the spot that was around five kilometers from the hotel, he then began descending and landed on top of one of the buildings in the area, peering down and keeping an eye out. 

    I maintained my altitude at about twenty meters above him, slowly circling the area with my gaze. It's pretty dark and cloudy out tonight, and I'm wearing all black clothes, that along with my currently black-dyed hair, should make me pretty difficult to spot even if he does look up this way. 

    Alright, now it's just a waiting game. Whatever's going to happen, I hope it happens quickly... 

    ... 

    Hm...it's almost been a full hour since Unity showed up. There's only about half an hour left now before the incident is supposed to take place, according to the clairvoyant, so Karagan should be making his move any minute now. 

    Yale's been staying on high alert and surveying the area from his vantage point, his focus is pretty impressive. I haven't really seen him in action before, except for that time he fought me to stop me from killing Viola. 

    He better not get in my way this time, I-...hm? 

    He's reaching into his pocket. I quietly flew down a bit lower as he took out his phone and tapped on the screen before putting it up towards his ear... 

    "What is it, Umeka? Oh? Are you sure? I see...okay, send me your live location and I'll head right over, contact the others as well," He remarked, before hanging up. 

    He then tapped on the screen again, opening up a GPS app and starting to fly up. I gained some altitude to maintain my distance from him, before following as he flew off to the north while keeping an eye on his screen.

    Alright, looks like this is it, here we go...
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    Chapter 194 - Too Late

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Come on, man, hurry up. I know he's probably going as fast as he can, but this current speed is less than a quarter of my full speed. 

    Karagan probably won't kill any Alters even if they attack him, but if he's pushed into a corner, he may resort to trying to possess one of them or something. That'd be a total disaster, I can't afford to let that-...hm?

    My ears perked up as I heard a slight rumble in the distance, a few hundred meters up ahead in the direction that Yale was flying towards...that must be it. 

    I'm gonna go there ahead of him. 

    I swiftly and silently unleashed a powerful flap of my wings, picking up my speed and shooting through the air towards the spot the rumble had echoed out from. 

    I bet that was probably Parmila's Shockwave power, which likely means that the others are already fighting Karagan. This is bad, combat isn't exactly his specialty, he's fairly agile and light on his feet, but with no real offensive power, he won't be able to hold his own against multiple powerful Alters, at least not for very long. 

    As I flew over at top speed, it wasn't very long before they came into sight...sure enough, Karagan was there, his hair was dyed blonde, but it's definitely him.

    He was fighting Parmila and Nevon, and I imagine Umeka must be somewhere nearby too, staying invisible. 

    Karagan was barely avoiding their attacks, scuttling about and narrowly dodging Parmila's shockwaves and Nevon's solar blasts. He's completely on the defensive, his focus fully on evasion, since he has no options to counterattack. 

    Time to finish this. 

    I formed a whip of blood with a razor sharp edge, before sending it shooting down towards his head rapidly. Right as my attack closed in on him, his legs got tangled in a rushed effort to avoid another of Nevon's solar blasts, before Parmila landed a powerful hit with one of her shockwaves against his right side, starting to send him shooting across to his left. 

    As a result, my blood in the shape of a bladed whip whizzed past the side of his head, missing it entirely and only cutting off a few strands of hair...before striking the top of his right shoulder and slicing through, his arm getting slashed off as he let out an excruciating scream of pain.

    The force of Parmila's shockwave sent him crashing onto the wall of a building with a jarring thud as blood sprayed and gushed out of his now-armless shoulder, bewildered looks appearing on Parmila and Nevon's faces as he collapsed onto the ground, clutching his shoulder in agony. 

    I then quickly charged up a Blood Ray in my right hand fired it straight down towards him with as much force and penetrative power as I could muster, when suddenly, large vines came shooting towards him and slapped him out of the way of my beam, which hit the ground right as I felt a presence right behind me. 

    I began to spin around as I felt a hand on my shoulder, my surroundings changing in the blink of an eye as my gaze fell onto the familiar figure behind me... 

    "Miyuru...," I muttered through gritted teeth. 

    Damn it, he must've teleported behind me and then teleported me as far as possible away from Karagan, looks like I'm about a hundred meters away... 

    "Been a while, Ario...fancy seeing you he-...hey, wait!" He exclaimed as I immediately took off and flew back towards the battle as fast as I could. 

    His teleportation is a problem, but at my current full speed, there's no way he can catch up to me. 

    As I closed in on the area where the battle was taking place and began to charge up another Blood Ray, several massive plants bloomed and rose up in front of me, a wooden wall forming in front of me as I fired a beam out towards it and creating an opening through the wall to fly through. 

    I zipped through it, to see Karagan laying on the ground seemingly unconscious, presumably due to the blood loss. 

    "I won't let you!" Snapped Wick, as several vines came shooting up towards me.

    I extended out bladed blood whips from my hand and swung them across as the vines closed in on me, slicing them to pieces before crossing my arms in front of myself as a powerful shockwave came bursting up towards me as Parmila swung her fist up in my direction. 

    "What the-...? Ariodred?" Suddenly came Yale's voice in surprise a few meters to my left, before he yelled out at the others, "Hold him off! I'll heal the target, and then you teleport him to the police station, Miyuru!"

    "Damn it...!" I growled, coating my fist in blood and swinging it across as a solar blast came shooting up towards me, batting it away before flying up as a couple dozen more vines shot up and began to surround me. 

    Don't do this to me, please...don't get in my way again, damn it! 

    I gritted my teeth as fully unleashed my Blood Demon form, extending out dozens of blood streaks all around me to knock away the various incoming attacks, before swooping down towards Karagan at top speed as Yale began to heal his injury. 

    My eyes then widened in alarm as I noticed Karagan's eyelids twitch slightly, his left hand starting to move... 

    "Get away from him, quickly!" I yelled at Yale...but it was too late. 

    Karagan placed his hand against Yale's arm before he could react to my warning, and in the next instant, Karagan's body went limp and slumped down. 

    Yale then stood back up, a smirk spreading out across his lips as he let out a slight chuckle... 
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    Chapter 195 - Nuclear(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Wow, this body's in pretty decent shape for its age, not bad at all. And these powers...Healing, Flight, and Nuclear Energy, wow! Hm, it's about time I move to a new body anyway, so I don't need this anymore. This one's a bit on the old side, but I can probably get some good use out of it for at least a few years or so," Chuckled Karagan in Yale's body, before placing his hand again the chest of his empty body and firing out a powerful nuclear blast, blasting a large hole through the middle of the chest. 

    "No...," Muttered Wick in horror. 

    "I see you, Ariodred...if you touched me, I would've been forcibly sent back to my previous body. But now that its dead, this is my default body, so your nullification ability won't do anything to change this," Smirked Karagan as he glanced up towards me. 

    Shit...shit, shit, shit! 

    What the fuck do I do now!? I-...if I kill him now, I'll inevitably kill Yale too. God fucking damn it, why...why'd they have to get in my way!? 

    No, calm down...don't get riled up, just stay calm and think... 

    Something isn't right here, he feels strangely hostile...I only got this sense from him towards non-Alters before, but that's not the case right now. Shit...don't tell me Viola fucked with his head...?

    "I'll give you one warning...get out of that body," Remarked Wick with a fierce glare, raising his hands towards Karagan. 

    "Huh? Sorry, but weren't you listening? This is my body now, and the only way for me to permanently move to a different body is to possess one and then kill this one, otherwise I'll just revert back into it after a few hours. Now, then...," Karagan trailed off as an ominous glow surrounded his stolen body, before adding with a malevolent smile as the glow rapidly intensified, "You should all get away from here, immediately. I have no interest in killing any of you, but if you insist on attacking me, I'll just nuke this entire area. Best hurry up now, I don't know how wide a range this'll cover, but I bet it's going to be a pretty large radius. There are a lot of innocent people in the buildings around this place, so unless you're okay with letting them all die, then I strongly suggest that you comply."

    "You bastard...!" Growled Parmila furiously, clenching her fists as her shoulders trembled in anger. 

    "No, don't provoke him...we don't have much of a choice here, we need to retreat. Miyuru, teleport us away. And as for you, this isn't over...you're not going to get away with this," Stated Wick, as the Unity members gathered around each other and linked up with Miyuru.

    I'll follow them and protect them in the event that Karagan decides to unleash a nuclear explosion anyway, which I wouldn't put past him. And besides, I'm not sure if even I'm capable of tanking the full burst of a nuclear blast and surviving. 

    Damn it...how the hell am I supposed to kill him now? Despite our differences, I don't want Yale to die, I may not see eye to eye with him, but I still respect him greatly, he did a lot for me and I'm grateful for that. What do I do? 

    I gritted my teeth as I flew away from the area, going in the same direction that the Unity group was teleporting in, getting further and further away from Karagan in quick time. 

    As we covered about a kilometer away from that spot, I froze and spun around as I heard a ominous rumble echoing out from behind, spinning around before my eyes widened in alarm as I saw a rapidly expanding dark orange glow erupting from where we'd left Karagan, spreading out towards us at a devastating speed.

    I rapidly sliced open my palms and unleashed a massive amount of blood, using it form a large dome around myself and the Unity members, closing up the dome just in time as the explosion reached out. 

    The ground shook violently as some of them cried out in alarm, the force of the explosion fiercely pushing against my blood dome, as I did my best to maintain its shape against the immense force hitting against it, thickening the walls of the dome as I began to get overwhelmed. 

    Hold it...come on, don't let it collapse, or they'll all die! 

    Wick quickly formed a dome of thick vines just inside my blood dome to help reinforce it, which definitely helped, as I maintained to focus to keep the dome intact. 

    As the rumbling began to die down and the force exerted against my blood dome subsided, I let out a quiet sigh as I relaxed a bit, but didn't take down the dome yet. 

    After waiting a short while longer, I then sharply and swiftly expanded the dome outwards, to push away any radiation lingering around outside, before my eyes widened as I took down the dome, to see a massive crater behind us. 

    If it had spread out evenly from the initial point of the explosion, that would mean a radius of about a kilometer or so. 

    It was so wide that I couldn't even see the opposite end of it from here... 

    "O-oh, my god...," Stuttered Parmila in horror, collapsing onto her knees in shock as thick clouds of smoke billowed out of the crater, the air above it shimmering and crackling slightly. 

    "We...we need to get away, before the radiation affects us," Remarked Wick with a grimace, before glancing up towards me and adding, "Thank you, Ariodred. We'd probably be dead if you hadn't protected us just now. Tell me...what do you plan to do now?"

    Yeah...that's a good question... 

    "I...I don't know."
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    Chapter 196 - Nuclear(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Yeah, I'm sure of it...his mind has been messed with by Viola, there's no doubt about it," I remarked with a nod. 

    "Hm, I see...would you be able to undo it if you touched him?" Inquired Wick in response. 

    Probably, and I might've gotten the chance to do so if all of you hadn't gotten in my way-...no, there's no point in throwing blame around at this point, it won't change anything. 

    "Yeah, I think so...but now that he's got a new host body, I'm not a hundred percent sure it'll work," I replied uncertainly. 

    Today's the 21st of September, 2021, it was next day. I decided that I'd cooperate with Unity on this matter...now that they know I'm here, they'd probably just get in my way if I tried to work alone, so I might as well join forces, temporarily, of course. 

    It was around 8 AM in the morning, and I'd just finished giving them all the information I knew about Karagan. It doesn't seem to be too helpful though...all of them are struggling to think clearly after what just happened, which I suppose is understandable. 

    They just lost their leader, some of them were straight up raised by him, so it's only natural that the thought of losing him would mess them up. 

    The fact is, I don't know if there even is a way to free Yale from Karagan's grasp...even if he possesses another body, his main host body won't change unless Yale's body is then killed. 

    If that wasn't the case, Karagan wouldn't have bothered destroying his previous body...and I didn't sense any deceit from him when he did that, he was telling the truth. 

    "What do we do? How do we free the boss from that bastard's control?" Frowned Parmila with an anguished look on her face. 

    "What if we make him possess a different body and then tranquilize that body or something?" Suggested Nevon in response. 

    "No...then we'd be consigning someone else to lose their own body, the boss would never want that. Not to mention, how would we even accomplish that, make him possess another body? And besides, that he said that he'd revert back to his main body within a few hours if he were to possess a different body, so even if we could pull it off, it would only be a temporary solution," Wick shook his head with a grimace. 

    Honestly, I'm not even sure if Yale's consciousness is still there. 

    "You guys should consider the possibility that Yale is effectively dead now...it's not unlikely that Karagan's consciousness overwrote Yale's when he took over his body permanently. Otherwise, every time he uses his Possession power from now on, Yale will be free to move about...I don't have any proof, of course, but you should prepare yourselves for that scenario," I stated grimly. 

    "N-no, that can't be true...," Muttered Umeka quietly, shaking her head in denial. 

    "Tch...it must be real easy for you to say, this wouldn't have happened if you'd just given us more information before we encountered him!" Snapped Parmila, storming over towards me before Wick quickly held her back. 

    "Calm down, pointing fingers isn't going to accomplish anything!"

    "You don't get to turn this around on me. And for the record, I gave you all the info I had about him. Oh, and let's not forget the fact that you guys got in my way and stopped me from killing him...if I'd succeeded, Yale would be just fine," I pointed out icily. 

    "That's enough...this isn't productive, we need to figure out how to resolve this matter as soon as possible," Remarked Wick, clenching his fists. 

    Hm...he didn't give me the whole 'killing is wrong' shtick, guess that means at least a part of him agrees with me, at least in this case. 

    "I'm open to any suggestions, because other than the obvious answer, I've got no other ideas," I responded with a shrug. 

    "Huh? What obvious answer? You mean there is a way to fix this?" Inquired Umeka with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 

    Maybe I should've been more blunt, now I feel bad for getting her hopes up... 

    "No, I wouldn't call it a fix. I'll just come out and say it...if there aren't any feasible solutions that you guys can come up with, the only option is to kill him," I replied grimly. 

    "That is not an option, absolutely not! No fucking way are we killing him!" Exclaimed Parmila furiously. 

    "Then, what, you want to arrest and imprison him instead? Okay, let's consider that option...Yale's Nuclear Energy power is incredibly dangerous, and it's now in the hands of someone who isn't going to hold back on using it whatsoever. He can kill hundreds, if not thousands, with a single attack. 

    If he's imprisoned, he'll just be one jailbreak away from killing thousands more. And let's assume that Yale's consciousness is still in there somewhere...how do think he'd feel, watching someone use his powers to kill an insurmountable number of people while he's helpless to do anything about it? I don't know about you, but if it was in that position, I'd want to be put out of my misery. 

    I'm not a member of Unity and I strongly disagree with the way you do things, but I'm also grateful to all of you for everything you did for me back then, so I'll give you guys the chance to come up with a solution to this that you'd be happier with. But if you've got nothing, then I'll take it upon myself to kill him...I'm probably the only one who can, after all," I stated bluntly, before glancing at Miyuru as he let out a slight mutter while looking at his phone. 

    "This is bad...," He said with a grimace, before showing us his screen and adding, "That bastard is on the move...he just set off a nuclear explosion in a commercial district..."
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    Chapter 197 - Nuclear(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Damn it...," I muttered, as I picked up the remote and switched off the TV, having been watching the news channel. 

    It's around 7 PM now, and a total of four nuclear explosions have been unleashed throughout the city so far, the latest of which just happened. 

    I gave the Unity members until 8 PM tonight to come up with an idea or suggestion on how to proceed with dealing with this, and I'm starting to regret giving them so much time. 

    Far too many people have died already, I can't just sit here and do nothing anymore...I need to make a move, and quickly at that. 

    I doubt there's any other solution other than killing him. The fact that Unity still hasn't contacted me can only mean that they're coming to the same realization, or at least I hope so. 

    There's a good chance that Karagan will launch another nuclear blast tonight, and I'd like to finish him off before that happens. 

    And I'll have to do it alone...while I'm not sure I can survive getting directly caught up in a nuclear explosion, I'm the only one who stands a chance of doing so. The others will die for sure, and I don't want that to happen. 

    Hm? 

    I'm getting a call...oh, it's Wick. It looks like they've finally made a decision...I do hope they've come up with a feasible alternate solution, but I highly doubt that's the case... 

    "Yeah?" I remarked as I answered the call and put the phone up to my ear. 

    "I-...we couldn't come up with anything. It's...it's in your hands now, Ariodred."

    "I figured that'd be the case. To be clear, you know what this means, don't you? I will kill him, and if Yale's consciousness is still in there somewhere, he'll die too, if he isn't already dead," I informed him. 

    "Yes, I...I know. But there's no choice left...because of our indecision, thousands of people have been killed with his power, he would never have wanted this. No more...I can't let any more blood be spilled by his hands. So, please...put an end to this. Put him out of his misery..."

    "Yeah...leave it to me. I won't fail. And to ensure that I succeed as soon as possible...I'd like you to have that clairvoyant kid use his power to predict when-...," I began to request. 

    "Way ahead of you there...he already did that. The next explosion will happen at approximately 9 PM, I'll send you the location of where it's supposed to take place. Good luck, Ariodred...I'm sorry to put this on you. Maybe...maybe you were right all along. Had we just let you kill him when you had the chance, this wouldn't have happened, I-..."

    "There's no point in saying that now, what's done is done. We can't change the past...all we can do now is make sure it doesn't get worse. I'll do everything I can to prevent more people from dying, I won't make any guarantees, but I'll spare no effort," I promised him. 

    "That's all I can ask for...thank you."

    As he then hung up, I hopped onto my feet and stretched my arms up, before glancing at my phone screen as it dinged with a notification. Looks like he sent the location...hm, it's a few kilometers to the east, I should be able to get there within around ten minutes at full speed. 

    He said the incident is supposed to take place around 9 PM, which is a little under two hours away now. 

    Alright, I'll wait about an hour before heading out, that should give me enough time to find and kill Karagan before he's able to unleash another explosion. 

    I will kill him, no matter what it takes... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Good work, Karagan, keep doing what you're doing!" I remarked encouragingly. 

    "Heh, yeah, that's the plan! Gotta say, this power is fucking awesome...even with unleashing such immensely powerful explosions, I recover my energy in no time! And if I get hurt, I can heal myself, and not to mention the fact that I can fly! Man, this dude is totally OP, why the hell would he stay out of action when he's this damned powerful!?" He laughed in response, as I moved the phone away from my ear as his voice was too loud to bear. 

    "Yeah, if he'd been more proactive and less hesitant to use his full power, he'd have been a real handful. By the way, is his consciousness still alive?" I inquired curiously. 

    "Ugh, yeah...he was super distracting when I first took over this body, his willpower is insane! But he's gradually starting to fade away now, he'll probably cease to exist in a few hours or so, I think? Heh, he's super torn up about me blowing up so many people, he won't shut up about it! And also, he's-..."

    "Ahem, hold that thought, let's pick this up later, shall we? Continue exploding all over the city every couple of hours or so, while we take advantage of the diversion you create with those explosions and carry out our plan. Okay, bye, talk to you later!" I called out, quickly hanging up before he could respond. 

    He's the type to ramble on and on when excited, and I'd rather not have to put up with that. Hm, maybe I should've made some more adjustments to his mind to make him more bearable.

    Not gonna lie, it felt kinda weird to hear his tone and inflections in Yale's voice. He's doing a great job at playing the role of decoy though, it's going to make our job a whole lot easier... 

    "Is it finally time to make our move?" Inquired one of the former Vault of the Damned inmates who'd joined up with me, the others looking at me expectantly too. 

    Ordinarily, most of these losers would never have willingly followed me while being subordinate to me, but thanks to my efforts in gradually manipulating their minds, they're all quite loyal to me. 

    "Mhm, it sure is...let's get moving, shall we?" I replied with a smirk... 
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    Chapter 198 - Nuclear(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Alright, I'm here...I just arrived at the location Wick sent me, hovering above the clouds and staring down at the area where Karagan is supposed to show up next. 

    There's still about half an hour left before the next incident is supposed to occur, the instant I spot him, I'll swoop down and kill him before he gets the chance to set off another explosion. 

    I can't let him kill any more people...I should've killed him in Larisk when I had the chance, I'm responsible for all the people he's killed since then. So, I need to stop him before he can kill anyone else. 

    There are a lot of buildings in this area, it'll be a lot easier to take him down if he starts charging up the explosion out in the open, but there's a strong possibility that he'll opt to do so in one of the many alleys between the buildings.

    After all, at this point, he's probably expecting me or Unity to show up to try and stop him, so he might err on the side of caution. So I need to stay on high alert, ready to spring into action at a moment's notice. 

    It's pretty dark and cloudy tonight, so I should be pretty difficult to spot way up here. It's crucial that I see him before he sees me, he'll almost certainly unleash an explosion right away if he spots me before I can kill him. 

    While it wouldn't be as powerful as if he took the time to charge one up instead, it'll at least buy him some time to get away, or at least charge up a second explosion. 

    Which means that I've got no margin for error here, I need to finish this as soon as possible, otherwise more innocent people are almost certain to die. 

    There aren't any people out, even though it's not all that late...I guess they're staying indoors after all the news about Karagan's explosions. 

    I did see a few cars speeding away earlier, some people must've opted to flee to a safe place instead...not sure where that would be though. 

    If it wasn't for Unity's clairvoyant, I don't even want to think about how difficult it would've been to find Karagan before his next explosion. 

    That guy can only use his power a couple of times a day though, apparently it uses up all his stamina and knocks him out after he uses it, so if I fail here, it'll take at least about twelve hours or so before I can count on him again, in which time who knows how much damage Karagan will have done. 

    Alright, almost twenty-five minutes have passed since I got here, he should be showing up any minute now. I need to be ready to make my move in a split second, I need to kill him before he can even begin to charge up an explosion.

    Hm?

    My eyes widened as I noticed a orangish glow emanating from one of the alleys, quickly swooping down towards it at top speed, forming blades in my hands with my blood as I flew into the alley.

    I picked up the pace as I spotted a figure in the alley, the glow emanating from it, before swinging my blood blades across as I closed in on him, slicing off his head and across his chest-...huh?

    That...that didn't feel right. I've sliced through bodies countless times before this, and that didn't feel like I was cutting through flesh and bone. It felt more like...plastic. 

    A hollow thud echoed out as the head plummeted and hit the ground, my eyes widening in alarm as they adjusted to the darkness...it's a mannequin. 

    Oh, shit...!

    "Gotcha!" Suddenly came Yale's voice from behind me, as a nearby dumpster opened up and he sprang out, grabbing hold of my arm before I could react in time, a chuckle escaping his lips as he uttered menacingly, "This body isn't half bad, but yours is even better, so I think I'll take it for myself...immortality and awesome powers, here I come-...!"

    A strange sensation began to encroach my body, when suddenly, he let out a startled cry and let go of me, stumbling back with a shaky look on his face. 

    "Huh?" I blurted out. 

    "The hell was that...what just happened!? Wh-what...what the hell are you!?" He exclaimed while trembling, his face pale before he gritted his teeth and began glowing intensely brightly. 

    Not sure what just happened, but somehow, it seems like his Possession power failed on me. 

    This is my chance! 

    I quickly shot towards him and drove one of my blood blades towards his heart, a cry of pain ringing out as he sharply turned his body across to the left, my blade going through the right side of his chest and bursting out his back. 

    "It's over now," I remarked icily, before he suddenly grabbed my arm with a tight grip. 

    "I-I...I had a feeling that I might not be able to possess your body. S-so, I...I've been gathering energy all this time, suppressing it inside this body so that it wouldn't glow...," He trailed off with an ominous smile as he tightened his grip on my arm, the glow emanating from his body sharply intensifying as my eyes widened and I drove my other blade straight towards his throat. 

    But it was too late, as the glow intensified blindingly, an agonizing burning sensation enveloping me right before my blade could reach him, a sharp gasp of pain escaping my lips as the glow engulfed the area and rapidly expanded, an excruciating pain briefly bursting out across the front of my body...before everything went dark... 

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Insta account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 199 - Nuclear(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Karagan de Silva

    ———————————————————————————

    I slowly exhaled as the dust around me began to clear, before looking around with a satisfied nod as I took in the large crater I'd created all around me, before wincing in pain as the stab wound in the right side of my chest throbbed agonizingly. 

    Damn, that hurts...good thing this body has the power to heal itself. I'm not a big fan of how old it is, but these powers are great. 

    I touched at my neck as I healed the stab wound, grimacing as I felt blood...that was way too close, another second and he might've cut my head off. And I just got this head too. 

    I don't see any sign of him, nothing but a puddle of his Black Blood on the ground in front of me...guess even his immortality wasn't enough to survive such a powerful nuclear explosion at point blank range. 

    It's such a waste, I was really hoping to possess his body and make it my new host body. I thought I had it, but I couldn't pull it off...as soon as I started to use my power and attempted to take over his body, I felt something. 

    Something frighteningly chilling, I've never felt such instinctive, primal fear before...just what the hell was that, anyway?

    Well, whatever, what's done is done...no point crying over spilled milk, might as well just-...huh? 

    I stared down at the ground in disbelief as the puddle of blood suddenly bubbled, before slowly rising up ominously. 

    I backed away on instinct, a sense of dread welling up inside me as the blood took on a humanoid shape, bones growing around it and forming a skeleton. 

    Organs then started to form inside the skeleton, muscles growing around the bones and wrapping around them...I gritted my teeth as I snapped out of it and charged at the rapidly growing mass of flesh and bones, starting to charge up a nuclear blast into my fist. 

    My eyes widened as I closed in on it, the partially-regenerated right arm arching back and swinging out towards me, slamming onto my face before I could react and sending me flying back with immense speed. 

    My shoulder hit the ground and I skidded away painfully, letting out a groan as the nuclear energy I'd charged up faded away, before turning my attention back towards him, now almost fully regenerated, skin starting to form over the layer of muscle. 

    I...I need to get out of here, before he fully recovers. 

    I flew up and took off as fast as I could, before abruptly halting as I felt something grab hold of my ankle, stopping me in my tracks, a twinge of pain erupting across my knee at the sudden halt in momentum. 

    I slowly turned my gaze back, chills running down my spine at the sight that met me, cold, empty eye sockets on a skinless face, before yelling out in pain as he sharply tightened his grip around my ankle, a sickening crunch echoing out as he crushed the bone like a twig, before swinging me down towards the ground with immense force. 

    I quickly began healing myself, before hurriedly rolling away desperately as he came swooping down towards me, his feet slamming onto the ground where I'd landed, a powerful shockwave bursting out upon impact and sending my flying away. 

    I focused on healing myself as fast as possible as I hit the ground and skidded away, letting out a groan as I shakily got back up, having mostly healed my broken ankle. 

    He's almost fully regenerated now, but...but something's off. His eyes are fully black, he's moving erratically like a frenzied wild animal or something, and he's let out deep growls and ominous rumbles. I think I made a big mistake here-...

    Suddenly, my vision got partially obscured as something clamped around my face, and by the time I realized that it was his hand, I was already being lifted up off the ground and swung back down, the back of my head slamming against the earth with immense force, a sharp pain bursting out as my skull cracked severely. 

    I shakily reached my arms up towards him while charging nuclear energy into my hands, before he grabbed my wrists, stomping his foot down onto the middle of my chest and pulling with incredible strength.

    Blinding pain burst out across my shoulders as he ripped my arms off and tossed them away, I screamed in excruciating pain as blood sprayed out of the stumps that were left of my arms, before gasping sharply as several piercing tendrils of Black Blood stabbed into my torso and burst out my back, pinning me to the ground. 

    His foot pressed down onto my chest more firmly, I winced in pain as I felt a couple of ribs cracking, struggling to try and get away, but it was no use. 

    "D-damn it...," I uttered weakly, coughing out blood as he lowered his head with a threatening growl, his void-like fully black eyes sending chills down my spine as I looked into them. 

    His forehead then split open, a glowing red oval forming there, the glow rapidly growing brighter and more intense with every passing second. 

    I was helpless, completely at his mercy as he charged it up, all I could do was stare my impeding death in the face. 

    Well, I guess this is it...this is how it all ends. Too bad...I was really enjoying myself lately. Oh, well...I suppose I had a good run, it certainly beats rotting away in that prison. 

    Damn it...I really hate those fucking 'normal' humans. 

    A blinding flash then erupted above me, immense pain hitting me for a instant, before everything faded and went dark... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 200 - Different Stage

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Hm...? Where...where am I? What's going on? Something feels off, in an uncomfortably familiar way, and my neck feels heavy... 

    "Oh, you're finally awake, Ariodred. Er, that is you, isn't it?"

    "Huh? Oh, it's you, Wick. What happened, I don't remember anything after I-...wait, hold on, am I in a cell!?" I exclaimed in realization, before noticing the Suppression Collar around my neck. 

    N-no...no, not again! Damn it, I can't go through this again, I refuse to-...!

    "Calm down, easy now...take a breath, this isn't what it looks like. After the explosion, we made our way over there, where we found you unconscious. We had to consider the possibility that you had been possessed and taken over, so this was just a precaution, nothing more. But it seems like it really is you, so we'll get you out of there right away," He assured me, glancing back as a policeman came walking over and unlocked the cell door. 

    He then walked over towards me and deactivated the Suppression Collar, an immense sense of relief washing over me as I felt my powers return. 

    I, uh, really panicked back there, didn't I? 

    Well, in my defense, the time I spent imprisoned with my powers sealed was absolute hell. I definitely never want to go through that again, ever...yeah, sawing my own head off to escape back then still haunts my dreams from time to time, the sensation of the coarse ceramic tearing through my skin and throat is etched into my memory. 

    Yeah, self-decapitation is pretty damn traumatizing, don't try that at home, kids.

    I got back onto my feet and stretched my arms up, trying to recall what had happened with the battle...the last thing I remember is Karagan unleashing a nuclear explosion and then everything went dark after a brief flash of pain, I'm drawing a blank on what happened after that. 

    "Hey, can you tell me what happened?" I asked Wick. 

    "Well, I'm not entirely sure. There was a large explosion that wiped out everything in about a five hundred meter radius around the spot where we found you, we began heading over shortly after the explosion. When we came across you, you were laying next to a large, scorched hole in the ground, it looked like it was caused by one of those red beams you fire off."

    Hm, I see...I don't remember shooting a Blood Ray, though. 

    It's possible that, after I got caught up in the explosion, I regenerated and then killed Karagan while in an unconscious state, like how I used to end up whenever I'd unleash my Blood Demon form before I gained control over it. 

    "I guess we'll find out soon enough whether I killed him or not, but from the sound of it, I think it's safe to say that he's been eliminated. Well, assuming that's the case, at least it's over now," I sighed wistfully. 

    "Yeah, about that...you're going to want to see this," He replied with a slight grimace, as he took out his phone and showed me the screen, playing a video. 

    I walked over and peered at it as the video began loading, before clenching my fists as it started to play... 

    It's her, the Puppeteer. 

    "Is thing on? It is? Okay, great...ahem, hi there, everyone, how's your day going? Incidentally, mine's going great! I'm sure you citizens of Bilca must be pretty frightened right now, what with the maniac setting off nuclear explosions running around and whatnot. But don't worry, he was just a distraction. Because while he was doing that, check out what I just accomplished," She grinned, before adding with a laugh as the camera panned around the room, showing several corpses laying about, "I just got done killing everyone in your government! Hahaha! Feel free to riot and loot or whatever the fuck you want, because your tax thieves are dead as shit right now!"

    I see, so Karagan was just a decoy, this is what she was really after. 

    "That damned bitch...!" I growled seethingly, as the video continued... 

    "Well, I achieved what I set out to accomplish in this nation, so it's time I move on. Aw, disappointed? Don't worry, it's not like I'm retiring or something, just stepping on to a different stage. Specifically, Cahgo...by the time this video is uploaded, I'll already be there, and it's gonna get real messy! I'll be taking over the headquarters of Unity, that big-ass mansion is gonna be mine! 

    I've got a small army of powerful Alters who are gonna run wild, not to mention a good number of my puppets, so whoever wants to stop me, you're gonna have to get through all that if you wanna kill me. I know there's at least one person who's pretty hell bent on giving me the old life-unsubscription. Best move quickly, because things have probably already gotten started!"

    With that, the video ended, leaving me fuming. 

    "It's like she said, there are a fairly large number of Alters causing chaos in Cahgo right now, and we can't reach anyone that we left behind in the mansion, so it's very possible that she has indeed taken control of it," Remarked Wick with a look of worried frustration on his face, his teeth tightly gritted. 

    "We need to get there as soon as possible, when's the next flight to Cahgo?" I inquired with a grimace. 

    "There's one in a couple of hours, we've already booked the tickets, one for you included."

    "Okay, good. We'll just have to count on Liberty to keep things from completely falling apart until we get there," I said, starting to pace around the room restlessly. 

    I didn't think I'd be going back to Cahgo so soon, but I don't have much of a choice in this situation. I will kill her, no matter what it takes to do so... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 201 - I Won't Stop You

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Calm down...we've still got about two hours before we arrive in Cahgo, you're going to wear yourself out by the time we arrive there," Remarked Wick, as I restlessly fidgeted in my seat, my knee bouncing up and down impatiently. 

    "Yeah, I know...I can't help it though, this feels like it's taking forever. We probably don't have a lot of time to spare, I don't even want to imagine what's going on in Cahgo right now, it's probably in total chaos," I replied with a frown. 

    We're about halfway there now, it's a four hour flight from Bilca to Cahgo, and we've got a little over two hours left now. 

    It feels like time's moving at a snail's pace right now, every single minute feels like it's taking ages to pass...wish I could fast forward through time until we arrive, I'm feeling more and more anxious with every passing second. 

    This flight doesn't have Wi-Fi, so there's no way to check the news for any updates on the situation in Cahgo...well, maybe that's not such a bad thing, knowing what's happening while being unable to do anything about it might only make me even more restless and impatient. 

    "Why don't you try to take a nap or something? Try to sleep until we arrive," Suggested Wick with a slight sigh. 

    "Oh, please, like anyone could fall asleep on these stiff, uncomfortable seats. I mean, it's tough to do so even when exhausted, and with the way my mind's racing right now, I definitely won't be able to fall asleep."

    "I see...still, you need to calm down or you're going to wear yourself out. This is going to be a tough battle, to put it lightly, you're going to want to be as close to a hundred percent as possible. And you're not the only one who's concerned here, you know...I'm quite worried too, we couldn't reach anyone we'd left behind at the mansion, I don't want to think about what's become of them," Responded Wick with a grimace. 

    If I had to guess, they've either been brainwashed by the Puppeteer, or they've been killed and reanimated as her puppets. She's all about inflicting maximum emotional damage, so those are the most likely scenarios. 

    Or maybe she's got something even more diabolical in mind, I guess we'll find out soon enough. 

    "Hey, full disclosure, just so you know...I very much intend to kill her when I get the chance. I've tried before, but a certain group of people got in my way and stopped me...and then sent me off to prison. None of this would be happening if it wasn't for that, so tell me...will you get in my way this way? Do you plan to stop me from killing her?" I inquired bluntly. 

    Might as well get this out of the way before we arrive... 

    "I-...no. No, I won't...while I don't agree with your methods, right now, I'm finding it quite difficult to care about upholding my beliefs. So many people died in Bilca, people that almost certainly would still be alive if we hadn't stopped you from killing that Karagan guy before he took over the boss's body. And who knows what's happening in Cahgo right now, we don't have the luxury of holding back in any way. So do what you need to do, I...I won't stop you."

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    Ahh, home sweet home. 

    It's been ages since I was last in this mansion, and this time around, it belongs to me, I'm not just the friendly therapist or whatever the fuck I was back when I was posing as a member of Unity. 

    Things are really falling into place quite nicely. 

    I actually already came to Cahgo a few days earlier, in order to gather myself an army of puppets, both Alters and non-Alters, and I also managed to come across some Alters who were happy to help out with my plans. 

    And after I killed the members of Bilca's government and flew here to Cahgo, I had all my puppets, about a thousand or so in total, just start running wild and killing everyone they came across, which was the signal for my new allies to join the fray as well. 

    It's total mayhem out there right now, the police and Liberty are stretched thin trying to deal with it all, though I suspect it won't be too much longer now before they show up here. 

    Well, a few helicopters did appear over the mansion, but I had one of my new allies that I gained in the Vault of the Damned shoot them down. 

    I'm really looking forward to seeing how this whole situation pans out, I'm especially excited for the battle that's sure to come...no doubt the members of Unity, plus Ariodred, are on their way to Cahgo right now, and they're sure to head right here once they arrive. 

    I'm definitely not going to make it easy on them though...if they want to take me down, they're going to have to work for it. 

    Before I escaped the Vault of the Damned, I made sure to only gather allies that don't really care about much of anything besides violence and destruction. 

    I still had to use my powers to mess with their minds a bit to ensure that they'd follow me without any objections, of course, but other than that, I didn't brainwash them all that much. 

    Ahh, this is the life! 

    I've got my own mansion, I've thrown an entire city into chaos in no time flat, I'm sipping on some super fancy and expensive red wine in a comfy chair, and I got into pretty good shape while in prison, so I've never looked better...yeah, everything's great right now. 

    And here's hoping it keeps up, I've got high expectations for what's to come, I hope it lives up to those expectations... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 202 - Final Battle(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hahaha, try whatever you want, it's useless! You can't lay so much as a single scratch on me!" Came a gleeful yell, as a loud crash echoed out. 

    This one doesn't seem like one of Viola's puppets, he must be a willing ally of hers, he's doing this of his own free will...alright, then, I'll show him no mercy. 

    He was a big guy, tossing cars around at the fleeing civilians around him, laughing sadistically...I see several smashed corpses on the street around him, with some cops firing at him but to no avail, the bullets pinging off his skin. 

    I shot towards him at full speed, drawing back my arm as I closed in on him and driving my fist towards his head. 

    As my fist slammed onto his face, he barely even budged, my knuckles stinging upon impact and causing me to grimace slightly in pain. 

    "Huh? Oh, I thought that was a bug. Where'd you come from, little insect?" He inquired with a chuckle, reaching for the top of my head. 

    I quickly zipped away, getting out of his reach and picking up a nearby stop sign that was laying on the ground, before I shot towards him again and leapt at him as I closed in, swinging the sign towards the side of his head with all the momentum I could generate. 

    A deafening clang rang out as it slammed against his head, the sign getting severely dented upon impact. I quickly ducked as he swung his fist back towards me, before I zipped back and got some distance away from him. 

    Okay, he's got brute strength and insane durability, he doesn't even look fazed by getting hit with a stop sign to the head. 

    "Slippery little thing, aren't you?" He mused, as he turned to face me and met my gaze. 

    "Say what you want, you'll be dead shortly," I remarked, wracking my brain to try and figure out a way to get him. 

    "Hahaha, what, are you trying to suggest that you can kill me!? Man, you're hilarious, little guy!"

    Should I go for the eyes? That could work, but getting within his reach is extremely risky...if he manages to grab hold of me, it won't be pretty. 

    I then zipped away as he flung a car at me, evading it before stomping on the corner of a manhole cover to knock it up, grabbing hold of it and flinging it at him with a rapid spin. 

    It thudded against his chest and bounced off, before he caught it before it could hit the ground and flung it right back at me. 

    I ducked to evade it, the metal disk slamming against the wall of a building and getting wedged into the concrete, before I shot towards him as fast as I could, ducking as he swing his fist at my head, evading it before whipping my arm out towards his crotch, the back of my fist slamming onto his balls. 

    "Hah, it's no use! Even my balls are as tough as the rest of my body is!" He exclaimed smugly, as he raised his foot and stomped on the street, a shockwave erupting upon impact and knocking me away. 

    You've gotta be kidding me. A guy who doesn't get hurt when hit in the balls...how is that even possible? Fuck, is this guy even human!? 

    Hm? Wait, that's it... 

    I sprinted away as he picked up another car and tossed it at me, as an idea hit me...he may be invulnerable, but he's still human. Just because I can't injure him, doesn't mean that I can't kill him. 

    I then raced around him, picking up a handful of gravel off the ground as I began running circles around him with all the speed I could generate, flicking the bits of gravel at his eyes one by one as I began to create a tornado around him. 

    He began to raise his right foot to stomp down again, before crying out in pain as one of the bits of gravel sliced across his right eye, blood streaming down his face as he clutches his eye with a grimace, gritting his teeth before raising his hands over his eyes to shield them. 

    Just as I thought, his eyes are a weak spot...but it doesn't really matter, that's just a bonus, it's not what I'm really going for here. 

    "You little...!" He began to yell, before gasping sharply and clutching his throat, struggling to breathe as I continued to race around him with immense speed, generating a mass of powerful, twisting winds all around him. 

    He may have immense physical strength and a high level of durability, but he's still human, which means he still needs to breathe. So, I'll use my speed to suffocate him to death.

    He then collapsed onto his knees while gasping and wheezing for air, his eyelids starting to flutter as his left eye rolled back in his head. 

    I flung out another piece of gravel towards him, destroying his left eye this time, but he hardly reacted, simply falling over and collapsing onto the ground. 

    I then slowed down and came to a halt, picking up a broken shard of asphalt off the ground, cautiously walking over towards him and kicking at his shoulder a couple of times to make sure he was incapacitated. 

    Okay, he's definitely unconscious, but he's still breathing. 

    Hm, if his eyes aren't invulnerable, that probably means that his insides aren't as durable as the outside of his body. 

    I drove the shard into one of his eyes, plunging it into his head and through to his brain...there we go, he's not breathing anymore. That takes care of that. 

    But I'm not done yet...there's still a lot more work to do here... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 203 - Final Battle(Part 2)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Riley Moone

    ———————————————————————————

    "You sure we should be doing this, boss? I mean, we are technically wanted criminals, so...," Pointed out Kesix. 

    "Yeah, I'd prefer not to get arrested and imprisoned by sticking my neck out here, we should just let the police and Unity handle this," Frowned Rende apprehensively. 

    "This is no time to be worrying about all that. Unity's core members aren't here right now, and considering that their mansion has been taken over, the members who were here in Cahgo are probably dead or otherwise indisposed...and the cops undoubtedly have their hands full right now, so I doubt that they're going to be particularly picky about who shows up to help them deal with this matter, criminals or not. And besides, if any of you get arrested, then the rest of us will come break you out of jail," I remarked with a smile, as I approached a group of walking corpses and added, "Now, then, let's split up and handle this, that should make things more efficient."

    "Alright, if you say so, boss."

    "Good luck, I guess. Not that you need it."

    As the others scattered and spread out, the corpses began approaching me, holding metal pipes and the like...hm, wait, maybe they're not corpses? 

    Ariodred did tell me about the Puppeteer's abilities back when he was a part of Liberty, I believe he said that she can use her powers on non-Alters even when they're alive, but she can only take control of Alters after they die. 

    Her puppets can also talk and act normally, but they're looking kinda mindless right now...hm, that could be because she's controlling such a large number of people, corpses or otherwise, she's probably just having them attack any and all people they come across. 

    Well, I suppose it doesn't really matter...I don't have the ability to free them from her control, so regardless of whether they're corpses or living people being controlled, my only option is to kill them. 

    As they began to charge towards me, they all abruptly halted as I took control of their blood and paralysed their bodies, before closing my fist and causing their bodies to explode, blood and guts flying out and splattering across the street and surrounding buildings, before I glanced up as a large, light green, gelatinous glob came plummeting down towards me. 

    I leapt out of the way to evade it, the mass hitting the street with a splat, before rising up and taking on a feminine, humanoid shape...

    "Wow, talk about lucky...you're the leader of Liberty, Riley Moone, aren't you? You can control blood, which makes you one of the most powerful Alters in the entire world...but unfortunately for you, I have no blood! As you can see, my entire body is made of slime, so you can't do shit to me!" She declared smugly. 

    "Huh...fascinating. You're entirely see-through, is this your natural state? As in, this isn't a transformation?" I inquired in intrigue. 

    "What? Uh, no...no, it's not a transformation. I mean, I can change my color and make myself not appear transparent, to blend in and stuff," She replied, as the light green slime that made up her body turned a light brown skin color, the top of her head extending out and splitting into strands which then turned black, resembling hair. 

    "My, how impressively versatile...but how are you able to speak normally like this without vocal cords? And do you need to breathe? Do you age? Also-..."

    "Enough, I'm not interested in having a conversation with you! Instead, I'll kill you right here and now, and then I'll be one of the most powerful Alters in the world! I'm over two hundred years old, I'm basically immortal, so once I kill you and establish myself, my legacy will go on for eternity!" She declared, as she suddenly extended her right arm towards me. 

    I swiftly flew up to evade it, swerving across the air as the mass of slime chased after me...hm, how do I defeat her? 

    Physical attacks likely won't have much of an effect on her...I'd imagine that fire could potentially be effective against her, but since I can't produce fire, I can't exactly test that out. 

    Hm, I guess I'll have to opt for a bit of trial and error, then. 

    I then gathered a mass of blood from the surrounding area, before firing off a rapid slashing wave of blood towards her, slicing her vertically in half before she could react. 

    The right half collapsed as the left half turned into a glob and zipped away as I fired off another slash, before rapidly slithering towards the right half, which was laying on the ground. 

    I swiftly encased it in a dome of blood before the left half could reach it and rejoin with it, and then fired out a barrage of piercing blood projectiles at it. 

    It shot away before expanding and taking on a humanoid shape again, as she raised her right finger up towards me and fired a narrow, piercing beam of slime up towards me. 

    I quickly flew across to my left, grimacing as the beam cut across my right arm, drawing out trickles of blood before I clamped a mass of blood between my palms and fired it out in the shape of a net, which struck her gelatinous body and cut it to dozens of pieces, which all splattered onto the ground. 

    I narrowed my eyes as I spotted onto of the pieces moving, while the rest remained still, before the one moving piece rejoined with the rest...hm, it's barely noticeable, but I think I saw a small fleck inside the only piece of slime that was moving, no bigger than a grain of rice. 

    I see, that must be where her consciousness resides...which means, I just discovered her weak spot... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 204 - Final Battle(Part 3)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Finally, it's about time," I remarked with a sigh, as I unbuckled my seat belt and got onto my feet, stretching my arms up. 

    "We should hurry. I saw several plumes of smoke rising up all across the city while the plane was making its descent, we have no time to waste," Responded Wick grimly. 

    We then rushed out of the plane along with the others and into the airport as fast as we could, using Unity's influence to speed our way through security before heading for the exit. 

    It's been a little over half a year since the last time I was in Cahgo, but it's felt like forever...I didn't think I'd be returning here so soon, especially under these circumstances. 

    "What's our plan? Do we head straight for the mansion?" Inquired Parmila with a frown. 

    "Yes, that's right. I know the entire city is in trouble, but the fastest way to bring this battle to an end is to take down Viola...we'll have to count on the police and Liberty to protect the rest of the city. But I doubt it'll be easy, Viola has probably set up a wide range of obstacles on the path to the mansion, so we need to be ready for that," Replied Wick, clenching his fists as we stepped out of the airport, before heading for the large parking lot next to it.

    "Damn it...this is gonna be a real pain," Sighed Miyuru wistfully. 

    "Yeah, it's certainly going to be a tough battle," Nodded Nevon in agreement. 

    "We need to stay calm and maintain our composure, we won't be able to think and act clearly if we let ourselves get anxious and impatient," Spoke up Siara objectively. 

    "That's a hell of a lot easier said than done," Muttered Parmila in response, as we entered the parking lot. 

    Wick led the way as we headed into the building, making our way up to the second floor before stopping in front of a van, as Wick took out a key from his pocket and unlocking the vehicle. 

    "Hm...hey, Ario, can't you fly faster than most vehicles?" Suddenly chimed in Umeka. 

    Huh? 

    "Oh, shit...yeah, I can. Damn it, must be the jetlag, I should've flown off the moment we got out of the plane," I groaned in exasperation, before adding as I walked over to the railing at the edge of the floor. 

    "Wait. Could you take me with you?" Parmila requested as she jogged after me and grabbed my wrist. 

    "Huh? Uh, yeah, I can do that, carrying one person won't slow me down, at least not significantly," I replied after a brief pause. 

    "Okay, then take me to the mansion, the sooner I get there, the better. Should I get on your back or...?"

    "No, you'll get in the way of my wings, I'll carry you like this," I responded, as I swept her up in my arms.

    "U-um, isn't there another way? This is...a little embarrassing," She muttered as she averted her gaze. 

    "Well, I could wrap a tendril of my blood around you and dangle you below me while I fly," I suggested as I began to lower her. 

    "What? No, definitely not that...this is fine, let's just go," She shook her head in alarm, before I spread out my wings and took off, while the others started up the van and began to drive out. 

    I flew out of the parking lot and up into the air, before pausing... 

    "Wait, which direction is the mansion in, again?" I inquired sheepishly. 

    "Huh? Come on, we don't have time for this! It's that way! No, wait...or is it that way? Or maybe-...?" Frowned Parmila uncertainly. 

    "Just use the GPS on your phone and direct me..."

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Not so fast, there! If you wanna get any further, you're going to have to-...!" Smirked a man as he stepped out onto the street ahead of me. 

    "Get out of my way!" I snapped, putting on a burst of speed and slamming my fist onto his stomach, eliciting a sharp gasp of pain from him as he got sent flying back and skidded along the ground, coming to a screeching halt as he coughed out blood with a dazed groan. 

    I shot past him and left him in my dust, picking up the pace...just another kilometer or so and I'll be at the mansion, it's not much further now. 

    I'm putting an end to this, once and for all...Viola, I'm coming for you, you bitch, I will kill you. I'll get revenge for Xandra, and every other person who's suffered at your hands, for no other reason than your own sick, twisted amusement. 

    You ruined everything I knew and loved, this world would be a much better place without you, and that's exactly what I intend to accomplish here today. This ends now. 

    I then entered the street that the mansion was located in, just another few hundred meters ahead, I'm almost there, it shouldn't even be a minute before I-... 

    Suddenly, I came to screeching halt and leapt off to my right as a swirling wave of flames came shooting towards me, just barely getting out of the way in time. 

    "Hey, not bad, you're pretty good. You were moving so fast, but you were still able to react in time despite having to cancel out all that momentum so abruptly. Heh, this should be fun," Came an amused chuckle, the air ahead of me shimmering as a stifling heat washed over the area, a woman with flames roaring all around her approaching me with a sadistic gleam in her eyes... 
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    Chapter 205 - Final Battle(Part 4)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Riley Moone

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hahaha, it's no use! Your attacks can't hurt me, this is a hopeless battle for you!" Declared my opponent, as I sliced through her slime body with a slashing wave of blood. 

    I then extended out thin, sharp threads of blood out of fingertips and swung my arms across, whipping the threads towards her and slicing the mass of slime to pieces. 

    As the gelatinous chunks splatted onto the ground, one of the pieces moved and rejoined the other pieces, the mass of slime rising back up and taking a humanoid shape again. 

    No doubt about it, that little speck controls her slime body, I'm certain of that now. I've been launching several attacks to confirm that, as well as to make her think that I'm just wildly attacking her because I don't know how else to deal with her. 

    She's quite overconfident and cocky, so I'll use that to my advantage...a more cautious person would've taken greater care to mask their only weak spot, if she was such a person, she'd be a truly dangerous enemy. 

    She said that she's able to change the color and translucency of her slime body to resemble skin in order to blend in and avoid standing out, she should've done that to keep me from spotting that little speck. 

    I should be careful not to give away the fact that I've figured out her weakness until the last possible moment...while she can reform herself after being sliced up by rejoining with the severed pieces, she can also create more slime to replace any missing bits. 

    I'm guessing the former option consumes less energy than the latter, and that's why she's opting to primarily use that every time I cut her apart, instead of producing more slime to regenerate instead. 

    I then swiftly flew across the air as she rapidly extended out her arm up towards me, which then split off into several slimy tendrils and chased after me. 

    I zipped across the air rapidly, ducking and weaving to evade the tendrils as they shot through the air behind me, trying to catch up and grab hold of me. 

    As the tendrils closed in on me, I spun around and unleashed several sharp, rapidly spinning projectiles of blood from my palm, slicing them apart before I swooped down towards her at full speed. 

    I then swiftly spun my body across as she rapidly extended out a mass of slime from her torso in the form of a spike shooting towards me, just barely evading it before I compressed blood in my hands and unleashed it in the form of several slicing threads. 

    My blood threads tore her slime body apart to pieces before she could react, the pieces falling to the ground in a heap before I narrowly my eyes as my gaze darted about around the heap, and then rapidly extending out a mass of blood towards one of the pieces as it began moving. 

    My blood engulfed it and encased it in a sphere, before I flew up into the air to get it away from the rest of the slime, just in case. 

    The glob of slime trapped in my blood sphere began thrashing about, trying to break free, before I felt an increase in pressure inside the sphere, as the slime presumably began to expand. 

    I swiftly extended out several blood needles inside the sphere, before rapidly spinning them around like a blender as the slime continued to struggle. 

    Suddenly, a quiet cracking sound echoed out, followed by a slight shatter, the slime's movements subsiding immediately...did that do the trick? 

    I then continued slicing through the slime with my blood needles for a bit longer, just in case she was playing dead and trying to get me to lower my guard or something. 

    After about a couple of minutes or so of that, I stopped and flew back down, landing on top of a building and warily opening up the blood sphere, getting ready to close it back up if I saw so much as a hint of movement in the slime. 

    But nothing happened, it was perfectly still and unmoving...and as I looked closer, narrowing my eyes a bit, I saw a few small flecks, like bits of grinded pepper, scattered about the mass of slime. 

    I see, looks like I managed to completely grind down that core or whatever it was, good. That takes care of that. 

    It's been a while since I've had a fight that took so long to end, it's not often that I come across someone against whom my Blood Control power doesn't work. 

    Well, to be specific, this is only the second time I've encountered such a thing. The first, of course, being Ariodred...hm, maybe training him helped with this, it gave me a bit of experience fighting an opponent whose blood I can't take control of. 

    I've always trained hard regardless of that fact that I can destroy nearly all enemies I come across in a matter of seconds by taking control of their blood and exploding their bodies or whatever, but having a bit of actual experience against an opponent I can't do that to was useful. 

    I then glanced to my left as a loud crash echoed out in the distance, to see a towering mass of ice rising up a few hundred meters away...ah, must be Kesix, he must have come across a powerful enemy too.

    I took out my phone as I felt it buzz in my pocket, unlocking it and swiping down to see my notifications...oh, looks like the Unity members who were out of the country just returned. 

    Hm? This black haired guy looks familiar-...wait, I think that's Ariodred. Ah, he must have disguised himself. 

    No question that he and Unity are headed for the Unity mansion, the latter for obvious reasons, while Ariodred's main goal is almost certainly to kill the Puppeteer. 

    Between him and the returning members of Unity, I'm sure the situation at the mansion will be covered, so I'll continue to have Liberty focus on wiping out the enemies throughout the rest of the city, I'll text the others and let them know... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 206 - Final Battle(Part 5)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    I raced away as a massive, swirling fireball came shooting towards me, evading it before I shot straight towards me opponent at top speed. 

    She swiftly unleashed a concentrated stream of flames from her mouth at me as I began to close in on her, before I abruptly halted and sprang off to my left, narrowly evading the flames before I zipped towards her. 

    I drove my fist forward with all my strength, a stifled gasp of pain ringing out as my fist slammed onto her stomach, before she suddenly grabbed hold of my wrist, tightening her grip around it and unleashing a burst of flames. 

    I yelled in pain as her flames seared the skin around my wrist and forearm, before I slammed my forehead onto hers, knocking her head back as a slightly dazed look appeared on her face, her grip around my wrist weakening. 

    I quickly wrenched my arm free of her grasp and zipped back as she unleashed an intense eruption of flames all around herself, stumbling back slightly as she rubbed her head gingerly. 

    She's pretty damn sturdy, most people get sent flying when I hit them at full speed, but my punch didn't do much more than knock the wind out of her a bit. 

    She must possess some kind of passive power that makes her body stronger, and likely enhances her senses too...it's been a very long time since I last came across someone who could keep up with my speed. 

    While she is a lot slower than I am, she's extremely quick to unleash her flame attacks whenever I try to charge in, and the timing of her attacks is spot on too. 

    She won't be easy to defeat, and my right arm is in a lot of pain around the area she burned. 

    "What's the matter? Is that all you've got?" She taunted with a smirk, as she formed swirling fireballs in each hand, before firing one at me. 

    I raced across the street to avoid it, before leaping up as she fired the second fireball towards my legs, my eyes widening in alarm as she swiftly blasted out a blazing wave of flames at me from her mouth the instant I jumped up. 

    I quickly crossed my arms in front of myself defensively, hissing in pain as her flames burned my forearms, before I sprinted away as I landed, grimacing as I felt a few burns across my face. 

    I zipped away as she then unleashed a barrage of flame blasts towards me, keeping me from getting too close, her flames roaring fiercely as they barreled towards me rapidly. 

    I looked around the area as I continued to evade her relentless assault, trying to find anything I could use as a weapon to turn things around...but there was nothing, no manhole covers in sight, no rocks, there were a few trees by the sidewalk, I could break off a branch or something, but it's probably not the best idea to use wood against such a powerful Pyrokinesis user. 

    I felt a sense of growing frustration as I continued to dodge and avoid her attacks, her flames keeping me at bay...damn it, I don't have time for this, I can't afford to let this fight drag on for much longer. 

    I won't be able to do much at the mansion if I'm completely worn down by the time this fight ends, and her flames are powerful, both my arms are in a lot of pain from the burns she inflicted, I can't afford to sustain too much more damage, especially when it's almost certain that there are going to be other powerful enemies in the mansion. 

    Alright, then, I'll just have to force this battle to an end, even if that means being a little reckless. 

    I then shot towards her as fast as I could, swerving across as she unleashed her flame blasts with more speed, grimacing as one grazed my left shoulder, another brushing past my right hip, but I didn't slow down. 

    She took a couple of steps back as I closed in and fired out a powerful, swirling fireball towards me. 

    I can just barely dodge this, but if I do, she'll get out of my reach again and unleash more flames...in which case, I'll just have to charge right through! 

    I put on a burst of speed and shot forward, raising my left hand out in front of myself and letting the fireball hit my palm, gasping slightly in pain as my hand got scorched, before I gritted my teeth and leapt forward, my opponent's eyes widening in alarm as I met her gaze. 

    She began to charge up flames in her hands, before I swiftly grabbed the sides of her head with back hands and drove my knee forward, slamming it square onto the middle of her face and breaking her nose, blood gushing out of her nostrils as she let out a muffled cry of pain. 

    I hissed in pain as flames burst out of her mouth and burned my knee, before she screamed in agony as I sharply drove my thumbs into her eyes, destroying them and blinding her, blood pouring out of her eye sockets as I yanked my thumbs back out with a sharp twist. 

    She stumbled back shakily while clutching her eyes, blood oozing out through her fingers as she began unleashing panicked bursts of flames all around her, before crying out as I got low and swept at her legs, knocking her over. 

    As she collapsed onto the ground, I grabbed the back of her head and pressed her face onto the asphalt, before sprinting forward at full speed while keeping her face firmly pinned against the street. 

    A thick trail of blood appeared along the street as I shot forward, the rough asphalt grinding her face down as she struggled and flailed in desperation and agony, but to no avail. 

    I then came to a stop as she stopped struggling, lifting my foot and driving my heel down towards the side of her neck, a loud crunch echoing out as the bottom of my foot slammed onto her neck and broke it, blood pooling around her head as she laid lifelessly on the street, all the skin on the front of her face gone. 

    I winced slightly as the adrenaline faded and all the pain from the burns all over my arms and skin hit me hard, before clenching my fists and gritting my teeth...the mansion's within sight now, just up ahead. 

    I'm not done yet, this has barely even gotten started...I'll just have to power through this pain. This isn't enough to stop me, I won't stop until I'm done beating Viola to death with my own hands... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 207 - Final Battle(Part 6)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    "How much further is it?" Inquired Ario, as we shot through the air at an incredible speed. 

    "Just a little under five kilometers now...well, probably much less than that since we're headed in a straight line towards the mansion, the GPS route is based on the streets, so...," I pointed out. 

    "Right, got it...yeah, I'm starting to recognize the area below us now. Once we reach the mansion, I'll bust in through the roof to get right into the building, we'll probably have to fight if we try to get in through the front door," He responded with a grimace. 

    "Let's hurry...it's getting harder and harder to ignore the chaos below us," I replied, as he fired a red beam down at an Alter who was attacking a groups of civilians. 

    He's been firing off those beams whenever we fly over someone attacking innocent people, but we're moving so fast that we move out of sight before we can even see if his attack hit its mark, and moving at such a high speed must be affecting the accuracy of his attacks, at least a little bit. 

    I mean, I get it, we need to get to the mansion as quickly as possible so that we can take down Viola, that'd be the fastest way to end this.

    I know he intends to kill her, and...and I have no intention of stopping him. Killing her is likely to break her control over the people she's puppeteering, which will save a lot of lives, but still...it's hard to ignore and do nothing while we fly past innocent people being attacked and killed right below us. 

    We got in his way when he tried to kill that Karagan guy, and if we hadn't done that, the boss would still be alive right now...so I won't get in his way again, in fact, I'll do my part to ensure that he succeeds. 

    "This is the street the mansion is in, isn't it? Looks like we're almost there," Remarked Ario, as we flew over the familiar street leading to the mansion. 

    "Hm? Looks like there was a battle here," I replied, noticing a damaged stretch across the street as we drew closer to the mansion. 

    "Yeah...maybe it was Liberty or the cops?" He suggested uncertainly. 

    "Yeah, maybe. Whoever it is, I'm sure they're going to need some backup, we have no idea how many enemies are in there," I stated, as the mansion came into sight, right as a rapid blur shot in through the front door. 

    "Wait, was that...Theo?" 

    "I don't know anyone else who can move that fast, so-...," I began, before trialing off as Ario then suddenly and sharply swerved across the air, narrowly evading a rapidly incoming projectile. 

    He then swiftly swooped down and landed with a firm impact, before setting me down as a man approached us... 

    "Tch, so much for breaking in through the roof," Muttered Ario with a grimace. 

    "Well, color me impressed, that was an impression reaction. Allow me to introduce myself...I am Tifis Elruk, a former resident of the Vault of the Damned," He smirked with a murderous gleam in his eyes. 

    He was a tall, muscular man with a thick beard, he looked like he was in his late thirties or so, with thick, messy dark brown hair, black eyes and a tanned complexion. He had several scars across his face and arms, with a tattoo sleeve covering his entire left arm. 

    Also, uh...what's the Vault of the Damned? That's a pretty edgy name, sounds like a prison...ohh, it's probably where Viola was imprisoned before breaking out. 

    The man then raised his hand towards us, forming a swirling sphere of dark blue energy before sharply narrowing it and firing it towards us like an arrow, before Ario stepped forward and fired out one of his red beams in response, canceling it out. 

    Hm...this guy seems tough, I doubt Viola would've posted him out here if he wasn't. Ario is seriously powerful, a lot more than I am, he's our best chance of making sure that Viola is brought down once and for all here. 

    I can't afford to let him get worn down fighting this guy, plus I'm sure there are more enemies besides Viola inside the mansion, he should avoid this fight. And there's only one way to do that. 

    "You go on ahead, Ario. I'll deal with this guy, you can leave him to me," I remarked, stepping forward and cracking my knuckles. 

    "Are you sure?"

    "Yeah, I'm sure. At the very least, I'll hold him off...but ideally, I'll take him out quickly and catch up," I replied assuredly. 

    "Okay, then...good luck, Parmila."

    "Oh? What's this? Come, now...I already let that speedy one slip past me, I'm not about to let another one get through," Scoffed Tifis, as he took aim at Ario and fired a blue energy blast at him. 

    I swiftly zipped across and put up a barrier, intercepting the blast before it could reach Ario, as he shot into the mansion. 

    "Sorry, but you're not stopping him. Not unless you get through me first," I taunted him with a smirk, before I rapidly shot towards him. 

    "Tch, you little bitch!" He snapped, unleashing a barrage of energy blasts towards me, which I blocked with my barriers while charging my Shockwave power into my right fist. 

    He formed an energy blade as I closed in on him, ducking as he slashed the blade at my head, before I drove my fist up towards his stomach. 

    He let out a wheezing gasp of pain upon impact, before he vanished from my sight as he got sent flying back with immense force, crashing onto thr outer wall with a devastating impact. 

    My eyes widened slightly in surprise as he got back onto his feet almost immediately, letting out a slight groan before spitting out a bit of blood and cracking his neck with a murderous glare. 

    "You're gotta be kidding me..."

    "I actually felt that...alright, then, bitch. If that's how you want to play it, I'm game...I'll tear you apart!"
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    Chapter 208 - Final Battle(Part 7)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    As I entered through the front door and shot in through the corridor in the mansion, I halted and leapt off to my left as I entered the living room, as a hand came shooting towards me, narrowly evading its grasp and backing away. 

    What the hell!? 

    The hand then flew back, as the arm it was attached to retracted, a figure stepping out from behind a pillar. 

    "Impressive, I thought I had you. Hm, looking at the burns on your skin, you must've fought and defeated Reila to get here. You must be pretty damn tough to have accomplished that...but I think you'll find that I'm a rather bad match up for you," He remarked with a smirk. 

    He was tall and skinny, with dark skin and a shaved head, with a neatly trimmed goatee around his mouth. Looks like his power is the ability to stretch out his body like elastic, and he may have another power or two up his sleeve as well. 

    "Maybe so, but that's not going to be enough to stop me, I'll warn you to get out of my way, or else," I responded icily.

    "Hahaha, how confident of you! But this is a hopeless situation for you...even if you do somehow manage to defeat me, and that's a big if, there are a lot of others you'll need to get through, many of whom are more powerful than I am! Oh, how rude of me, allow me to introduce myself...I am Gainn Qualb, and I may well be the last person you ever see," He introduced himself with a malicious smile. 

    "Theo Ranger. And you took the words right out of my mouth, dipshit," I replied, as I shot towards him at top speed, driving my fist towards the middle of his chest as I closed in on him, too fast for him to react to. 

    As my fist slammed onto his chest, my eyes widened in surprise, my fist pushing into his chest and sinking into it, feeling like I was punching rubber as his stretchy body absorbed the impact of my punch. 

    His right arm then rapidly extended out and wrapped around my forearm, snaking and constricting around it tightly before he whipped his arm across to swing me off my feet, swiftly uncoiling his arm around mine to send me flying across the air, my back slamming onto a wall with a jarring impact. 

    "Damn, that was fast! But it won't help you...as you just saw, physical attacks don't work on me, you're gonna need attacks with a bit more heat to even stand a chance of-...!" He exclaimed, before being abruptly cut off as a rapid, needle-thin piercing red beam shot across towards him and hit the left side of his head, tunneling in and bursting out the other side. 

    His arms slumped to his sides as he collapsed onto his knees and fell over, a puddle of blood forming around his head as he lay lifelessly on the floor. 

    "I thought that was you, Theo. Been a while, huh?" Came a familiar voice. 

    "Ario, that you? You're a welcome sight right now, it's good to see you, man...I might've been a bit in over my head doing this solo, thanks for the assist," I replied wryly. 

    "Yeah, it looks like the Puppeteer has gathered herself some pretty powerful allies. If I had to guess, she's probably waiting in Yale's office, her penchant for making a spectacle out of things makes that quite likely. Let's find her and kill her, she's long overdue for death..."

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Two down already, huh?" I sighed, as I rocked back in Yale's chair, putting my feet up on his desk. 

    I had a total of fifteen allies that I'd brought with me here to the mansion, two are dead, one's currently in the middle of a fight, so that leaves twelve more. 

    Well, technically eleven, since one of them isn't a fighter, playing more of a support role, with a sensory power and a teleportation power. 

    She was sent to the Vault of the Damned because of the role she played in pulling off several large-scale bank heists for about two years before finally getting caught, and-... 

    "Um...," She suddenly spoke up with a frown.

    "Yeah? What is it, Cinse?" I asked her, as I turned my gaze towards her. 

    "Well, I can sense two people right below us, they're-...," She began, before trailing off abruptly as the floor began to rumble. 

    Suddenly, as the tiles began to crack and rise up, a massive pillar of crimson red energy erupted through the middle of the floor, hitting the ceiling with immense force...yeah, I should've figured he'd do something like this. 

    Good thing I had two of my other allies stick with me in this room, just in case I got found and attacked too early for my liking. And it's way too soon for the main event, so...

    "Okay, you two, you're up! Cinse, teleport me to point B, and be quick about it," I instructed, the beam starting to peter out as she placed her hand on my shoulder, right as a familiar head of red hair flew up through the hole in the middle of the floor, briefly meeting my gaze before I got teleported away to a different spot in the mansion... 

    Sorry, Ario, but you're going to have to wait a bit longer to face me. And killing me isn't going to be as easy as you might think, as you'll find out soon enough... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 209 - Final Battle(Part 8)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    As I blasted through the ceiling below Yale's office with a Blood Ray, I spread out my wings and flew up into the opening I'd created, a surge of rage and murderous intent welling up inside me as my head poked above the floor of the office and I caught sight of Viola, before she suddenly disappeared...damn it, no! Get back here, you bitch! 

    "Take this!" Exclaimed a woman in the room, as she shot towards me with a large hammer raised up high, before rapidly swinging it down towards me as she closed in. 

    I quickly crossed my arms up above myself defensively as I folded my wings to plummet back down, right as the hammer slammed onto the crosspoint of my arm and sent me plunging down, my back slamming onto the floor below. 

    I then rolled out of the way as she leapt down from the opening in the ceiling and swung the hammer down again, slamming it onto the floor with immense force, shattering the tiles around that spot to pieces, as another figure dropped down from Yale's office, a skinny young man, who sharply inhaled before opening his mouth and unleashing a high-pitched sonic screech down towards me. 

    Theo zipped towards me, grabbing my arm and pulling me out of the way right in the nick of time, cracks spreading out across the floor where I'd been standing as the powerful sonic wave struck the tiles. 

    "Aw, we almost had him...I don't get it, why's Viola treating this guy like he's some big deal?" Laughed the woman, swinging her hammer around as she stared at me condescendingly. 

    She was tall and muscular, and she's swinging that big-ass hammer around like it was a twig...she had short blonde hair that was spiked up, dark purple eyes and pale skin, she looked like she was in her late-thirties or so. 

    "Yeah, if it wasn't for that other one, he wouldn't have been able to avoid my attack, and we'd have been able to pummel him to a bloody pulp," Smirked the skinny guy, cracking his knuckles. 

    He was short and thin, with a light brown complexion, orangish-yellow eyes and medium-length dark brown hair with mutton chops on the sides of his face. 

    The woman likely has some kind of super strength power, while the guy's power clearly has something to do with sound. 

    I then formed a Blood Gem on my right palm and fired out a rapid Blood Ray at them, which they sprang away to evade, before the guy unleashed another sonic screech at me, which I blocked by putting up a wall of blood in front of myself, absorbing the incoming sound waves. 

    "Damn it...she was right there in the room, she must have had a teleporter with her," I remarked through gritted teeth, as I healed my broken arms. 

    "What do we do?" Inquired Theo with a grimace. 

    "Okay, you go on and find where the Puppeteer teleported to, that bitch is likely still in the mansion somewhere. Don't engage though, keep your distance once you find her and then come find me. I'll take these two down in the meantime," I muttered to Theo quietly. 

    "You sure? Also, if I do find her, won't she know that I've found her, since you know, she can read minds?" He pointed out, as another sonic wave struck my blood shield. 

    "Knowing her, she won't do anything about it, she wants this to be entertaining, after all."

    "Yeah, I can definitely see that being the case, she probably wants you to find her. She must've teleported away because she felt it was too early for you to confront her or something...alright, then, I'll let you handle these two," He replied, before zipping away. 

    "Oh, no, you don't!" Exclaimed the guy with the sound power, firing a sonic blast at Theo as he shot towards the stairs. 

    I swiftly extended out a mass of blood from my palm, forming a wall ahead of the trajectory of the attack and blocking it before it could reach Theo, as he shot out of sight. 

    "That's not going to do you any good...not that you stood a chance against us even with the two of you, but you're as good as dead facing us alone," Smirked the woman, tilting her head across and cracking her neck. 

    "I'm curious...what exactly did the Puppeteer tell you about me?" I asked them. 

    "Some shit about how you possess Black Blood, the same power that the Progenitor had. I suppose you must think you're hot shit because of that power, don't you? Let's see how you feel about yourself once we're through with you," Chuckled the guy maliciously. 

    "Hm, looks like he also has a healing power, I definitely broke his arms earlier," Frowned the woman. 

    Huh? 

    Wait...do they not know the full range of abilities that my power gives me? I see, the Puppeteer gave them the bare minimum of information about me, that's why they're taking me so lightly. 

    "Sorry to tell you, but you two idiots are being played by that bitch. So, tell you what, I'll give you one chance...get out of my way and leave, do that and I'll spare you. But if you ignore my warning and throw away this chance, I assure you, I'll show you no mercy," I stated bluntly. 

    "What a sad bluff...you're not going to scare us with that crap!"

    "I see...well, that's too bad then...," I muttered, as I fully unleashed my Blood Demon form... 
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    Chapter 210 - Final Battle(Part 9)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Wick Irons

    ———————————————————————————

    "How much further to the mansion now?" I inquired, as I sped through the streets as fast as the van could go without losing control. 

    "A little under four kilometers now, we should be there in five, maybe ten minutes at most," Replied Nevon, who was keeping an eye on the GPS. 

    "Siara, keep maintaining your telekinetic barrier, we can't afford to let any obstacles through," I remarked, as I turned a sharp corner and continued speeding forward. 

    "Yeah, yeah, I know," She responded with a grimace, as a fireball came shooting towards us, before striking her barrier and dispersing, as she added, "This is really tough though, maintaining a barrier while moving so fast like this...if I lose my focus for even a moment, the barrier will disappear."

    "Miyuru, any luck getting through to anyone in the mansion?" I asked, as I swerved slightly to avoid a corpse on the road. 

    Damn it...so many people have been killed and are currently being attacked. I feel so conflicted...I want to stop and save them, but the fastest and surest way to end this is to get to the mansion and take out Viola and her allies. 

    "No, some of their phones are ringing, but there's no answer," He shook his head. 

    "There's the street the mansion is in, we're almost there!" Chimed in Umeka, looking restless. 

    Yeah, just a couple of minutes and we should arrive. I hope Ariodred and Parmila are alright...just hold on a little longer, we'll be there to back you up shortly... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    I formed a barrier wall in front of myself as my opponent unleashed a massive wave of blue energy shooting towards me, the mass of energy slamming onto my barrier with immense force, cracks forming and spreading out across it upon impact. 

    I then quickly sprang out of the way as the barrier shattered, just barely avoiding getting engulfed in his energy wave before my eyes widened in alarm as he shot towards me rapidly, blue energy swirling around his fists. 

    I hurriedly scrambled back onto my feet, putting a barrier up above me as he leapt towards me and swung his right fist down towards the top of my head. 

    As his fist collided onto my barrier, I charged up a shockwave into my right fist before driving it towards the middle of his torso with all my strength. 

    Right before my fist could strike him, he swiftly widened his stance and planted his feet, letting out a slight grunt as my fist slammed onto the lower part of his chest, before he quickly reached out and grabbed my wrist with his left hand, eliciting a sharp gasp of pain from me as the energy wrapped around his hand burned the skin on my wrist and forearm agonizingly. 

    "I suppose I can admit that you're not totally weak, I actually felt your hits," He smirked as a thin trickle of blood ran down the corner of his mouth, before he lifted me up off my feet with a sharp tug and added as he charged energy into his right fist, "But you're out of your league here, little girl. You made a mistake coming here...a fatal one."

    Sh-shit...is this it for me? 

    As he began to drive his fist towards my head, he suddenly got distracted by the sound of screeching tires from the gateway, before I quickly charged a shockwave into my left fist and struck his forearm, loosening his grip around my wrist and freeing myself of his grasp, right as several roots came shooting out towards him and wrapped around his arms and torso, restraining him. 

    "Looks like we got here right in the nick of time," Wick sighed in relief, as he and the others rushed out of the van and headed towards me. 

    "Th-this won't hold me for long...!" Growled my opponent, as the roots restraining him began to crack. 

    "Apparently not...but that won't matter," Responded Wick icily, as a root snaked around the man's neck and began constricting tightly, a sharp gasp escaping his lips as Wick began to strangle him. 

    His face turned pale as he gasped and wheezed for air, starting to drool as his eyes began to roll back, his struggling growing more and more feeble as Wick continued to choke him out. 

    He then went limp as he lost consciousness, his mouth foaming as his head slumped to the left. Wick then wrapped his entire body with roots, tying him up to ensure that he couldn't break free even if he does regain consciousness. 

    "Thanks, I was definitely about to die just then," I remarked gratefully. 

    "Don't mention it, I-...," Began Wick, before being abruptly cut off...as a metal rod came shooting through the air and struck the right side of his head, piercing through and bursting out the left, killing him instantly. 

    "Wh-what just...!?" Blurted out Nevon in horror, as the others stared in shock at Wick's corpse, as he lay lifelessly on the ground. 

    I quickly turned my gaze in the direction the rod came from as I felt a lump in my throat, tears welling up in my eyes as rage surged inside me...before immediately fading as my gaze fell onto a familiar figure standing on the balcony across the front of the mansion. 

    "Z-Zoelle...?" I uttered shakily, my eyes widening as the other members we'd left behind here walked up behind her, vacant looks in their eyes, their skin pale and lifeless. 

    I then gritted my teeth as tears poured down my eyes, forcing myself to accept the truth as Zoelle picked up another metal rod, extending and stretching her arm out and arching it back as she took aim...she's dead, they're all dead. Th-they've...they've been reduced to Viola's puppets... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 211 - Final Battle(Part 10)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    A deafening crash rang out as the woman leapt towards me and slammed her hammer onto the floor as I leapt away to evade it, before covering my ears with my blood as the guy unleashed a sharp sonic screech in my direction. 

    I could just try to nullify his attack, but it'd be tricky to successfully nullify it before it has even a small effect on me, so blocking my ears is the easier option to counter his sound attacks. 

    "Tch, he's fast," Growled the woman, as she lifted her hammer back up, the tiles around the spot where she'd slammed it onto broken to pieces. 

    "What the hell...why are my attacks having no effect!?" Snapped the guy, before opening his mouth wide and firing off another sonic screech at me. 

    I plugged my ears again, before spreading out my wings and launching myself towards the woman with a rapid, powerful flap, her eyes widening in alarm as I closed in on her in an instant and slammed my fist onto her stomach. 

    She let out an agonized gasp of pain, before getting sent flying back with immense speed, her back slamming onto the wall behind her with a powerful impact, deep cracks spreading out across the wall from the point she's crashed onto, as she coughed out blood and slumped to her knees with a dazed groan. 

    I then shot towards the guy, who quickly unleashed a deafening sonic wave from his mouth towards me. I reinforced the blood blocking my ears as I closed in on him, rapidly extending out a tendril of blood from my right hand as he began to spring away, wrapping it around his waist before he could get out of my reach and pulling him back towards me. 

    He let out a sharp yell as I yanked him in, before I cut him off by slamming my fist onto the middle of his face, breaking his nose and knocking out several of his front teeth, as streaks of blood sprayed out of his mouth as I drew back my fist, tightening the blood tendril wrapped around him, his upper body snapping back from the force of my hit. 

    He gasped in pain from the whiplash as a slight crack echoed out of the back of his neck, his body stiffening up as a shudder of pain ran across his back. That looked like it was pretty painful. 

    "Is that all you've got?" I inquired coldly, before whipping the blood tendril across and flinging him towards the woman as she began to shakily get back onto her feet, sending him hurtling through the air towards her. 

    She let out a startled cry as he crashed onto her with a sharp thud, the two of them collapsing in a heap and getting into a tangle, struggling to get back up as I approached them. 

    "D-damn it, she didn't tell us he was this fucking powerful!" Snapped the woman, pushing the guy off her and getting back up, wiping away a trail of blood trickling down the right corner of her mouth. 

    "Like I said before, you're being played by that bitch. All she cares about it her own amusement, and you're nothing but props in her quest to entertain herself," I informed them, extending out another blood tendril and sharpening the end as I added, "Now, then, I think I've wasted a bit too much time here, so I'll finish this. Since I am in a hurry, I'll be quick about it and make this painless. Well, relatively speaking, anyway."

    "Y-you bastard, damn you, I...I refuse to just roll over and die here, I won't-...!" Exclaimed the woman, as she raised her hammer up high and shot towards me with immense murderous intent, before I cut her off by firing a rapid, powerful Blood Ray from my forehead. 

    The beam shot forward rapidly, hitting her face and burning her skin, before rapidly tunneling through her flesh and skull, blasting a hole through the middle of her face. 

    Smoke billowed out of her tunneled-through face as her shoulders slumped, a loud thud echoing out as she dropped her hammer and collapsed onto her knees before falling over, laying on the ground limply as I turned my gaze to the guy, who flinched as he desperately scrambled back onto his feet.

    "G-get away drom me! I-I'm warning you, shtay away!" He cried, flecks of blood flying out of out his mouth, slurring his words thanks to the missing teeth and broken nose. 

    I grabbed his ankle with a blood tendril as he began to run away, before pulling him off his feet and lifting him up off the ground, while he struggled desperately to try and pry the tendril off his ankle, but to no avail. 

    I whipped the sharpened tendril across as he began to open his mouth to fire out another sonic screech, severing the lower half of his mouth and about two thirds of his tongue before he could unleash his attack, blood pouring out as his jaw thudded against the floor, before his tongue hit the tiles with a quiet splat as he screeched in agony. 

    I then fired off another Blood Ray, the beam shooting through the middle of his chest and bursting out his back, killing him instantly. I tossed his body away as it went limp and slumped, reverting back to my base form as I let out a slow exhale. 

    Alright, that takes care of that. I should go catch up to Theo, I hope he's already found the Puppeteer. No doubt she's got more tricks up her sleeve that she wants to unleash before this battle comes to an end, and I intend to kill her before she can have all her fun... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 212 - Final Battle(Part 11)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    Damn it, where is she!? I've searched the basement and attic, and several other rooms, but the place looks empty. I can hear crashes coming from outside, sounds like there's a fight taking place out there...the other members of Unity must have arrived. 

    They should probably be fine, I did consider going out there to help, but I figured that I should keep searching for Viola instead. She's the cause of this whole mess, killing her would be the quickest way to end it. 

    But I can't seem to find her anywhere, and I haven't come across anyone else either...I'm almost certain that she's got more allies hiding throughout the mansion, so where the hell are they? 

    Okay, stay calm, don't get frustrated...I know how her manipulation of minds feels, so I've been staying focused to avoid falling under her spell. If I start to get aggravated and irritated, she might be able to take advantage of that and mess with my mind before I even realize it, and that could be game over for me. 

    The instant I feel her trying to manipulate my mind, it'll mean I'm close by...if and when that happens, I'll run away immediately and go find Ario. Since he can nullify the powers of other Alters, he may be the only one who stands a genuine chance of killing her without falling under her control. 

    As much as I want to kill her myself, there's no point in trying that when I don't stand much of a chance of success, I'm more likely to end up dead and become one of her corpse puppets. 

    I definitely don't want that, so-...suddenly, as I raced through one of the corridors, I abruptly halted and sprang back as a door to my right burst open and a rapid blur shot out of it towards me. 

    I narrowly evaded the attack before backing away warily, eyeing the assailant cautiously. It was a woman, she had a slender, wiry build, with limber arms and legs and she looked pretty agile and nimble. 

    She had a fair complexion with wild, messy black hair and dark blue eyes, with sharp claws and fangs, along with a long, whip-like black tail from her lower back...Alters with visible physical mutations are fairly rare, and they tend to be discriminated against a lot more than Alters without visible mutations. 

    She had scars all over her arms and some on her neck, I'm guessing she's had quite the rough past. But that doesn't matter, she's in my way, and if she's fighting to protect Viola, I won't show her any mercy, I simply don't have the luxury of doing so.

    "I have no interest in fighting you, so get out of here if you want to live. But if you insist on getting in my way, I will kill you," I warned her, giving her a chance. 

    "Huh? And why would I do that? There's no fun in running away...you're pretty strong, I bet fighting you will be a lot of fun. Why the hell would I pass up on an opportunity like this?" She responded with a smirk, kicking her lips with a malicious gleam in her eyes. 

    "I see, looks like I wasted my breath. Alright, then, guess I'll have to kill you," I remarked coldly, as I shot towards her at top speed and drove my fist towards her face as I closed in. 

    Right before my fist could make contact, she suddenly and rapidly arched her upper body back, my fist grazing the tip of her nose as she bent backwards, before swiftly using that momentum to transition into a backflip, swinging her feet up towards me like a springboard. 

    I sharply tilted my head back to evade her feet, before she got low and sprang towards me, spinning across rapidly as she landed a few inches ahead of me and whipped her tail across at my ankles. 

    I leapt up to evade, before she sprang straight at me the instant I jumped and drove the claws on her right hand towards my chest, a wild smirk on her face. 

    I struck the inside of her forearm with the back of my hand as her claws began to close in on me, deflecting her arm away before I grasped her forearm tightly and slammed my left foot onto her stomach, eliciting a sharp gasp from her before she got sent flying back. 

    She then gritted her teeth and swung her arms down, plunging her claws into the floor to halt herself, a trickle of blood running down the corner of her mouth.

    Hm, despite her wiry build, she's surprisingly sturdy. And when she closed in on me just now, I noticed a strange viscous gleam on her claws, and I can see that same gleam on her fangs too...she must have some kind of power that lets her secrete some sort of venom or poison and coat her fangs and claws with it. 

    I have no way of knowing how potent and dangerous that substance is, so I should probably assume that it'll be fatal if she scratches or bites me. 

    And while I am a lot faster than her physically, her reaction time is incredibly faster than mine, it's instinctive yet somehow calm and controlled. 

    That, combined with her immense flexibility, nimbleness and agility, makes her a serious threat. She's dangerous, the smallest slip-up and I could end up dead, I need to keep a cool head here... 

    "Oh, wow...you're so fast! This is so much fun! I hope you're not done already...come on, entertain me more, let's keep going!" She exclaimed gleefully, getting back up onto her feet as she wiped away the blood running down the corner of her mouth, a crazed, maniacal look in her eyes... 
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    Chapter 213 - Final Battle(Part 12)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    "D-damn it, what...what the hell are we supposed to do!?" Exclaimed Nevon in anguish, before Miyuru quickly grabbed his arm and teleported him a few meters away as Zoelle's corpse flung another metal rod at him.

    "We...we don't have a choice, there's only one option. W-we have to destroy them, before they can destroy us...," I stated bitterly, as I formed a barrier wall to block an incoming wind blast, fired by the corpses of one of the other of our members. 

    "Y-you mean kill them? A-are you serious?" Responded Umeka shakily, as the puppeteered corpses of our friends then jumped down from the balcony, landing on the lawn with quiet thuds. 

    "No, we won't be killing them, we can't because they're already dead...Parmila's right, we have to destroy them. The alternative is to continue to allow Viola to desecrate their bodies like this...and I refuse to allow that!" Snapped Siara, immense anger on her face as she clenched her fists, before using her Hardening power on her right forearm and raising it up defensively to block an incoming rock projectile, fired by the corpse of one of the younger members. 

    "Yeah...that's our only option at this point. Damn it, I-...leave Zoelle's corpse to me, I probably stand the best chance against her. I'll let the rest of you handle the others," Remarked Miyuru quietly, a grim look on his face before he suddenly teleported behind Zoelle's corpse, grabbing her arm from behind and teleporting her away with him before she could react. 

    "Umeka, turn yourself invisible and get into the mansion, try and find Viola if you can. Your power isn't suited for combat against other Alters, and I can't watch any more of my friends die here," Said Siara, as she used her Telekinesis to pick up the rock projectile that had been fired at her and sent it shooting back, after giving a brief, sorrowful glance towards Wick's corpse. 

    "Y-yeah, okay...and I feel the same way, all of you better be alive by the end of this!" Responded Umeka with tears in her eyes, a look of frustration on her face before she turned herself invisible. 

    "If...if only we hadn't stopped Ario from killing Viola back then, none of this would be-...!" Began Nevon, a despaired look on his face. 

    "We don't have time for what ifs, snap out it! Focus up if you don't want to die!" I exclaimed, as I quickly put up a barrier wall in front of him to block an attack shooting towards him. 

    I understand how he feels though...after everything that's happened over the last couple of days, it feels like I'm barely keeping myself together at this point, I feel like I'm losing my mind. 

    Ario, no matter what, you better fucking kill her. Whatever it takes to do so, do it. I...I just can't take it anymore, I want-...no, I NEED her dead...!

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Ariodred Phoenix

    ———————————————————————————

    "I won't ask again...where is she? I find myself in quite the foul fucking mood right now, so I won't think twice about showing you no mercy and giving you a painful, excruciating death if you refuse to cooperate," I stated icily, as I pinned my foot down on the chest of one of the Puppeteer's allies, digging my heel in. 

    I came across this one shortly after I defeated the pair I was fighting earlier, I managed to restrain him before he noticed me, taking him down without giving him a chance to react. 

    "Heh, please...you've taken my limbs and one of my eyes, even if I do answer you and you spare me, what would be the point of living in this state? So, go on, do your worst, asshole, I ain't saying a damned thing to you," He chuckled defiantly, before shuddering in pain as I dug sharpened blood tendrils into the stumps where his limbs used to be. 

    Guess I overdid it with the torture... 

    "That so? Very well, then...I'll keep that in mind for the next one of you I come across, I'll avoid injuring them to the point where they feel like they have nothing left to lose, as seems to be the case with you right now," I remarked, as I continued to bore into his flesh with my blood tendrils. 

    "O-oh, please, don't insult me...e-even if you hadn't done all this, I wouldn't have talked. But don't worry...she fully intends to confront you by the end of this, she isn't going to run away. Hm...from the look of it, it seems you already know that. So, why so impatient?" He smirked tauntingly, before gasping sharply as I violently forced the tendrils into his body and branched them out in the form of sharp, narrow spikes, piercing his organs. 

    "I won't let her dictate the way this goes, I refuse to go along at her pace...I'll find her before she wants me to, and I'll kill her in a way that'll make your death here seem merciful," I uttered venomously, as he coughed out blood with an agonized wheeze, his eyes rolling back in his head slightly before I abruptly yanked the branched out blood spikes out of his body, tearing his flesh and organs apart, before walking away as he began to bleed out, weak groans of pain echoing out. 

    Shit...this is getting me nowhere. I doubt I'm going to find her just by roaming the mansion like this, and knowing the way she operates, she's probably right under my nose somehow. 

    Damn it...I need to end this as quickly as I possibly can, but the way things are going, it's starting to feel like I'm dancing in the middle of her palm... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 214 - Final Battle(Part 13)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    I sprang back as my opponent leapt towards me and slashed at my throat with her claws, evading her attack...she may not be as fast as I am, but her reaction time is a lot quicker. 

    I could move in to try and land a hit on her, and I'd probably succeed, but there's a good chance that she'll be able to scratch me with those claws of hers if I get too close. 

    Plus, it's tough to use my full speed indoors...I can't just go from 0 to 100 instantly, I have to accelerate up to reach my full speed, and I need more room than this to do that. 

    If only I had a weapon, something that'd give me a bit more reach to work with... 

    I zipped across as she then sprang at me and swiped her claws at my chest, avoiding her slash before swinging my left foot out and striking her hip, quickly pulling my leg back as she swung her claws at my calf, a couple of small cuts appearing across the fabric over that spot as I just barely avoided her claws grazing my skin. 

    She stumbled off to her right slightly as she clutched her left hip with a slight grimace...I hadn't been able to land that kick at full strength since I was trying to be fast enough to avoid getting scratched by her claws, but I still managed to generate a decent amount of force into that hit. 

    "Come on, attack me for real already, you pussy," She taunted me, flipping me off with a smirk. 

    I'm not gonna fall for that, she isn't going to provoke me so easily...I may be in a hurry, but that doesn't mean I'm going to carelessly risk my life here. 

    I then glanced down, an idea hitting me before I zipped back, and as she began to chase after me, I leaned down and grabbed the sides of the long, narrow carpet that was spread out across this corridor, giving it a sharp tug and pulling her off balance, before I shot towards her as she let out a startled yelp. 

    I closed in on her as she fell back, before she swiftly planted her palms behind her before her back could hit the floor, transitioning her momentum into a rapid backflip and launching herself up high, reaching out and grabbing a chandelier that was dangling above her on the ceiling, before she pulled herself up and swung her claws across at the chain attaching the chandelier to the ceiling. 

    I jumped back as it plummeted and crashed onto the floor with a deafening clatter, my eyes widening in alarm as she leapt straight at me the instant the chandelier crashed down. 

    I quickly got low and zipped forward as she began to close in on me, evading her grasp before I shot towards the broken chandelier and grabbed the chain, yanking it off with a sharp, powerful pull...it's only about a meter long, but it'll do. 

    "Stay still, would you!?" Exclaimed my opponent, charging towards me and driving her right hand towards me, her claws zipping in towards my neck. 

    As she began to close in on me, I swiftly whipped the chain across, striking her right wrist and wrapping around it, before I tightened my grip and spun around rapidly, eliciting a startled yell from her as I pulled her off her feet and swung her around me with increasing speed. 

    Suddenly, as the part of the chain wrapped around her wrist came loose, she went flying off to the left of the corridor at a breakneck speed, a deafening crash echoing out as her back slammed onto the wall at the end of the corridor. 

    She collapsed onto her knees with a sharp gasp, coughing out blood before shuddering in pain as she tried to get back up, putting her weight on her right hand before realizing that her right shoulder had been dislocated, a shudder of pain erupting across the right side of her body. 

    For a brief moment, and for the first time since I ran into her, she took her attention off me as she turned her gaze towards her shoulder, and that was all the opening I needed...I shot forward at full speed before she could put her guard back up, leaping at her as I closed in, her eyes widening but it was late to react, as I slammed my left knee square onto the middle of her face, breaking her nose. 

    As my knee dug into her face, I pushed my weight forward to get some leverage, before raising my right foot and driving it down towards her left hand as she began to lift it, a loud crunch echoing out as I broke her wrist as my foot slammed down onto it, before she could swing her claws up towards me. 

    I then quickly moved my knee off her face as she began to strain to try and open her mouth, getting out of the way just in time as she snapped her jaws at me, before I raised the chain and whipped it across towards her with all my strength, swinging my arm with all the speed I could generate. 

    The chain slammed onto the left side of her face with a powerful impact, her head sharply turning across to the right as a couple of teeth flew out of her mouth. 

    She let out a weak groan as she feebly tried to lift her left arm, before I swung the chain across at her arm, hitting the side of her forearm and wrapping the chain around it before I pulled her back up onto her feet with a powerful tug and slammed my foot onto her stomach, a sharp gasp escaping her lips as she coughed out more blood and stumbled back as the chain fell off her forearm, her back thudding against the wall behind her, her knees buckling as she began to slide down along the wall, a dazed look in her eyes. 

    I then swiftly swung the chain down at the floor, slamming it against one of the tiles and breaking it apart upon impact, before I reached down and picked up one of the broken shards and shot towards her, her gaze meeting mine as I closed in her, and she began to whip her left hand up towards me. 

    I plunged the tile shard into her neck before she could react, the swing of her arm losing strength as her hand harmlessly thudded against my cheek, before I yanked the shard out of her neck and stepped back. 

    A spray of blood burst out of her throat as she let out a strangled, agonized wheeze, collapsing onto her knees as she clutched at her neck, before falling over while writhing in excruciation, her eyes rolling back in her head as she suffocated to death... 
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    Chapter 215 - Final Battle(Part 14)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Miyuru Cooray

    ———————————————————————————

    Damn it...I know that she's dead, I'm not fighting her right now, I'm fighting a corse. I know that, but I...I can't help but struggle to do this. 

    I've never killed a person before, and even though that technically won't change if I destroy this corpse, I find myself hesitating to attack. Despite knowing it's a corpse that's in front of me, it's hard not to hesitate to attack it when it looks just like Zoelle...her consciousness may not exist anymore, but that's still her body, and the thought of desecrating it is a painful one. 

    As the corpse extended out its arm and swung it towards me rapidly like a whip, I snapped out of it and teleported out of the way, gritting my teeth with an immense sense of confliction inside me. 

    No, I...I can't keep hesitating like this. I've lost too many comrades already, and if I fail to destroy this corpse, I may end up losing more of my friends...and it'll be too late for regrets after that. I...I have to do this! 

    I then fired out a cloud of tranquilizing mist out of my mouth down at the walking corpse, who ignored my attack as it picked up a large rock, before swinging its arm up towards me like a catapult and launching the rock in my direction. 

    I teleported again to evade it, a loud crash echoing out from the spot where I'd been standing, before I charged up electricity in my hands and fired out a rapid blast towards the corpse. 

    It didn't try to dodge, simply raising its right arm up and letting the blast hit it, the skin around its forearm getting severely burned before my blast petered out and faded away. 

    Looks like my Tranquilizing Mist isn't going to work, and my Electrokinesis isn't as effective either...it did some damage, but it's just skin deep. And my Teleportation isn't suited for offense...I could try teleporting the corpse high up into the air and drop it, but that's unlikely to work.

    After all, Zoelle's Elasticity power absorbs physical impact, it'd take a seriously extreme amount of force to inflict any damage physically. 

    I then teleported away as the puppeteered corpse flung more rocks at me, continuously teleporting all over the place as it began ceaselessly throwing rocks and chunks of earth towards me each time I reappeared. 

    Damn it, is it trying to force me to use up my energy by making my use my powers in quick, constant succession? 

    I can keep this up for a while before I run out of stamina, but I need to bring this to an end quickly...Viola's undoubtedly got more allies and puppets in the mansion, so I can't afford to expend too much energy on just one fight. 

    "Heh...come on, Miyuru, what's the matter? You hate wasting effort, don't you? So why don't you come finish this off quickly? Just bash this head in with a rock or something...Zoelle's power let her turn her entire body rubbery and elastic, except for her head," The corpse suddenly spoke, a smirk spreading out across its lips. 

    "Viola...! You'll pay for this!" I snapped, as I unleashed a fierce electric bolt at the corpse, who blocked it with its left arm this time.

    "What, you gonna kill me? When you're struggling to even hurt this corpse? Hahaha, don't make me laugh! Also, a little bit of electricity is not gonna be enough to end this, not unless you land a headshot. Actually, more like multiple headshots, you're gonna need to damage the brain to the point where I won't be able to control it anym-...," She goaded me, before I cut her off with another blast of electricity, which struck the corpse's chest, but didn't do much damage. 

    Fuck...I hate to admit it, but she's...she's right. I can't end this if I fight half-heartedly like I've been doing. 

    She knows the way I fight and how I use my powers, I'm sure she's thought of ways to counter my every move...which means, I have no choice but to use a move she hasn't seen before, a move that'll damage the corpse's head severely enough to sever her control over it. 

    I gritted my teeth and steeled my nerves, and as the corpse began to fling a large rock at me, I raised my right arm and teleported...

    The sound of bones breaking and flesh rupturing echoed out as blood burst out and splattered across the grass, immense pain bursting out through my right forearm. 

    I'd teleported right behind her, with my right arm raised towards her head...usually, I teleport to clear, open spaces, to avoid overlapping with any physical object. 

    But this time, I had my arm overlap through her head...whenever I teleport and overlap with something, whatever I'm overlapping with breaks apart and explodes, to make room for me. However, the part of me that overlaps also gets damaged as a result.

    When I teleported just now, with my right arm overlapping through the middle of her head, her head exploded inside out...and my forearm is now badly broken too.

    I stumbled back and collapsed onto my knees with a shaky gasp as the corpse fell over and hit the ground with a thud, my shoulders trembling as my chest tightened painfully...damn it.

    I...I feel nauseous, I-I'm-... 

    "Wow, you sure look torn up. You do realize that's a corpse, don't you?" Suddenly came a man's voice from above, before I quickly teleported away, just in time as a loud crash rang out from the spot I'd been in. 

    Shit, Viola must've sent one of her allies to attack me right after my battle against Zoelle's puppeteered corpse came to an end...

    "Okay, then...I don't think I've ever been this damn pissed before in my life. Get out of my way, or I promise you, you will regret it," I warned him venomously, letting my rage take over... 
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    Chapter 216 - Final Battle(Part 15)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods

    ———————————————————————————

    "Are you still not going to make a move? This is getting boring, Viola. I mean, seriously, how long are we just going to stay here in hiding? Aren't you bored too?"

    "Oh, quite the contrary. I'm not boring myself, I'm building up my anticipation. The longer I wait, the more satisfying it'll be when I finally make my move, it's as simple as that. And it won't be much longer now, Cinse...all my corpse puppets have been taken down, I was hoping they'd be able to kill at least two people before getting defeated, but they only managed to kill one. Still, though, that one dead has had quite a significant impact," I smirked in response. 

    Wick isn't someone who's usually easy to catch off guard, guess he was a bit overwhelmed by this whole situation...heh, which worked out great for me! 

    "And how many of our allies are still alive?" She asked me. 

    "Well, only four are still in the fray. So, yeah, most of the rest of them are dead, with one alive but incapacitated. But on the bright side, the faster they get killed off, the sooner I'll get to make my move," I replied with a chuckle. 

    During the time I spent in the Vault of the Damned, I sharpened and improved my use of my powers, and as a result of that, I can stretch out my Telepathy over a much wider range than I could before. 

    I can sense people's thoughts over a large radius, and by doing that, I can disern how many people are within that range, as well as their specific location and who they are. And my range comfortably covers the area of the mansion and the surrounding garden. 

    Ario and Theo have been combing through the mansion, taking down my pawns whenever they come across one. They're nowhere close to finding me though, since I'm in the last place they'd think to look after Ario first spotted me earlier. 

    As for the others, the remaining members of Unity's main branch, they're all kinda shell-shocked in the front yard, while Miyuru's fighting one of the four of my remaining able-bodied pawns. 

    I'm not counting the one with me, Cinse, among those four. She has a strong mind, one that I wouldn't be able to easily manipulate, even for me...she's pretty much the only one who joined me basically completely of her own will. 

    She figured this would be entertaining, though she does plan to leave once things get dangerous for her...I can respect that, and I have no intention of stopping her. 

    As for me...well, it's about fifty-fifty whether or not I'll survive this. Honestly, I'm fine with either. I mean, if I do come out of this alive, what's next? 

    Like, how do I top this? I'll basically have to start all over from scratch, find a new, worthwhile target to replace Ario and then traumatize the hell out of them while building things up to a grand climax. That'd be a lot of work, it'd take years to pull it off. 

    But if I die here, I'll die having left my mark, I'd have carved a permanent scar into the minds of everyone who's come here to stop me, those who survive this will never forget what I've done. 

    Don't get me wrong, it's not like I want to die, just that I'm okay with dying if it comes to it. I've lived my life to the fullest, I've had so much fun fucking with people in the worst possible ways, so my legacy will be set if I go out on a high, with a fucking bang! 

    Well, I shouldn't get too far ahead of myself, this isn't over yet. There's still some time before the grand finale, and the uncertainty over how it'll turn out in the end makes it all the more exciting. 

    "How much longer do we have to stay like this? Seriously, it's so cramped and uncomfortable, not to mention hot and musty," Complained Cinse, shifting about in discomfort. 

    "Considering the rate at which things have been moving so far, I'd say...maybe around half an hour at most? You can leave if you've had enough, I have no further use for you in this, after all," I pointed out bluntly. 

    "Tch...damn it, fine. I've hung around this long, so I might as well at least wait to see the beginning of the climax before I bounce," She grumbled with an exasperated sigh, before adding, "But seriously, couldn't you have come up with a better hiding place than this? I'm sweating buckets over here."

    "No, this was easily the best hiding place I could think of. Neither Ario nor Theo have come anywhere near this spot, and they're getting hilariously riled up and frustrated thanks to that...yeah, I chose the perfect spot," I smirked as I let out an amused chuckle. 

    The hiding spot I picked...is in Yale's office. More specifically, in a large cabinet at the back of the space. I just broke off the shelves to make space, and when Ario burst in through the floor of the office, Cinse teleported us into the cabinet. 

    Ario has a fairly good understanding of how I think, but I've been tracking his thoughts this whole time, and he hasn't even once considered the possibility that I'm currently in the same room where he first saw me in. 

    Heh. It is uncomfortable in here, but totally worth it. Ario's so determined to find me before I'm ready to make my next move, and the more time he spends searching for me, the more frustrated he gets. 

    "Hey, can you, like, mess with my mind to trick my body into feeling nice and cool?" Requested Cinse with a strained sigh. 

    Yeah, that'd be easy. But I don't feel like it. 

    "Nope, that's a bit too specific for me to pull off...just put up with it for a little bit longer."
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    Chapter 217 - Final Battle(Part 16)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    My chest tightened as I drew back my fist, charging up my Shockwave power, before gritting my teeth as I felt a lump in my throat and shot forward, steeling myself so as not to hesitate. 

    I let out an anguished yell as I tightly clenched my fist and drove it forward, slamming it onto the head of the puppeteered corpse of one of our younger members, smashing her head to pieces upon impact. 

    The corpse went limp and collapsed onto its knees as I shakily stumbled back, feeling sick, before it fell over and hit the the ground with a thud. I heaved slightly as I trembled from head to toe, just barely avoiding throwing up as I felt my stomach turn. 

    "I-it looks like that's all of them. Damn it...I feel like shit," Muttered Siara quietly, a dull look in her eyes as she and others gathered around me. 

    "I...I don't think I've ever done something so...so painful before, this was horrible," Spoke up Nevon through gritted teeth. 

    "What do we do now? I feel so damn worn out, and I...I don't think I have the strength to keep going," Replied Siara, looking like she was at the end of her rope. 

    "But we have to keep going...so many of our friends have been killed and desecrated by Viola and her followers, we...we can't let her get away with it. I don't care anymore, I...I want to kill her. I want to kill her so fucking bad that I can't stand it!" I snapped, my rage boiling over as I clenched my fists, trembling in anger. 

    "She's right...we can't quit now, not after everything that's happened. We have to see this through to the end...we've lost so many loved ones because of Viola, and if we don't stop here, more people are going to suffer, more people are going to die. We have to put an end to her terror, even...even if it means killing her," Nodded Nevon grimly in agreement. 

    So much of the worst moments of our lives have been because of her...she deceived us, acted like she was our friend. We lost Xandra because of her, which led to Ario, and later Theo, leaving Unity for good. 

    And now, we've lost the boss, Zoelle, Wick and so many of our other members, we were forced to attack and destroy their corpses...and for what? For Viola's own sick amusement? 

    I'm done, I've had enough...I don't care what it takes, this has to come to an end... 

    "Theo and Ario are in there searching for her...let's go help them out. I'm at my limit, I need this to be over as soon as possible," I stated grimly, as I began heading for the entrance of the mansion... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Umeka Aoki

    ———————————————————————————

    Damn it...where the hell is she hiding!? I'm pretty sure I've combed through the entire mansion at this point, but I've seen no sign of her whatsoever. Maybe she's using her mind control power or something? 

    I did come across a couple of people I didn't recognize earlier, those must've been her allies...I snuck away before they could notice me, they seemed to be on the move, roaming through the mansion instead of staying put in any one spot. 

    I spotted Ario earlier too, but he was moving pretty fast, he was gone before I could call out to him and get his attention. I did get a brief glimpse of his face, and he looked pretty frustrated, which probably means he's having trouble finding her too...damn it, where is she, where the actual hell is Viola? 

    I'm starting to doubt whether she's even in the mansion at all. Yeah, maybe she's somewhere else, and-... 

    "Woah!" I cried out in alarm, as a rapid blur came shooting out from around the corner, abruptly halting right in the nick of time before it could crash into me.

    "The hell? Who's there!?"

    Huh? 

    "Oh, it's just you, Theo. You scared me," I sighed in relief, as I turned myself visible. 

    "Umeka. It's, uh...it's been a while," He replied after a brief pause, averting his gaze awkwardly. 

    "Yeah, it has, but we should save the reunion for later. Any luck finding Viola? That's why you're here, isn't it?"

    "Yeah, it is...but no, I haven't seen any sign of her. I was with Ario earlier, and he did find her, but she had someone with a Teleportation power with her and disappeared. Knowing what she's like, she's probably hiding in plain sight somehow, but I've covered the entire mansion twice at this point, and I have no idea where she is," He complained with a grimace. 

    "I've been searching for a while too, but I've got nothing. Wait, where did Ario find her before she teleported?" I asked him. 

    "In the boss-...in Yale's office."

    "Hm...do you think she went back there? Choosing the same hiding place, I feel like that's something she might do," I suggested uncertainly, his eyes widening in response. 

    "That's it! It has to be...I haven't taken a second look in the office after she teleported away, so she has to be there! At the very least, it's worth a look, I'll head back there right aw-...!" He began, before abruptly trailing off and springing back after giving me a firm push on the chest, right as cracks spread out across the wall to my right before it broke down, a figure leaping out through the opening. 

    It was a man, with jagged, curved blades for forearms, and a sharp, curved horn on the middle of his forehead. Shit, and just as we possibly figured out where Viola is hiding too... 
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    Chapter 218 - Final Battle(Part 17)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "I know you're there, there's no point in hiding from me. Show yourself," I remarked icily, sensing that I was being followed. 

    "My, what impressive senses you have. I'm basically air and you were still able to pick up on my presence, how impressive," Came a chuckle from behind me, as I turned around to see a, uh...cloud of mist with a human face in it, hovering around the ceiling. 

    "I see, you have the power to turn yourself into mist, is that right?" I surmised, as he then floated down and became solid, the mass of mist taking a human shape and materializing, with a thick cloud of mist around his crotch to cover up. 

    "Hehehe, yes, that's exactly right, how did you ever figure it out? But knowing that won't make any difference, there's nothing you can do to defend yourself against me. And on top of that, I have never experienced pain, no one has ever inflicted so much as the smallest scratch on me," He smirked, turning into mist again and continuing, "Let me tell how you're about to die...I will enter your body, which you'll be helpless to prevent, and then I'll start expanding, slowly but surely bloating your body, until it reaches its limit and begins to rupture. Your organs will get crushed, blood will pour out of every orifice, your bones with creak and bend until they snap, it'll be agony like you've never experienced bef-...!"

    "Sounds pretty morbid, I definitely wouldn't want to go through that...but what if I do this?" I inquired, interrupting him as I took a couple of steps forward and reached out towards the mist, forcibly nullifying his power, his body abruptly reverting to normal as his eyes slowly widened in alarm...ugh, his dick's hanging out now, I should kill him quickly. 

    "Sh-shit, wait-...!" He began to cry, before I formed a Blood Gem on the middle of my forehead and fired out a rapid, piercing Blood Ray from it, hitting the middle of his chest and bursting out his back as the beam drilled right through his body. 

    He let out a sharp, excruciating gasp of pain as he coughed out blood with an agonized wheeze, shakily stumbling back as blood gushed out of the hole in his chest, seeping into his shirt. 

    He clutched his chest with a horrified look of disbelief on his face, his breathing growing ragged and panicked as his knees buckled and he collapsed onto the ground, immense agony on his face. 

    "The Puppeteer really didn't tell you what I'm actually capable of, did she?" I scoffed, walking over and pressing my foot on his stomach as he began to try and turn himself into mist again, nullifying his attempt to transform before I dug my boot into his stomach and extended out a streak of Black Blood from my hand as I twisted my heel around while pressing it into his stomach, keeping him pinned to the floor. 

    I then used my blood to close up the hole in his chest, stemming the blood loss as I leaned down and narrowed my eyes at him... 

    "D-damn it...," He muttered with a bitter look of frustration on his face, his entire body trembling in pain. 

    So long as my foot is on him, he can't use his power...based on his demeanor, it's unlikely that him turning to mist will heal his injury, but at the very least, he might be able to escape. 

    Then again, he did say that he's never been injured before, so shifting his form to mist might actually heal him and even he himself doesn't know that...but I have no intention of giving him the chance to find out, he'll die before that happens. 

    "If you knew the full extent of what I'm capable of, you'd have never challenged me. At the very least, you wouldn't have rambled on about your power, you should've just tried to infiltrate my body before I caught on to your presence. It wouldn't have worked though...first off, as you've seen for yourself, I can nullify the powers of other Alters. 

    And second, I've survived being vaporized by a nuclear explosion at point blank, so even if you had managed to explode my body from the inside out, that would not have been enough to kill me. You were set up to fail from the start...which means, you have no reason to show any loyalty towards the Puppeteer. So, tell me...where the fuck is she? I won't ask again, answer me or die," I stated icily. 

    "I-I don't know, I swear! She didn't tell me that, and I didn't ask, so-...!"

    "Hm, you seem to be telling the truth. Too bad, but I guess it's not surprising that you wouldn't know...in which case, just die already," I sighed, firing out a narrow, rapid Blood Ray, hitting his forehead and tunneling through his brain before shooting out the back of his head, killing him as his body went limp and slumped against the floor. 

    Another one down, but the one I'm actually here for continues to elude me. 

    Where is she? Where the hell could she possibly be hiding!? 

    I'm starting to get real tired of roaming around the mansion to no avail like this, my frustration is steadily starting to build. 

    Damn it...I hate this, I hate that this is probably playing out exactly how she wants it to. At this point, maybe I should just go find Theo, have him clear out and then blast the mansion sky high with my Blood Rays... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 219 - Final Battle(Part 18)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Miyuru Cooray

    ———————————————————————————

    What's his power? What caused that deafening crash when he landed? I need to see more of his power to determine what exactly it does... 

    "I'm in a pretty shitty mood right now...get out of my way or you'll regret it," I warned him. 

    "Oh, please...you're clearly incapable of killing another person, while I have no such hang ups. You're the one who's at a disadvantage here, I hope you realize that," He chuckled with a smirk, cracking his knuckles. 

    He's pretty tall and well-built, with dark skin, long dreadlocks and dark blue eyes...and he's also barefoot, so his power likely has something to do with his feet. 

    Hm, no, I can't rule out the possibility that he can use his power through his hands or from any spot on the rest of his body...only one way to find out, I need to keep making him use his power, or powers if he has more than one. 

    I then fired out a powerful blast of electricity towards him, which rapidly shot forward with a vicious spark and crackle, before he swiftly lifted his right foot and slammed it forward onto the ground, a loud explosion bursting out as a large chunk of dirt flew up upon impact, my lightning hitting the dirt, which absorbed the impact. 

    He reached down as a cloud of dust burst out in front of him from my lightning colliding with the chunk of dirt, before he picked up another large chunk of dirt and tossed it up, lifting his left foot and slamming it onto the dirt as it plummeted down within his reach, a sharp explosion erupting upon impact, the chunk of dirt breaking apart to pieces and shooting towards me rapidly. 

    I teleported out of the way right in the nick of time, before I swiftly unleashed a burst of tranquilizing mist from my mouth towards him, before he stomped on the ground again, another explosion bursting out, the force exerted upon impact blowing away my mist before it could reach him. 

    He then shot towards me rapidly, leaping forward as he began to close in, before I teleported away as he drove his right foot towards my chest, another explosion erupting as he foot slammed onto the ground around the spot where I'd been standing. 

    I swiftly unleashed another rapid, electric bolt towards him from his left, before he spun across in my direction, lifted his left leg and thrusted it forward, a powerful blast erupting from the sole of his foot, the unleashed force dissipating my bolt. 

    Seriously? I thought he could only unleash those explosions by stomping on the ground, but he can do it on the air too? Still, it would've been easier to use his hands to block that, which probably means his power resides in his feet. 

    Alright, time to get serious... 

    As he then began to charge at me, I swiftly teleported to a spot a few meters behind him, near a flower bed, before I placed my hand on a large rock lining the flower bed and teleported several meters above him as he began to spin around. 

    "What the-...? Where the hell did you go!?" He exclaimed, looking around frantically as the rock plummeted down towards the top of his head with increasing momentum, before I teleported to the roof of the mansion to stay out of his line of sight. 

    As the rock got within a couple of meters of the top of his head, he turned his gaze up, his eyes widening in alarm before he hurriedly leapt out of the way, the rock crashing onto the ground with a thudding impact and sunk into the dirt slightly as a few cracks spread out across it, before I charged electricity into my right fist and teleported as my opponent began to try and get back onto his feet in a hurry. 

    As I reappeared about half a meter right above him, I silently and rapidly drove my fist down with all my strength, a startled yell of pain ringing out as my fist slammed onto the top of his head with a sharp crackle, burning his hair as his body stiffened up as he got electrocuted. 

    "Y-you b-b-bastard...!" He yelled shakily as his body trembled from the electricity, grunting in pain as I landed on top of his, my knees pressing into his back as he gritted his teeth and raised both his legs up. 

    "Oh, no, you don't!" I exclaimed, hitting him with more electricity to paralyze his body before unleashing a massive gust of tranquilizing mist from my mouth. 

    He coughed sharply as the mist engulfed his head and he inhaled it, the tension in his body easing right as his feet swung down...I teleported away as fast as I could as his feet began to hit the ground, a powerful explosion bursting out and hitting my back in the split second before I teleported. 

    I grimaced as twinges of pain erupted across the middle of my back, before glancing in his direction...okay, good, looks like he's unconscious. 

    I then turned my gaze towards the mansion, clenching my fists...this is all going exactly how you want it to, isn't it, Viola? 

    So many people all over the nation are being killed and hurt because of you, and I bet you're loving every minute of it...well, enjoy it while you can, because it won't last much longer, I'll do whatever I can to ensure that. 

    It doesn't have to be me who stops her, as much as I want to...but so long as someone, anyone, stops her and brings this to an end, that's good enough for me... 

    _____________________________________________

    Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed this chapter! Don't forget to vote, and feel free to leave a comment, I appreciate any and all feedback and criticism!

    Also, check out my Insta account @aimdaqs for posts relating to this book.

    Join the Discord server, I plan to tease upcoming chapters and future story arcs here, and you can also discuss or ask me any questions about the story and characters. Use the invite link to join:

    https://discord.gg/sRbx9VbTVP

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
      

    
      
        
    Chapter 220 - Final Battle(Part 19)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Parmila Kaur

    ———————————————————————————

    "Not so fast!" Came a voice as we entered the mansion, right before a rapid blast of water came shooting towards us. 

    We quickly scattered and spread out, a loud crash echoing our as the water blast slammed onto the spot where we'd been standing, the tiles over that area breaking apart to pieces upon impact. 

    I then glanced ahead, to see a man standing ahead of us, with an intensely swirling dome of water surrounding him, a smirk on his face. 

    "Get out of our way, asshole," I growled, as I charged up shockwaves in my fists. 

    "Ah, of course, how rude of me...hahahaha! Come on, did you really think that was gonna work? What, like I'd just leave just because you told me to? Yeah, right, dream on, you dumbass little-...!" He guffawed condescendingly, before trailing off as I shot towards him and slammed my right fist down onto the floor in his direction, sending a shockwave shooting out towards him along the floor, the tiles between us breaking apart as he lost his balance and stumbled, right as Nevon took aim and unleashed a rapid solar beam towards him. 

    The beam struck the water dome, a burst of steam erupting as the concentrated beam of heat collided with the water, but failed to break through as the swirling of the water intensified upon impact. 

    "Nice try, but it'll take a lot more than that to break through my defenses, that was way to weak to threaten me!" He declared smugly, as Siara raced across and used her telekinesis to lift up several broken tile shards and began rapidly spinning them, before sending them hurtling through the air towards the water dome. 

    The spinning projectiles hit the side of the dome and broke through the outer layer, but failing to fully penetrate the dome, losing momentum and getting flung out of the water. 

    I then charged towards him while continuing to charge up the shockwave in my fist, before slamming it onto the water dome as I closed in on it, deep ripples erupting out from the point of impact before I hissed in pain as the swirling water shredded the skin over knuckles agonizingly, before I pulled my arm back and backed away, drops of blood falling onto the floor from my skinned knuckles. 

    "Damn it...," I muttered with a pained grimace, my fists trembling as I felt a sharp, stinging pain across my knuckles. 

    "Alright, now it's my turn to attack...try and survive, if you can!" He exclaimed, as several water tendrils with sharp, bladed ends extended out all around the water dome, before rapidly whipping around with immense speed and force. 

    I raced across, narrowly evading the slicing tendrils as deep cuts appeared across the floor and walls. Siara was using her telekinesis to slow down the tendrils as they closed in on her, while Nevon was countering with his solar beams to partially evaporate and subsequently slow down the incoming attacks. 

    We're managing to block and evade, but it's taking everything we've got, we don't have any sort of margin to counterattack, we'll get torn to pieces if we stop for even a moment. 

    Nevon seems to be trying to take aim and fire at attack at him, but each time he tries, another water tendril comes zipping towards him and he has no choice but to turn his attention to defense. 

    Damn it, what do we do? What can we do? 

    This guy's so powerful, both his defense and offense are at a very high level. Even if I could get in close and unleash one of my shockwaves at full power, I don't know if that'll be enough to break through his water dome. 

    Nevon might be able to break through if he unleashed a full power solar blast, but...to do that, he'll need to go outside and absorb more solar energy from the sunlight, but I doubt this guy's going to give him the opportunity to do so... 

    "Hahaha, is this really the best you've got!? I was expecting more of a challenge...alright, then, enough playing around, let's see how you handle double the number of slicing water whips! Get shredded to pieces and die!" He yelled out gleefully, my eyes widening in alarm as several more tendrils extended out of his water dome. 

    Shit, we're gonna die-...!

    Suddenly, right as he began to send the additional water tendrils shooting out towards us, a deep red glow shone out, before a massive, towering red beam blasted down from above and engulfed the water dome in the blink of an eye, a massive cloud of steam erupting out as the beam drilled into the floor, before slowly starting to peter out, a thick dust cloud billowing out. 

    I let out a slight cough as I inhaled a bit of the dust, before squinting to try and get a better look as the cloud began to fade...my eyes widened as my gaze fell onto a deep, smoking crater, without so much as a trace of our opponent left in sight. 

    Did he get entirely vaporized by that attack? 

    "You guys alright?"

    "Ario...thanks for that, we were really struggling," Responded Siara gratefully. 

    "I think I know the answer to this, but I'll ask anyway...any luck finding Viola yet?" I inquired with a weary sigh. 

    "Tch...no, I did briefly find her earlier, but she had a teleporter with her and disappeared. I doubt she's left the mansion, but I've combed through the entire building at this point and I haven't seen any further signs of her...if I had to guess, she might be constantly teleporting to a different spot each time I get close," He clicked his tongue with an irritated look of frustration on his face. 

    Yeah, of course she wasn't going to make this easy on us... 
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    Chapter 221 - Final Battle(Part 20)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Hahaha, come on, let me slice you up!" Exclaimed my opponent, as he relentlessly swung his bladed arms at me, while I narrowly avoided his slashes.

    Damn it, why'd I have to encounter him in this narrow hallway, where I can't make full use of my speed? 

    This place is too cramped, I don't have enough room to accelerate, it's taking all I've got just to evade...against most opponents, I'd still be able to manage, but this guy's pretty damn fast himself, he might have some sort of speed boosting power too. 

    It may not be as powerful as mine, but with my speed currently handicapped by the lack of space, he's able to push me back. 

    Umeka turned invisible after he showed up and tried attacking him, but his senses are sharp too, and he was able to react and knock her away before she could land an attack. 

    There's also the fact that I've accumulated a fair bit of damage over the battles I fought before this, that's certainly not helping matters either. 

    I can't waste too much time here, and at this rate, I'm gonna get worn down before much longer...in which case, I need to force a change in the rhythm of his attacks, even if that means exposing myself to a bit of risk. 

    As my opponent then drove his right arm blade towards my stomach, I quickly shuffled across to the right, grimacing as his bladed arm gashed across my left side, before I gritted my teeth and grabbed his elbow, tightening my grip around it sharply before raising my right hand as he slashed at my neck with his other arm. 

    I grabbed the blade with my hand, gritting my teeth as it cut into my palm, before he let out a choked gasp as the skin around his neck appeared to tighten...ah, Umeka must have jumped him and wrapped her arm around his throat to strangle him. Nice timing.

    I then leapt up while maintaining my tight grip on his arms, before unleashing a barrage of rapid, powerful kicks at his torso, my kicks increasing in speed and force with every hit. 

    I felt his ribs starting to break as he then coughed out blood with an agonized wheeze, the blood spraying out of his mouth thanks to the tight constriction around his neck, his eyes starting to roll back in his head as I continued to pound his torso with my feet, shattering his ribcage as thick trails of blood poured down the corners of his mouth. 

    I stopped kicking as his eyelids fluttered shut and his body went limp, letting his arms go and stepping back as he collapsed onto his knees and fell over with a thud, blood pouring out his mouth as Umeka turned visible again with a sigh. 

    "You okay? That's a pretty nasty cut on your side, it looks really bad-...," Began Umeka, before trailing off as I lifted my foot and drove it down towards his neck, a loud crunch echoing out as I broke it upon impact. 

    "That takes care of that."

    "Was...was that really necessary? With the amount of damage he'd taken, I don't think he was going to regain consciousness anytime soon, so-..."

    "It doesn't matter. If I spared him and he ended up killing someone later on, no amount of regret will fix that mistake. More importantly, let's go find Viola," I cut her off, before I began making my way towards Yale's office... 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    "Aw, they're all dead. That's too bad, I thought they'd last at least a little bit longer than this and give me more entertainment than this...oh, well! Since they are dead, it's about time I make my grand entrance," I remarked, as I sensed the last of my pawns dying.

    Of all people, how was Umeka the one to correctly guess my hiding place? Theo will be here any second now, and it won't be much of grand entrance if he finds me before I reveal myself. 

    Well, no matter...it'd be boring if everything went exactly according to plan, it's way more fun this way. This has been a lot of fun, and now, it's finally time for the climax...it's bittersweet, but all good things must come to an end, after all. 

    "Okay, then...I'll teleport you one more time and then I'm out of here. Where do you want me to warp you to?" Cinse asked me. 

    "Hm, let's see...ah, let's go with the main hall, most of them are currently gathered there, so teleport me there before they split up," I instructed her. 

    "Yeah, alright. Here goes...," She sighed, grabbing my arm right as I sensed Theo closing in on the door to the room, before my surroundings changed as I found myself on top of the stairwell overseeing the main hall, several familiar figures standing below me. 

    "Hey, there, everyone! It's been a while!" I called out, getting their attention. 

    Ario reacted almost immediately, jerking his head this way and firing out a rapid red beam in the blink of an eye. I quickly grabbed Cinse's arm and pulled her in front of me, right in the nick of time... 

    "W-wait, you bitc-...!" She cried, before the beam struck her chest and burrowed into her body, killing her before she could finish her sentence. 

    "Wow, you sure have gotten powerful, Ario...it's good to see you ag-...," I smiled, before trailing off as he extended out his wings and flew up towards me with immense speed, a look of immense rage and hatred in his eyes. 

    Well, he sure is raring to go, isn't he? This should be fun... 
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    Chapter 222 - Final Battle(Part 21)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "Hey, there, everyone! It's been a while!" 

    I stiffened for a moment, immense rage welling up inside me before I rapidly jerked my head across in the direction that the despicable voice had come from, firing out a Blood Ray from my forehead. 

    I grimaced as she swiftly grabbed the arm of the teleportee and pulled her in front of herself, the teleporter's eyes widening in alarm... 

    "W-wait, you bitc-...!" She yelled in a panic, before the beam collided onto the middle of her chest and drilled into her body, killing her instantly. 

    "Wow, you sure have gotten powerful, Ario...it's good to see you ag-...," Began the Puppeteer with a smirk, before abruptly trailing off as I spread out my wings and flew towards her at top speed, forming a sword with my blood in my right hand, tightening my grip around it as I closed in on her and slashed at her neck. 

    My eyes widened in surprise as my blood blade phased right through her, as if I'd just swung it through the air... 

    "What the hell...!?"

    "Heh, sorry, but that was just an illusion...I'm over here-...," Her voice echoed out from my left, before I snapped my head across in that direction and unleashed another Blood Ray from my forehead. 

    Tch, another illusion, she's gotten better at using her power. No matter, I've been working on a new technique to counter her mind control, I haven't had the chance to fully master it yet, but it's now or never... 

    "All of you, get out of here right now!" I yelled at the others, starting to use my new technique...right as a sharp cry of pain rang out. 

    I spun around towards them, my chest tightening at the sight that met my gaze...it was Umeka, with a dagger lodged into the left side of her chest, piercing into her heart. 

    "D-damn it...," She uttered weakly, before collapsing onto her knees and falling over, hitting the floor with a thud as blood poured out of the stab wound, pooling around the tiled floor. 

    "H-huh? No, th-this can't be-...Umeka!"

    "You bitch, I'll kill you!"

    "Y-you...you'll pay for this!"

    I gritted my teeth as I felt a lump in my throat and a sharp stinging behind my eyes, letting out an enraged, anguished yell as I unleashed my new technique, a burst of the nullifying energy of my nullification ability. 

    "Oh, wow, that's new," Came the Puppeteer's voice in amusement, as the others gathered around Umeka's corpse. 

    "Please, get out of here, everyone...I'll handle this, leave it to me," I remarked as I clenched my fists in a cold fury. 

    "We can't just-...!" Began Parmila, before Theo lifted her up and cut her off. 

    "Listen to him, we're just going to get in the way here. We have to go," He stated bitterly, as he leaned down and picked up Umeka's body. 

    "B-but, I-...!" Cried Parmila, struggling to break free of his grasp. 

    "He's right...there's no time to debate this, we have to leave," Nodded Miyuru in agreement, a look of frustration on his face as he grabbed Nevon and Siara, before teleporting out through the front door. 

    "We're counting on you, Ario...kill that bitch dead," Remarked Theo quietly, before zipping out of the mansion as I unleashed another burst of nullifying energy. 

    "Heh, I'm touched, you came up with a new technique just for me! You've even avoided using it until now so that I wouldn't know about it ahead of time...but it isn't perfect, is it? You can't fire it off in quick succession, it has a bit of a cooldown period. 

    Around ten seconds, is it? No, closer to five seconds. And it consumes a fair bit of stamina too, so the more you use it, the more you'll wear yourself out, that's another reason you've avoided using it until now. It's still pretty impressive, but I have to warn you, it's probably not going to be enough to-...," She smirked tauntingly. 

    "Do you ever shut up? I have no interest in anything you have to say...just fucking die already," I cut her off icily, unleashing another nullifying burst before I spread out my wings and shot towards her rapidly, extending out a bladed whip of blood from my left hand and swinging it across at her with immense force as I began to close in on her. 

    She rapidly ducked under it, a few strands of hair getting severed as it whizzed past the top of her head, before she quickly leapt off to her right as I fired out a Blood Ray at her, which struck the floor and scorched through the tiles around that spot. 

    Her physical abilities are just slightly above average, she shouldn't be capable of evading my attacks so easily. Is she reading my mind to anticipate my moves? That's the only way she'd be able to react to quickly... 

    "Mhm, that's exactly right," She nodded with a chuckle, before shuffling across to her left as I fired another Blood Ray at her. 

    I then shot forward and unleashed another nullifying burst, extending out several blood tendrils and sending them zipping forward to keep her from getting away, as I formed a large, rapidly spinning blood drill and drove it towards the middle of her chest as I closed in on her. 

    As the tip of my blood drill began to pierce her skin, she sharply turned her body across, the drill dragging across her chest before tearing into her left arm and ripping it right off, blood bursting out before she suddenly grabbed my arm, a gleam appearing in her eyes as she met my gaze with a smirk. 

    "Gotcha," She smiled maliciously, before slamming her forehead onto mine, everything going dark... 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    Huh? What the...? Where am I? This place looks...familiar. My eyes widened in recognition as I looked around, my chest tightening. This is...this is the apartment I lived in with my aunt in my previous life... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 223 - Ghosts of the Past

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    What...what is this? What's going on? How is this-...?

    I shook my head and snapped out of it, taking in a deep breath and slowly exhaling...this is an illusion, that bitch must have messed with my mind when she headbutted my forehead. 

    Just stay calm and focus, I should be able to break free of this if I just-... 

    "Wh-why...why did you let me die?" Suddenly came a familiar voice I hadn't heard in a very long time, causing me to flinch as I slowly turned in the direction the voice had come from, my eyes widening in disbelief as my chest tightened... 

    "Auntie? Is...is that you?" I uttered shakily, struggling to focus. 

    D-damn it, she must be messing with my concentration, making it difficult for me to focus and maintain my bearings. It's like the illusion is consuming my mind, creeping into my head to try and convince me that it's real, I...I need to-... 

    "If...if it wasn't for you, I wouldn't have had to suffer before I died. It's your fault..."

    "N-no, I...I was tricked, I didn't-..."

    "It's your fault. It's all your fault...because of you, I suffered for so long before I died, while you got a second chance at life. It's not fair..."

    "I...I just-..."

    .

    .

    .

    .

    .

    Huh? Wait, where am I now? 

    Shit, that's right, I'm stuck in an illusion, I need to snap out of-...!

    "Red...why didn't you protect me?" 

    "Xa...Xandra?" I stuttered as my chest tightened, guilt and remorse welling up inside me. 

    "You're so powerful, probably the most powerful person in the entire world...so, why didn't you use that power to save me? How could you let me die like that? I thought you loved me..."

    "I...I did. I-I'm sorry, I...I was too weak to save you and-..."

    "Not only that...but after you let me die, you went against my wishes and started killing people. You broke your promise...I hoped you'd be better than that. What a fucking disappointment you are..."

    "N-no, please, I...I had no choice, it was the only way to-...!"

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    "It's your fault that we died. If only you hadn't been born an Alter, those people wouldn't have killed us."

    "We should've just let them have you instead of sacrificing ourselves, you damned Freak."

    M-my parents, this is-... 

    "Why did you have to leave Unity? You abandoned us...so many of us have died. We treated you like family, but you had no trouble cutting ties with us when it suited you...if you hadn't left, maybe we'd still be alive today," Came Yale's voice. 

    "N-no, I...that's not what I-...," I began shakily, my body trembling as my breathing grew ragged, my head spinning in a blur as the voices echoed all around me... 

    "It's your fault."

    "It's all your fault."

    "I wish I'd never met you."

    "We'd all have been better off if you never existed in the first place."

    "It's all your fault."

    "I'd still be alive if it weren't for you."

    "It's all your fault."

    "You did this to us."

    "Everyone around you suffers, you're a blight to every person you come across."

    "You bring misfortune to everyone you get close to."

    "You should just die already, before you make anyone else suffer."

    "It's all your fault."

    "It's all your fault."

    "It's all your fault."

    "It's all your fault."

    "It's all your fault."

    S-stop it...please, stop it! I...I can't take this...it's not my fault, I was just...just...

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    . 

    N-no, they...they would never say any of this. This isn't them, and I...I won't let you...I WON'T LET YOU SPIT ON MY MEMORIES OF THEM ANYMORE! I'll...I'll FUCKING KILL YOU, VIOLA!!! 

    ———————————————————————————

    Point-of-View: Viola Woods/The Puppeteer

    ———————————————————————————

    Damn, this really hurts...I've managed to stop the bleeding by tying my sleeve around the wound, but the pain is still going strong. 

    But it's fine, it's totally worth it...Ario's thoughts are a complete mess right now, I used a powerful illusion to trap him in a loop of his more traumatizing moments, and based on what I'm gleaning from his chaotic thoughts, it looks like he's facing all his loved ones who've died. 

    The longer he remains trapped in it, the more he'll lose his sanity, until eventually, his mind completely breaks and falls apart. 

    I've been working on this illusion for quite a while, it's next to impossible to break free of it...the longer a victim stays trapped in it, the harder it'll be for them to stay composed and hold on to the fact that it's an illusion. 

    Little by little, it'll become reality to them, and drive them insane. The illusion affects the part of the brain that drives critical thinking, it skews the victims' common sense and ability to think clearly, they'll be at the mercy of whatever illusion they're seeing. 

    I may not be able to kill him physically, but that's fine, because this is way better. I'll break him until he's nothing but a hollow shell, and then, I'll use him as my puppet to wreak havoc across the entire world! 

    No one will be able to stop him, I'll use him to blast the world right back to the fucking stone age...yeah, that should be a good way to kill some time while I come up with my next grand plan. 

    Heh, this was almost too easy, it's a bit anticlimactic...but I suppose I still had a lot of fun doing this, and I didn't come out totally unscathed, so it wasn't a complete letdown, at least. 

    It's gonna be a pain getting used to having only one arm, though...hm, maybe I'll look for an Alter with a powerful healing ability, that could-...huh?

    His thought patterns are changing, his focus is returning, I need to-...!

    Before I could make a move, a burst of nullifying energy erupted from his body, sending me stumbling back as he broke free of my illusion, his eyes opening with immense rage in them. 

    He sprang onto his feet and shot towards me in a rapid blur, faster than I could react, his thoughts too deeply drowned in hatred for me to read clearly. 

    "I'LL KILL YOU, VIOLA!!!" He yelled viciously, before a sharp, blinding pain burst out across the middle of my chest, a sharp wheeze escaping my lips as I coughed out blood... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 224 - Finally

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    "F-fuck, that hurts...heh, no getting around it, this is undoubtedly a fatal wound," She chuckled as blood poured out of her mouth, while she stared down at my blood drill that had pierced through the middle of her chest and burst out her back. 

    I unleashed a burst of nullifying energy, to make sure this was real and not another illusion. Looks like it's real, I...I finally did it. 

    "This was long overdue, but at last, I've finally killed you," I stated, as I violently yanked the blood drill out of her chest. 

    Blood gushed out of the gaping hole in her chest as her legs buckled and she collapsed onto her knees, coughing out more blood, her heartbeat growing steadily weaker with each passing second. 

    "Yeah, you did it, it won't be long before I draw my last breath. Tell me though, how does it feel? You've...you've wanted this for so long, and you've finally accomplished it. Does it feel good? Are you satisfied? Heh, well, I already know the answer to that...you're relieved, but you also feel hollow inside, like you've lost your purpose, don't you?" She chuckled as she met my gaze with a smile, blood pouring down the corners of her mouth. 

    "Just shut up and die already," I responded icily, as I fired out blood needles at her legs. 

    "Ow...if that's what you want, why don't you finish me off? I'm as good as dead anyway, my heart will stop beating in a minute or two, there's nothing I can do to save myself. But you're not going to deal the finishing blow...no, you want this pain to last as long as possible before I finally kick the bucket, isn't that right? 

    You're hoping that'll give you some degree of satisfaction, seeing me suffer...but no matter how much I suffer, it won't change what I've done. My death won't bring back the people I've killed, it won't undo any of what I've put you through. I may be dying, but I'm content...I've had a fucking blast, and it's all thanks to you, I may never have had as much fun as I did without you, so from the bottom of what's left of my heart, thank you," She smirked as she met my gaze. 

    "Say whatever you want, but eventually, I'll forget all about you...someday, you'll be nothing but a distant memory, just a footnote in history, nothing more," I responded coldly. 

    "Oh, I think not. After everything I've done, history won't forget me so easily. Well, I could be wrong, but even so, I have no regrets, none whatsoever. After all, since I'm about to die, I have no way of knowing what'll happen in the future...but the same can't be said of you. Everything you've gone through because of me, it'll stick with you for a long time, maybe even for the rest of your life, however long that may be. 

    And your troubles won't end with me...sooner or later, you'll come across someone like me, someone who'll put you through immense suffering yet again. Heh, I'm kinda jealous...what we had was special, you hate me more intensely and passionately than you've ever hated, or loved, anyone else. 

    Like it or not, you've never felt as strongly about anyone as strongly as you've felt about me. So I'd feel pretty cheated on if you even find another villain to hate as much as you've hated me. For the last few years, your purpose in life has revolved around killing me...and now that you've accomplished that, what more do you have left? 

    You have nothing...no purpose, no goals, just nothing. And that right there...is exactly why I have no regrets. This is where I die, my life ends here...but I'll live on inside your memories, as well as in the memories of everyone else who's suffered at my hand. Hm, everything's starting to fade now...looks like my time is us. So, this is where I'll say my final goodbye to you, Ariodred Phoenix...but you won't be saying goodbye to me, not anytime soon...," She smiled warmly, right as her shoulders slumped, the light in her eyes fading as her head fell over. 

    I clenched my fists as her body collapsed onto the floor, blood pouring out of her chest and coating the tiles as she lay there lifelessly, a satisfied smile on her face. 

    "D-damn it...damn it!" I exclaimed, gritting my teeth as fired out a massive Blood Ray from my forehead, engulfing her body and vaporizing it, leaving nothing but ash as I wiped out all traces of her. 

    My Blood Demon form faded as my vision blurred slightly, it felt like all the energy I had left was fading away, as I collapsed onto my knees and let out a strained sigh. 

    She's dead...she's finally fucking dead. I've been waiting for this moment for so long, and after all this time, I've finally done it. But I...I thought it'd feel better than this. 

    I certainly have no regrets about this, none whatsoever...and yet, now that it's finally over, I just feel...hollow. It's like all my emotions just drained away, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do now. 

    And the worst part is, she knew that...she knew exactly how I'd feel once I killed her. Would I have felt better if she'd cried and begged before I killed her? 

    I suppose it doesn't matter, she's dead now. Yeah...that's all that really matters. She's dead, I've wanted to kill her for so long, and I did it. 

    No one else will suffer at her hands ever again, and as for me, well...I'll just have to eventually figure out what to do with my life now that I've accomplished my ultimate goal. 

    For right now, I just...I just feel so tired. Yeah, some rest sounds nice right about now...I can worry about everything else later... 

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 225 - Epilogue(Part 1)

    ━━━━━✧✧✧✧━━━━━

    Point-of-View: Theo Ranger

    ———————————————————————————

    "Are you sure you won't reconsider? We lost of lot of people in this last battle, we could really use your help, Theo," Remarked Parmila, following after me as I walked down the street. 

    "Sorry, but no, I won't rejoin Unity. I'm going to keep doing my own thing, I've accomplished a lot more on my own than I ever did with Unity, despite the fact that I was with Unity for far longer than I've been on my own. I mean, I doubt you guys are going to reverse your stance on killing your enemies, am I wrong?" I responded with a shrug. 

    "I...I don't know. Things are a mess right now...we've brought over some of our members from the branches in other countries to bolster our ranks, but there's a lot we need to sort out. We haven't even had the chance to elect a new leader yet, so there's no one in charge at the moment," She replied with a grimace. 

    Today's the 30th of September, 2021, a little over a week had passed since Ario finally killed Viola. It took about three days to get the situation in the nation under control...even though all the people and corpses being puppeteered by Viola were automatically taken out of commission the instant she died, there were still a few hundred or so criminals running amok across the nation. 

    The police force, along with Liberty, eventually subdued the criminal forces, but a lot of damage had been done by then. A lot of people had been killed or seriously injured, the number of casualties was in the thousands and counting, with still several people yet to be accounted for. 

    As a result of all this, over the last couple of days, anti-Alter protestors found their voices and have been causing problems, a lot of innocent Alters have been attacked by them. 

    Unity has been hit pretty hard with this whole incident...of all the members I grew up with during the time I spent as a part of Unity, only four are still alive. Parmila, Nevon, Miyuru and Siara. 

    Oh, and Ario too, so I guess that makes five. Speaking of Ario, he disappeared after killing Viola, and no one seems to have seen him since then.

    He's probably going through a lot...he's been haunted by Viola since the day he left Unity all those years ago, after Xandra's death, his hatred for her and his desire to kill her has probably been what's driven him for all these years. 

    And now, it's over, she's dead. But everything she's done, all the people she killed, none of it will ever be undone. Not ever. 

    A lot of people have started blaming Unity for what happened, seeing that she was once a member of Unity herself. The police have been doing their best to ease the tensions, but that's proving to be futile, a lot of people lost loved ones thanks to Viola, and they need someone to blame. 

    It may be unfair, but I do get it at the same time, they need an outlet for their rage and anger, and Unity is the perfect scapegoat. 

    "Come on, stop following me. My answer isn't going to change, you know. If we-...if Unity had done things differently from the beginning, if we'd killed our enemies when we had the chance, none of this would have happened. Heck, I wouldn't be surprised if the government commanded you guys to hunt down Ario for killing Viola instead of taking her into custody or whatever, and I definitely don't want to play any part in that. So, just leave me alone, I won't-...," I began with a sigh, as Parmila continued to follow after me. 

    "What if...what if we change the way we operate? We could negotiate with the government, use this incident as an example that, when it comes to truly dangerous enemies, we'd be better off killing them instead of simply apprehending them. If we get approval for that, then...would you reconsider?"

    "Huh? Seriously? Come on, you know there's no way they'd okay that. Unity would be no different to Liberty if that happened...and every member of Liberty is a wanted criminal, in case you forgot," I pointed out in response. 

    "Actually...there's rumors going around that the government intends to pardon all of Liberty's members and try to get them to cooperate. If Liberty hadn't helped out during this incident, a lot more people would've died. I've also talked with the others in Unity, and while a few of them are still on the fence, most of them are open to the idea of changing the way we operate. There's even been talk of Unity merging with Liberty to make things more efficient than keeping the two separate. If all that happens, if things really change...would you then consider joining us?" She asked me. 

    "Hm...you know what, sure. Yeah, if all those changes take place, and that's a big if, then sure, I'll join back up. Well, if I can, that is...technically speaking, I'm a wanted criminal myself, so I'm not so sure it'll be that simple," I remarked with a shrug. 

    "If Liberty can be pardoned, then it shouldn't be too hard to get a pardon for you too. I'll do everything I can to make sure it happens, we can't ever let something like this happen again," She replied with a determined look on her face. 

    "Yeah, I certainly don't disagree with that. Alright, then, let's see how it goes. I still think it's very unlikely, but those are definitely changes I'd very much welcome."
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    Point-of-View: Riley Moone

    ———————————————————————————

    "I still can't believe that this is really happening...we're really an officially recognized organization that's affiliated with the government now, who not so long ago, had us branded as wanted criminals," Remarked Thara in bemusement.

    "It is pretty dope that we're no longer criminals, but yeah, it definitely feels weird, not to mention surreal as hell. Well, at least some good came of this whole mess, guess we owe Ario one for killing Viola Woods before her puppets could inflict more damage than they already had," Grinned Kesix in response. 

    "There's still a lot of work we need to do, though...now that our main group is officially recognized, we need to negotiate with the other nations in which our branches are located in. Is what I would say, if those negotiations actually stood a chance of working...considering that most of our branches are posted up in nations where anti-Alter sentiments are especially strong, that feels like it's going to be an impossible task. 

    We've definitely gained some perks from Cahgo's government recognizing and approving of us like this, but that approval also comes with its own set of restrictions and conditions, we won't be able to operate as freely as we have been. I'm starting to have a lot of second thoughts about this whole thing, maybe we should just go back to the way things were," I sighed wearily, as I stifled a yawn. 

    Today's the 7th of October, 2021, a couple of weeks had passed since that incident triggered by Viola Woods, and things have gotten quite hectic, I've had to attend a lot of meetings and whatnot to discuss the specifics of Liberty getting official government recognition. 

    I'm seriously exhausted, I haven't gotten much sleep in days now, and I still have a ton of work to do, it's been a while since I've had to work so hard, I feel like I'm running on fumes... 

    "So, is there any difference between us and Unity now? They're changing their policy of no killing, aren't they? Doesn't that basically make us copies of each other?" Pointed out Rende with a frown. 

    "Oh, that reminds me...the suggestion of Unity and Liberty merging into one was brought up, and since there's no longer any conflicting interests between our two organizations, I think it's worth considering. But I'm also mentally and physically worn out, so I'm probably not thinking as clearly as I usually do, so I'd like to get some input from the rest of you," I remarked, looking around at them. 

    "Hm...yeah, I think I'd be okay with that. We lost quite a few members during this last battle, and Unity was hit even harder, having lost a lot of their key members, including their leaders, Yale Charlin Zoelle Cox. And since they've learned their lesson and have finally decided to reverse their no-kill policy, I don't see why not," Replied Kesix with a thumbs up. 

    It really is a shame, Yale's death is a huge loss...he may have been naive in how he went about it, which ultimately led him to his demise, but nevertheless, no one was more dedicated than he was to the cause of fighting for Alters. 

    And as an old friend, it hurts to know that he's gone...I don't even remember the last time I saw him, it's been years since we last spoke. And now, I'll never get the chance to speak to him again... 

    "I have no reason to object either, our combined manpower and cooperation should make our operations more effective and efficient," Nodded Thara in agreement. 

    "It sounds like a hassle, but I suppose I don't have any legitimate reasons to refuse, so fine," Sighed Rende reluctantly. 

    "I'm on board too, it's not like we have any reason to hold a grudge against them or anything, so yeah," Chimed in Frou.

    "Okay, then, I guess it's settled. I'll contact the government and let them know we're amenable to the merger," I responded with a nod. 

    "Hey, what about Ario? Will he be joining too?" Kesix asked me curiously. 

    "I don't know. No one's seen him since the battle ended, he took off after killing Viola Woods and hasn't been seen after that," I replied as I shook my head. 

    "Aw, that's too bad...I was hoping we'd get to work with him again," Sighed Kesix wistfully, before turning to Rende with a slight smirk, "Heh, I bet you'd like that too, wouldn't ya?"

    "H-huh? Wh-whatever, makes no difference to me either way," She huffed as she averted her gaze. 

    "He must be at a crossroads, trying to figure out where to go from here. Killing Viola was no doubt a huge relief to him, but it probably also left him feeling hollow, he's harbored immense hatred for her for so long, and all of that would have vanished upon her death. Well, he can afford to take his time in figuring it out, he is functionally immortal, after all. He'll still be here long after we're all gone, and that won't be easy, not in the slightest...he has a lot to consider," I mused thoughtfully. 

    "Well, that's all the more reason he should join us. Working solo, even for a few years, would be rough, let alone doing so for eternity. I mean, even if he wanted to die, he wouldn't be able to, so surrounding himself with people would be a good way to keep himself sane," Reasoned Kesix after mulling it over. 

    "Yes, I agree...but ultimately, that's his decision to make. And whatever he decides, I hope he chooses a path that he won't regret..."
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    Hm...so, what do I do now? It's been two whole months since I killed the Puppeteer, and ever since then, I haven't felt the motivation to do anything, I've just felt so deflated and listless. 

    After the battle, I found myself heading to the mansion in the forest where Xandra had died, I don't know why I went there, it was a decision I made almost subconsciously. 

    I had no idea what I wanted to do next with my life, I don't even have the motivation to properly think about it. 

    And it's really starting to sink in, what it means to have this body of mine...I don't age, I can regenerate any injuries, I've literally recovered from being turned to ash in a nuclear explosion, I don't even need to eat or drink. 

    Even if I use a Suppression Collar to block my powers and then kill myself, I'll probably come back to life at some point in the future, the collar would eventually degrade, or maybe it won't work once I've fully rotted away...and then, my Black Blood would bring me back. 

    I'm sure there are a countless number of people who would kill for my powers, people who crave immortality...if I could simply give these powers away, I would. 

    I have nothing left that I want to accomplish, I'm just meandering along at this point...and I don't want to be stuck like this for the rest of eternity. 

    About a week after the battle, I visited the Vizeros and made a request for a new fake identity, I dyed my hair and put in colored contacts to change my appearance and then got myself an apartment under my new identity. 

    Just because there's nothing I want to do doesn't mean that I want to live out on the streets or whatever...and while I could've gotten an apartment using my own identity, I wanted to make sure that anyone looking for me wouldn't be able to find me. 

    Primarily, the police, I really don't want to go back to prison again, but also Unity and Liberty...both of them, Unity especially, suffered heavy losses, so it's very possible that they'd try to come and convince me to rejoin them. 

    Well, as it turned out, I didn't need to worry about the police...a few weeks ago, they made a big announcement, pardoning every member of Liberty, Theo, various other Alter vigilantes, and also, me. 

    In other words, I'm not a wanted criminal anymore, so that's nice...at the very least, even if I am recognized, I don't have to worry about being imprisoned now. 

    Shortly after that, Unity and Liberty announced that they'd be merging together, which definitely came as a huge surprise. Riley is in charge of the newly combined organization, which is called Amity, which is kind of a synonym for peace. 

    And when it comes to dangerous criminals, Amity has been given the authority to kill them if necessary, which is huge...I guess the last incident with the Puppeteer finally convinced the remaining members of Unity's main branch that they can't just let all their enemies live. 

    No doubt they regret not killing the Puppeteer when they had the chance, and while this won't bring back any of the people who were killed, it'll prevent, or at least minimize, the possibility of something like this ever happening again. 

    A lot of the other branches of Unity and Liberty across the rest of the world have also merged, though there are a number of nations where only one of either organization are present, and many of those nations harbor strong anti-Alter sentiments, so those branches aren't officially recognized. 

    Knowing Riley, she'll do whatever she can to ensure that those branches remain in those nations and continue fighting for the rights of Alters, she wouldn't have agreed to the merger if that was taken off the table. 

    I'm sure Amity is looking for me, they'll probably want me to join them...logically, I have no real reason to refuse. But I...I'm tired of fighting. 

    The screams of death, the stench of blood, I'm sick of it all...that may very well change in the future, but right now, I just don't want to fight anymore. 

    But I can't keep going on like this either...I haven't done shit since the last battle, I've just been lazing about in my apartment, aimlessly scrolling the internet and flipping through channels on TV, eating junk food and smoking weed. 

    There's nothing wrong with being lazy and doing nothing, but doing so indefinitely is absolutely mind-numbing...seriously, where do I go from here? 

    I have all the time in the world at my hands, so I don't need to rush into making my next decision...but that said, the longer I stay like this, the harder and harder it'll get to make that decision, whatever it may be. 

    Everyone I know will eventually die, while I'll keep living well past that, so I'm afraid to get close to anyone...at the same time, if I keep myself isolated, I'll eventually lose my mind. 

    Worst case scenario, I'll become a threat...and that's a scary thought. I mean, if that ever happens, who'd be able to stop me? 

    I doubt there's anyone more powerful than I am in the world, and even if there was, I'm unkillable...if I ever lose my mind and give in to the darkness, all it'd take is a single bad impulse and thousands of people could die. 

    What do I do? What am I supposed to be with my life? No matter how much I agonize over it and think about it, the answer just keeps eluding me...
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    I let out a sigh as I approached the entrance and reached out towards the doorbell, pausing for a moment before taking a deep breath and ringing it. I took a step back after a few seconds as I heard footsteps approaching, before the doors opened and a familiar face poked their head out. 

    "Oh, it's you. It's, uh...it's been a while, huh?"

    "Yeah, it has...it's good to see you again, Rende," I greeted her with a slight smile, as her gaze darted about awkwardly. 

    "Sure, likewise, I guess...so, what brings you here? I doubt you're just dropping by to say hi or whatever," She responded, briefly meeting my gaze before looking away. 

    "Well, um...I've been considering it, and I've made a decision. I'd like to join Amity, so, uh...yeah, that," I replied hesitantly. 

    "Oh, I see, okay then...alright, uh, I'll take you to see the boss, then. Follow me," She nodded, stepping aside to let me in before shutting the doors as I entered the mansion. 

    I then followed after her as she led the way, heading up the stairs while glancing back at me a couple of times and then looking away the instant our eyes met. Well, this is awkward. I thought we parted on fairly good terms when I left Liberty, but maybe I was wrong. 

    About a month has passed, I've been thinking hard about what I should do next, and honestly, I'm not completely sure if this is the right decision for me to make. 

    I mean, I still don't feel like I have the drive to fight anymore, but I also felt like I was starting to lose my mind agonizing over this, so I figured that I should probably surround myself with people. 

    I know that's not exactly the best reason, but still...I can't just keep going on idling about, I need a change of pace. 

    "Hm? Hey, Ario! Good to see you, man!" Suddenly came Theo's voice, before I felt a gust of wind to my right as he appeared in my peripheral. 

    "Yeah, hey...good to see you too," I responded, as he patted me on the shoulder with a grin. 

    "So, have you decided to join us or what? If so, that's a good decision...not gonna lie, I was pretty skeptical about this at first myself, but having gone on a few missions, it's feeling like a good fit. Being legally permitted to kill dangerous criminals is great, plus the added benefit of having government funded resources is a nice perk too," He chuckled. 

    He's looking a lot better, he was pretty skinny and disheveled the last time I saw him, but now he's looking closer to the shape he was in when he was a member of Unity. 

    "Not gonna lie, I'm kinda on the fence about this whole thing myself, I'm not even sure if I'll stay for long. But I figured I might as well give it a try," I replied with a wistful smile. 

    "Yeah, I get that, I would've walked if Amity turned out to be too restrictive, but we've accomplished a lot in a fairly short time, certainly more than I could've accomplished on my own," He remarked with a nod. 

    "Ahem...you can chat later, stop wasting time," Chimed in Rende impatiently, tapping her foot against the floor with a frown. 

    "You're a real ray of sunshine, aren't you?" Responded Theo dryly, before shrugging and adding as he glanced at me, "Well, talk to you later, Ario. Looking forward to working with you again."

    "Uh, yeah...likewise," I nodded with a slight smile, before following after Rende as Theo walked away with a wave. 

    Rende led me through the mansion, before stopping in front of the doors of the room that used to be Yale's office. She then knocked on the door and stepped back, waiting for a response. 

    "Yes? Who is it?" Came Riley's voice from inside the room. 

    "It's me. Ariodred's here to see you," Rende called out. 

    "Ah, I see. Very well, then, let him in."

    "You heard her," Said Rende, opening the doors before giving me a slight push. 

    She shut the doors as I walked into the room, approaching the desk at the back of the room as Riley looked up. 

    "It's good to see you, Ariodred...we've been looking for you with no luck whatsoever, so I'm pretty surprised, I didn't think you'd come here yourself. Now, then, let's cut right to the chase, shall we? Can I assume that you're here because you want to join Amity?" She inquired, getting straight to the point. 

    "Yeah, I am...I should admit though, I wasn't particularly confident in making this decision. I haven't really felt any motivation towards anything lately, and my desire to fight is all but gone. So I won't exactly be all that motivated or driven...of course, I don't intend of freeloading here, so I'll pull my weight, but there's every possibility that I'll decide to quit and leave if-...," I began. 

    "That's fine. If it were anyone else, I wouldn't allow them to join, since that kind of attitude will only get them killed...but you literally can't die, so even without any drive or motivation, you're still one hell of an asset. And taking your current state of mind into account, I'll ease you into it, I won't send you out on too many missions, unless something urgent or especially dangerous comes up. To be blunt, I intend to make full use of your immortality. Are you okay with that?" She asked me with a smile. 

    "Yeah, works for me, I have no objections to that."
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    "Okay, here's the plan...we'll get that bastard's attention, and while he's distracted, you sneak around and get the drop on him, kill him before he realizes what's going on. That okay with you, Ario?" Inquired Theo, as we peered out from behind a wall.

    "Sure, I can do that," I nodded in response. 

    It's been about two months since I joined Amity, and I was currently out on a mission, only my fourth one since joining the organization.

    I'd been sent out with Theo and Kesix on this mission, a crazed lunatic had gone on a shooting spree in a neighborhood where a lot of Alters live, he'd been cornered by a squad of policemen and had taken a young Alter girl hostage to keep the cops at bay. 

    As Theo and Kesix stepped out into the open, I manifested my wings and spread them out, swiftly and silently taking off into the air, flying up into the dark night sky as I formed a layer of my Black Blood over my hair to make myself harder to spot. 

    "What's wrong with you people!? Would you really shoot one of your own to save this little Freak bitch!" Yelled the lunatic, as he pressed his gun against the side of the girl's head, while she trembled in fear, tears running down her face. 

    "Let the girl go, and we can resolve this peacefully. No one else needs to get hurt, so just-...," Began one of the cops. 

    "Shut the fuck up, don't spew that shit at me! I mean, look at this thing, it's got horns and a tail, it's a fucking monster that's disguised as a human, and not even particularly well! Hah, I suppose it's better than those Freaks that look just like us, at least this one has the courtesy to clearly show us that it's a monster!"

    "Hey, man, take it easy. No need to get so riled up, let's all just calm down and-...," Kesix started with a smile as he and Theo approached the gunman. 

    "Stay back! Hm? Ah, you're those Amity bastards, aren't you? The government has lost their fucking mind, giving you damned monsters the authority to kill us humans! I won't stand for it!" He snapped, firing a couple of shots at Kesix, who quickly formed a wall of ice to block the shots. 

    The man was quick to move the gun back towards the young girl's head as the cops began to move in, forcing them to stop in their tracks and back away. 

    "Think about this logically...if you pull that trigger, you'll lose your only leverage, and if it comes to that, rest assured that we'll absolutely destroy you," Theo warned him, taking a step forward. 

    "I said stay back, you goddamned Freak, I swear I'll-...!" The man began to yell, starting to raise his gun towards Theo, before I rapidly swooped down, forming a long, sharp needle of Black Blood in my right hand and driving it down towards the top of his head as he began to take aim at Theo, plunging the needle into his head and killing him instantly. 

    His arm went limp before he could pull the trigger, his shoulders slumping as he collapsed onto his knees and fell over, the little girl shakily stepping away from his body as a look of relief appeared on her face, her knees wobbling as she began to collapse, before Theo swiftly zipped in and gently caught her by the shoulders, keeping her upright. 

    "You alright there, kid? Gotta say, you did great not panicking in that situation, you sure are a brave one," He grinned cheerfully, giving her a pat on the head. 

    "N-no, um, I was really scared..."

    "Mhm, not panicking despite being scared is brave, so way to go!"

    Glad he's cheering her up, I doubt I could do that in my current state. We'll, anyway, another mission done, I'm glad it's over now, time to head back and-...hm?

    "Uh...what is it?" I muttered awkwardly as I felt a tug on my sleeve, looking down to see the little girl staring up at me. 

    "I just, um...I wanted to say, thank you, mister. Thank you for saving me," She replied quietly, before smiling gratefully. 

    "O-oh, uh...sure, you're welcome," I responded with a nod, averting my gaze slightly as I felt a sense of warmth in my chest. 

    "Yeah, nice work, man, I didn't even see you drop in, that was slick," Chimed in Kesix, giving me a pat on the back. 

    "What he said, I just blinked and you'd already taken him down, way to go," Added Theo with a thumbs up. 

    "Uh, yeah...thanks, guys," I muttered awkwardly, before turning my head down as a slight smile spread out across my lips. 

    Maybe...maybe this really was the right decision. I mean, even if I hadn't been here, there's every chance that this girl would've been saved anyway, my presence probably didn't make that big a difference. 

    But even so, I...I feel good. I hated and hunted after the Puppeteer for so long, but killing her just made me feel empty inside. I probably saved hundreds, even thousands, of people by killing her, but all I was left with was a hollow feeling in my chest. 

    And now, having just saved a single person and being thanked for it, it felt so much better than killing the Puppeteer ever did. Yeah...I think I made the right choice. 

    Even if I'm not all that motivated at present, if I keep accomplishing good things and saving more people, maybe eventually, the hollow space inside me will start to fill up again, bit by bit. 

    So much has happened since I reincarnated in this world, I've been through a lot of highs and lows in that time...well, mostly lows, but I have plenty of good memories that I cherish. I don't know what the future holds, it's more than likely that I'll experience more hardships sooner or later, but right now, for the first time in a long time, I'm feeling a sense of hope and optimism towards the future...
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