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    Synopsis

    
      Following planetary devastatation in the aftermath of WWIII, humanity is driven to the brink of extinction as the world is turned into a nuclear wasteland. In order to prevent humanity from being wiped out, a large enclosed dome called the Sanctuary was built during WWIII, saving a small fraction of the world's population.

      Overtime, the radiation results in the proliferation of powerful, vicious creatures known as Mutants. Humanity remained sheltered in the Sanctuary, with no way of defending themselves against these creatures, until...

      A few decades later, the worldwide radiation results in an evolution in all newly born humans, known as Paragons. Specifically, they are born with a special energy known as X-Factor Energy, or XFE for short, allowing them to potentially harness and manifest this energy into weapon-like forms, giving humanity a way to defend themselves against the rapidly multiplying Mutants.

      However, only about five percent of Paragons could successfully manifest their XFE, known as Prodigies. Non-Prodigies are sometimes derogatorily referred to as Duds.

      However, of the ninety-five percent of Paragons that fail to become Prodigies, there is a miniscule chance of them developing an ability different to those of the Prodigies. The rare few who achieve this are known as Anomalies.

      Kilzachs is a Paragon who, following a series of unfortunate incidents before getting disowned by his father for not turning out to be a Prodigy, finds himself hitting rock bottom through no fault of his own. Furious and outraged, he finds a glimmer of hope when he realizes that he is an Anomaly, and decides to keep it a secret.

      Armed with the ability to manipulate time and space, he sets out to prove all those who put him down wrong, by becoming an X-Warrior while maintaining that he's just a Dud with no abilities. Along the way, he does not hesitate to grab any opportunities for revenge...

      Genre - 
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      Sub-Genres - 
Psychological, Action, Superpowers, Dark Fantasy, Post-Apocalyptic, Harem

      Age-Rating - 
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    Chapter 1: Prologue

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    In the year 2020, following immense worldwide political instability due to a global pandemic, World War III was triggered, resulting in a five-year long conflict that ended in worldwide nuclear devastatation, putting humanity on the brink of extinction. By the end of 2025, several hundreds of millions had been killed in the explosions, and millions more died due to the resulting radiation in the aftermath.

    During 2022, in the mid-stages of WWIII, a special division under the name 'Salvation' was formed in the UN, tasked with the creation of a massive airtight and radiation-resistant dome structure, located in Russia. This dome was a massive 200,000 square kilometers in size, and would later be dubbed the 'Sanctuary'. A water supply was acquired by tapping into several underwater springs, and thousands of plants were taken into it so that there would be an oxygen supply as well.

    And when the warring nations began launching the nukes in 2024, as many people as possible were taken into the Sanctuary, though some countries didn't allow their citizens to be taken, while some people refused due to being in denial and stubbornly believing that the whole thing was a hoax. By 2025, the war was over as there was no one left to keep it going, and not a single human was alive outside of the Sanctuary, which housed around sixty million people and a few million animals. The war ended with no winners, the simple result was that all of humanity had lost.

    The layout of the Sanctuary was split into four equal quadrants, North, East, West and South, and the citizens evenly divided among the four sections.

    By 2045, the citizens had more or less settled into the Sanctuary, technological advancements resumed and the four quadrants had each been structured and layed-out differently. Technological advancements, discoveries and inventions were openly shared between all four quadrants in order to prevent any disruption of political balance between the four.

    The North Quadrant was split into different districts, namely the Residential District, Education District, Entertainment District, Research and Hospital District, Recreation District, Agricultural District and Shopping District. The districts were separated using walls with no openings or gates, so traveling from one district to another required the use of facilities called Teleportation Points, while traveling within a district would require the use of public transport buses.

    A citizen of the North Quadrant could own a personal vehicle if they wanted, but it wasn't very cost-efficient since each district was physically separate from each other with no road or bridge connecting them, so if someone wanted to drive their vehicle to another district, they would have to teleport the vehicle using a Teleportation Point, and the fee for that was pretty steep, resulting in hardly anyone in the North Quadrant owning their own vehicles.

    The South Quadrant was structured like a normal city from before WWIII, with various different types of buildings mixed together, so owning a vehicle there was a lot more practical, though not necessary since Teleportation Points and public transport did exist, just like in the North Quadrant.

    The East was similar to the North in that it was split into districts, but you could travel between them using your own vehicles or public transport, the walls seperating the districts had gates with toll booths, which connected them to each other. Teleportation Points were available but weren't necessarily the only option.

    And finally, the West was split into three different sections, based on wealth level, and each section was structured similarly to the South, with the quality of the buildings and facilities varying based on the section.

    Each of the four quadrants were run by their own government, and the four governments closely worked together to ensure that a good relationship was maintained between all four populations and minimize the threat of conflict, though they made a point not to interfere in each other's domestic affairs so long as it didn't negatively affect the other quadrants.

    In 2050, the scientists and researchers in the Sanctuary were able to gain access to some of the satellites that were still left in orbit, allowing them to observe some of the rest of the planet outside the Sanctuary. And it didn't take them long to discover that the immense radiation all over the globe had given rise to powerful and dangerous new creatures.

    These creatures were likely evolved and mutated versions of animals that had managed to survive the aftermath of WWIII, and while most were about as dangerous as a wolf or wild dog, some were absolute monsters that made humans looks like insignificant bugs in comparison. There did not seem to be any danger of these creatures attacking the Sanctuary, but leaving them alone did not seem safe, since they were multiplying rapidly at an alarming rate, and the researchers estimated that it would only take a handful of decades for these creatures to overrun the planet.

    These creatures were named Mutants, and their existence was a definite threat to the weak flame of humanity's survival. The creation and research of nuclear weapons and weapons of war had been outlawed, which meant that there was no means of defending ourselves against the Mutants, let alone eradicate them...

    Then, in 2065, the newly born children started showing signs of evolution, and researchers began studying them to find out exactly what it was.

    By 2075, they had mostly understood the specifics of the evolution. The new generation of humans, referred to as Paragons, were born with a special type of energy inside them, and this energy was labeled X-Factor Energy, or XFE for short. However, the Paragons couldn't naturally harness the energy on their own, though it did give them a much higher resistance to radiation than regular humans had. And so, a certain procedure was developed.

    This procedure was called the Awakening Procedure. A Paragon would be locked inside a pod, a special chip would be implanted in their brain, and weak radiation at a specific frequency would be sent into their body, and this would stimulate the XFE inside them and form a network inside their body, called XFE Circuits, allowing them to freely manipulate and control their XFE.

    The majority of Paragons have a moderate amount of XFE, and could manifest it with the help of specially-crafted weapons known as X-Weapons, such as guns that could fire the XFE in the form of energy bullets, sword handles that could extend out XFE in the shape of a blade, armguards that could form XFE in the shape of a shield, and so on.

    Then, five percent of Paragons had more than a certain amount of XFE, simply known as the Threshold, and they could manifest their XFE without the use of any weapons, in a specific format, Primary Manifestation and Secondary Manifestation. The former was generally in the form of a weapon, while the latter was typically a support skill. The power and complexity of these manifestations depended on the amount of XFE inside the user, the more they had in them above the Threshold, the more destructive and versatile their manifestations would be. This five percent of the Paragons were known as Prodigies, and following the Awakening Procedure, their physical abilities would increase to about two hundred percent.

    And 0.05 percent of Paragons would develop different abilities after going through the Awakening Procedure, the amount of XFE they have would be below the Threshold, and like ordinary Paragons, they wouldn't be able to manifest their XFE without an X-Weapon, but they'd develop a special power that'd be extremely powerful. This rare percentage of the new generation were known as Anomalies, and following the Awakening Procedure, their physical abilities would increase to about a hundred and fifty percent.

    After the Awakening Procedure, the researcher overseeing the procedure would be able to tell if the Paragon was a Prodigy or not using by using a special scanner, but there was no way to tell if they were an Anomaly, only they themselves would know, thanks to the brain chip. The chip would let the Paragon immediately and instinctively know whether or not their XFE exceeded the Threshold, and if so, what their abilities were and how to use them.

    The scanner would only indicate whether the Paragon's XFE capacity was above or below the threshold, which meant that there was no way to differentiate between ordinary Paragons and Anomalies. In other words, an Anomaly could hide the fact that they were an Anomaly if they wanted to.

    A Paragon can undergo the Awakening Procedure when they're fifteen years old, though they can opt not to if they aren't interested in awakening their powers. And so, with these effectively super-powered humans on the rise, the residents of the Sanctuary finally had a way to combat the Mutant infestation that was now rapidly growing throughout the planet.

    In 2085, a neutral and independent area that wasn't under the control of any of the four quadrants was build at the center of the Sanctuary, called the X-Warrior Zone, in order to train and develop Paragons into hunters capable of killing Mutants called X-Warriors. It had several buildings, the biggest being the X-Warrior Academy, where Paragons could apply when they turn twenty, and after a two year course, they would be granted the title of X-Warrior if they managed to graduate. Then there was the X-Warrior Guild, where X-Warriors could take on Missions to kill Mutants. There were also a bunch of training facilities in the X-Warrior Zone.

    The vast majority of X-Warriors were Prodigies. Paragons with XFE levels below the Threshold were sometimes referred to as Duds derogatorily, and were rarely even able to pass the Academy entrance exam, let alone become X-Warriors. As for Anomalies, there were hardly any in existence at all.

    My name is Kilzachs Floence, I'm a Paragon who was born on the 6th of September in the year 2095, to a family in the North Quadrant of the Sanctuary. My father was an important government official in the North Quadrant, his side of the family had been heavily involved in the governing of this Quadrant ever since it was set up. My mother was a doctor. I also had an older sister, who was about five years older than me.

    My father was a minister who oversaw any and all operations concerning X-Warriors and Paragons in the North Quadrant, and as a result, had developed an obsession with finding powerful Prodigies in the North Quadrant. There were unconfirmed theories that a Paragon is more likely to become a Prodigy upon going through the Awakening Procedure if they are in good physical condition leading up to it, so my father had my sister and I continuously train extensively, and excessively, in martial arts ever since we were old enough to do so.

    In 2105, when my sister turned fifteen and went through the Awakening Procedure, the result was that she turned out to be a Prodigy with incredible potential and extremely powerful abilities. This overjoyed my father, and subsequently put a lot of pressure on me to become a Prodigy as well, even though it was something that was out of my control.

    I didn't have a great relationship with my father, I preferred reading, watching videos and gaming over physical training, and he didn't like that one bit. I was a pretty introverted person, and didn't have any real friends in school either, I tended to keep to myself most of the time.

    I was around ten years old at the time, five years away from being able to go through the Awakening Procedure myself. It was something I was both dreading and looking forward to. I certainly liked the idea of becoming an X-Warrior, since it was very high paying and allowed you to work whenever you felt like it, and I certainly didn't like the idea of working a boring nine-to-five desk job. However, unless I turned out to be a Prodigy, it would be pretty tough to become an X-Warrior. If I didn't turn out to be a Prodigy, I might still give it a shot, but realistically I wouldn't stand much of a chance of making it.

    Anyway, I'll save the rest of the details for later, and I'll start my story at the age of ten...

    _____________________________________________

    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/sRbx9VbTV P

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 1 - Introduction

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was currently the year 2105, towards the end of October. My older sister had turned fifteen on the 5th of October, and today, my father had taken her to a facility known as the Awakening Lab in order for her to undergo the Awakening Procedure.

    Today was a Saturday, and I was in my room, playing an online MMORPG on my laptop. I had stayed up all night playing it, and before I knew it, it was suddenly afternoon time the next day...which is today.

    I had only realized it when I took a small break an hour ago, checked my messages and noticed a text from my sister saying that she had left for the Awakening Lab a little while ago. I then drew open the curtains, only to nearly be blinded by the sunlight. Let me clarify that that's artificially generated sunlight, since no natural sunlight can make it through the enclosed dome of the Sanctuary.

    I decided to take on a few more quests in the game, before forcing myself to log out and go to sleep. I was filled with an ungodly amount of caffeine and sugar, my body was at its limit and so was my mind. As much as I disliked the excessive training my father made me go through four times a week, it did help with my late-night gaming stamina, I suppose.

    I went to the bathroom to wash my face, and nearly startled myself as I got a look at my face. My eyes were heavily bloodshot and there were heavy bags underneath them, my hair was a mess with my headphones having left a flat curve in the middle of my head, and my skin was all clammy. I splashed some cold water on my face and walked back to my room, flopping onto my bed with a tired yawn. Time to sleep...

    In the meantime, let me re-introduce myself.

    I'm Kilzachs Floence, son of Minister Kilrafhe Floence and Dr Zachsella Floence, and younger brother of Kilella Floence. I was born on the 6th of September in 2095, and I had turned ten years old over a month ago. I had a sort of combative relationship with my father, we didn't really get along. As for my mother, she worked late hours and barely ever spoke to me, we lived in the same house but she was kinda like a stranger in a lot of ways. I was pretty close to my sister though, she was the one who mostly looked after me when I was too young to take care of myself.

    I liked to spend as much of my free time as possible with various forms of digital entertainment, though most of it went to the training sessions my father had me go through way too regularly.

    I had medium-length black hair with a couple of blonde streaks, one across the middle, and a lock of hair over my right ear which I grew down to my shoulder. I wore red rectangle-framed glasses over grayish-black eyes, I had a slightly dark complexion and agile build.

    I lived in the North Quadrant of the Sanctuary, in what was known as the Residential District, a section of the quadrant with houses, apartments and other living quarters. I studied in the Education District, which had a bunch of schools, colleges and universities. There were three schools, Regal Campus, Austere Institute of Education, and Prosaic Phrontistery. All three covered education from kindergarten level to high school level, the difference between the three was that Regal had a high quality of teaching, facilities and cost, Austere was moderate in those aspects, while Prosaic was cheaper to attend but the facilities and teaching weren't great.

    I was currently enrolled in the Regal Campus elementary school, not surprising since my father was literally one of the most influential and wealthy people in not just this quadrant, but the entire Sanctuary as a whole. I'd be in middle school starting next year. My school had nice facilities and skilled teachers and whatnot, but because of the expensive fees, the majority of the students were spoilt rich kids. I can't deny that I'm a rich kid myself, but I wouldn't say that I'm spoilt. Anyway, what I'm trying to say is this...I have no friends, I don't get along with any of my classmates.

    My training took place in the Recreation District, which had parks, libraries, pools, gyms, various training facilities, and other such places. I had been to the Research and Hospital District a few times, but I hadn't been to the Entertainment, Agriculture and Shopping Districts yet. The Entertainment District had casinos, hotels, fancy restaurants, amusement parks, a red light district, bowling alleys, etc, the Agriculture District had farms for livestock, grains, and various other types of farms, and the Shopping District had various shops and stores, along with a few cheap restaurants as well.

    Technology had evolved a fair bit, teleportation was in widespread use across the Sanctuary, more energy-efficient electronics and vehicles were also in common use. When it came to digital devices, there were lightweight laptops and tablets, though cellphones were sort of obsolete. Instead, each citizen was given a special type of watch known as the Identification Watch, or I-Watch for short.

    An I-Watch worked as identification, payment and could also be used like a smartphone from before WWIII. You weren't allowed to leave a district without your I-Watch, so losing it would be more than a little inconvenient, it held your personal details, sort of like ID Cards or passports from before WWIII. If you lost your I-Watch, the process to get a new one was long and complicated, not to mention expensive, so keeping it safe was pretty important.

    The I-Watch also held your bank account details, there was no physical currency anymore, instead there was a point system with each unit called a CredPoint. You could earn CredPoints by working, or someone could transfer them to you, which was currently the case for me, as in my monthly allowance from my parents. To pay for something, you simply let the cashier or store clerk scan your I-Watch, and if you have enough CredPoints to make the purchase, it'll deduct the amount from your balance and complete the transaction, and if you don't have enough CredPoints, it'll decline and reject the transaction.

    I preferred to save as much money as possible though, I didn't really have anything specific to spend it on besides new games. I enjoyed and preferred the TV shows, movies and anime from before WWIII to the stuff that was being made these days, and all those retro videos were legally available for access via online archives for free, so that was super convenient.

    As for how to use the I-Watch like a phone...

    The I-Watch is a sleek black wristwatch with a square screen that showed the time, tapping on the screen would project up a holographic screen, holo-screen for short, and you could interact with it, it could be used for social media, playing games, messaging people, checking your CredPoint balance, watching videos and so on.

    Well, that's pretty much all you need to know for now, so I'll be getting back to my sleep-...

    I was abruptly woken up as my room door suddenly swung open, and my older sister burst in...loudly.

    "Wake up, Zax! Come on, wake up!" She exclaimed, shaking me violently.

    Give me a break...

    "I'm up...please stop doing that, Ella," I sighed groggily, letting out a yawn as I sat up with a grumble.

    I glanced at my I-Watch...damn, I hadn't even gotten an hour's worth of rest, no wonder I felt so lethargic. Why was she so excited, anyway? Oh, that's right, she went to the Awakening Lab today...huh, guess it went well.

    "Come on, let's go up to the rooftop, you gotta see my new powers!"

    Well, that confirms it...

    "Oh, you're a Prodigy, then? Cool, congrats...but can the 'big reveal' or whatever wait for later, I'm really tired-."

    "Come on, you could at least pretend to be enthusiastic! And you can go to sleep after!"

    ...might as well get this over with, I don't have the stamina to argue.

    I reluctantly let her drag me up to the rooftop, before she took her place in the middle of the space while I leaned against the wall and watched drowsily, stifling a yawn.

    My sister, Kilella Floence, was taller than I was, with the same complexion and eye color, we also had similar eyesight but she wore contacts instead of glasses. She had black hair tied up in a ponytail with the front falling over her forehead and eyebrows. She had two blonde spots on either side of the top of her head, and a blonde lock of hair over her ear like I did, but on the left instead of the right like mine was.

    She took a deep breath and opened her eyes...

    "<Primary Manifestation: Dragoness Armor>!"

    She finally captured my attention, as her XFE began manifesting all around her, red in hue. Manifested XFE looked like glowing, colored glass, but there usually wasn't this much of it in a single manifestation. XFE could Manifest in seven different hues/attributes; white/Light, black/Dark, red/Fire, blue/Water, yellow/Lightning, purple/Wind and green/Earth.

    To all regular Paragons and most Prodigies, the attribute didn't really make any difference, but to those with especially high amounts of XFE, the attribute could manifest as an additional factor.

    Light Attribute could heal humans and was the most physically piercive against Mutants. Dark Attribute was like a fast-acting poison to Mutants and was also pretty harmful to humans in high doses, though not as deadly as it was to Mutants. These two attributes were very rarely found in regular Paragons and they were relatively uncommon in Prodigies too.

    Then there were the users of the Elemental Attributes Fire, Lightning, Wind and Water. They could possibly manifest those elements to varying extents depending on how much their XFE capacity exceeded the Threshold, while Earth Attribute would let the user manipulate the earth below or around them, again depending on by how much their XFE capacity exceeded the Threshold.

    Like I already mentioned, Prodigies with Light and Dark Attributes were rare, and of the others, those who could significantly manifest their Elemental Attribute were just as rare. And even then, it would mostly be like a small fireball or a slight electric charge or being able to levitate a small rock, though it very, very rare cases, it'd be more significant.

    It goes without saying that regular Paragons wouldn't be able to manifest their Elemental Attributes at all, since they can't even manifest their XFE without the help of an X-Weapon in the first place. As for the Light and Dark Attributes, regular Paragons with Light Attribute wouldn't be able to heal anyone, but could still manifest their XFE using X-Weapons. But regular Paragons with Dark Attribute were a bit different, even a single strike with their manifested XFE using X-Weapons would cause poisonous-like effects on Mutants. But again, regular Paragons almost never had either of these two attributes.

    Since my sister's XFE was red, her attribute was Fire. Anyway, back to the matter at hand...

    Her XFE wrapped around her limbs and torso like armor, before it took the shape of wide, sleek wings and a whip-like tail in the back, and around her eyes in the shape of a masquerade-like mask.

    Woah...

    For Prodigies, there were a couple of factors that affected what their Primary and Secondary Manifestations would be. First, was the amount of XFE they had in them. Those with higher capacities would manifest complex, powerful and versatile Manifestations, while those who just barely barely exceeded the Threshold would manifest simpler, though often still relatively powerful, Manifestations.

    The second factor was their own preference and taste, this one was a lot more vague and hard to predict. Let me give you an example, if a person was really into, say, spears and became a Prodigy following the Awakening Procedure, their Primary Manifestation had a high chance of being a spear of some form.

    Paragons who planned on undergoing the Awakening Procedure were advised to use their imaginations and really visualize what they wanted their Manifestations to look like. However, even if they did turn out to be Prodigies following the procedure, if they visualized a wildly complex and destructive Manifestation but they don't have a high enough amount of XFE, it wouldn't manifest the way they want.

    More often than not, a Prodigy's Primary Manifestation would be a single weapon like a sword or axe or whatever...so seeing my sister manifesting full body armor, wings and a tail was pretty attention-grabbing and impressive.

    "Wow, father must've been absolutely ecstatic over this," I remarked with a stifled yawn.

    "Yeah, though...it was kinda unsettling how over-the-moon he was...so, anyway, what do you think?"

    "Uh, let's see...it looks good for defense and evasion, as for offense...uh...I guess you could slap people with that tail-."

    "Jeez, I didn't mean a technical analysis, I meant like your opinion!"

    "But...that was my opinion...? Ohh, that's what you meant...uh, it looks cool, I guess," I shrugged indifferently.

    Fact was, I thought it looked super cool and badass, but I was still salty over being woken up, so I won't give her the satisfaction.

    "Hey, what's with that emotionless reaction? Oh, and you're wrong, this ability isn't lacking in offense in the slightest," She grinned, as balls of red XFE appeared in her hands, and she fired them straight up.

    They shot up rapidly, fading out before they crashed onto the high ceiling of the Sanctuary dome.

    ...okay, so, she can fly, has a powerful defense, and can fire off projectile bursts?

    "Well, can't lie, your abilities are-," I began.

    "Absolutely brilliant, I could not be more proud, Kilella!" Came a triumphant voice next to me, startling me.

    I was going to say overpowered, but same difference...

    "Father? How long how you been there?" I asked in surprise.

    My father, Kilrafhe Floence, was the Minister of Internal Paragon Affairs, or something along those lines, in the North Quadrant. He was in his early-forties, tall and burly, with slightly graying black hair that was neatly combed back and a thick graying mustache. He glanced at me, a look of disdainful disapproval as he noticed my drowsiness.

    "Hmm, I see that you spent the night with those pointless hobbies of yours...well, even your disappointing attitude cannot ruin my mood today, this is a dream come true! I expect similar results from you in five years, Kilzachs," He replied.

    Huh? I really wish he was kidding, but I knew better than that, he just wasn't the kidding type...

    "That'd be nice and all, but...what if I don't even turn out to be a Prodigy?" I inquired, bringing up a very valid point.

    "Hm? Nonsense, that won't happen! Siblings often have similar XFE levels, not to mention all the training I've paid for you to undergo...there is no doubt that you will be a Prodigy, you have to be. And now, there is no doubt that you too will achieve abilities just as powerful!"

    ...jeez, no pressure or anything.

    "Hey, Zax, check this out...<Secondary Manifestation: Flame Armor>!"

    Flames wrapped around her, her red energy armor evolving into an orangish-yellow flaming one, the air around her shimmering. No way...

    "I have never seen anyone who could manifest their Elemental Attribute so drastically...incredible, isn't it?" Remarked my father.

    "Uh, yeah...actually, this is kinda excessively overpowered," I mumbled quietly, as she flew around the sky unsteadily.

    This was cool and all, but...can I go back to bed already?

    ...

    Not long after that, it was confirmed that my older sister's abilities and potential were greater than anyone other Prodigy in the North Quadrant, and she could potentially become one of the strongest X-Warriors in the entire Sanctuary.

    And my father made it clear that he expected me to have similar results when I undergo my own Awakening Procedure when I turn fifteen...great, that's what I have to live up to? Give me a break. I could only dread and wonder how my father would react if my results didn't live up to his expectations...
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    Chapter 2 - Framed

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was now November in the year 2107, about two years later. I was twelve now, today was a Tuesday and I was at school right now. My school life was pretty unenviable in general, but...today was the day that it went from unenviable to straight-up pure hell.

    Anyway, I was currently in my classroom during lunch break, and I was sitting in my usual seat at the back corner by the window. I was having my lunch and petting the class dog, Scruffy. I really liked animals, the homeroom teacher for this class kept her pet dog at school, and he usually stayed in the class.

    He was a lively and playful dog, and kinda ugly, he was old and had thinning fur, so most of the others in the class ignored him or found him gross, but I didn't care about how he looked. Pretty much all my classmates were snobby, arrogant assholes who thought the world of themselves, they were all the children of rich and influential families just like I was, and they sure as hell acted like it.

    I didn't have any friends in this class, everyone else was so outgoing and extroverted, not to mention annoyingly self-important, so I didn't really fit in with anyone. My classmates generally ignored me, while some treated me like a weirdo since I kept to myself...well, I suppose I'm not exactly normal for my age, so fair enough. And besides, they were easy enough to ignore, so whatever.

    "What is with you, you only ever interact with that mangy mutt...isn't your sister that super impressive Prodigy?"

    Huh, someone was talking to me? He must be really bored. I looked up to see who it was. Oh, it's this guy.

    Tairo Najimi, he was basically like the leader of the class, the most popular guy in class. He was kinda arrogant though, I didn't really like him. He had medium length black hair that he combed to the side, black eyes and a pale complexion.

    "...and? I don't see any point to you coming over here just to say that," I replied with a shrug.

    "Tch, you're a rude one, aren't you?"

    Huh? No, that's just how I talk. Putting on a faux friendly persona sounded way too exhausting. Oh, yeah, my sister did say that I have 'resting bitch face', as in my natural expression looks rude, but what am I supposed to do about that...it's just my face.

    "That wasn't my intention, but feel free to interpret it that way."

    "Hey, don't patronize me, you gloomy loner!"

    Wasn't that kinda uncalled for? I'm just minding my own business here, and he's the one that came up to me out of nowhere. Pfft, and he calls me the rude one.

    "If you have a problem with talking to me, then just...don't. Simple as that," I retorted with a sigh.

    That comment didn't go down too well with some of the others in the class, especially the girls...like I said, Tairo was the most popular guy in class.

    "What a loser, talking so high-and-mighty to Tairo like he's better than him," Remarked one of the girls.

    "I know right, and after he went out of his way to talk to that weirdo," Agreed another.

    Hey, it's not like I asked him to go 'out of his way'...what did I do to deserve this, anyway?

    ...

    About an hour later, it was time for PE. I was the last one to leave the class, mainly because I saw no reason to hurry. I changed into my PE uniform and began heading out, after petting Scruffy for a bit.

    "See ya later, buddy," I said with a small smile, rubbing his tummy.

    He licked my hand and barked, before letting out a yawn and scratching his ear. Animals are so cute, even the ugly ones. The only reason I didn't have my own pet was because the idea of them dying was too heart-breaking for me to handle.

    I reached the school gym right on time, much to my relief. It was pretty boring, we had to do a bunch of exercises, run a couple of laps, pass volleyballs back and forth, and...that was about it, I guess. It wasn't hard or anything, in fact it was a cinch compared to the intense training I went through on the regular, but it was still enough to make me sweat, which was annoying.

    About an hour later, the PE session ended. When we returned to class, there was a faint foul odor...where was it coming from?

    Suddenly, a few of the girls exclaimed angrily, the source of the odor located. The girls had left some paintings they'd made in art class to dry in the back of the class, and...the dog had peed all over them.

    "You filthy little mutt- ahh!" One of the girls snapped, reaching down for him, when he got spooked and bit her hand, inciting a pained yelp from her.

    Before I could stop myself, I let out a stifled snort of laughter, doing my best to pass it off as a cough, but not very well, a few of them glared at me furiously. Oops...oh, well, it's not like I care what they think of me.

    Later, the homeroom teacher profusely apologized to the girls, but they were seriously pissed off, apparently they had used some really expensive fancy paint brand endorsed by a celebrity or something. And they were glaring at Scruffy pretty intensely. Yikes, if looks could kill.

    Oh, yeah, there were plenty of celebrities in the Sanctuary, singers, dancers, actors and so on, just like before WWIII. Well, except for sportsmen, professional sports weren't a thing anymore, though a few popular sports like football, basketball, cricket, tennis and some others were still played casually.

    Anyway, the school day continued...

    ...

    The rest of the day was pretty uneventful, and time was going at an absolute snail's pace. This is so boring...

    As a result, I fell asleep at my desk sometime during the last period, and woke up about an hour after school ended. Huh, looks like everyone's gone already...no, wait, a few of the desks still had bags on them. Scruffy was asleep by my feet. I slowly got up without disturbing him after gently scratching his head, and headed for the restroom with a yawn. Looks like most of the students and staff had already left. I spotted some of the girls in my class hanging around outside the classroom, watching me as I headed out...huh, that was kinda weird.

    I entered the restroom, finished up my business, and headed back to the class after washing my hands and splashing some cold water on face. That took about twenty minutes, I should get back home now, I have one of those stupid training sessions in the Recreation District in the evening.

    As I neared the classroom, I could hear a thudding noise coming from inside it, and...a faint muffled whimper. What the...?

    My chest began pounding as I got a really bad feeling, and tried to open the door but it was locked. Before I could think it through, I kicked the door open and rushed in, my eyes widening in horror as I saw what was going on.

    The girls whose paintings were ruined were standing by my desk, four of them, one of them was holding my chair...and swinging it down at Scruffy. They had gagged him with a rag so that he couldn't cry out loudly, and he was severely bleeding, his bones were broken, and he was just barely alive. The girl then lifted the chair high over her head and swung it down.

    "No, stop-!" I cried in desperation, dashing towards them, but I was too late, the chair slammed down onto the dog's neck with a sickening crunch, the light in its eyes fading as a pool of blood poured out of its mouth.

    No...how could they...? There wasn't a shred of remorse or regret on their faces...

    "Crap, he saw us! Oh, well, it doesn't matter. Hey, weirdo, we're totally gonna pin this on you, it's not like anyone will believe you- argh!" One of them began with a sneer, when I interrupted her with a punch square on the middle her face, I swung as hard I could, breaking her nose and sending her crashing onto the wall.

    I wasn't thinking, I was completely seeing red right now, blinded by rage and fury. One of the girls tried to run away, I tripped her before she couldn't get away and stomped on the back of her head as she fell of her front, knocking her out. I slammed my fist across another one's face, dislocating her jaw and knocking out a couple of her teeth, leaving her dazed. I then walked over to the one who had been swinging the chair, she was trapped between my desk and the back corner of the room. I pinned her against the wall before she could escape.

    "N-no, wait-!"

    I didn't let her finish, rapidly slamming my fists onto her face over and over viciously. I stopped when she was on the verge of passing out, blood pouring down her nose and mouth, and turned my attention back to the other girls. One had managed to escape. That changes nothing.

    I began brutally kicking and punching the other two to the ground violently and relentlessly, my vision growing more blindingly red with every brutal strike...I don't really remember much of what happened after that, but by the time I was done my fists were slick with blood, with plenty splattered on my clothes and face. Speaking of faces, the three girls were barely recognizable by the time I was done with them.

    Apparently, the girl who got away brought a teacher, and he forcibly stopped my violently brutal assault. The next day, I was brought to the principal along with my father, and I told them what happened and why I did what I did. Of course, my side of the story completely contradicted the girls' side of the story. Since there was no proof, they didn't pursue the issue of Scruffy's death any further, but I was still in deep trouble for what I did to those girls.

    Ordinarily, I'd probably have been expelled, but thanks to my father's influence, I was let off with a two week suspension, and the incident was covered up so that no one outside of my class would find out, since it might hurt my father's reputation.

    Of course, it wasn't as simple as all that for me. My father was furious, and beat the shit out of me when we got back home. He told me if I ever did something like this again, I'd be disowned...and I was pretty sure he was serious about that. It was in a lot of physical discomfort for a few days after that, my face was sore and swollen and I was bruised all over.

    My sister was the only one who believed my side of the story, so that was something at least. After my suspension was over and I returned to school, things were pretty unpleasant. Three of those girls had transferred out to schools in the other quadrants, leaving the North Quadrant. Only one was still here, the one that managed to get away and call a teacher. And, of course, she had told the others in the class that I was solely to blame for it.

    When I walked into the classroom for the first time following the suspension...

    "Seriously, you're really waltzing back in here like everything's normal?"

    "What a freak, I heard that his assault left those poor girls with disfigured faces."

    "Ugh, we seriously have to be in the same class as this monster?"

    ...yeah, I was bombarded with several disgusted remarks along those lines. With no other option, I ignored the comments and headed over to my desk, narrowly avoiding a couple of attempts to trip me as I walked past some of my classmates...as much as I hated to admit it, the hours and hours of martial arts training I go through definitely pays off sometimes. As I sat down and began to plug in my earphones...

    "Don't you have anything to say for yourself!? Quit acting like you're above all this, after what you did, you should be in prison or something!"

    "Yeah, totally! They should, like, bring back the death penalty just for you!"

    Ugh, wonder how long it'll take before this blows over...

    "Hey...you aren't even going to defend yourself? That's basically like admitting your guilt, you piece of trash, and-!"

    I was starting to get really annoyed. Well, I don't want anyone assuming my silence was an admission of guilt, so just once, I'll speak up for myself...

    "There wouldn't be any point in defending myself, it's not like any of you would believe me anyway. But fine, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to give you my side of the story. Did I kill the dog? No, I didn't. Did I beat the living shit out of those four bitches who did kill the dog? Yeah, I did, though one of them didn't get nearly as much as she deserved, the lucky cunt. And that's the whole story, simple as that. I don't give a damn about whether or not any of you believe me."

    A few uncertain whispers and murmurs began echoing through the classroom. Huh, might some of them actually believe me...?

    "Wh-what total bullshit! You're just trying to make yourself look like a tragic hero or something. You said, uh...y-yeah, th-that's right, when we saw you killing that poor dog, you said that you were going to pin the blame on us because we had a motive thanks to the dog ruining our paintings. But you made a mistake...normal people don't freaking murder an innocent animal over something so trivial!" Cried the fourth girl, her expression enraged and her body shaking with anger...wow, that was some impressive acting, I'm not even being sarcastic...well, it looks like I'm screwed.

    And sure enough, her acting was more than convincing enough to eradicate any lingering doubts. I defended myself a bit more before giving up when it became clear that they had all already made up their minds.

    "Admit it, you killed the dog! That's the least you can do after trying to pin the blame on someone else!"

    "You're worse than scum, murdering a dog and assaulting girls for your own sick pleasure!"

    Uh...maybe phrase that differently, that makes it sound like I did something worse than simply beating them up. After several more minutes of their incessant griping, I finally snapped and said...

    "Fine, I admit it," I replied with a blank look, "I admit...that I didn't kill the dog, but I did beat up the bitches that did. And I admit...that I fucking enjoyed it."

    Well, that sealed it. With that comment, my school life was turned into a living hell with no going back. From that point on, I would often find my desk and chair vandalized, my stuff would often go missing or turn up damaged beyond repair, I had to constantly check my back for any of those 'kick me'-type notes, people would attempt to trip me almost every time I stood up, even our homeroom teacher treated me with contempt, meaning that she believed that I was the one who killed her dog.

    Did it bother me? Yeah, of course it did. But eventually, I didn't have a choice but to get used to it. I mean...what else could I do?
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    Chapter 3 - The Transfer Student

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was now the start of the year 2110, the 1st of January. I was currently fourteen, and would be fifteen later this year, after which I'd be able to undergo the Awakening Procedure.

    Although, that was far from the main focus on my mind these days. At home, my father made me go through martial arts training almost every single day after school and on the weekends, while school was...well, you can probably imagine how it's going. Not well, that's for sure.

    I barely had any respite whatsoever, I was bullied at school, my free time was almost nonexistent thanks to the unreal amounts of training my father had signed me up for and I effectively had no time for my hobbies at all. To say that I was stressed out these days would be an understatement of some magnitude.

    Today was the start of a new school semester, specifically the start of my first year of high school. Do I have a new year's resolution? No, I never bothered with that stuff, that crap doesn't actually make a difference, not to me anyway.

    I had arrived early to nab the back corner seat by the window before anyone else could, as I did every single semester, any other spot would make it too difficult to get through the year. The rest of my classmates soon arrived, occupying the remaining seats. Looks like there were two unoccupied spots...the seat in front of me and the one next to me. Works for me.

    I put in my earphones as the others began chatting amongst themselves, tapping on my I-Watch to bring up the holo-screen. I opened my music app and shuffled my playlist before resting my head on my folded arms on the desk with a stifled yawn.

    Waking up early had it's consequences, and I was definitely not a morning person...I suppose that emphasizes just how important it was to me that I get this particular seat in the classroom. My feet were on the ground, and...I could feel someone walking towards my desk. The faint thud of their footsteps, growing closer and closer...

    I got a really bad feeling and quickly got up, planting my feet and extending my legs to slide back on my chair. Woah, it's a good thing I did that when I did.

    A cup of coffee was on my desk, having been dropped there by the person who had been walking over, Tairo Najimi. The hot liquid was all over my desk, and some had splashed down onto my legs, seeping through my trousers onto my skin. I took off my earphones and glared at him.

    "Oops, my bad...my hand slipped," Smirked Tairo, before holding out his hand, "That's ten CredPoints for the drink, by the way."

    I see, he must've 'accidentally tripped' or something while coincidentally walking by my desk, and spilt his hot drink. If I hadn't slid back in time, the back of my head and neck would be burnt right now...I can ignore condescending remarks with no problem at all, I had long since gotten used to them, but this had me more than a little pissed off. Hm, the cup was lying on its side on my desk, and not all the coffee had spilt out of it...

    "Huh, that's some expensive coffee...but I don't think that's necessary, look...," I gestured to the cup, before swiftly grabbing it and swinging it up at his face, "There's still some left in the cup."

    He began to step back in alarm, but some of the coffee splashed onto his eyes, causing him to stumble back and fall down. Since so much of it had already spilt out, the bit that I splashed at him was barely lukewarm, so he was just fine.

    "You...you bastard-!"

    "Oops, my bad...my hand slipped," I remarked with a deadpan expression, before putting my earphones back in.

    Before he could do or say anything else, the homeroom teacher for this class showed up, instructing everyone to take their seats. He then introduced a new student, a girl named Bytra Lichood who had transferred here from a school in the West Quadrant. She had brown hair that grew past her eyebrows in front and down to her shoulders in the back, green eyes and a fair complexion. She looked fidgety and shy...well, not a strange reaction for someone in an unfamiliar environment.

    She was assigned the seat in front of me...great, can't wait to see how the others in this class warn her about what a horrible person I am. After an uneventful first half of the day came to an end, it was lunch break.

    "Hi, um...nice to m-meet you, what's y-your name?" Bytra asked with a friendly and slightly nervous smile, turning back to face me.

    Huh, she seemed like she was forcing herself to step out of her comfort zone, I don't think she's used to starting conversations, especially with strangers. Either way, I definitely wasn't used to this, someone talking to me normally at school, it was kinda weird...

    "Oh, uh...It's Kilzachs."

    "Kilzachs, huh...I h-hope we can, um, get along-," She began, sounding a bit robotic almost as if she'd rehearsed it or something, before being interrupted as my other classmates surrounded her and began talking to her.

    Guess that's my cue to leave. I quietly got up, grabbing my food and heading up to the rooftop.

    People rarely ever came up here for some reason, as a result, it wasn't that well-maintained so the floor wasn't clean enough to sit on, but I was fine with standing while eating. Plus, the breeze up here and, of course, the lack of other people, were two factors that were just irresistible to me. The breeze was artificial, of course. Just like with the artificial sunlight, the Sanctuary had built-in weather generators, we even got fake rain at certain times during the year.

    I leaned against the fence and ate my food while watching some cat videos online on my holo-screen. I finished eating and glanced at the time...hm, still over five minutes left, and I'm in absolutely no rush whatsoever.

    "H-hi!"

    Huh?

    I glanced over, to see the new girl, Bytra, standing in front of me with a nervous smile, though she was trying to hide it.

    "Uh...hi?"

    What was she doing here? There's no way that the others hadn't already told her about what a monster I was or whatever. Huh, my awkward and somewhat uneasy response seemed to ease her nerves a bit...not sure how I feel about that.

    "What's with that cautious look, I won't bite," She said with a slight giggle while walking towards me.

    Maybe eased more than just a bit...

    "Oh, well I, uh...I guess I'm just not used to being spoken to normally. You just caught me off guard is all."

    "Hehe, sorry about that, didn't mean to spook you! If you don't mind me asking...why are you up here all by yourself?"

    Huh, she didn't seem to be asking that out of spite or anything, it seemed like she was genuinely asking. And my awkwardness had definitely put her at ease, guess the whole thing about calming down when you see someone who's worse off than you was true. My social skills were pretty terrible, far worse than hers, and her tensions definitely eased dramatically when she realized that.

    "Isn't it obvious...I don't have any friends," I shrugged indifferently.

    "W-wow, I've never heard anyone admit something like that so bluntly," She replied with an awkward smile.

    "It's no big deal if you just think of it as stating a fact, if something seems troublesome, I just simplify it in my head."

    Okay, maybe I'm saying too much. It's just...I hadn't had a normal conversation with someone my age in so long that-...well, not that this is exactly a normal conversation.

    "Huh, that's pretty deep."

    No, not really...

    I decided to ask her the burning question that had been on my mind the moment she showed up at the rooftop.

    "Hey...why are you here anyway, I have no doubt that you've already heard the rumors about me, yeah?"

    "O-oh, uh...well, yeah, I did. But, um...I've learnt to never judge a person based on what other people say about them, I prefer to get to know someone before making up my own mind about what kind of a person they are," She replied, sheepishly rubbing the back of her head, before adding with a slightly dark look in her eyes, "And besides, you can't always trust rumors."

    Huh...people like that really existed in real life? She was so...open-minded and understanding, no one else ever gave me so much as the benefit of the doubt even when I told them my side of the story, with the exception of my sister...well, that's assuming that this girl was being genuine. It'd be nice if she was, but for now, I'll remain skeptical.

    "I...see," I mumbled in response, unsure what else to say.

    "Do y-you, um, mind if I ask you about that...you don't seem like, um, the type who would do something so cruel and brutal."

    Hm...I suppose it wouldn't hurt to humor her, doesn't make a difference if she doesn't believe me, what's one more person who disliked me?

    And so, I told her what happened, that I came across those girls beating down on the dog, and I responded by beating them down in return.

    "Maybe that wasn't the best way to go about it, but...I don't regret it, and if I find myself in a similar situation, there's a good chance that I'd respond in a similar manner," I concluded with a shrug...go on, give me that look of disbelief that I'm so used to, it won't surprise me, I'm ready for it.

    She was silent for a bit, and I was unable to read her expression...

    "Well...I don't think you did anything wrong at all. It's a shame that everyone thinks you're lying, you deserve better than that."

    "You actually...believe me?"

    "Hey, now, no need to look so surprised, you might make me think that you were lying after all," She said with a teasing smile.

    "Sorry, I...I'm just not used to this. In fact, it's kind of a first for me," I replied awkwardly, averting my gaze.

    "You've really had it tough, haven't you...alright, I've decided! Let's be friends!" She suggested eagerly.

    That kinda...came out of nowhere. Was she really that good a person? It was a little hard to believe...

    "Uh...I don't know, you'll probably ruin you reputation-."

    "No, I won't, and even if I do...it's no big deal! So, come on, let's be friends!"

    I resisted a bit more, but she didn't back down at all, and eventually...I gave in.

    "Fine, fine, I get it already...if you insist that much on friend-zoning me, I suppose that's fine by me."

    She stared at me in surprise before bursting out in laughter.

    "Hey, now, your sense of humor isn't bad...though your delivery and timing could use some work," She giggled, wiping away a tear.

    "Yeah, well-...oh, that's the bell."

    "Sure is, let's go back to class, 'kay?"

    "You go on ahead. Seriously, if you're seen hanging out with me, you'll probably be treated-."

    "It's fine, don't worry about it! In fact, maybe I can help convince the others that the rumors about you aren't true, you never know. Stop being so paranoid, and let's go, Kilzachs!" She encouraged me, grabbing my hand and pulling me along with her, ignoring my half-hearted protests.

    Hearing someone say my name at school was weird, I don't think anyone has ever used it excluding homeroom teachers when taking attendance, not for a long time, anyway.

    This all happened so fast, and the simple fact of it was only just starting to sink in. No way, even if I was taking this whole situation with a grain of salt...did I just make a friend?
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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 4 - Deja Vu

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Congrats, that's awesome," I remarked with a nod.

    "...you could stand to be a lot more expressive, Kilzachs. Come on, this is a big deal, you could at least try to act surprised!" Bytra sighed in exasperation.

    "I am surprised, sure...but five percent is technically just one in every twenty people, which isn't exactly that rare-...," I defended, trailing off sheepishly as she gave me a pouty glare.

    It was the 8th of January now, a week later. Bytra's fifteenth birthday had been on the 5th, last Friday. She had undergone her Awakening Procedure yesterday, and...she turned out to be a Prodigy.

    "Fine, maybe this'll get a reaction out of you...<Primary Manifestation: Thorn Whip>!"

    A long purple energy whip manifested in her right hand, it had several small spikes all over it. A Wind Attribute, huh. She was staring at me expectantly, waiting for my reaction.

    "O-oh, uh...cool, I guess?" I responded with an awkward thumbs up and smile.

    After seeing my sister's abilities, it was going to be hard for anyone else to genuinely amaze me. Probably shouldn't say that though.

    "Dude...well, knowing you, I guess I can't expect too much more," She replied with a wistful smile.

    "Sorry, I've never really been the most expressive person...but I honestly do think it's cool. So, what's your Secondary Manifestation?"

    She perked up as I asked that.

    "Well, it's nothing too grand, but let me show you...<Secondary Manifestation: Speed Boost>!"

    "Oh, nice, a self-buff?"

    "Yup. It doubles my speed for about five minutes and has a fifteen minute cooldown afterwards."

    "Hey, that's a pretty handy ability, cool."

    "Thanks! But it is strange that this got a bigger reaction from you than my Primary Manifestation did," She laughed, deactivating her Manifestation.

    Ever since Monday last week, she had been joining me on the rooftop during lunch break every single day, and often spoke to me during class as well. She seemed to have become a lot more comfortable talking with me with every passing day, though every now and then she'd look off into the distance with a strange look in her eyes.

    This, despite the others in the class repeatedly advising her to stay away from me, and telling me to stop 'deceiving' her. Something felt kinda off, though, I kinda expected there to be a lot more of an uproar. Guess I had kinda overestimated how much they all despised me, who knew.

    They certainly didn't seem to be ostracizing her because she was friends with me, in fact they were all pretty friendly to her during class, though they still treated me with contempt, of course, no surprise there.

    "So, hey...I kinda wanna celebrate this, but I don't want anything too dramatic like partying with a big group or something. So...wanna celebrate with me in the Entertainment District, just the two of us?"

    Uh, that was kinda...

    "...sounds tiring, so hard pass-."

    "Oh, come on, one day of fun won't kill you! We can go to an amusement park or something. Please?"

    Mm...I didn't like the idea of going out, but she was making it hard to say no...

    "...fine, I guess I'll go. But I can't promise you'll have any fun."

    "I'll take my chances!" She grinned.

    This really was strange to me, I had never ever hung out with anyone before, let alone a girl. It was a strange feeling, but...I didn't dislike it.

    ...

    "Hey, Zax, welcome home! How was school, little bro?" Greeted Kilella, as I got back hike after school.

    "Oh, hey, sis...uh, school was fine, I guess. Well, I'm heading up to my room-."

    "Hold on! There's something about your vibes lately...you seem happier than usual during these last few days," She remarked with a raised eyebrow.

    "Must be your imagination," I shrugged, walking up the stairs.

    "Nope, pretty sure it isn't!" She smirked, grabbing my arm to stop me, "Did you make a friend or something?"

    Tch, she's sharp, how annoying...

    "It doesn't matter-."

    "Woah, did I hit the nail on the head? That's great, I'm so happy for-!"

    "You're too loud, sis...it's no big deal."

    "If you say so...but it's totally a big deal! Well, I won't push you since you're being all bashful, but I'll get you to talk eventually!"

    "...I don't get bashful."

    ...

    ...

    The next Saturday, I met up with Bytra at an amusement park in the Entertainment District. Ughh, there sure are a lot of people here. Well, at least the weather is okay. The Sanctuary's weather generators were programmed to simulate various different weather conditions during each time of the year, it was really annoying and pointless, why not just maintain a nice, comfortable weather temperature the whole time?

    "Hey, over here, Kizachs! You're pretty early," Bytra called out before walking over to me with a cheerful wave.

    "You're too loud for this early in the morning," I replied with a sigh, as a few people glanced at us.

    "...it's mid-day."

    "Yeah, on a weekend."

    She let out a laugh after a look of surprise, before grabbing my hand and leading me into the park.

    "Have you been to an amusement park before?"

    "Well, I apparently did with my family when I was three or four, but I don't remember."

    "In that case, just follow my lead!"

    "Mhm, that's the plan, this is all pretty alien to me."

    "Hehe, hope you can handle the bumpy rides, because we're starting with those!"

    "I have no idea...guess I'll find out," I replied with an indifferent shrug.

    .

    .

    .

    .

    .

    About two hours later, we had gone on a bunch of bumpy and fast-paced rides, from ones that spin, to ones that drop, to the classics like roller-coasters and bumper cars. And...to my surprise, I was having a ton of fun. I found the thrill and rush of the fast-paced rides really enjoyable, I liked how they got my heart racing during the sudden jolts and bursts of speed.

    "Hey, let's go on the roller-coaster again, that was-...!" I began, before trailing off as she shakily grabbed my arm.

    "S-slow down, Kilzachs...I feel like I'm about to throw up, I'm not so good with bumpy rides," She groaned, her face slightly pale, "Let's sit down for a bit, 'kay?"

    "Oh, sorry, I kinda got caught up in the, um...excitement," I replied apologetically before checking my I-Watch, "Woah, it's already been two hours...I'll go get us something to drink."

    "Oh, thanks, I appreciate it," She replied with a weary smile, as she sat down on a bench.

    I got a couple of cold drinks from a vending machine and walked back to her, handing her one of the cans. She cracked it open and gulped it down, letting out a sigh of relief as the color returned to her face.

    "Feel better?"

    "Yeah, thanks. I have to say...it's kinda surprising to see you have this much fun. You're all smiley and upbeat, you really like thrill rides, don't you?"

    Now that she mentioned it...I was honestly having a blast. I had expected it to be tedious and tiring, but as soon as I got on the first ride, I got totally swept up in the excitement and forgot all about my initial expectations.

    "O-oh, well, I...I guess so, they're fun. I didn't expect myself to enjoy the rides this much," I muttered sheepishly, wiping the smile off my face and averting my gaze before I could stop myself.

    "Woah, this is awesome...you're usually so reserved, but today I'm getting to see what you look like when you're having fun, and now your bashful side too," She grinned, poking my cheek.

    "Quit it...," I muttered awkwardly, taking a sip of my drink.

    "Hehe, no deal, this side of you is rare, so I'm going to make the most of it! Alright, I feel better now, what do you wanna go on next?"

    "Um...another go at the roller-coaster?"

    "A-actually...I really don't like roller-coasters, I only went on it earlier because I didn't want to look lame after I was the one who first suggested going on the bumpy rides," She said sheepishly, "But, you can go on it if you want, I'll wait-."

    "Nah, it's cool. I did agree to follow your lead...so, lead the way," I replied with a small smile.

    We went on a few more rides over the next hour or so, before finishing the outing with a ride on the ferris-wheel.

    "What a day, that was so much fun!" Exclaimed Bytra, with a contented sigh.

    "Yeah...it really was. So, what's the big deal about ferris-wheels, anyway? They're even slower than I expected," I remarked, after we got in one of the carriages.

    "I get what you mean, it's definitely at a different pace to the other rides, but that's kinda the point. After all the thrills and spills, you get to wind down with a slow, relaxing ride on this thing," She replied with a laugh.

    "Huh, I guess that makes sense."

    "Hey, um...thanks for agreeing to hang out today, I know you were against the idea, so-."

    "Nah, I should be thanking you...I had a blast, this was a great experience. So, uh, you know...thanks," I replied awkwardly.

    "O-oh, come on...i-it's no big deal, you're exaggerating," She replied, looking away a bit uncomfortably.

    "I don't exaggerate. I, uh...thanks for, you know...being friends with me. I never thought I needed friends, but...I have to admit, it's really nice. So, yeah...thanks, Bytra."

    Did I seriously just say all that and actually mean it? Talk about cheesy, I felt really embarrassed the moment the words left my mouth. She looked taken aback and averted her gaze for a moment, I couldn't quite identify the emotion in her expression...it was only on her face for a brief moment though, she shook her head to compose herself before turning back to face me.

    "Hey, now...don't get all sappy on me, it's not like you," She grinned, awkwardly rubbing the back of her head.

    When she put it that way, what I just said felt all the more embarrassing...

    "Y-you know, what...forget I said anything, let's just pretend-!"

    "Nope, I won't forget! But I suppose I can drop it for now...so, how are you liking the ride, isn't it relaxing?"

    "Uh...honestly, not really? The seats are kinda uncomfortable," I replied with a sheepish smile.

    "...huh, you're right. I didn't really notice, but now that you mention it...my butt is kinda sore," She remarked, shifting around her seat uncomfortably.

    "Maybe this ride is especially meant for couples or something," I nodded to the ground, where a pair with their arms linked entered a carriage.

    "Oh, yeah, when it comes to amusement parks in movies and stuff, the ferris-wheel is almost always used during romantic scenes," She responded, her cheeks turning slightly pink as she glanced at me before averting her gaze.

    "H-hey, now, don't overthink the issue! And b-besides, uh...oh, yeah, there's the whole thing where you insisted on friend-zoning me, remember?" I replied jokingly, trying to ease the awkward tension.

    "Right...though, I never said anything about that, that was all you," She pointed out with a small laugh, before closing her eyes and slumping back in her seat with a relaxed sigh.

    "True, I guess..."

    "Hey, y-you gotta try this out...close your eyes and lean back in your seat, i-it's really r-relaxing!" She suggested with a red face and slight stutter towards the end.

    Huh, she seemed kinda nervous and flushed...

    "Uh, okay...," I replied, closing my eyes and relaxing, slumping into the seat.

    This didn't really make a difference, the seat was still pretty uncomfortable...

    "Now...don't open your eyes, o-okay?"

    I felt the carriage move a bit, as she got up from her seat. What's she doing? I felt her sitting next to me, really close...

    "H-hey, what're you- mfph!?" I began, turning towards her and starting to open my eyes, before being cut off...as she kissed me.

    ...huh?

    She slowly pulled away after a few seconds, as I felt my face heating up.

    "D-don't get the wrong idea...!...th-that was j-just a thank you for today," She muttered, her face turning red as she shrunk back while fidgeting.

    "R-right, okay...," I replied, as my heart began racing.

    A couple of minutes later, our turn on the ferris-wheel was over, and we headed back in awkward silence, neither of us knowing what to say.

    "S-so, um...I guess I'll see you at school on Monday..."

    "Yeah, I-I'll see you then," I responded, unable to meet her gaze.

    With that, the day came to an end, and it certainly was a memorable one, to say the least. A whole bunch of new and unfamiliar experiences, and they had all been far from unpleasant...

    ...

    As it turned out, I came down with a cold the following night, and missed school on Monday. Ironic, considering that for the first time, a small part of me had actually been looking forward to school, at least a little bit.

    It wasn't a long absence though, I returned to school on Tuesday, the cold was gone, but my throat was still a bit itchy so that was annoying. I ended up arriving kinda late since I ignored my alarm and overslept a bit, reaching school a few minutes after first period started. I made my way to my classroom, and as I entered...everyone turned to stare at me, some had looks of contempt, some of disgust and a couple of them had triumphant smirks on their faces...what's going on?

    This wasn't anything too unusual, but...it was a lot more intense than usual. I had a bad feeling forming in the pit of my stomach, this felt...this felt just like how things were when I returned to school following my two-week suspension, an unpleasantly familiar feeling of deja vu...
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    Chapter 5 - Framed Again

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    I ignored the dirty looks all around me and headed for my seat, sitting down quietly while the anxiety in me slowly began to build as I wracked my brain to try and figure out what this was all about.

    I began to lean forward and ask Bytra what was going on, but decided against it since the first period was already underway, and...I was still kinda flustered over last Saturday.

    Seriously, though...what the fuck's going on?

    After first period ended and the teacher left, I decided to ask her.

    "Hey, Bytra, did something-?" I began.

    Before I could even finish asking my question, my other classmates suddenly chimed in...

    "I can't believe this freak..."

    "You really don't have any trouble acting like everything's fine no matter what you do, don't you?"

    "Ugh, what a creep. How can you talk to her like normal after what you did?"

    "Wow, you've sure got some nerve, don't you!?"

    Seriously...what the fuck is going on!?

    "What I did...? Go on, enlighten me," I remarked, with both frustration and curiosity.

    That only prompted more similar remarks, much to my chagrin, until...

    "Hold on now, everyone...he's probably confused since he doesn't think what he did is wrong," Tairo chimed in with a slight smirk.

    "...so, what did I apparently do, anyway?" I replied impatiently.

    "It's what you did on Friday, of course! Remember, after school on the rooftop?" He said with a condescending smirk.

    Huh? I only go up to the rooftop during lunch, what was he talking about? Before I could say that, he continued...

    "You tried to ask Bytra out, but she rejected you, and then you lost it and started threatening her...who knows what would have happened if I hadn't shown up when I did?" He stated with a shake of his head and condescending smirk.

    ...what?

    "Huh, I have no idea what you're talking about! Bytra, tell them-!"

    "D-don't talk to m-me, please!" She blurted out nervously, without even looking at me.

    Huh?

    "Wow, you traumatized her, she can't even look at you, you creep."

    "And after she showed you so much undeserving kindness too!"

    There was a lot more, but I didn't hear any of it. I was just...stunned. What...what is going on here?

    ...

    Seriously, what is this!? What, did I transfer over to a parallel world or something!? I was currently at the rooftop, it was lunch break. Just great, my desk was probably going to be a mess when I get back to class...

    "H-hey..."

    A familiar voice then snapped me out of my thoughts, and I looked over in surprise, to see Bytra standing in front of me, her expression wracked with guilt and conflict.

    "Bytra! Hey, what's going on-?"

    "I-I'm sorry, I know you're probably really confused right now. Let me explain...when I first came to this school, the others all warned me about you. And then, Tairo and a couple of others approached me...they asked me to help them frame you for some reason, something about hot coffee or whatnot, and I...I agreed."

    I felt my chest tighten...

    "...why?"

    "Well, because...at first, I thought you really were an awful person, and also...back at my old school in the West Quadrant, I...I was like you, an outcast in my class and constantly bullied, that's why I transferred here. So, when the most popular students in this class came up to me all at once, I saw it as an opportunity to avoid becoming an outcast here too, and so...I didn't even hesitate to do as they asked."

    There were a lot of emotions welling up inside me right now, churning and building rapidly. It felt...stifling, like I couldn't breathe.

    "Oh...so the last two weeks were...just an act-?"

    "No...! I mean...it started off that way since I honestly thought you were the horrible person I had heard about...but when I spoke to you, I felt certain that you were telling the truth. And I genuinely enjoyed spending time with you-."

    "Then why!?" I cried in anger and indignation, something inside me finally snapping.

    "I...I just didn't want to be an outcast again, but I didn't mean to hurt y-!"

    "But you did anyway, and it's not like it was accidental, so there's no point in saying that."

    "Y-yeah, you're right..."

    "I honestly couldn't care less about what the others in our class think of me, I'd long since gotten used to being treated like shit by them. But you're so much worse...at least they were always honest about how they felt about me."

    "You've got it wrong, I...!...I really like you, Kilzachs, in fact...in fact, the original plan was to...frame you for attempting to sexually assault me, but I convinced Tairo and the others who were in on it to change it to-!"

    "Oh, wow, thank you so much, I feel so touched! Instead of framing me for a crime, you framed me to look like a creepy freak, what a great fucking deal, except you forgot about one detail...either way, I'm getting framed!" I remarked sarcastically.

    "I-I'm sorry..."

    "In this situation, an apology is about as hollow as you can get. Huh, now I get why the rest of the class weren't as outspoken as I'd expected when we started talking to each other...its because those that were in on it must've held the others back, it was all part of the plan to trick me into getting close with you, in order to hurt me as much as possible when framing me. Am I right?"

    "Y-yeah, that's right. According to Tairo, the idea was that if I continue to be friendly towards you while acting like I was ignoring all the warnings to stay away from you, you would...you would trust me faster."

    This hurt...this really hurt, as much as I wanted to deny and ignore it, I just couldn't...this hurt so much. My chest felt tight, my breathing shallow, my head felt hot, my hands were trembling...the emotions swirling inside me, there were so many that I didn't even know exactly what I was feeling...

    I forced them down and continued asking her about it...I wanted to leave absolutely no room for doubt. And there was something that didn't add up...

    "How did the amusement park fit into this? What, was someone supposed to take a picture when you kissed me and pass that off as me forcing myself on you or something-?"

    "No, you're wrong!...the amusement park...had nothing to do with this. In fact, the others don't even know about it. I...I honestly wanted to hang out with you, at least once, before...before this happened. Like I said, I was an outcast in my old school, so...I had never hung out with a big group before, the idea was overwhelming. But the idea of hanging out with just you was...appealing to me. This much is true, I had a lot of fun that day, I honestly did...! So much so that I almost forgot about the whole framing thing-!"

    "But you went through with framing me anyway."

    "That's-!...I-I was torn...I really liked spending time with you, but...being popular, having a lot of friends and not being an outcast...I had desperately longed for those things for so long, so I-...you know. That's why, at the very least, I wanted to have as much fun as possible with you when we went to the amusement park, though I ended up having a lot more fun than I expected to..."

    I felt my anger rising further...

    "Oh, so that's it...that day at the amusement park was just you taking pity on me. Well, it all makes sense now. You got this weird look on your face for a moment when we were in the ferris-wheel, when...when I thanked you for being my friend. I didn't get it at the time, but I sure as hell do now."

    And not just then, there had been multiple times where she got a strange look in her eyes and couldn't meet my gaze...I finally got what that emotion was, a mixture of pity and guilt.

    "No, it wasn't just pity-!"

    "It was, and deep down, you know it. I've dealt with my fair share of cruelty over the past few years, but you know what the most cruel thing I've gone through is? Your half-assed kindness. The kinder you were to me, the crueler this whole thing became, and the amusement park was just the nail in the coffin...if all that never happened, this wouldn't hurt nearly as much as it does."

    "I-I'm sorry-."

    "Just shut up...your apologies aren't going to do anything for me. Are you going to go tell the whole class that this was all a set-up? No, I'm pretty sure you aren't going to do that. And even if you did...I won't forgive you. I'll...I'll never forgive you," I growled, my voice cracking.

    "H-hey, stop c-."

    "Just shut up, already! Why are you even still here!? Go suck up to your new friends or something, because congratulations, you just ensured that you won't be an outcast here! Don't you ever talk to me again, got it?"

    "I...I don't want that-."

    "You can't be fucking serious. Your plan worked perfectly...you hurt me more than anyone else ever has, and by quite a significant margin at that. Oh, but I suppose I deserve it, I am the guy who splashed coffee back at someone who 'accidentally' almost dropped it on my head, after all."

    "Kilzachs, I-!"

    "Fuck off, already...I've wasted enough of my precious lunch break as it is. I expect you'll eventually be giving me those condescending looks and remarks I get from the rest of the class...talk to you then."

    "I wouldn't-...!" She began, trailing off as I plugged in my earphones with a cold look and turned away.

    She turned around and slowly dragged herself away, leaving the rooftop.

    As soon as she left, I slumped back against the fence weakly, trying to ignore the sharp pain in my chest to no avail. I looked down at the ground with a sigh...when suddenly a couple of droplets appeared on my glasses. Wait, was I...crying? Hold on, how long had I been crying? Did she see?

    ...based on the heavy streaks running down my face, and the small wet patch on the ground...yeah, she almost definitely had seen me crying.

    I took off my glasses and wiped my face, taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling to try and slow down my heart rate. I...I won't let this happen again. This humiliation...I won't forget it, I'll never forget it. I've had enough of going through crap that was in now way my fault. I swear, no one's ever going to deceive me again...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 6 - Awakening(Part 1)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "So, when do you wanna go?"

    "Uh...go where?"

    "Duh, the Awakening Lab!"

    "Oh, right...whenever is fine, I guess," I shrugged in reply.

    Today was the 6th of September in the year 2110, which happened to be my fifteenth birthday. To me, a birthday was just another day, but my sister insisted on making a big deal out of it. I was also old enough to go through my Awakening Procedure, but I wasn't in any particular rush...going after a few days or going right away made no difference to me, so if I could procrastinate, I might as well do so.

    And besides, I was pretty sure the chances of me becoming an overpowered Prodigy like my sister were low, and my father was bound to blow a casket when I inadvertently failed to meet his expectations, so putting it off a few days was actually preferable.

    "You should be more enthusiastic and excited about this, Zax...most of your classmates turned out to be Prodigies, right?" She replied, handing me another slice of cake.

    I do think that celebrating birthdays is kinda stupid, I mean, with each birthday, you're one year closer to death...that being said, I definitely don't mind the cake aspect of the whole thing.

    "Yeah, out of twenty-three in my class, eighteen have gone through the procedure, and eleven of them turned out to be Prodigies," I replied with disinterest, before chomping into the slice of cake.

    Mm, it's so soft and the chocolate cream inside was, well, creamy and had a slight crunch with sugar, and the dark chocolate frosting on top was heavenly...

    "That's pretty rare, usually you just get like three or four Prodigies in a class of twenty to twenty-five. Hey, are you even listening?"

    No, I wasn't...I could hear that she was talking, but I wasn't actually listening to what she was saying.

    "Sure, uh...you were saying something about Prodigies?"

    "...you weren't listening, were you? I know you don't really have an opinion on birthdays, but it won't kill to go out and celebrate with your friends or something you know," She replied with a sigh.

    "I don't have friends."

    "Huh, didn't you-...o-oh, never mind," She trailed off, as I averted my gaze.

    Tch, really didn't want to be reminded of that...

    After that day, things at school got even worse than they had been before, naturally. I would often find my notes ruined, my desk trashed, my lunch thrown on the floor, and a variety of other petty pranks. As a countermeasure, I stopped bringing any belongings to school, using my I-Watch holo-screen to type out notes and buying lunch from the cafeteria.

    For a while, Bytra stayed out of it, but recently, just as I'd predicted, she started joining in as well. She got her wish, she had become one of the 'popular kids' and avoided becoming an outcast, but to maintain that status, she had to fit in by joining the others in bullying me. For now, it was only condescending remarks with no eye contact, but it shouldn't be long before she's all in just like the others.

    Things weren't great at home either. With my fifteenth birthday here and my sister's twentieth birthday coming up, our father had increased our training workload even more than before, more so for my sister since she'd be applying to the X-Warrior Academy at the end of the year, and assuming she passed the entrance exam, would start the two-year course there at the start of next year.

    She had been pretty busy as a result, and was tired whenever she was at home, so we hadn't spoken much lately. If we had, she probably would have figured that the whole 'friend' thing I had was laughably short-lived.

    "So, uh, how's it going with you, the whole training for the Academy entrance exam thing?" I inquired, changing the subject.

    "It's not really a big deal, all this excessive training is just unnecessary," She replied with an exasperated sigh.

    "True, you're way OP, so you'd probably ace the exam without even breaking a sweat," I remarked in agreement.

    "That's not what I meant, I'm not that arrogant, Zax!" She laughed slightly, "I'm just saying...father is going way overkill with it, these days I'm at the training facility more than I'm at home, and I'm just so tired! Do you have any idea how hard it was to convince him to let me take a day off for your birthday today?"

    I could imagine...

    "Yeah, I know I have it bad with the training, but you've got it so much worse. I'm glad I'm not in your position."

    "...you could give me a more empathetic reaction, you know," She sighed wistfully.

    "My relief at not being in your position outweighs my sympathy," I replied honestly.

    "Bro...you've got issues."

    "Yeah, I know."

    I began to reach for another slice of cake, but it looks like I had eaten it all. Too bad, that was delicious.

    "You've really got a sweet tooth, don't you? Don't look so dismayed, I bought some eclairs too. Next year, I'll get a bigger cake, so cheer up!"

    Huh, had my thoughts been that transparent? This is...embarrassing.

    "N-no, you've got it wrong. Sure, the cake was good, but I- mfph!" I began, before she interrupted me by stuffing an eclair into my mouth.

    ...mm, this was delicious too. The cream was the same as the cream used in the cake, and the dough was perfectly soft and fluffy...this is heaven. Not that I believe in God or the afterlife.

    Another-...before I could bite into a second one, my door swung open and my father poked his head in. He gave me a disapproving look as he saw me, my mouth stuffed with the rich, creamy chocolate while I held an eclair in each hand.

    "Quite a disgraceful sight as always, I see. Never mind that, let's go."

    It took me a few seconds to finish chewing my mouthful, before I swallowed it and answered...

    "Actually...can I go tomorrow?"

    He didn't take that well.

    "Huh!? Why would you even-!?"

    "W-wait, father, that was just a joke! He, uh...said he'd go with me in a couple of hours!" My sister quickly chimed in, giving me a look to play along.

    Seriously...? Guess I don't have a choice...

    "Yeah, sorry, I think I've just had too much sugar and felt a bit restless. Just a joke, I'll go with sis a bit later," I sighed reluctantly, playing along.

    "I do not appreciate your juvenile jokes, Kilzachs. Very well, make sure you go soon," He replied, calming down a bit, before leaving and slamming the door shut.

    "Fucking seriously?" I groaned, slumping onto my bed.

    "Hey, language, little brother...but you have my sympathies. Let's go after you finish up these eclairs, 'kay?"

    It was a little past 1:30 PM right now...

    "...no, I'll save them for afterwards, going out is going to be tiring," I replied after mulling it over for a bit, "Let's just go now."

    ...

    We took a bus to the Teleportation Point and teleported to the Research and Hospital District. We then took another bus to the Awakening Lab and walked in, my sister informed the receptionist that I'd turned fifteen and was here for the Awakening Procedure. They scanned my I-Watch to confirm that, and then a researcher led us to a small room inside the building. My sister was made to wait outside, and I was taken inside.

    "Alright, young man, let me explain how the procedure will go. It is quite simple," Said the researcher, before explaining the process.

    First, I had to take off my clothes and get sterilized, which involved a quick, freezing cold shower using a sterilizing fluid mixed in with water. And then, I had to enter what was called an Awakening Pod, which closed shut after I entered and lay down in it. Restraints wrapped around my limbs and torso to keep my body in place, and I felt a slight stinging pain in the side of my head as the chip got inserted into my brain, before the pain faded as I felt a sudden sharp coldness against the side of my head, making it numb.

    Next, radiation began flowing into me, the frequency of the waves made me feel a bit queasy, but I could also feel something stir inside me, as the XFE Circuits began forming a network through which my XFE could flow...I see, so this is what it feels like to be able to manipulate the XFE inside you...

    I instinctively knew how to move the energy around inside my body, it didn't feel like anything that was new to me. Guess that's what the brain chip is for, it was kinda creepy how natural this felt. Suddenly, a voice began speaking inside my head, it sounded like my own voice, but more...robotic...

    .

    .

    .

    <XFE Successfully Stimulated, XFE Circuits Active>

    .

    .

    .

    <XFE Attribute: Dark>

    .

    .

    .

    <XFE Capacity: Below Threshold>

    .

    .

    .

    <...bzz..bzz...>

    The Awakening Pod then opened with a hiss, a chill running down my spine as I once again got exposed to the cold air in the room. I quickly got out of the pod and dried myself before putting my clothes back on, fumbling a few times before I put on my glasses. My eyesight isn't exactly terrible, but it was kinda blurry without my glasses. Also, I kinda had a headache.

    So, it looks like my expectations had been met...I hadn't exceeded the Threshold, and I was a normal Paragon, not a Prodigy. I wonder what the last bit of the Awakening Procedure was about, after the voice let me know about my XFE capacity, it seemed like there was something else, but it kinda sounded like static...which was weird since it was literally in my head. Hm, maybe it was just my imagination, I do feel a bit nauseated from the radiation.

    "Hm, looks like the procedure was successful. Did you hear a voice in your head?" Inquired the researcher, taking out a scanner and pointing it at me, "Ah, your XFE falls below the Threshold, I see. Any pains or issues, either physically or mentally?"

    "No, not really, nothing major. Yeah, I heard a voice, it said my XFE was successfully stimulated and stuff."

    "Hm, nothing out of the ordinary, then. Very well, you may leave, please contact us if you feel as though anything is wrong."

    For a moment, I considered informing him of my mild headache, slight nausea and that static-y thing at the end, but I decided not to, they're probably no big deal, anyway.

    "Sure, thanks."

    With that, I headed out the room, my sister was waiting outside, seated on one of the sofas in the lobby.

    "Hey, little bro, how'd it go?" She greeted me as I walked over.

    "Normal, I'm below the Threshold. Let's go home."

    Her expression paled a little, and a nervous look of dread appeared on her face.

    "Uh-oh...father isn't gonna be happy about that. You should brace yourself, Zax, it could get nasty," She replied in a serious tone.

    "Why, though? This is something that's completely out of my control, this outcome was a ninety-five percent possibility, those odds aren't exactly in my favor, you know."

    "Yeah, but that's only because you're thinking logically, Zax...do you really think father is thinking about this logically? I'm not even kidding, he honestly expects you to have gotten similar results to mine."

    ...deep down, I already knew all this, but...I had deliberately overlooked and ignored it all since, well...I could only imagine how my father was going to react to this. My sister looked really restless as we headed back, her brows furrowed in thought and with worry.

    "Hey, chill out, Ella...there's no changing the outcome, I'll just have to brace myself like you said, and get through the storm," I tried assuring her, but the truth was, as we got closer and closer to home, my nerves and the sense of dread were only worsening.

    On top of that, my headache was getting worse...probably due to the stress of the situation. It was making this whole thing worse though, I'd never had a headache quite like this before...it felt kinda like when you've got the answer to something on the tip of your tongue but just can't make it out, like that but a lot more painful.

    "Y-yeah, it'll be okay...you might have to endure a lot of yelling, but I'm sure it'll all blow over before too long," She replied with an unconvincing smile.

    She sounded more like she was trying to convince herself than me, which only made me more nervous. A few minutes later, we reached the Teleport Point in the Research and Hospital District and teleported to the Residential District, taking a bus to the area our house was in, the both of us silent. This sucks, my head is killing me and I'm feeling way too much dread right now.

    It felt like an eternity had passed by the time we finally reached home. We got off the bus and headed for the front door, my sister hesitantly opening it and walking it. I followed in after her, gulping nervously as we came across our father, seated on the living room couch with an impatient yet excited look on his face.

    "Ah, you two are back. Let us go to the rooftop, I would like to see your abilities, Kilzachs!" He remarked, standing up eagerly.

    I hadn't seen him like this since five years ago, when Kilella awakened her crazy strong abilities.

    "A-actually, father...it didn't work out the way you hoped...he isn't a Prodigy," Replied my sister, standing in front of me protectively.

    Ordinarily, I'd probably feel annoyed that she was treating me like a kid, but right now...I was too nervous to care, and besides, my headache had gotten even worse, it was kinda hard to think straight.

    "Hm, another of your jokes, I see...do not drag your sister into your childish pranks, Kilzachs, it is not-."

    "It's not a joke...I really am just a normal Paragon, not a Prodigy. But, come on, think about it...statistically speaking-...," I began in an attempt to convince him using logic.

    I trailed off as an absolute death glare appeared on his face, a look that was a mixture of fury, disgust, confusion and disappointment. In that moment, the pain of my headache suddenly spiked, causing my vision to blur for an instant as my head began ringing, and the next thing I knew, I was on the ground on my back, and my nose kinda hurt...

    "Father, no! Stop-...<Primary Manifestation: Dragoness Armor>!"

    Wha-...?

    Oh, I see what happened. He must have punched me in the face while I was trying to shake off the ringing in my head, and before he could strike again, my sister stepped in with her ability.

    "Do not defy me, Kilella! This...this is an utter disgrace!" He snapped, his eyes bulging with rage, before he turned his attention to me, "And you...you have always been a rather worthless existence in this house...I tolerated it for one reason, my assumption that you would become a powerful Prodigy as well. But, now...it is clear that you are as worthless as I always thought. I won't stand for this! I shall decide what to do with you later."

    With that, he stormed off and headed into his study, slamming the door shut so hard that the frame cracked a bit. I always knew he never had the best opinion when it came to me, but...even I didn't expect such contempt and condescension. We may not have had the most friendly relationship, but he was still my father...his words hurt more than I expected.

    "Zax, are you okay?" My sister asked softly, wiping my bleeding nose with some tissues.

    My headache then grew even worse, feeling like I had something stabbing into my head...wh-what is this? It hurts...

    "I'll be in the bathroom," I groaned, standing up and walking up the stairs, a bit shakily as I struggled to focus.

    I managed to make my way to the bathroom door and twisted the handle down, opening it and stumbling in, before shutting and locking the door.

    I was starting to sweat, my body felt like it was burning up, and my headache was so bad that my vision was starting to darken and narrow, it felt like everything was closing in on me, slowly crushing me.

    I took off my shirt and glasses, setting the latter on the mirror ledge over the sink, before I tried opening the tap, desperate to splash some water on my face in hopes that it would ease the pain at least a little...but I couldn't muster the strength to turn the knob.

    Suddenly, an excruciating pain shot through my body, I felt like I was going to explode...and that's when blood began running down my eyes, ears, nose and mouth, while my chest was in pure agony...wh-what's happening to me!?

    The next time I knew, everything had suddenly gone black, my weak grip on consciousness fading as my body weakly slumped to the ground...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 7 - Awakening(Part 2)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    ...what's going on? Everything's dark, and I feel like I'm floating on nothing right now...

    <...bzz..bzz...>

    Static in my head...just like before. It kept getting louder and louder, soon sounding like a large swarm of insects inside my head, deafeningly loud...and then silence.

    .

    .

    .

    <X-Ability Unlocked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Type: Anomaly, Category: Five-Tiered Time and Space Manipulation>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier One: Save and Load, Unlocked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier Two: Unknown, Locked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier Three: Unknown, Locked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier Four: Unknown, Locked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier Five: Unknown, Locked>

    .

    .

    .

    I woke up with a gasp, coughing and sputtering as some blood had collected in my throat and nostrils...well, at least the bleeding seems to have stopped. Huh, my headache is completely gone, and so was the pain throughout my body...what in the world...? I definitely didn't imagine it, there were fresh bloodstains and small puddles of blood all over the sink and the ground around it, and there were several streaks of blood down my face as well.

    More importantly...when I blacked out, I definitely heard the voice from the brain chip...it seemed so surreal though, I wasn't sure that I didn't just imagine the whole thing...well, guess there's only one way to find out.

    I glanced at my I-Watch...it was just past 3 PM, 3:02 PM to be specific. Alright, then, let's test this out.

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>," I stated after taking a nervous deep breath.

    Hm, I didn't feel anything happen...let's keep going. I opened the small medicine cabinet in the bathroom and took out a shaving razor, breaking it and removing the blade. I then used the small blade to prick my fingertip, piercing the skin and drawing out some blood.

    I then waited till 3:05 PM...that should be enough time to be sure. Now, then...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Load>".

    .

    .

    .

    The time was back to 3:02 PM, the razor was back inside the medicine cabinet, fully intact, and...my finger wasn't bleeding.

    I had gone back in time.

    Wow, I'm an Anomaly...I had a lot of thoughts running through my head right now, but most of all...this felt, admittedly, really good. I had definitely expected to simply end up a normal Paragon like most, but I had held out a small bit of hope of becoming a Prodigy...however, I had never even considered the possibility of becoming an Anomaly.

    There were currently only four other known Anomalies in the world, making me the fifth...and the first of the North Quadrant. This is...pretty fucking cool.

    It wasn't a weapon ability like the Manifestations of Prodigies, but a save-and-load time travel ability was definitely nothing to scoff at. What's more, there were four more abilities to be unlocked...though I had no idea how to go about doing so. Forget that for now, who cares, I have an X-Ability!

    First things first, though...I should shower and clean up the bathroom a bit to wash away the blood. I felt slightly light-headed, unsurprising considering that I had lost a fair amount of blood earlier. My nose was pretty sore and still bleeding a bit, that wasn't from the Anomaly manifesting, that was from my father's punch. That old bastard...

    At least it wasn't broken, I guess.

    I showered and washed away the blood on the sink and the floor, before drying myself off, getting dressed and leaving the bathroom, heading back into my room. My sister was in there, sitting on the edge of my bed with a worried look, standing up as I entered.

    "Zax, are you okay? Is your nose broken?"

    "Calm down, Ella, I'm fine...it's not broken, and the bleeding's stopped too, I guess. Jeez, what was with that overreaction, didn't he even consider the possibility that things wouldn't work out the way he wanted?" I sighed, flopping onto the bed.

    "Sorry, it's because of my abilities that his expectations were so high for y-."

    "Don't be stupid, how is it your fault in any way, idiot?" I cut her off with a raised eyebrow, "The results of the Awakening Procedure are completely out of the control of the subject, that's a scientific fact. The whole thing about undergoing physical training increases your XFE capacity and being the sibling of a Prodigy automatically makes you a Prodigy too are myths that haven't been scientifically proven, or disproven, but father just refuses to believe that."

    "Yeah, you're right about that, but still..."

    "Look, let's just wait this out and hope it blows over soon. I wanna sleep, I feel kinda drained...after I finish off the remaining eclairs, of course."

    ...

    After a short nap, I woke up around 7 PM, feeling a bit more refreshed. Hm, my body felt a bit stronger...I got up and looked at myself in the mirror. It's not very visibly noticeable unless you look really closely, but there was no doubt about it...I felt a fair bit stronger. Prodigies' physical abilities double after their Awakening Procedure, and with the four other existing Anomalies, their physical abilities apparently improved by around one and a half times following the procedure.

    Now...how should I go about treating this development? Should I tell my father? In all likelihood, it would almost definitely appease him, but given what my ability was...it might be in my best interest to keep it to myself, at least for now.

    I had always planned on attempting to enroll at the X-Warrior Academy, even if I'd ended up just a regular Paragon. Sure, I would have likely failed, but it wouldn't have hurt to try. But now, with this ability, I was a lot more optimistic about my chances. If I messed up, I could always go back in time and try again. And I'd say that my martial arts skills were pretty exceptional too, all those endless training sessions my father had put me through weren't for nothing, after all.

    And if it turns out that I'm not good enough to pass the entrance exam...I can easily just abuse the hell out of this power and make a ton of money by gambling.

    Hm, I'm kinda hungry...it's just about dinner time, guess I'll go downstairs. I could use some food, I was kinda craving something sweet again...man, that cake and those eclairs my sister got were incredibly delicious, I should definitely get the name of the shop she got them from.

    I got up and headed for the door, leaving my room and walking downstairs. Huh, everyone's in the living room...my father was saying something, my mother had an unhappy look on her face but wasn't saying anything, while my sister was arguing with him with an angry look.

    "...-fine, I shall agree to that much, but nothing more."

    "How can you even do this, it's just cruel!" Exclaimed my sister furiously.

    "I do not see how that is the case...as far as I am concerned, this is no different from taking out the trash."

    Uh...what's going on? I hadn't a clue, but I had a really bad feeling about it. They noticed me as I reached the bottom of the stairs, my mother averting her gaze while my sister looked pretty upset. My mother was a doctor who spent most of her time in the Research and Hospital District, I wasn't very close to her since we rarely ever even spoke to each other...actually, now that I think about it, I don't remember ever having a regular conversation with her at all.

    "Right, then...I believe that concludes this discussion," Stated my father, standing up and walking past me without so much as a glance, roughly bumping against my shoulder, wiping off his shoulder with disdain as he headed up the stairs.

    What the heck was that about...

    "Uh...what'd I miss?" I inquired curiously, when my I-Watch suddenly got a notification, "Hold that thought-...w-wait, what is this?"

    I stared in disbelief at the e-mail I'd just received, a legal document that declared...that I'd just been disowned. N-no way, this has to be some dumb prank from my classmates or something, right? I quickly brought up my personal details on my holo-screen, and in the name section, it stated...

    Name: Kilzachs N/A[Please Legally Register a Surname Within 5 Working Days]

    I don't believe it, it wasn't a joke...I-I really had been disowned. I found myself turning back and heading up the stairs as the rage began swelling up inside me, to confront my father, when a hand grabbed my arm and stopped me...

    "Zax, wait-!"

    "...is this for real? I'm disowned? Just like that?"

    "It's...yes, it's true. I'm sorry, I tried my best to convince him against it, but-..."

    "Then I'll go talk to him."

    "He...he isn't going to change his mind, Zax, it's no use-."

    "That's not what I want to talk to him about," I interrupted, shaking her hand off my arm and continuing up the stairs.

    I reached his room and opened the door, my sister trailing behind me with a worried expression.

    "Hm? Oh, it's you, Kilella. Can I help you?"

    I see, he's pretending that I don't even exist.

    "Hey, what's this disownment thing about, don't you think I at least deserve an explanation?" I spoke up.

    "Well, Kilella? Speak."

    "I-I, uh...," She trailed off uncertainly.

    "Hey, you old bastard, I'm talking to you! Don't you fucking ignore me-!"

    "Oh, Kilella, it would appear that some trash has drifted into my room...kindly remove it. Or our deal is off."

    "Hey-!" I began to yell, before being interrupted as my sister placed a hand on my shoulder and shook her head.

    Her expression was begging me to leave with her, and something told me that I should do as she wanted. I hated this, being treated like I don't even exist...but I can't be too foolish and let my emotions get the better of me. That being said, bottling all these emotions was no easy task.

    I reluctantly left the room with her, slamming the door shut angrily.

    "Come on, I'll explain everything," She remarked, walking into my room.

    I followed after her, trying to calm myself down. It wasn't working, the emotions swirling around inside me were so intense that trying to calm down felt like trying to fight off a tidal wave with a broken mop.

    "What the heck is going on here?"

    She began explaining...after my father got over his rage, he made the decision to disown me after concluding that I was absolutely worthless to him since the results of my Awakening Procedure didn't meet his expectations.

    "I then asked him if he'd have done the same if I had turned out to be an ordinary Paragon too...he said 'don't ask stupid questions'," She sighed, frustration in her voice, "He...he sees us more as items than his children, he made that clear, if nothing else."

    My mother had been forbidden from ever talking to me again, and she never went against my father, though that didn't make much of a difference since I hardly ever interacted with her to begin with, she had always been somewhat distant. My sister also had been forbidden from talking to me, but she refused and threatened to quit pursuing becoming an X-Warrior, giving my father cause to accept some degree of negotiation.

    Thanks to her, I wouldn't be getting thrown out on the streets. Instead, she'd managed to get my father to set me up in an apartment, and pay for my education as well, though he only agreed to that so long as I transfer from Regal High to Prosaic High, the cheapest school in the North Quadrant. Beyond that, I was on my own. And after she helped me set up, she would have to stay away from me, that was part of the deal.

    "That's...a lot to take in. Seriously, this is all happening way too fast...," I replied with a laugh.

    I mean, in a ridiculous situation like this, what else can I do but laugh?

    _____________________________________________

    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 8 - Awakening(Part 3)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Alright, I'm finished packing. It was still hard to believe that I was disowned and being kicked out of the house I'd grown up in...but there was no sense in letting it get me down, I might as well get over it.

    Okay, that was a lot easier said than done...I was seething with anger and confusion, I had never felt this frustrated before, and that was saying a lot.

    Damn it, that old bastard...I can't believe he really disowned me just because I didn't turn out to be a Prodigy. He would probably take it back if I revealed that I'm an Anomaly, but...if that's all I'm worth to him, then screw him, I don't want to be re-inherited.

    I'll do just fine on my own, no I'll do better than fine, I'll train hard and pass the X-Warrior Academy in five years...that was a long way away though, and I'll likely be pretty busy.

    I'll have to study, train, and find a source of income...I'll probably have to get a job-...no, wait, I could gamble. I could hit the casinos, I'm underage but anyone older than fifteen were allowed to use slot machines. There was no risk, if I lost money, I could just use my ability to go back in time and try again. Alright, that should save me a lot of time and effort.

    Well, I can work out the details later. Let's see, I've packed my clothes and belongings, should I take anything else?

    I walked over to my desk and looked it over. Hm, I should take my stationery too, pens and stuff are pretty cheap, but it certainly won't hurt to be frugal with my money. I packed my pens and other stationary, pausing as I picked up a scissor.

    It would be ridiculously easy to sneak up to my father and give him a few good stabs to get my anger out, and then use my ability to go back in time...nah, I probably shouldn't-...my door then opened and...my father walked in, a disdainful look on his face.

    "Hm, this room is filled with trash...I certainly hope it is all gone by tomorrow. This waste of space can finally be put to good use," He remarked, acting like I wasn't here.

    Did he...seriously just come here to provoke me?

    "Yeah, yeah...mind getting out, I want to sleep," I replied with a sigh, swallowing my hostility.

    Just play it smart and take the high road, all I need to do is not get provoked and he was bound to get bored and leave sooner or later.

    "There seems to be an irritating noise in this room...it better be gone by tomorrow."

    ...talk about petty.

    "I truly wonder how much money I could have saved if I had not invested in trash...," He muttered wistfully, kicking one of my packed bags.

    Alright, that's it...screw the high road. I'm not letting him get away with treating me like this...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>," I murmured quietly, as he turned to leave the room.

    The moment he turned his back to me, I let all my rage and animosity boil over, leaping to my feet as sheer fury took control of my body, I grabbed the back of his collar to stop him from leaving, before driving the scissor into his back, eliciting a cry of pain from him.

    I twisted the blunt blade violently and pulled it out with a jerk, ducking as he swung his fist at me, his eyes bulging with anger. All those countless training sessions he forced me to go through...they were about to work against him.

    I stabbed the scissor into the middle of his chest, before nimbly slipping away as he tried to grab me, and then jumping up and slamming an airborne spin-kick at the back of the embedded scissor, forcing it deeper into his chest.

    "Gahh-...why, you little-!"

    "Oh, so you can see me now, huh? How interesting," I interrupted in a cold voice, slamming an uppercut onto his jaw after dodging another swing of his fists, "Too slow."

    "You piece of filth, if only you had never been born- arghh!" He began, before I dislocated his jaw by slamming a kick against the side of his face.

    I followed it up with a couple of swift punches to upper side of his mouth, knocking out a few of his front teeth. The physical boost of an Anomaly...I suppose I should thank him for letting me test it out.

    In spite of myself, I felt enjoyment and satisfaction as I took in his pained expression. I couldn't stop my lips from curving up into a slight smirk. My frustrations had been piling up for years with no respite...and now, I was finally getting the opportunity to take it all out on something...and I couldn't have asked for a more satisfying punching bag to take it out on.

    I grabbed the scissor handle and yanked it out with a vicious twist, blood pouring out of the wound as I did. I then slipped my ring and middle fingers of my right hand into the handle of the scissor, unleashing a series of punches at his torso while easily dodging his attempts to hit or grab me. Each punch from my right fist pierced his skin with the scissor, while I made sure to avoid landing a fatal hit.

    I had no proof, but I instinctively knew that if I killed him...going back on time wouldn't undo it completely, his injuries would be undone but the death itself wouldn't be, he'd be left in a catatonic state...like I said, I don't know how I knew that, I just sort of instinctively knew.

    "Come on, what's the matter, you can scream louder than that!" I found myself blurting out, a small chuckle escaping my lips as I drove the scissor through his left cheek, knocking in a couple of teeth and piercing his tongue.

    My heart was pounding and my body was trembling, I felt almost...giddy.

    "Arghhhh! Y-you bashtard, I shall make shure that you- gahhhh!!!" He slurred in anger, blood spewing out of his mouth, before I interrupted him by stabbing his right eye and twisting the scissor.

    "Shut up already, I'd rather listen to nails on a chalkboard than anything you have to say. Plus, you're spraying blood all over the place," I sighed with a smirk, evading a swing of his fist before grabbing it and throwing him over my shoulder, dislocating it as his back slammed against the floor.

    Now, then...what should I do to him next?

    Before I could decide, my door swung open, my sister and mother standing in the doorway. My mother let out a gasp while Kilella looked pretty shocked herself, before shaking her head to compose herself and letting out a sharp exhale.

    "Zax...I can't say that I exactly blame you, but don't you think you've gone a little too far?" She said in an easing tone, trying to calm me down.

    She was mistaken though, I was perfectly calm.

    "No, I haven't...not yet, anyway. Besides, I was just minding my own business when he barged in and provoked me, and I wasn't about to take the high road and let him do as he pleased. I'll let him go after a little more-...hey!" I exclaimed, as she swiftly got me in an armlock.

    Damn it, she had a firm grip on me, I couldn't move...my strength boost was certainly significant, but it wasn't enough against a Prodigy, I fall short in terms of sheer brute force. My martial arts skills were a bit better than hers, but since she had me restrained, it was too late to see if I could beat her in close combat. Then again, I really have no intention of fighting her, she's the one person I have absolutely no animosity towards, after all.

    "Kill him! Kill this worthless piece of-!" Growled my father, struggling to stand up, looking like he was about to pass out.

    "You don't seem to realize that you brought this on yourself! How...how could you disown your own son just because-!" Kilella retorted angrily.

    "I refuse to recognize this worthless-!"

    This is getting annoying, I suppose I've more or less had my fill anyway...

    "Enough, already. <Activate Anomaly, Tier One:....>..."

    "Wh-what-...?" Stuttered my father in shock.

    "Zax, what did you just-?"

    "<...Load>."

    .

    .

    .

    .

    My father turned his back to me and...walked out of the room, as I tossed the scissor into a pocket in one of my bags, letting out a slow exhale as he shut the door and left.

    This...this power is...freaking awesome! Oh, wow, just imagine...if I'd had this ability a few years ago, I could have-...! Well, I guess there's no point in ifs or buts, I'll just have to make full use of it from here on out.

    Heh, I felt a lot better now, I had vented my frustrations quite a bit and most of my anger had subsided thanks to that. Stabbing my father had been some pretty effective therapy, who'd have thought?

    Guess I should get some sleep now, I felt pretty tired now that I had gotten all of that out of my system. I took off my glasses and set them aside, before flopping onto my bed with a tired sigh...this'll be the last time I fall asleep in this room, that fact wasn't quite sinking in.

    How did it all come to this, anyway...?

    ...

    ...

    The next morning, I woke up early, around 5 AM. I checked my I-Watch holo-screen...looks like I'd gotten a few e-mails. I opened them one by one and read through them.

    A document confirming that I'd been transferred from the Regal Campus high school to the Prosaic Phrontistery high school, a legal document giving me ownership of an apartment room in a building that was well out of the way of this house...guess my father didn't want to see me again even by accident.

    Fine by me, he can go die in a fire for all I care. Actually, I hope he does die in a fire, or something else super painful anyway.

    The rest of my mail was spam or irrelevant, so I shut off my holo-screen and got out of bed. I quietly walked out of my room and into the bathroom, washing my face and brushing my teeth before grabbing a quick shower.

    I then went back to my room and picked up my bags, five in total. A large trolley bag, two big duffel bags and two backpacks. I was just about able to manage carrying them thanks to my increased strength after becoming an Anomaly.

    I quietly headed down the stairs, spotting my sister asleep on the living room couch as I made my way down. The stairs creaked as I neared the bottom, the noise waking her up. She sat up groggily and yawned, looking a bit confused as to why she was in the living room. She then saw me and quickly stood up, nearly losing her balance with her legs still asleep.

    "Zax...I'm really sorry, I...I-I just wish there was something I could do-," She began with a miserable expression.

    "You've done enough, Ella, seriously...you've been my main source of emotional support for all these years, not sure what kind of state I'd be in right now if you hadn't been around. So, uh...you know, you have no reason to be upset," I replied, in an awkward attempt to comfort her.

    "Of course I have reason to be upset, I'm losing my little brother over something so...so...!" She trailed off, her eyes glistening as a look of frustration appeared on her face.

    "For now, and it's not like I'm dying or something. Just you wait, I'll become an X-Warrior just like you definitely will, once that happens...," I began in a positive tone, trailing off as my voice cracked and I felt a lump in my throat, along with a prickly feeling welling up in my eyes.

    I never got along with my father, and my mother was always busy with work and rarely ever interacted with me unless necessary, so she was basically a stranger to me. But my sister was different, she was...she was my family, and I didn't want to lose that. But I can't be selfish, I'm not going to drag her down with me...instead, I'll just have to climb up to her level.

    "Sorry, it's just me here to see you off...mother already left for work," She smiled tearfully and apologetically.

    "I really don't mind, it's not like we were close or anything. I mean, I don't dislike her like I do with father, but I wouldn't say I like her either...guess I'm on the fence," I replied with a shrug and light smile.

    "We had a pretty messed up family, huh?"

    "Heh, that's an understatement, sis...it wasn't all bad though. If nothing else, I'm glad to have you as my older sister."

    "Zax..."

    "A-anyway, I should get going! If I miss the bus, it'll be an hour before the next one, so-!"

    "Hold on, let me help you carry your bags-."

    "No, that's okay...this might sound weird, but I think it'll be easier for me to move on without looking back if I leave this house alone. So...goodbye, for now anyway, Kilella. And...thank you for everything."

    With that, as tears began running down her eyes, I turned around and headed for the front door, leaving the house that I'd grown up in for the first fifteen years of my life for the last time...
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    Chapter 9 - A Year Later

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was currently the 6th of September in the year 2111, the day of my sixteenth birthday. It had been a year since I was disowned and kicked out by my own father, and as expected, I'd been pretty busy since then.

    Where to start?

    The apartment I'd moved into was a decent enough space, small but plenty spacious for one person. The front door opened into a bedroom, which had a single bed, a closet, desk, window and air-conditioner. There was a door on the left side of the room leading into a bathroom and a door on the right side leading into a kitchen with a small dining table.

    I didn't have any trouble settling into my new place, in fact it was pretty cozy, and school was fine too. Unlike the Regal Campus high school, where most of the students were stuck-up rich kids, the students at the Prosaic Phrontistery high school were a lot more grounded and down to earth. Even so, I didn't bother making any friends or getting particularly close to anyone, it just wasn't worth the risk after everything that had happened at my old school. I did make a minimal effort to appear polite and civil to avoid any crap, small stuff like saying good morning or whatever.

    When it came to school work, I studied enough to make sure I'd be able to pass my exams with a reasonably safe margin, and spent the rest of my time training and making money.

    Just like I'd planned, my source of income was casino slot machines, I already had a fair amount of money saved up from my monthly allowances since I rarely bought stuff before, so I just multipled that bit by bit every month. I made sure not to go overboard, while also making sure to lose every now and then to avoid attracting any attention. The last thing I wanted was people taking notice of my unusually high success rate.

    As for training, I got memberships at a bunch of training gyms, for both combat training and training to use X-Weapons.

    For combat I opted for training in martial arts that emphasized kicks, namely capoeira, kick-boxing and taekwondo. I also extensively trained on my own, combining and modifying the moves I learnt from each style to form and suit my own unique style. For X-Weapons, I trained with handguns called X-Pistols, wrist-blasters called X-Blasters and sword type weapons called X-Blades, specifically two long daggers, about fifteen inches each in terms of length.

    Oh, and as for my last name, I didn't want to mull over it too much, and simply decided to pick the name Light, after my favorite anime protagonist. So, yeah, my legal name is now Kilzachs Light.

    In order to enroll in the X-Warrior Academy, there were five requirements in total. First, you needed a high school diploma, you had to be older than twenty, you need to have gone through the Awakening Procedure and, finally, you'd have to pass the entrance exam. I'll turn twenty in 2115, so I'll be able to apply for the entrance exam in December of that year for the January 2116 intake of students.

    I've already gone through the Awakening Procedure and I shouldn't have any trouble graduating high school. That leaves the entrance exam as my current biggest obstacle, so I should train hard. I may be able to do-over using my ability if I messed up, but using that power would be pointless if I was just too weak to pass.

    I also got a membership at a regular gym to strengthen my body, focusing primarily on flexibility and agility, and a more secondary focus on muscle strengthening. I decided that prioritizing speed over strength would be better, since I'd likely never be able to match most Prodigies in terms of raw strength, so I'll just have to be faster and more agile that they are. And besides, raw strength on its own was pointless if you couldn't hit your target.

    I had also gotten more familiar with my ability and it's limits. I still hadn't figured out how to unlock any of the locked tiers of my Anomaly X-Ability, but for now, the Save/Load ability was plenty. Okay, so I might be getting a bit impatient in my desire to unlock those abilities, but since I have no idea as to how to go about unlocking them, there was no point is stressing over them until I do. As for the limits of the Save/Load ability...

    The maximum amount of time I could go back in time was one week, any longer than that and my Save point would simply disappear. And whenever I created a Save point, any previous Save points would disappear, in other words I could only have one active Save point at a time.

    And I mentioned this before, but my ability can't undo death, it's not completely omnipotent. If I go back in time after someone had died, their body would be left in a vegetative state. It was entirely possible that somewhere in the Sanctuary, my ability had inadvertently left some people in such states if they'd died in between my Save point time and the time I used my Load ability.

    Using Save didn't consume any of my XFE, but using Load did, about five percent each time. In other words, I could use it about twenty times in quick succession if I didn't expend any XFE on anything else.

    Speaking of XFE consumption...

    Using the X-Pistols consumed about two percent of my total XFE per five shots fired, the X-Blasters consumed one percent per two shots fired and the X-Blades consume about one percent per minute each, though it would have been a fair bit more if I used longer X-Blades. Oh, the consumption of the X-Pistols and X-Blasters I'd mentioned were on their minimum output setting, the output setting on the handguns could be doubled at most and the output setting on the wrist-blasters could be increased to five times the minimum setting.

    My XFE capacity was pretty decent for a non-Prodigy, I had only fallen short of the Threshold by a small margin, and I should be able to fight freely at absolute full throttle for about half an hour before my XFE starts running low. And if I fight more conservatively and focus more on physical attacks, that amount of time expands significantly.

    In other words, I don't have an unlimited amount of do-overs. Any physical injuries and even fatigue were undone when I went back in time, but any XFE I used up wouldn't get restored. My XFE recovery rate was about one percent per every two minutes, in other words, if I used up all my XFE down to zero, it'd take around three hours and twenty minutes for it to fully replenish.

    These days, I didn't have a whole lot of free time, but when I did, I usually spent it watching old anime and other digital entertainment. For food, I bought cheap yet nutritional options, though it was admittedly a bit hard to get used to at first, since my limited options mostly consisted of food that didn't particularly taste good.

    I let myself have a sort of cheat day once every two weeks, which also worked as a day off from training in order to prevent myself from overworking my body. I treated myself to fast food and desserts during my fortnightly days off. With fast food, I opted for something different each time, be it pizza, burgers, fried chicken, etc. As for desserts, I stuck to the place my sister had gotten the cake and eclairs for my fifteenth birthday from, a bakery known as Delectables. It was a little expensive, but totally worth the price, their sweets were to die for, I would literally kill for them...

    Since today was my sixteenth birthday, I decided to take a half day off. It was a Saturday, so I had no school, I got in some gym workouts in the morning and a few hours of X-Weapon training in the afternoon. After I was done with that, I headed to Delectables in the Shopping District and got myself a few choice desserts, before heading back to my apartment room.

    And now, here I was, stuffing my face with sweets while watching old episodes of Code Geass. Man, I love myself a ruthless protagonist, aren't they just great? They're so inspiring...

    I picked up a slice of brownie as my mouth began salivating, and slowly bit into it...it was so soft, my teeth cutting into it like a hot knife through butter, but it wasn't so soft that it was falling apart, it had the perfect texture and amount of softness. The chocolatey goodness covered my tastebuds, it was warm and gooey with a slight sugary crunch, and had molten dark chocolate chips inside it. After the first bite, I uncontrollably wolfed it down and again reached into the box of treats I'd gotten myself.

    I had picked eight different desserts, and I'd already finished half of them. Next up was a fruit tart, it was tangy and sweet, and the crust was buttery and flaky, complementing the sweetened fruits perfectly. I still had a sugar-glazed cruller, an eclair and a slice of chocolate cake. Oh, man, this tart is incredible, it was an absolute bombshell of flavors, the different fruits, the glaze, the crust, they all combined to form an incredible symphony of flavor-...I'm getting a little carried away, no one cares that much about desserts besides me.

    Anyway, it gave me another reason to limit myself to once every two weeks...I'd get out of shape real quick if I let myself buy and eat sweets whenever I felt like it, because I always felt like eating sweets.

    This moment right here, is my personal bliss. Just kicking back and relaxing, re-watching a good series along with some incredible desserts...it doesn't get much better than this, it wasn't far off from my perfect ideal in terms of how to spend my free time.

    Tempting as it was though, I couldn't let myself become overly indulgent. Not just for health reasons, but also financial reasons. I had set myself a limit on how much I should earn each time I gamble using the slot machines, if I go beyond that limit I was liable to attract unwanted attention. My ability meant that I could eliminate the risk of losing money, but that doesn't mean that I could just go crazy with it-...

    ...hold on a second, what have I been...

    .

    .

    .

    The realization hit my like a bolt of lightning, and I sat up with a start, nearly dropping my dessert box as I did. How...how did I not think of this before?

    I could easily buy a ton of sweets and gorge myself on them whenever I felt like it...and then undo it using my ability. That way, I get to enjoy the experience to the absolute fullest, while saving all the time and money it would cost to do so! Heh...hehehe...I'm literally trembling with excitement over here.

    "Alright! <Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>!" I exclaimed giddily.

    Sweet, time to go back to that bakery and get as many sweets as I can possibly carry, return home and enjoy them, and once I'm done...I'll use Load to come back to this point in time. Yes...yes...YE-!

    My internal celebration was interrupted as, for the first time since moving into this apartment...someone rang the bell.

    Huh...? That can't be right.

    Hm, maybe I was just hearing things since I got so excited. Yeah, that's probably-...nope, it just rang again.

    "Uh...who is it?" I called out, feeling annoyed that my door didn't have a peephole so that I could see who it was.

    I should get one installed.

    "...it's me."

    Wait, that voice...

    Before I could think, I found myself unlocking the door and opening it, my eyes widening with surprise as I saw who it was.

    "Huh? What are you doing here?"

    "Gosh, that's a stupid question. I'm not going to completely miss my little brother's birthday, Zax," She huffed, before smiling tenderly and pulling me into a tight hug.

    Well, this was a surprise...it was my sister.
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    Chapter 10 - Surprise Visit

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Woah, wait a sec...what are you doing here, Ella? I thought you were supposed to stay away from-," I began, after breaking free from her embrace.

    "Yeah, but it's not like father has any way of finding out! I've been staying at the student dorms in the X-Warrior Zone, so he doesn't even know that I'm in the Residential District right now!"

    "Oh, I guess that means you're enrolled in the X-Warrior Academy now, huh. Congrats, though it's hardly unexpected."

    "Your lack of enthusiasm is as, uh...lacking as ever. Hey, wait a sec...," She replied, looking at my face closely.

    "Wh-what?"

    "You...you've been eating something sweet, haven't you?" She remarked, picking out a small bit of chocolate cream from the side of my mouth using a finger.

    Huh? Crap, I had some cream on my face. Well, considering the way I was stuffing them into my mouth, that isn't exactly surprising, I guess. Even so, it was pretty embarrassing.

    "So what if I did?" I muttered, eyeing her finger.

    The cream from the eclair, that stuff was seriously heavenly, and I thought I'd eaten it all, but...there was still a bit left, damn it. How do I get it from her finger though?

    "Mm, this tastes like...you went to Delectables, didn't y-?"

    "No, wait-...!" I blurted out, trailing off as she licked off the cream on her finger.

    She looked at me with surprise as I realized what I'd just done and averted my gaze in embarrassment, before she let out a stifled laugh, trying to pass it off as a cough but not very convincingly.

    "A-anyway, you might as well come in, I guess. No sense talking in the doorway."

    "Sure, pardon the intrusion, little bro!" She grinned, skipping in and looking around, "Hey, you keep this place pretty tidy, I'm impressed."

    "It's a small room, so cleaning is easy," I replied with a shrug, before my eyes lit up as I saw that she was carrying a bag.

    That bag...it was from Delectables! Okay, I should just play it cool and ignore the intense salivating in my mouth...I was definitely full in terms of hunger, but this wasn't about that...after all, food goes to your stomach, but dessert isn't just any mere food...dessert goes to the heart, which has no capacity limit!

    ...hm, I might be a little too enthusiastic about desserts. I should try to reign in it, just a little.

    "Hehe, I can see you staring at this," She grinned, holding the bag in front of me tantalizingly.

    I gulped and licked my lips before I could stop myself, earning a smirk from her.

    "Yeah, yeah...you caught me," I sighed, raising my hands in surrender.

    "You know, you're probably gonna get diabetes by the age of thirty if you keep gorging yourself on sweets like this," She laughed, before handing the bag to me, "Well, happy birthday, little brother."

    "Thanks, sis...and FYI, it's not like I eat sweets everyday or anything, just once every two weeks," I replied, taking the sweets from her casually.

    "Hehe, look at you trying to act chill about this, but you can't fool me...I can see it in your eyes, you're really excited aren't you?"

    "...quit it," I muttered with a sigh, taking out the box in the bag and opening it.

    A chocolate cake, eclairs and brownies...don't mind if I do.

    "I told you I'd get you a bigger cake this year, remember? So, um, speaking of which...how have you been doing for the past year?" She asked awkwardly, as I bit into a slice of cake with a contented sigh.

    "Hm? Oh, I'm fine-..."

    "Hey, don't talk with your mouth full, little bro. Eat or talk, not both," She giggled, slapping me on the back.

    "In that case...eat it is."

    In between each bite of dessert, she asked me about how my life was now and stuff like that, I assured her that I was doing fine. Her excessive concern then started to get annoying, so I changed the subject by asking her how things were going with her.

    She had been attending the X-Warrior Academy for nine months now. Unlike schools and universities where you move on to a higher grade after a year, the X-Warrior Academy did so after every half-year. In other words, you move on to the next level of the course after six months, if you pass the exams of course.

    Graduating the X-Warrior Academy required passing a two-year course, which consisted of four levels, each six months long. Upon passing the entrance exam, you would start with Level J, then six months later if you managed to pass J, you would move up to Level Q. Passing the six months of Q would move you up to Level K, and finally, Level A. Of course, that also means that the new intake of students occurs every six months instead of every year, one in January and one in July.

    My sister was currently halfway through Level Q, at the top of her class, which wasn't surprising at all.

    "You really are an overpowered powerhouse, aren't you, sis? So, what's the entrance exam like?" I inquired curiously.

    "Well, it's different every time. For mine, there were about fifty applicants and we were all made to fight in a battle royale till there were only sixteen of us left. Oh, that's right, they only take in sixteen students at each entrance exam, so it'll probably be in an elimination format of some kind."

    Interesting, that was useful to know. I'll certainly have to keep all that in mind. Anyway, she left not long after that, the student dorms in the X-Warrior Zone had a 12 PM curfew, and she didn't want to risk getting late. I was admittedly a bit sad to see her go, but I wasn't going to let her know that. And...seeing her again at all was good enough for now.

    "Aw, no need to look so sad, little bro...I'll be visiting you more often from here on out," She grinned, ruffling my hair as I saw her out the door.

    "What are you talking about, I'm not sad or anything. And quit joking around, you probably shouldn't risk it-."

    "Not joking! And you can't change my mind, so don't try! I'll let you know when the next time I'm coming over will be, 'kay?"

    Arguing was just going to waste valuable energy...

    "...do what you want," I relented with a sigh, picking up another slice of cake.

    A few hours later, I fell fast asleep having absolutely stuffed myself with an ungodly amount of sugar...

    ...

    ...

    Following my sixteenth birthday, I got visited by my older sister at least a couple of times every month. While I was a bit uneasy about the risk of my father finding out and doing...something or other, I had to admit, it was nice to get to talk to someone every so often. I didn't have anyone else in my life with whom I could have meaningful conversations with, so yeah.

    Additionally, I ate whatever I wanted whenever I wanted...of course, afterwards, I'd use my ability to restart the day and eat more conservatively. So technically, at least as far as anyone else is concerned, I haven't eaten any sweets since my birthday. But in reality, I've been eating them pretty much every single day.

    After a few months of doing this, I realized that I should cut back on it...repeating almost every single day twice meant that it felt like time was going doubly slow for me.

    And so, I had to re-discipline myself. It wasn't easy at all, but I didn't have a choice but to do so, I was in danger of getting addicted. I went back to treating myself once every two weeks and shelved using my power to let myself go all out with food. And so, I got over that roadblock...a roadblock of my own creation.

    Despite that setback where food was concerned, the other aspects of my life were going relatively smoothly. I was quite pleased by my progress with training, both martial arts and X-Weapon training were going well, and I was satisfied with the rate that my body was developing at as well.

    My high school education was progressing well too, I had about a year and a half left, and I shouldn't have any problems graduating. My financial state was fine too, I had kept my CredPoint balance above a certain amount using my slot machine winnings, while remaining cautious and avoiding getting too carried away with it, it didn't seem like anyone had taken notice of me at the casinos yet.

    In all aspects of my life right now, I was tackling them with a methodical and careful approach, though in different ways depending on the aspect. For school and gambling, my efforts were more minimalistic, doing what I determined to be the bare minimum, with a safe enough margin, of course. As for training, my efforts had to push my limits without exceeding them, and that was quite a fine line to walk. On the one hand, I had to work hard or I'll never be able to keep up with Prodigies, but on the other hand, I'll burn myself out if I overdo it.

    Every step I take, every move I make...I can't afford to have much of any wasted effort in them. My goal was to become a high-ranking X-Warrior, something that wasn't going to be easy and certainly couldn't be taken lightly. The path to my goal...I need to walk through it as efficiently as possible...

    _____________________________________________

    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 11 - A Taste of Heaven

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was now August of the year 2115, a bit less than a month before my twentieth birthday. After my birthday, I'll be able to apply for the next upcoming entrance exam at the X-Warrior Academy. It'll take place at the end of December, and if I pass, I'll be enrolled for the January intake of Level J students.

    If I fail, I'll be able to try again for the July intake six months later, but...I'm not going to rely on that cushion, I'll just have to make sure I pass my first attempt. My sister had graduated the X-Warrior Academy over three years ago at the end of 2112, and was already an Ace X-Warrior, the highest rank amongst all X-Warriors and of which there were only eleven others.

    Anyway, in preparation for the entrance exam, I had been keeping track of the most notable Prodigies in my age group in the Sanctuary. See, the X-Warrior Zone throws an annual inter-high fighting tournament for young Paragons to compete in, though it was rare to see a participant who wasn't a Prodigy. I had already finished high school with no problems, and only kept track of the Prodigies who would be old enough to apply for the same entrance exam that I plan to apply for.

    Of course, it was limited to Prodigies who had participated in the inter-high tournaments, if there were any that were flying under the radar, I had no way of getting information on them.

    I couldn't be sure until I directly faced them at the upcoming entrance exam, but...based on the tournament footage I'd studied, I think I should be able to beat them if the exam involves having to fight them, I was confident in my arsenal of skills, though I definitely can't let my guard down.

    I was going to apply as a regular Paragon, not as an Anomaly. The power I have was most effective as a hidden weapon, so I saw no reason to reveal it. Who knows, I might be forced to reveal it if and when I gain access to the locked tiers of my ability, but for now, I had no intention of showing it off publicly.

    I had developed a reliable and solid fighting style, which emphasized unorthodoxy and flexibility. It mainly consisted of kicks, while I used my arms to wield my X-Weapons. I had X-Blasters that strapped on my wrists and extended halfway up my forearms, they could fire XFE-generated bullets and crossing them across each other would form a defensive barrier around myself, though if I moved my arms away from each other, the barrier would go down.

    As for my hands, I switched between a pair of X-Pistols and a pair of slightly longer than dagger-length X-Blades. You might be wondering whether there's a point to having both X-Blasters and X-Pistols...well, there is. The former fired stronger but slightly slower shots, it was more suited for mid range. And the latter fired smaller but faster and more penetrative shots, and had a longer range.

    My current weapon models were X-Wr-0-2115, X-Pt-2-2112 and X-Bd-0-2114. I should explain how the model codes work. First, they all start with X. Second, is the type. Pt stands for pistol, Wr stands for wrist-blasters, Bd stands for blade(dagger), and there were also Bsw which stood for blade(sword), Bk which stood for blade(knife), Rf for rifle, and there were a whole bunch of other types too. Third was a number from 0 to 3, the lower the number the higher the quality. And the last one was the year that the model was introduced for public retail.

    The wrist-blasters and daggers were really important to my fighting style, so I got zero models of each pair, even though they were pretty damn expensive. The pistols weren't as important, so I got quality level two models.

    My fighting style didn't really incorporate punches, but just in case, I wore fingerless gloves with metal knuckles that tasered anyone who came into contact with them.

    I also bought myself a lightly armored outfit. I'd have preferred something more strongly armored, but any more than this would be too heavy and slow down my movements. My outfit consisted of black trousers and a sleeveless white undershirt with a hood under a long-sleeved dark blue jean jacket.

    Today was one of my fortnightly days off, and I was currently in the Shopping District, on my way to Delectables. They were having a limited time new dessert item available just for today, and I had no intention of missing it.

    I reached it soon enough, feeling a sense of giddiness and excitement as it came into sigh. There was a promotional banner by the entrance, advertising the limited edition item. Let's see, it's called...'Ultimate Chocolate Sandwich', and it looked like chocolate cake and chocolate cream sandwiched between two slices of brownies that were themselves filled with dark chocolate chips...h-holy fuck, that sounds like heaven...

    I eagerly walked in and headed to the front counter, the cashier had her back turned to me, she was arranging some containers or something.

    "Uh, excuse me, about the limited edition item...I'll take ten," I ordered, after ringing the bell on the front counter.

    "Oh, I'm sorry, sir. We only have eight left, and we're only allowed to sell a maximum of two per customer," She replied apologetically, as she began to turn around.

    Her voice sounded kinda familiar, but that wasn't important right now.

    "What if I pay double-...price," I began, before trailing off as she turned around.

    Of all the people to run into...

    "I-it's you...," She stuttered in surprise, averting her gaze awkwardly.

    A familiar head of brown hair and green eyes...Bytra Lichood. This is annoying...tch, whatever, I'll just pretend like I don't know her.

    "I'll take two of the limited item, please and thank you," I remarked blankly, holding up my I-Watch to pay for the order.

    She didn't say a word, and silently got my order ready before handing it to me after scanning my I-Watch to take the payment. I took it from her and began to leave, when it occurred to me that she might have messed with it. I opened the bag and scanned the contents...hm, doesn't look like anything has been done to them. Well, she is an employee here, so I don't think she would, but still...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>," I mumbled quietly, before heading out of the shop.

    If she had messed with my order, I'll just use my ability to return to this point in time and beat the crap out of her. Tampering with my sweets was unforgivable, I'll straight up kill anyone who does...

    ...

    A few hours later, I was sprawled on my bed feeling satisfied and content, having finished the desserts I bought. Oh, wow, those had been fucking delicious...I really hope they bring back this limited item soon. They definitely hadn't been tampered with, so that's good.

    You might think that much chocolate would have been overwhelming, but no...the Ultimate Chocolate Sandwich truly was the, uh, ultimate chocolate sandwich! They achieved an incredible balance with a mix of light and dark chocolate, the brownies weren't very sweet, but the cake and cream was richly sweet, and the chocolate chips in the brownies were bitter, which went perfectly with the sweetness of the middle of the sandwich. Each and every bite was pure bliss. So, yeah...that was the day I experienced the taste of heaven.

    ...

    ...

    A few months later, around late-November, I was getting ready for the entrance exam, which was a little over a month away, on the 28th of December. I had mailed in my application for the January intake pretty much immediately after my twenty-first birthday, but I got a call the next day asking if it was a mistake. That ticked me off a lot, but I remained calm and replied that no, it wasn't a mistake.

    My sister was coming over tonight, so I pulled my gym schedule forward a couple of hours so that I'd be done early today, and I was currently at a martial arts training gym, specifically capoeira.

    I was working on my kicks, in an exercise that involved standing on my hands with my arms behind me and swinging my legs up repeatedly with weighted anklets around my ankles. I had initially opted to pay the fee to get the instructors here to train me, but these days I trained on my own, I had learnt all I could from them so I just had to repeatedly practice the basic exercises and moves, and then expand on that on my own, combining it with the techniques and moves from the other martial arts I was training in.

    After two hours at that gym, I headed off to a regular gym and did some light weight-lifting and flexibility exercises for a couple of hours, before deciding to call it a day and heading back home.

    I got back home, took a cold shower, got changed and lay down on the bed with a sigh, staring up at the ceiling as I put on some relaxing music. I let out a yawn and closed my eyes, dozing off before long...

    I woke up about an hour later to the sound of my door being pounded. Grr, and I'd just been having a great dream too. Well, whatever. I got up with a sigh and headed for the door, opening it with a stifled yawn.

    "Hey, bro, what's up? Wait, were you sleeping just now?"

    More importantly...

    "...you didn't bring any sweets," I remarked, looking at her empty hands.

    "Oh, uh...my bad? But I bet I've got something that'll be even sweeter!" She replied with confident grin.

    "Ew, is that an innuendo?"

    "H-huh, of course not!"

    "Your grin looked kinda suggestive, guess I misunderstood," I shrugged, before letting her in.

    "You're just half-asleep, so you're not thinking straight, dummy," She sighed, flicking my forehead.

    "Ow," I responded, before tugging on her ponytail in retaliation.

    "No, no, no, don't mess up my hair, I got the ponytail perfectly done today!" She exclaimed, pulling my hands off, "It's always either too tight or too loose, but I got the perfect balance today, so hands off."

    "You started it," I muttered, heading into the kitchen and taking out a bottle of apple juice from the fridge and taking a couple of gulps.

    "Use a cup, Zax," She remarked, following me into the kitchen.

    "Nah. This is less effort...if I use a cup, I'll have to wash the cup after I'm done. Plus it's my place, I can do what I want," I argued, putting it back after offering her some but she shook her head.

    "I've got a bit of a cold, so no cool drinks for me, thanks anyway."

    "So, that thing you said earlier...if it wasn't a badly executed dirty joke, then what did you mean by that?" I inquired, walking back to my room.

    "It wasn't anything dirty, you little idiot-...! Well, it's like this...I was delivering some requested weapons to the X-Warrior Academy from the Guild, and when I was about to leave, I overheard some of the Academy instructors talking, and I can give you a hint on what your entrance exam will be like."

    Oh?

    "Go on, I'm listening."

    "I think what I overheard was only about a part of the exam and not the whole thing, so keep that in mind. I heard them saying something about collecting J-Ranked Mutants and using a teleportation platform...so, yeah, part of the exam will probably involve fighting Mutants," She explained.

    "Huh, that's pretty useful to know...hey, just how strong are J-Ranked Mutants, as in how much does it take to kill them?"

    "Hm, let's see...I think you can one-shot them with your wrist-blasters or pistols if you can land a headshot or something equally lethal. They're pretty weak."

    "Not sure how reliable your assessment is, to you pretty much anything would be weak," I replied with a shrug.

    "Hey, I'm not that powerful, you know!"

    "No, you definitely are."

    Just like X-Warriors were ranked from J, Q, K and Ace, Mutants were also ranked using the same letters. J-Ranked Mutants were the weakest types, and were small to medium sized creatures. There were hundreds if not thousands of Mutants that fell into the J-Ranked category, so they weren't classified by individual species or type. Q-Ranked Mutants were a step above J, these creatures were typically human-sized or bigger, and there were about fifty classified species that fell into the Q-Ranked category so far.

    Next were the K-Ranked Mutants, these were large and powerful creatures that were typically two to three times the size of humans, and generally would require a team of X-Warriors to take down. There were eighteen such species discovered and classified so far.

    And finally, the Ace Mutants. There were only four types that were known so far, and they rarely appeared, but...they were unbelievably powerful and massive, and in theory would require dozens of X-Warriors to defeat. I say in theory because no one had ever taken down an Ace Mutant before. There had only been one attempt, against a massive eighty-meter tall Mutant that was called Bahamut, which resembled a dragon.

    It was a massive reptile that seemed to live in the ocean, and had only appeared once so far, about thirty kilometers away from the Sanctuary. In response, about thirty X-Warriors were sent to defeat it, since it could potentially have been strong enough to break the Sanctuary dome. The result...they managed to somehow drive it away, but not before it killed twenty-four of the thirty who were sent out to kill it. All the survivors had been Aces or K-Ranked X-Warriors, and of the six survivors, four had been in critical condition.

    The other Ace Mutants that had been discovered so far had only been observed via satellite, they were far away from the Sanctuary's location right now and there was no reason to attack or provoke them if that remained the case.

    "So, hey...not that I'm complaining or anything, but are you sure an Ace X-Warrior like yourself should be giving away classified information like this?"

    "Wow, you make it sound like a much bigger deal than it actually is, it's just an entrance exam. And you know I've always disliked goody two-shoes type characters."

    "Actually, no...I didn't know that, but I can relate. Evil or cold-hearted protagonists are way more interesting," I agreed with a nod.

    "Hm, I dunno about evil..."

    Well, I had gotten a pretty useful bit of information from her, but...

    "This info is pretty sweet, but...it's definitely not sweeter than-."

    "Alright, alright, jeez...I'll bring you an extra amount of sweets next time, happy now?" She inquired with mock irritation, ruffling my hair with a smile, "You can still be such a little kid sometimes."

    "No, I'm not...," I mumbled while averting my gaze.

    She stayed over for a while longer before heading out, leaving me to return to my nap. Well, I had a lot to think about and work on, I only had a few weeks left before the entrance exam...but for now, I sleep.
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    Chapter 12 - Entrance Exam: Stage One

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Today was the day. The twenty-eighth of December, 2115. The day of my entrance exam. It was scheduled to start at 8 AM, but I had arrived at the X-Warrior Academy at 7:30 AM just to be safe. I had my X-Blasters strapped to my wrists, with my X-Pistols holstered on either side of my waist and my X-Blade handles were placed horizontally on my lower back under my jacket. I also latched on a strap to the frame of my glasses to keep them from falling off my face while moving fast.

    Once I showed the security guard my application, he let me in and informed me where to go. The X-Warrior Academy was a pretty large building with two floors, the ground floor had a large auditorium and a bunch of big training halls, the first floor had the classrooms, washrooms, cafeteria and locker rooms, and the second floor was mainly for the staff operations.

    The applicants for the entrance exam were to gather in the auditorium by 8 AM, so that's where I was right now. Tch, how stingy, they didn't have any chairs in here. What, were we supposed to stand the whole time? So not cool.

    I made my way over to the back wall and leaned back against it, as more applicants began streaming in. There sure are a lot of them, some of which looked a bit older than me. Well, not everyone applies as soon as they turn twenty, some waited till they felt they were better prepared, while others had already attempted and failed the exam previously.

    I'd gone to sleep really early last night since I'm not a morning person, so I felt fairly well awake, the last thing I want is to mess up due to sleepiness. The number of applicants in the auditorium was now more than fifty, it was just past 7:45 AM and more were still walking in. Ugh, too many people.

    "Well, well, would you look who it is? What an unpleasantly familiar face we have here," Suddenly remarked someone, walking over to me.

    Huh, was he talking to me? I glanced over to see who it was, and let out an internal groan as my expression morphed into a frown. Ugh, it's this guy...totally slipped my mind that he'd likely be here today too. Tairo Najimi, one of the main reasons why my school life had been less than desirable. He wasn't alone, I recognized a few more of my old classmates with him though I didn't know their names, and another familiar face...Bytra.

    "Hey, didn't you fail the Awakening Procedure? Are you seriously taking on this entrance exam as a Dud? How laughable," Snickered Tairo, with a look of amusement.

    Huh, I wonder how he knew that. After I went through the Awakening Procedure on my fifteenth birthday, I never went back to Regal High School for any reason after I transferred to Prosaic High School. Also, I didn't 'fail' the Awakening Procedure just because I didn't become a Prodigy.

    "I have nothing to say to you, so get lost," I sighed irritably.

    Hm, guess even with extra sleep time, I'm still not a morning person.

    "You're ever the rude bastard, aren't you?" He replied with a cocky laugh.

    "Well, he is total scum, we all know that," Agreed one of the others with him.

    "Yeah, I hope he like, dies or something today," Laughed another.

    "Now, now, let's not stoop down to his level, guys," Chuckled Tairo, with a slight smirk, "Hey, Bytra, I hope you're doing alright, babe, seeing this freak must bring back some painful memories, huh?"

    'Babe'? Heh, talk about a match made in hell.

    "Nah, I'm over it. If anything, I just feel sorry for him, he's so pathetic and pitiful," She responded with a slight laugh.

    God, I hate this bitch.

    "Talk about the pot calling the kettle black, huh," I replied with a yawn.

    "Huh, what did you just-!?"

    Thankfully, this pleasant interaction was cut short by the auditorium door swinging open and a small group of adults walked in, before closing it and heading for the front of the room. Nice timing, I was starting to get more than a little annoyed. The people who walked in stood in front on the platform at the head of the room, and one of them stepped forward to the podium, clearing his throat and tapping on the microphone to get everyone's attention, the chatter in the auditorium slowly dying down into silence.

    He was a middle aged man, with a gray, balding head, black eyes, darkish skin, a neatly trimmed goatee and was wearing a suit.

    "Good morning, young applicants, I hope you are all doing well. I am the director of this Academy, Sree Singh, and I wish you all the best of luck with today's entrance exam. Now, a word from the instructor in charge of said entrance exam," He greeted us, before turning the podium over to one of the others standing behind him.

    She stepped forward and took his place at the podium, clearing her throat. She was quite a sigh, her short hair was dyed a whole bunch of colors and spiked up, it kinda looked like a skittle puked on her head. She had a fair complexion, blue eyes and a strong build, wearing navy blue trousers and a white shirt under a navy blue coat. Must be a uniform for the instructors, the others standing behind her excluding the director were all wearing the same thing.

    "Alright, applicants, listen up! You can call me Instructor Annika Mikhailova, I'll be in charge of your entrance exam today, so pay attention. This exam will consist of two stages, the first will have you each take on low level Mutants and the thirty-two of you that kill the most of them will progress to the second stage. I'll give you the details on the second stage after the first stage is over," She instructed, keeping it brief and straightforward.

    She then explained how the first stage would be administered. There were seventy-three applicants in total and the Academy building had fifteen training halls, all of which were vacant. The applicants were evenly divided across the training halls, specifically thirteen groups of five and two groups of four.

    The training halls were massive spaces, and a teleportation platform had been placed by the back wall of each of the halls. Here's how it would work, each of the applicants would be given five minutes, and in that time, they'd have to take on J-Ranked Mutants one by one. The teleportation platform would teleport one into the training hall, and would teleport in another one as soon as the first one's vital signs ceased, and that would be repeated with every kill. The top thirty-two in terms of number of kills would move on to the second stage. Much to my dismay, I was sorted into a group of five that included Bytra and one other of my old classmates.

    Five minutes, huh? Hm, this might actually work in my favor, J-Ranked Mutants were supposed to be weak, so I could easily just spam kill them using my guns as soon as they teleported in. If my energy bullets aren't strong enough to kill them with one shot each, I'll have to increase the output setting, that'll consume more XFE but it'll subsequently increase the power of the fired shots.

    The assigned order was done at random, my turn would be fourth in the group I was in. Good, that'll let me see three others go before me, which should give me some idea of how many Mutants I should aim to take out as a safe margin to pass the first stage of the exam.

    The first person who went managed to take out seventeen of them. His Manifestations were strong but he was too slow, the J-Ranked Mutants may be weak but they were all fast enough to evade him for while before he was able to kill them.

    The second person who went was Bytra, and she did a lot better, taking out forty-five of them in her five minutes using her manifested purple thorn whip. She started off really strong, but seemed to get tired towards the last three minutes or so after swinging that thing around ceaselessy. Seriously? That was some pretty low stamina for a Prodigy, but then again, I doubt everyone trained as hard as I did, so I might actually have more stamina than some of them did, even if my brute strength was inferior.

    Next up was the other former classmate who was in this group, er...never mind, I have no idea what his name is. Anyway, he took out twenty-eight of them. Cool, looks like it's my turn now. Hm, I'll use my handguns instead of my wrist-blasters, I'll go for the option with the longer range and faster output speed. As I began heading to the middle of the training hall...

    "Heh, can't wait to see how the Dud flops," Snickered the guy who went before me as he walked past me.

    I didn't say anything...I'm not exactly the witty type who has a clever comeback for everything, so I'll just have to let my actions do the talking. I took my place in the middle of the training area, drawing out my handguns and getting ready to fire as the countdown began, my sights locked onto the teleportation platform ahead of me. First things first...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>."

    Just a few seconds left. Three...two...one!

    The instant a Mutant got teleported in, I swiftly took aim and fired with my right X-Pistol, nailing it right in the center of it's head. It took a couple of seconds for the next one to arrive, and once again, I took it out with a headshot the moment it appeared.

    So, these things really are weak enough to be killed with a single solid hit. Let's see, it takes about two seconds for the next Mutant to appear after the previous one is killed and it takes about a second from the moment I fire my gun and the energy bullet hits my target...so at most, I'd be able to kill a hundred of them if I keep up this intensity. A hundred shots with my X-Pistols would consume, let's see...forty percent of my total XFE.

    Well, a hundred is kinda much though, I think I'll just keep going at this without a fixed number in mind. A minute had gone by so far, and I've taken out eighteen of them already, two less than the maximum rate I'd calculated.

    On another note, the appearances of these Mutants was truly fascinating. One looked like a cross between a dog and a Goblin from fantasy games or series, another looked like a chicken with the head of a reptile, it was a plethora of creatures that looked like a bored ten year old had thought up by combining different animals and monsters.

    No animals existed outside the Sanctuary, at least not in any form resembling what they had been before WWIII. But there were plenty in the Sanctuary, farm animals, pets and even some strays here and there. There were also a couple of zoos in two of the other quadrants. Back to the matter at hand, three minutes were up and I'd taken down fifty-one, nine less than the maximum I'd calculated.

    My current rate is seventeen per minute, based on that, I should be able to get past eighty by the end of my five minutes pretty easily. Also, this was starting to get ridiculously boring. It was like the easiest game of whack-a-mole ever, the instant the Mutants popped into view, I popped a bullet into their heads and killed them instantly, then the next one appeared and the cycle continued.

    I suppose I should be glad that I'm doing so well, but still...I couldn't help but feel bored out of my mind. Also, this was my first time killing a living creature...but I had no notable feelings about it. The Mutant corpses had begun to pile up on the teleportation platform, so the instructor in charge of the five in this training hall stepped in quickly to brush them off, using his X-Ability to do so, specifically his Primary Manifestation, a large pair of blue energy arms manifesting from his upper back, like from where you'd imagine wings growing from, but they were arms instead.

    He used them to push the corpses off the platform so that it wouldn't break under the weight. That costed me a few seconds, but it was whatever. Alright, I've taken out seventy-six of them and there's eleven seconds left...at most, I can take out four more at the most.

    A weird mongoose-bug combo Mutant showed up next, I blasted it between the eyes, the next one looked like a crow combined with a...uh...I'm not sure what that is? Two seconds left, looks like just I can only take out one more. The moment it appeared, I aimed both handguns at it and fired, blasting through both of its eyes and killing it.

    Whew, finally done. Seventy-nine, huh...not bad, but if it turned out to not be enough, I'll have to use my ability to go back in time and try again. I turned around and headed back to the sidelines of the training hall where the other applicants were...and felt more than a little uncomfortable and awkward as I noticed that they were all staring at me in utter shock.

    Especially whatshisface from my old school and Bytra. What, had they put me down so much that, in their heads, I was a completely incompetent and useless person? Either way, I had to say...I was loving the looks on their faces right now...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 13 - Entrance Exam: Stage Two

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Before we get into the second stage of this entrance exam, allow me to congratulate the thirty-two of you for getting through the first stage."

    So, yeah, stage one was over. The initial number of seventy-three applicants had been culled down to thirty-two, and those who made the cut were now back in the auditorium, where we were waiting for Instructor Annika Mikhailova to give us the details of the next stage.
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    Chapter 14 - Orientation

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Congratulations, Zax, I totally knew you'd do it!" Grinned my sister, pouring me a glass of champagne.

    "Yeah, right...you were definitely surprised when I told you I passed," I replied with a raised eyebrow.

    "N-no, I wasn't! So, anyway...is this your first time drinking alcohol?"

    Hm, how to answer that...I had tried alcohol a couple of times, but it was kinda expensive, so after I finished drinking, I used my ability to go back in time. I didn't like getting drunk very much, but I didn't mind a little bit and getting a little buzzed.

    "Yeah, I've drank a couple of times before."

    "Ooh, nice, little bro. What did you try?"

    "Beer and vodka shots, and now champagne, I guess."

    We were currently in my room, a couple of days after the entrance exam, on the 30th of December. My sister had come over the night after that day and I'd told her that I passed, she tried to act like she'd expected it, but she was definitely surprised. She came over tonight to celebrate, with champagne and sweets galore. I had already treated myself to a ton of cakes and other sweets yesterday, but I definitely wasn't complaining.

    "You know, it's sort of a miracle that you aren't morbidly obese...where does all that food go, anyway?"

    "I've told you before, it's not like I eat sweets everyday, only once every two weeks and on special occasions. Anyway, what are the classes like for Level J?" I inquired, as I took a bite of chocolate cake.

    "Hm? Let's see-...wait, no, now's not the time for that, we're celebrating! And besides, you'll find out in a few days anyway, so no need to be so impatient," She replied with a laugh, flicking my forehead.

    "Ow...tch, talk about useless."

    "Hey!"

    Well, I suppose she had a point, I had no reason to rush. Fine, for now, I'll just focus on enjoying these sweets...

    ...

    ...

    A few days later, on the 3rd of January, I was walking up the stairs to the entrance of the X-Warrior Academy, around 8:30 AM. I had gone through the entrance exam results of all of my new classmates, specifically their names and where they placed in the first stage. I just figured it wouldn't be a bad idea to know who to be vary of ahead of time.

    I entered the building and headed up to the first floor, finding the Level J classroom without too much trouble. It was pretty small, the desk rows were sloped, as in the back rows were each a step higher than the row ahead. There were three rows of three on either side of the class with a small set of stairs down the middle, in other words, two columns of three rows each, for a total of eighteen seats. There weren't individual desks, each row had a long desk with three seats behind it.

    A few people had already arrived, but fortunately for me, no one had claimed either of the back corner seats yet. Hm, I think I'll go for the one on the left side of the classroom. Hope no one sits next to me, I'd love to have the entire row to myself.

    Bytra and Tairo were already here, sitting in the front row of the same column that I was in. Tairo was by the corner while Bytra was in the middle, the aisle seat in their row was still empty. Including myself, about ten people were currently in the classroom, so there were still six more to arrive.

    As the minutes passed by, I felt a sense of triumph as all the seats got filled, but no one took either of the vacant seats in the row I was in. By the time fifteen people had arrived, there were only three unoccupied spots, the middle and aisle seat in the back-left row where I was, and the middle seat of the front-right row. I just had to hope that the last person to arrive would pick the vacant seat in the front.

    Hm, from the look of things, it seemed like most of the others had opted to sit with those that they already knew. The door then opened and the last person walked in, taking a slow look around the classroom. His gaze settled on the vacant spot in the front, his brows furrowing with disdain. Crap, looks like he's the type who hates sitting up front, just like me. If I remember right, his name was Kiran Sigdel, he'd placed eleventh in the first stage of the entrance exam.

    He glanced at my row, and as our gazes met, I made sure that my expression wasn't a welcoming one, though I wasn't being too aggressive about it...I had no intention of playing nice with anyone, but at the same time, I wasn't going to antagonize people for no good reason either.

    After seeming to mull it over, he picked the aisle seat in the row I was in, leaving the middle seat vacant...good, at least he wasn't sitting next to me. He had messy black hair, black eyes with heavy bags underneath them, he wore a black face-mask, dark blue hoodie and dark green trousers with black boots. He looked like he wasn't the talkative type...I certainly hope that's the case.

    A few minutes later, an instructor walked in, wearing the same uniform I'd seen the staff who'd been present during the entrance exam wearing, a white shirt under a dark blue coat and dark blue trousers, though he wore it rather messily, the shirt was untucked with a few of the top buttons undone, and he wore the coat over his shoulders without putting his arms into the sleeves. He looked like he was in his late twenties, with spiky black hair that had a few red streaks, orange eyes, he was tall and well-built, and had a heavy stubble.

    "Good morning or whatever, new students, uh...congrats on making it this far, I guess. So, normally, Academy days start at 10 AM, but the first day for new Level J students starts at 9 AM in order to deliver a quick orientation, which I've been assigned to do this time...kinda pointless if you ask me, you'll all figure it out eventually anyway. Oh, yeah, you can call me Instructor Jin Satou. I'm supposed to spend this next hour explaining how your classes will go for the next six months in Level J, but that much time is unnecessary...so, I'll wrap this up as soon as possible and you kids can just chill in the remaining time."

    No one seemed to know what to make of this instructor's blunt greeting, so everyone just sort of sat back and watched. Instructor Jin Satou kept it brief and simple, which worked perfectly fine for me. I hate listening to people who drone on and on with pointless chatter. He informed us about our timetable for each day over the next six months.

    Each day, our classes would begin at 10 AM. The first session would go on till 12 PM, and following a fifteen minute break, the second session would begin and go on till 2:15 PM, after which we'd be given a forty-five minute lunch break, and the day would end with a third session that'd end at 5 PM. Huh, the lunch break was kinda late, if you ask me.

    We had three classes in Level J; theory, XFE training and teamwork training. Theory classes would take place in the classroom, and would be lessons on Mutant physiology, combat strategies and other knowledge deemed necessary for X-Warriors to know. XFE training was literally just training to get us more used to using our XFE Manifestations, and would often involve randomly pairing us up and having us spar against each other. Hm, that sounded like it'd be fairly effective training, regularly sparring against Prodigies was definitely a great opportunity.

    And finally, teamwork training, this one I didn't like the sound of. Unfortunately, it was very necessary since X-Warriors weren't allowed to take on Mutant-hunting Missions alone, not even Aces. I guess it made sense, but working with others really wasn't my strong suit. The timetable would be the same every single day, the first session would be theory, the second session would be XFE training, and the final session of each day would be teamwork training.

    At the end of each month, we'd be administered exams for each of the three classes. In other words, we'd be taking six exams for each of the three subjects of Level J, a total of eighteen exams. Passing Level J and moving onto Level Q at the end of the six months wouldn't require passing every single exam. Instead, it was a cumulatively-based scoring system. In other words, if you did badly in, say, January's theory exam, you could make it up by earning a high score in February's corresponding exam.

    Every exam would have a maximum score of ten points, meaning that all three Level J classes had a total possible score of sixty points. Passing Level J required a score of at least thirty-five out of sixty in all three classes with at least one of them being at least forty. You weren't allowed a do-over if you failed, even if it was by a single point, you'd have to start over from the entrance exam all over again. That was only for Level J though, apparently that got a lot more lenient at the higher levels. And with that, Instructor Jin Satou wrapped up his explanation, within about twenty minutes.

    "Finally done...well, that's about it, so, uh...any questions?"

    "I have a question, sir," Someone responded, raising their hand.

    A guy with red hair and blue eyes who was sitting up front in the same row as Tairo and Bytra...if I remember right, he's the guy who placed first in the first stage of the entrance exam, with eighty-one kills. I think his name was Alex Jaice. On another note, the instructor didn't look too happy about the fact that that someone actually had a question.

    "Yeah, what is it?" He sighed in reply.

    "Oh, uh...I was just wondering, will the timetable you mentioned start from today at 10 AM? It's just, the way you were talking, it sounded like you were saying that classes will start tomorrow."

    "Hm? Oh, that's right...today will end early. At 10 AM, we'll all go down to one of the training halls, and I'll be taking each of you on one by one, to find out about your strengths and weaknesses or whatever. It's a pain, but it's my job so I don't have a choice."

    Wait, what? Might have been nice to be informed of that beforehand...well, it's a good thing I had brought my X-Weapons with me and had my battle outfit on. Still, if I'd known this was going to happen, I'd have also brought a change of clothes since it was highly likely that I was going to sweat.

    Most of my new classmates then began whispering amongst themselves...from the little bits and pieces I could overhear, it sounded like they were all pretty caught off-guard by this sudden announcement. I don't know what they're all complaining about, unlike my weapons which I had to carry on me at all times, they could just pop out their X-Ability Manifestations when they felt like it.

    Anyway, forty minutes later, we were all down in one of the training halls.

    "Okay, uh...for the order in which you guys take me on, let's see...let's just go with whoever feels like volunteering," Shrugged the instructor, "So, then...who wants to go first?"

    No one said anything for a while, before...

    "Um, sir? I don't mean any disrespect, but are you sure you can go through sixteen fights in a row?" Inquired one of the others.

    "Hm? Yeah, I'll be fine. I'm a K-Ranked X-Warrior, so contrary to appearances, I'm totally swole," He replied, with a half-hearted peace sign, "So, any volunteers to go first?"

    Huh, his lack of enthusiasm aside, his confidence certainly didn't seem to be unfounded. And everyone looked a lot more on edge the moment he mentioned that he was K-Ranked, the second highest possible rank that an X-Warrior could achieve, and of which there were less than fifty in the world. No one seemed to want to go first, until finally...

    "Interesting, I think I'll go first," Someone volunteered confidently, with a familiar voice...it was Tairo.

    God, I hope he gets his ass kicked...
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    Chapter 15 - First Training Exercise(Part 1)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Alright, put on the restriction collar and activate your X-Abilities in Phantom Mode and come at me, I guess. I won't be fully on the defensive, by the way, I'll be holding back but I will attack and counter," Remarked Instructor Satou, putting on a collar himself, "<Primary Manifestation: Scorpion>."

    Red Phantom XFE wrapped around his arms and extended out his lower back, forming in the shape of scorpion-like pincers around his arms and stinger from his lower back. After the entrance exam, we had all been given one of those restriction collars since we'd be using them regularly at the Academy. Tairo looked hesitant but stepped forward...

    "<Primary Manifestation: Sword>, <Secondary Manifestation: Shield>."

    His Manifestations sure were generic and boring, but he was fairly skilled in terms of technique, I had watched him fight in one of the inter-high tournaments and I had to admit, he wasn't half bad. Plus, he wouldn't have passed the entrance exam if he wasn't skilled. He was wearing a black undershirt under a dark blue sweater and dark gray trousers with black shoes, all of which was lightly armored.

    He shot forward towards the instructor with his sword and shield close to himself. As he neared him, he swung his sword up at his throat. The instructor didn't move, the instant before the blade could whip across his neck, he deflected it with a flick of his stinger, before swinging it at Tairo, who managed to block it with his shield and parry it away.

    He then went low and drove his sword up at the instructor's chest, who caught it with his right pincer and flung him away. Tairo went flying several meters away, attempting to use his shield to soften his fall, but that didn't work too well since it was in Phantom Mode. The instructor was able to fling him away even though both their Manifestations were in Phantom Mode because if two Manifestations in Phantom Mode, they would make physical contact when struck against each other.

    He stood up with a groan and moved his shoulder tentatively, before he shot towards the instructor again, unleashing a barrage of slashes and thrusts at him. Instructor Satou effortlessly dodged, parried and blocked every single attack, before whipping his stinger at Tairo's midsection. He managed to get his shield in the way, but got sent flying back again, crashing onto the ground on his back.

    "Alright, that's enough. Who's next?" Asked Instructor Satou, ending the bout.

    "Wait, I can still fight-!"

    "Yeah, yeah, I'm sure you can, but I have to do this sixteen times, so I can't overdo any of these fights. This is just to get a rough estimation of what each of you are capable of, the win/lose factor doesn't apply. So, who wants to go second?"

    Tairo reluctantly deactivated his X-Abilities and took off the restriction collar before returning to the sidelines where the rest of us were seated. I'll volunteer towards the end, that way I can get a good idea of what the instructor is capable of, plus he was bound to be at least a little bit tired towards the end.

    "I'll go next!" Someone finally volunteered, a guy with a confident grin.

    Jian Lee, I believe he'd placed somewhere between fifteenth and twentieth in the first stage of the entrance exam. He had long black hair that covered his left eye in front and was tied in a ponytail in the back, black eyes, a silver earring on his right earlobe and a curved birthmark on his chin. He wore a long sleeved t-shirt that was mostly white with black along the neckline, shoulders and sleeves. He had on black trousers with dark red shoes. He put on his restriction collar and stepped forward confidently.

    "Okay, make sure to go all out right away. Like I said, I'll be keeping each of these bouts short, so don't complain if I end your bout before you're able to show me everything you've got," Advised the instructor.

    "You don't have to tell me twice...<Primary Manifestation: Axe>!" He exclaimed with a grin, dashing forward as a large, green energy double-bit axe formed in his hands.

    He unfurled a swift horizontal slash at the instructor's midsection, his attack missed but he smoothly transitioned into upward diagonal swing across at his head. The instructor stepped back to avoid it, before crossing his arms in front of himself to block a rapid straight thrust.

    Huh, this guy didn't have much of a technique, but he sure swung that axe around rapidly, he had some pretty flexible wrists and shoulders. Tairo had a much more disciplined fighting technique, but his attacks were slower than Jian's, which was why the latter was giving the instructor a harder time.

    That being said, the instructor was blocking and parrying his attacks without too much trouble, though he wasn't able to dodge much. Jian then seemed to have made an opening, and rapidly jumped up and swung his axe straight down at his shoulder. He didn't move, catching the axe with his left pincer and flinging him away.

    Did the instructor bait him into thinking that he had an opening? Well, he is a K-Ranked X-Warrior, so it wouldn't surprise me. Jian shot towards him again, undeterred by his failed attack. He closed the gap and...did the same thing, sprang up and began to swing his axe straight down. Seriously, he was trying the exact same attack agai-...

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Axe Expansion>!"

    I stand corrected...

    The end of his axe about tripled in size as he swung it down with all his might, Instructor Satou was just about able to get his stinger in the way to block the strike and knock him away, but the impact was heavy enough to force him down onto one knee.

    "Okay, that's enough. Next, please," Declared the instructor, deactivating his Manifestation and adjusting his collar with a look of discomfort, as Jian got ready to charge in again.

    He looked disappointed that the bout was over, but made no fuss, deactivating his Manifestation and taking off his collar before rejoining the sidelines, as the next person stepped forward.

    It was a girl, I think her name was Zoya Sokolova, if I remember right, she'd placed sixteenth in the first stage of the entrance exam. She was on the tall side, with short straight blonde hair that stopped just above her shoulders in the back, dark blue eyes, a blue streak across the middle of her hair that she braided and grew past the front of her left ear. She wore a short-sleeved pink dress with a white collar, it stopped just above her knees, with a dark purple belt around her waist and black tights on her legs under the dress. She wore dark blue sandals on her feet and had purple fingerless gloves on her hands that went up to her forearms.

    "I'll go next, unless someone else wishes to," She said amicably, before continuing onto the middle as no one else volunteered.

    Her way of talking was kinda...formal, I guess? I feel like I'd exhaust myself if I spoke like that. The instructor reactivated his Manifestation and got ready.

    "Okay, whenever you're ready," He instructed, as his pincers and stinger formed again.

    "Yes, sir...<Primary Manifestation: Rapier>," She said, a long and narrow white blade forming in her right hand, before sprinting forward at an impressive speed.

    She's pretty fast and nimble. She reached the instructor in a matter of seconds, unleashing a series of rapid thrusts at him. He wasn't able to evade any of them, forced to stay rooted and block the strikes best he could. Then, in the blink of an eye...

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Mini-Rapier>!"

    A second, shorter blade appeared in her left hand, and she thrust both blades at him, crashing against his pincers and slightly knocking him off-balance. And then, in an instant, she slipped behind him and drove her blades towards his back. He barely managed to block it using his stinger, and then sprang away as fast as he could, his Manifestation severely cracked...

    <Secondary Manifestation: Flaming Pincers>!" He exclaimed, flames forming in his pincers.

    He blasted out rapid fireballs from each of his hands as he backed away, she slashed away the first one by swinging both blades outwards, and attempted to dodge the second one, but got hit square on the right shoulder. Since the flames were also in Phantom Mode, it didn't do any real damage.

    "Alright, that's enough. Next," Said the instructor with a quiet sigh of relief.

    She had really kept him on his toes, even if he had been holding back. I don't think he planned on using his Secondary Manifestation at all, he seemed lacking in motivation but I guess he still had enough pride as a K-Ranked X-Warrior to not want to lose to a Level J student.

    The next person to volunteer was Alex Jaice, he had placed first in the the first stage of the entrance exam, so I was interested in seeing him fight. He had medium length red hair, light blue eyes and pale skin, and wore an unbuttoned white short-sleeved shirt over a black undershirt and dark blue trousers with black boots and fingerless gloves.

    "Alright, I'll go next!" He volunteered with a smile, walking up to the middle.

    "Actually...wait, let's take a five minute break first," Replied the instructor, sitting down with a sigh.

    Alright, then, guess we were taking a break...

    ...

    "Okay, let's continue," Said the instructor five minutes later, standing up and stretching his arms with a sigh.

    "In that case...here I come, <Primary Manifestation: Twin Crossbows>!" Responded Alex, two red energy crossbows forming on top of both his forearms.

    "Jeez, no need to be in such a rush...<Primary Manifestation: Scorpion>," Sighed the instructor.

    Alex then pointed his arms towards the instructor and...fired a rapid-fire barrage of arrows at him. The instructor was taken aback, before swiftly crossing his pincers over his chest and wrapping his stinger around his body, the arrows bouncing off.

    I see, so that's how he got first place, he fired those arrows in even quicker succession than either my X-Pistols or X-Blasters could. But his arrows weren't powerful enough to get through the instructor's defense.

    "In that case...<Secondary Manifestation: Foot Rockets>!"

    Red energy wrapped around his feet in the shape of boots, and flames began sprouting out from below, and he started to fly up. He flew till he was above the instructor and hovered there, before raining down another barrage of arrows, this time with a bit more force since firing downwards meant that the momentum would only keep increasing.

    Cracks began to appear in the instructor's defense, he responded by blasting out a large fireball and springing away, a couple of the arrows grazing his shoulders and chest as he let down his defense in order to counter. Alex dodged the fireball and continued launching his arrows, while the instructor was busy evading at top speed and countering with his fireballs.

    Instructor Satou was on the defensive, but wasn't getting overwhelmed, thanks to his agile evasion and accurate fireball counterattacks. Meanwhile, Alex was in no danger of getting hit by the fireballs, having enough time to see them coming, but it looks like his accuracy decreases when he isn't firing from a fixed position. In other words, this was a stalemate, and it didn't take long for the instructor to realize that too...

    "Okay, that's enough, I won't waste time stuck in a stupid battle of attrition. Who wants to go next?" He inquired, as Alex hovered back down and deactivated his Manifestations as he reached the ground.

    The next person to volunteer stood up and stepped forward with a cocky and excited look on his face. Taayin Sharma, he placed thirtieth in the first stage of the entrance exam, I remember that because he was the only person who had placed below twenty-fifth in the first stage but still passed the second stage, beating the person who placed third in order to do so, the next lowest-ranked from the first stage to pass was Bytra, who placed twenty-fourth.

    This guy kinda gave me the creeps. He had medium-length dark blue hair with light pink eyes, his hair was parted from the middle of his forehead and wore a black headband. He had a darkish complexion and a vertical scar down his left eye. He wore a black shirt with the sleeves halfway ripped off around his biceps, with dark purple trousers and shoes. And his expression sent chills down my spine...he had that crazy-eyed look on his face.

    "Hey, instructor...do I have to use Phantom Mode? See, my Secondary Manifestation is useless in Phantom Mode, and more importantly...its just no fun that way," He remarked with a smirk, as he approached the instructor.

    "Wait, are you the kid whose restriction collar somehow malfunctioned during the second stage and you nearly ended up killing your opponent? Hm, I'm starting to think that the apparent malfunction was no accident...word to the wise, reign in that violent streak, kid."

    "Heh, I have no idea what you're talking about. After all, there's no evidence that I tampered with my collar back then, and you know what they say...innocent until proven guilty."

    "You sure are a messed up one, aren't you? Well, truth be told, I couldn't care less whether or not you did that deliberately...but I should warn you, if you try that against me...I'll absolutely destroy you, understand?" Remarked the instructor, his voice turning serious and cold towards the end.

    "Like I said, sir...I have no idea what you're talking about. <Primary Manifestation: Finger-Blades>!"

    Black energy extended out from his fingertips, curving slightly towards the end...it was like each of his fingers had sharp, six-inch claws growing out of them. What's more, it was black in hue, meaning that he had the Dark Attribute, just like I did.

    "Alright, let's get this over with...come at me," Sighed Instructor Satou, clicking his pincers a couple of times.

    A wide smirk spread out on Taayin's lips, before he shot forward rapidly, sprinting towards the instructor. What's with his movements...?

    He reached the instructor and unleashed a couple of slashes, then suddenly ducked and swiped at his knees, the instructor blocked his strikes with his pincers and swiftly backed away, but Taayin was right on his tail, giving him no room to get any distance.

    He was fast, but it wasn't like his speed was greater than anyone else I'd seen so far, in fact I'd say that he was slower that Zoya was...but there was more to him, his fighting style was different to anything I'd ever seen before. He reflexes were insane, and his movements were animalistically unorthodox, he moved like a feral beast, almost purely on instinct. But that wasn't all, he was also ridiculously good at premeditating and predicting his opponent's movements, almost like he knew what they would do before they themselves did.

    He was the type who didn't simply enjoy fighting, he absolutely lived for it. He swung his left claws at the instructor's head, who blocked it using his right pincer, bringing his right forearm in front of the side of his head. In a swift, fluid motion, Taayin ran his claws down along the length of the pincer and slashed across the instructor's side, who just about managed to spring away to the right and reduce the impact to simply getting grazed.

    The moment he sprang away, Taayin followed him with a rapid shuffle of his feet, pouncing on him while he was still off-balance and pinning him down. With a wide, sadistic grin, he balled his fists together and raised them, but before he could slam them down, the instructor wrapped his legs around his waist and flipped their positions over, swiftly grabbing hold of Taayin's wrists and holding him down.

    "I think we'll wrap this up now," The instructor sighed in relief, letting him go.

    "Ahh, I almost had you just then!" Laughed Taayin, jumping to his feet, showing no signs of frustration.

    He didn't care about winning or losing, he just wanted the thrill of it...creepy. I should stay away from that guy.

    Before the next person could volunteer...

    "Let's continue after another break, as for how long it is...well, let's just say that I'll decide when I feel like it," Yawned the instructor, sitting down with his back against the wall.

    It hadn't been that long since the last break, if I had to guess, he was probably just trying to calm himself down after that last bout, he'd definitely been caught off-guard by Taayin's dynamic and unpredictable fighting style. We were just under a third of the way done with this...five bouts so far, eleven more to go...
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    Chapter 16 - First Training Exercise(Part 2)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Okay, I think that's enough of a rest. Who's next?" Asked Instructor Satou, standing up with a stifled yawn and rubbing his eyes, nearly half an hour later.

    For a moment, I thought he'd completely forgotten about continuing the exercise, he'd sort of dozed off a couple of times there. At this rate, it'll be a while before this would end, maybe I should volunteer earlier than I'd planned to...but if I went too early, then I might have to wait till everyone's done before I can go home, in which case I'd be better off volunteering later.

    Might as well ask...

    "Hm, what is it, are you volunteering?" Inquired the instructor, as I raised my hand.

    "Oh, uh...not exactly. Just wanted to clarify something, if I was to volunteer to go next, can I go home after the fight is over?" I asked hopefully.

    "That's a good question. And, I wish I had better news, but unfortunately I can't let you guys go home till everyone has had a turn...sorry, kid, I don't mean to crush your hopes or anything."

    "Er...no worries," I replied awkwardly.

    Wow, he was being genuinely apologetic. Was he putting himself in my situation? That would explain it, since he definitely seemed like the type who'd be in a hurry to get home in a situation like this, so maybe he assumed I felt the same way and felt bad about having to give me a negative answer. My feelings weren't nearly as dramatic as all that, but I suppose I could appreciate his empathy...

    "Tch, guess I might as well volunteer last then," I heard someone mumble to my right.

    It was the guy who had picked the seat in the row I was in in the classroom, the one with the messy black hair and face-mask, Kiran Sigdel. Huh, guess I'll volunteer fifteenth then, the one before last.

    The next person to step forward was Misaki Aki, she had placed somewhere in the top fifteen in the first stage of the entrance exam, I don't remember exactly where but I think it was thirteenth. She had longish black hair that was pulled back and tied in a braid in the back, which she kept over her left shoulder. She had black eyes, slightly thick eyebrows and had an average complexion. She wore a yellowish-orange sleeveless top with dark red fingerless gloves that went up to her elbows, with black tights on her legs under a short black skirt and dark red boots.

    As she stood up and walked forward, I noticed Bytra looking uncomfortable as she stepped past her, averting her gaze nervously...huh, wonder what that's about, I'll file it away for later.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Electric Sai Daggers>, <Secondary Manifestation: Vision Boost>!" She remarked, two yellow energy sai daggers forming in her hands before forming an eye mask around both her eyes, her pupils widening as it did.

    She shot towards the instructor with her daggers positioned in front of her. He blocked her strikes as she neared him and swung her daggers in his direction repeatedly. Unable to get through his defenses, she suddenly flicked her left wrist upwards, tossing the dagger straight up into the air, using her free hand to swiftly grab the instructor's right wrist and drove the other dagger towards his chest.

    Before she could strike, he grabbed the dagger with his other pincer, stopping it before she struck. She responded by catching the dagger she flung up using her teeth, and thrust her head forward and across, slashing it towards his face. He just about managed to get the end of his stinger in front of his face and block it.

    "Alright, we're done here, next!" He suddenly declared, surprising all of us.

    That bout had barely lasted ten seconds...

    "Wait, already?" Misaki asked in bafflement.

    "Yeah. Those few seconds were enough for me to see that you're skilled, so I don't see a need to keep going," He shrugged indifferently, waiting for the next person to volunteer.

    "Okay, then...," Muttered Misaki, walking back to the sidelines with a dumbfounded expression.

    I should clarify something about how the XFE manifested weapons work. They stay manifested when the user is in physical contact with them, however, if the user lets go of the Manifestation, it would disappear after ten seconds if the user didn't regain physical contact with it. That's why I could fire bullets, why Alex could fire arrows, and why Misaki had been able to fling her dagger up and catch it.

    The seventh person to volunteer was a girl named Suri Patel, I think she had placed fifth in the first stage of the entrance exam, just below me. She had short black hair with three purple-dyed streaks, two on either side by her ears and one on the top right side of her head, black eyes and darkish skin. She was a bit on the short side, wearing faint black lipstick and a small gold earring on her left ear. She wore a sleeveless and shoulderless dark blue top that strapped around her neck with a low back, tight black trousers with black boots and matching fingerless gloves, along with elbow braces. As she stood up and stepped forward, Misaki accidentally bumped against her shoulder.

    "Tch, watch where you're going," She growled irritably, flashing her a glare.

    "What a bitch," I heard Misaki mumble venomously.

    Suri walked to the middle, stretching her arms up and tilting her neck, loosening up.

    "Okay, come at me whenever you're ready," Said the instructor, stifling a yawn.

    Despite the yawn, he was definitely on alert...he'd had one too many close calls during this exercise, he definitely wanted to avoid another close bout.

    "Yeah, yeah...let's get this over with," She replied bluntly, "<Secondary Manifestation: Shuriken>!"

    Starting with her Secondary Manifestation? Interesting, most Prodigies tended to attack with their Primary Manifestation first...

    Purple energy wrapped around her wrist and palm like a glove, a purple energy shuriken formed in her left hand, and she flung it at him, which he easily deflected using his stinger. She then flicked her wrist to form three more shurikens which she held between her fingers, and swung her arm towards him, throwing all three at him simultaneously.

    He deflected them easily again, as she shot forward towards him, leaping up as she neared him, twisting her body across diagonally and slamming her heel down at him. He swiftly crossed his arms above him to block her kick, and as her heel crashed onto his crossed arms...

    "I've got you now, <Primary Manifestation: Chainsaw>," She remarked in a cold, intimidating voice, as a long purple energy chainsaw formed out of her extended right hand.

    She slashed it down at his shoulder, he got his stinger in the way, but the rapidly spinning chain blade severely cracked the end of it.

    "Crap, <Secondary Manifestation: Flaming Pincers>!" Exclaimed the instructor, flames bursting out of his pincers and forcing her to get away from him, "Yeah, we're done here. Next!"

    "Sounds good to me," Replied Suri, deactivating her Manifestations.

    Phantom Mode didn't mean they were like holograms, just drastically restricted...in other words, just because they didn't do any serious damage in Phantom Mode doesn't mean that they do no damage at all, for instance, Phantom flames were still slightly warm and Phantom lightning had a weak electric charge.

    If you stabbed someone with a blade Manifestation in Phantom Mode, it wouldn't hurt much and leaves no visible damage, but it does kill a small number of your cells, not a significant amount, but excessive exposure to XFE attacks even in Phantom Mode could be dangerous. Especially against Paragons who have the Dark Attribute like I do, since dark XFE attacks would leave lingering damage like poison or venom, it was more effective against Mutants but was still pretty toxic to humans too.

    Anyway, with that, the eighth person volunteered, a guy named Makoto Amano. He had medium-length black hair that framed his face, black eyes, pasty and pale skin, average height and he was a bit on the, uh, how to put this nicely...eh, I'll be blunt, he was fat. He had a lollipop in his mouth, wore an orange-and-black striped long-sleeved t-shirt with dark brown cargo pants that went a little past his knees and black sandals.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Twin Hammers>, <Secondary Manifestation: Strength Boost>!"

    Two green energy hammers manifested in his hands, they had long handles and large blocks at the hammer ends. He then stretched his arms out and rapidly swung them in, slamming the hammers together and sending out a powerful shockwave towards the instructor, who skipped back to get out of its range.

    Given Makoto's, er, build, he was unlikely to be very agile, so I was curious as to how he was able to pass the entrance exam...looks like he was good as using his ability.

    That shockwave attack he just used would work exactly the same regardless of whether his Manifestations were in Phantom Mode or not, and he was showing no intention of moving in closer to his opponent, so it must be his, or at least one of his, main attack options.

    The instructor was keeping his distance, and based on his expression, I'd guess that he was considering using his Secondary Manifestation again. Makoto then raised both hammers...and flung them at the instructor with all his might, who dodged them pretty easily.

    The instructor then shot towards him with his stinger raised, and as he neared him, Makoto re-manifested his hammers and slammed them together in front of him again, sending out another shockwave. The instructor sprang up as high as he could to avoid it and fired off a couple of fireballs, which Makoto was unable to avoid.

    "Next!"

    The ninth person to volunteer was a guy named Andre Phillips, he'd placed tenth in the first stage of the entrance exam. He looked a bit on the older side, maybe about a couple of years older than I was. He had a dark complexion, a bowl-cut hairstyle, dark gray eyes and was pretty tall. He wore a dark green baggy long sleeved turtleneck sweater that was loose around the neck, knee-length black shorts with a white stripe on either side over black full-length tights and dark blue boots.

    "Here I come...<Primary Manifestation: Arm Armor>," Remarked Andre, as blue XFE wrapped around his hands and forearms, forming a thick protective layer of energy around both his arms from below the elbow.

    He punched his fists together a couple of times, before sprinting forward with his arms close to his chest...hm, looks like a boxing stance.

    He reached the instructor and unleashed a series a rapid punches at him, which were all blocked, but he put some extra muscle into his last two punches to slightly knock away the instructor's pincers and create a small opening. He swiftly pounced on that opening, swinging a heavy right uppercut at his chin, right as the instructor whipped his stinger towards him.

    Andre swiftly brought his left arm up to block the stinger, as the instructor ducked backwards to avoid his punch, the back of his fist brushing against the instructor's chin and nose. That had been a good try, but he was now completely open for attack from the instructor's pincers. He began to grab him using his pincers, when suddenly...

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Armor Spikes>!"

    Short but sharp spikes appeared all across his Primary Manifestation, and he began to slam the back of his fist down at the instructor's face. Before his attack could strike, the instructor rapidly tripped him and got him onto the ground on his back in the blink of an eye, in a swift and fluid motion. Whoa, what just happened...? I watched him do it, but I couldn't quite understand how he did it...in an instant, he had Andre on his back, who had a confused look on his face.

    Let me think back to exactly what he did...right before the back of Andre's fist could strike his face, he tripped him with a flick of his foot and knocked his balance off sideways, and then, with incredible flexibility, he evaded the downward backhand strike which ended up just grazing his shoulder. And then, he placed his foot inside the line of Andre's ankle and swung his foot outwards in the opposite direction to the direction he had initially thrown him off balance in, as he grabbed his shoulder and pushed across, slammed him onto the ground on his back.

    And he'd done all that while being off balance himself...well, that last move made it clear that the instructor was holding back on us by a lot, only showing us glimpses of what he was actually capable of when we caught him off guard.

    "Oops, might've been a bit too rough there...sorry about that, hope I didn't hurt you," He said apologetically, helping Andre up.

    "Oh, no worries, sir, I'm perfectly fine," Andre replied with an amicable smile, though I could see a hint of fear in his eyes...that last move had definitely startled him, right as he must have been thinking that he was about to land a hit, he suddenly found himself on his back a second later.

    "Okay, next! Let's do one more and then take a break."

    The next person to step forward was...Bytra. I noticed Misaki staring at her with a 'where do I know you from?' kinda expression. Earlier, Bytra had looked pretty nervous when Misaki walked past her. Did they know each other?

    Bytra stepped forward with a slightly nervous expression, taking deep breaths to compose herself. She hadn't changed much in appearance since I first met her, besides having grown a bit taller and curvier. She had shoulder length brown hair that grew past her eyebrows in front, bright green eyes and wore a red hairclip on the front left side of her hair. She wore a loose short sleeved red dress that went down to her knees with her left shoulder exposed, a black belt around her waist and purple tights on her legs with red shoes.

    Tch, I wish she'd just failed the entrance exam. Or burnt up in a fire. Or something. Oh, well, you can't always get what you want...but one of these days, I'll pay her back for giving me one of the worst experiences in my life so far. But there's no rush and no need to force an opportunity, so for now, I'm willing to be patient and wait for an opportunity to present itself.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Thorn Whip>, <Secondary Manifestation: Speed Boost>," She stated tentatively, looking like she was hesitant.

    Was she nervous because the instructor's last move had scared her, or would she have been nervous either way? Doesn't matter, either way, I was enjoying watching her sweat...

    "Uh, so...you gonna attack or what?" Inquired the instructor with a raised eyebrow.

    "H-huh? Oh, r-right, um...here I come," She replied timidly, sprinting forward rapidly and swinging her whip at him.

    He began trying to grab it, but before he could, she flicked her wrist like it was made of rubber, changing the trajectory of the whip. The instructor noticed and sprang back to avoid it. She shot forward after him and flicked her wrist with a spin, the whip zipping forward in a spiral path. The spinning trajectory threw the instructor off, but he still managed to block it at the very last second.

    Tch, she's not bad at handling that whip...well, I already knew that from watching her during the entrance exam, but I'd been looking forward to seeing her struggle because of her nerves...how disappointing.

    "Eh, you know what, let's wrap this up. I wanna take that break already," Suddenly declared the instructor, as Bytra began to rush forward again.

    Another abrupt end, but she looked pretty relieved that it was over. And this was bound to be another long break, the instructor certainly looked to be in no hurry whatsoever. I doubt he's actually feeling any physical exhaustion, he was definitely a lot stronger than he'd initially let on. It wouldn't be much longer before I planned to volunteer, and I had to admit, I was pretty excited to see how I'd do...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 17 - First Training Exercise(Part 3)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Uh...maybe one of us should go wake him?" Suggested Alex with a look of bemusement.

    "I agree, I don't think he meant to fall asleep. We should definitely wake him up," Nodded Andre in agreement.

    "Tch, then go do it yourselves instead of standing around waiting for someone else to," Chimed in Suri, not mincing words.

    In case it wasn't obvious, Instructor Jin Satou had fallen asleep during the break, and it had been nearly an hour now. No one had said anything for a while, till Alex spoke up. I kept out of it, as did some of the others, while those who were getting into in were starting to argue...and a couple of minutes later, the arguing woke the instructor up, so in the end, it didn't matter.

    "Huh...what's with the racket, keep it down. Can't you see I'm trying to-...wait, this isn't my room..."

    It took him a minute to gain his bearings, after which he rapidly got onto his feet like he'd been struck by a bolt of lightning, before trying to play it cool...

    "Ahem...break's over, so, uh...who's next?" He inquired, stifling a yawn and rubbing his eyes sleepily.

    The next person to volunteer was a girl named Lin Yang, she'd placed eighth in the first stage of the entrance exam. She had long black hair tied in a low ponytail, with the front covering most of her forehead and slightly parted in the middle, black eyes, a pale complexion and big round glasses. She wore a sleeveless black undershirt with a purple shoulderless top above it, a long black skirt with a slit on the right side and tall black boots. She also had a backpack on her for some reason, and didn't take it off when she volunteered for the next bout.

    Earlier, in the classroom, she'd been one of the loudest people, she had a sort of...hyper energy about her.

    "Alright, here goes...<Primary Manifestation: Sho->!"

    "Oh, wait...I don't need to fight you, someone else volunteer," Interrupted the instructor, before she could bring forth her Manifestation.

    "Huh? Why not?" She asked in confusion.

    "I oversaw your fight in the second stage of the entrance exam, remember? So I already have a decent idea of what you're capable of."

    "Oh...um, can I fight anyway?"

    "Nah, the less effort for me the better. Next!"

    She returned to the sidelines with a dejected expression, looking really disappointed. Wow, I almost felt bad for her, she looked like a little kid who had been shown a piece of chocolate cake and then had to watch while the cake was eaten in front of them without even getting to taste it...oh, man, that sounded horrible. Wait, what was I talking about?

    Anyway, the next person was a guy named Mitchell Jones, he'd placed sixth in the first stage of the entrance exam. He had medium-length blonde hair that he pushed back from his forehead, blue eyes, freckles and was pretty short. He wore a long sleeved white top with a loose turtleneck collar, black suspenders, black trousers and black sandals.

    "Aight, ready or not, here I come...<Primary Manifestation: Dozen Tails>!" He exclaimed with a grin, dashing forward as twelve purple energy long whip-like appendages extended out of his lower back.

    He leapt up and spun himself forward as he neared the instructor, whipping him with all twelve tails at once. The instructor blocked it by crossing his pincers above him, but the impact caused his legs to buckle and forced him down onto one knee.

    Mitchell then grabbed onto his pincers using four of his tails, keeping himself balanced above the instructor. He then rapidly whipped the remaining eight tails down at him repeatedly, the instructor responded by blocking them with his stinger, and before Mitchell could try and strike past it, he burst flames out of his pincers, forcing him to back away.

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Wings>!"

    Purple energy wings sprouted out of his back and he flew up to get some distance. He then began spinning himself down, his tails zipping through the air as he rapidly spun down...

    "Okay, that's enough. Next," Declared the instructor, dodging the attack and grabbing the back of his collar to keep him from crashing onto the ground, "Hey, did you forget that your Manifestations are in Phantom Mode?"

    "Huh? Oh, crap...normally, that move would just have me harmlessly bounce off the ground if I missed my target, it totally slipped my mind that wouldn't work like that in Phantom Mode...," Realized Mitchell, with a sheepish expression.

    Phantom Mode XFE would just phase through physical objects, but like I said before, it wasn't like they were holograms, or even completely intangible. I already mentioned that Phantom Mode XFE could make contact with other Phantom Mode XFE, but that wasn't all. Despite being in Phantom Mode, Mitchell had been able to fly using his wings, and Alex had also flown with his foot rockets Manifestation.

    I didn't understand the exact physics behind it, but apparently, it wasn't something that could be explained by the known physics from before WWIII, so it was something that was still being studied. Well, it doesn't matter much to me, I just need to know how it works in specific situations, I don't care about why it works that way or the science behind it.

    Anyway, with that, the thirteenth person to volunteer stepped forward, a girl named Seila Khan, the person who had placed second in the first stage of the entrance exam. Though, you wouldn't know it by looking at her, she was a total clumsy, nervous wreck. She only volunteered because none of the others who remained, including me, showed any signs of interest in volunteering. She wore an unzipped long-sleeved dark blue jacket with a black collar over a white undershirt, black trousers and dark blue boots.

    She nervously stepped forward onto the main training area, and the moment she stepped off the sidelines...she tripped and fell on her face. Did she just...trip on her own feet? She accidentally kicked the back of her heel while trying to take a step forward...how in the world did she pass the entrance exam anyway?

    She stood up with an expression that said 'I want to disappear', the tips of her ears were red and so was her face.

    "Uh...take your time, whenever you're ready," Instructor Satou tried easing her nerves awkwardly.

    She silently nodded and took a deep breath, slowly exhaling...and suddenly, it felt like the air in the room changed. She stopped shaking, all traces of her nerves were gone. There was an eerie calmness about her, cold and calculating...

    "<Primary Manifestation: Expansive Twin Blades>," She stated calmly, as two yellow energy swords formed in either hand.

    They were both about a meter long and pretty wide, sort of like cricket bats but flat. And did she say 'expansive'?

    She took a few steps forward and pointed the blade in her right hand towards the instructor...and in the blink of an eye, it extended out about twenty meters, straight towards the instructor, who narrowly evaded it after a slight look of alarm. Whoa, that was fast...

    He'd evaded to the left, and she then flicked her wrist across in that direction, whipping the blade at him. He ducked at the last second, before swiftly rolling away as she extended the second blade out as well.

    For the next few seconds, she seemed to completely have him on the ropes, using wristy flicks to swing both blades at him rapidly, giving him no openings to escape or counter. Meanwhile, he was dodging the two whizzing blades by the skin of his teeth, narrowly avoiding them-...well, actually, for all I knew, he may have gotten grazed a bunch of times, I was having a little trouble following every single movement with my eyes.

    Seila seemed to get frustrated that she wasn't landing any significant blows, and swung both blades horizontally inwards at him from either side...before they could slash through him, he caught them with his pincers and shot forward while running his pincers across the length of the blades, keeping a grip on them to prevent her from moving them. He raised his stinger as he neared her, when she suddenly let go of both blades and sprinted forward with her arms raised...

    <Secondary Manifestation: Lightning Arms>," She remarked, her fists and arms sparking and crackling with electricity.

    She caught him off guard by dashing towards him, and as she closed in, she went low and unleashed a barrage of punches at his abdomen, most of them getting blocked, but she landed a solid hit to the right side of his midsection. She began going in to continue her attack, but before she could, her arms were locked behind her, the instructor had her in a lock, gripping her right arm behind her lower back and left arm behind her head.

    ...okay, this time, I had zero idea on how he did that. How did he get behind her? Based on her expression, she had no clue either. He was well-versed at using his Manifestations, his evasion, blocking and reaction time were incredible, but what was most impressive from what I'd seen so far, were his grappling and lock techniques.

    Well, anyway...with that, there were only three people left to go. The fourteenth person to volunteer was a girl named Katie Cummins, she'd placed seventh in the first stage of the entrance exam. She had shortish blonde hair that was tied in a low and short ponytail, red eyes and her expression didn't give away any emotions. She was on the short side, I'd say barely five feet tall. She wore a light blue sleeveless top with a black collar, black shorts with thigh-high black stockings and black boots, with narrow red wristbands on both wrists.

    "Oh, great...looks like we're almost done," Remarked Instructor Sato, with a sigh of relief, before adding enthusiastically, "Hurry up, let's finish this off already!"

    Well, I had to hand it to him, he definitely wore his emotions on his sleeve, I could respect that. Katie nodded and stepped forward, her expression blank and hard to read.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Tail of the Dragon Head>," She stated in a monotone voice.

    Yellow energy formed out of her lower back, manifesting in the shape of a long and thick tail...with what looked like a dragon's head at the end of it. It was about twenty-five meters in length, she looked tiny in comparison. Without moving a muscle, the dragon head shot towards the instructor rapidly, swiftly surrounding him before he could get out of its range.

    The dragon head then opened its mouth and zipped towards him, slamming its jaws shut as it reached him, right as he planted his pincers on the top of the dragon head and jumped over it using his arms, firing a barrage of fireballs at it before backing away and charging up a large ball of flames between his pincers.

    Woah, her Manifestation was seriously impressive...and her control over it was incredible, it moved so fluidly that it almost seemed like it had a mind of its own, she hadn't moved from her spot even once since this bout began. And as a result, the instructor was getting ready to fire off the most intense attack we'd seen so far. Even in Phantom Mode, that much flames would probably sting a bit. She still showed no signs of moving, instead...

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Dragon Lightning>."

    The dragon head opened its mouth again, lightning beginning to build up in its open mouth, crackling violently. She fired it as soon as the instructor blasted his flames at her, the two attacks clashing and canceling each other out...the air felt all static-y and warm, and when they clashed, it had been LOUD. That would have been seriously destructive if their attacks hadn't been in Phantom Mode.

    "Okay, so that happened...this fight is over, so, uh...next, please," Sighed the instructor.

    Just two people left. And the next person to volunteer...was me...

    _____________________________________________
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    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Alright, it's my turn now. As I stood up from my spot...

    "Heh, so the Dud finally worked up the courage to go for it, this should be good," Laughed Tairo condescendingly.

    "Wait, so a Dud really did pass the entrance exam? I thought that was just a rumor," Exclaimed Misaki in surprise.

    "Haha, that's hilarious," Chuckled Makoto with a smirk.

    Tch, how annoying. To my surprise, a few of the others looked at those three disapprovingly, while some looked indifferent. At any rate, no one else joined in, guess not all Prodigies were arrogant assholes. I suppose I should have figured, my sister was also a Prodigy, after all.

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>," I mumbled inaudibly under my breath.

    I decided to ignore the comments and stepped forward, heading for the middle, but as I reached the edge of the sidelines, I felt myself losing my balance and falling forward, I quickly put my palms out in front of me to keep my face from hitting the ground.

    "How pathetic, the little Dud couldn't even avoid being tripped, so sad!" Laughed Tairo, who had stuck his leg out in my path.

    "Hey, that was kinda uncalled for...," Alex spoke up with a frown.

    "Yeah, that wasn't cool, man," Agreed Andre with a look of disdain.

    Tch, I'd been too busy focusing on ignoring them to pay attention. Whatever, this never happened...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Load>," I grumbled, returning back to a few seconds ago.

    Alright, this time, I'll get the last laugh. I stood up and walked towards the training area, acting the same way I did before, showing no signs that I was expecting to get tripped. Wait for it...

    In my peripheral, I saw Tairo start to move...almost there...now!

    I swiftly turned my gaze downwards, his outstretched leg inches in front of me. I could step over it and resolve this peacefully, but fuck that. As I took a step forward, I raised my foot over his leg and...stomped down on it as hard as I could without making it obvious that I did it deliberately.

    "Aaargghhhhh!!!" He yelled in pain, as I pretended to stumble with a surprised look on my face.

    "Oh, my bad...your annoying chatter was so distracting that I wasn't watching where I was going. But what's wrong, did a frail little Dud really hurt a mighty Prodigy like yourself?" I inquired in an innocent tone.

    One of the others stifled a laugh and tried to pass it off as a cough, while a few others snickered quietly.

    "Y-you bastard, you did that on purpose, didn't you!?"

    "Hm? I have no idea what you're talking about."

    I stopped myself from smirking by biting the inside of my lower lip and continued walking towards the instructor, switching my weapons' output settings into Phantom Mode, while also increasing the output setting on my X-Blasters to the maximum.

    "Okay, whenever you're ready," Said the instructor, clicking his pincers a couple of times.

    Here goes...

    I sprinted towards him rapidly, taking out one of my X-Blades with my left hand. I flung it straight at him, he responded by deflecting it up into the air using his stinger. I then fired a few shots from my X-Blasters at him, as he brought his pincers in front of himself to block my Phantom energy bullets. Since I had increased the output to the maximum, the force upon impact made him stumble back a bit.

    I put on a burst of speed and shot towards him, springing up as high as I could as I neared him. The X-Blade he'd deflected up earlier was falling back down, it still had about five seconds before it would disappear, and the base of his balance wasn't stable...as the X-Blade dropped within my reach, I spun my body across in mid-air and slammed my foot against the back of the handle, kicking it down at him while simultaneously firing a barrage of shots.

    The blade pierced into his left pincer, cracking it out from the point of impact and staying embedded, though the blade wouldn't stay manifested for more than another couple of seconds. The shots I fired forced him down onto one knee, and I shifted my weight across while still in mid-air, slamming my foot down at him. He began to whip his stinger towards me, but I was expecting that, and deflected it away with two well-aimed shots at the end of it, my right foot slamming down onto his left shoulder uninterrupted.

    I then quickly sprang away and got some distance, as my X-Blade dissipated and the handle fell off his pincer. He fixed the cracks in his Manifestation and shot towards me, leaping up and swinging his stinger down at me as he closed the gap, I evaded it by swiftly rolling forward till I was positioned under him, and fired a barrage of shots straight up at near point blank range.

    He was unable to avoid it since he was in mid-air, keeping his legs from getting hit by positioning his stinger below him, taking the brunt of my attack, severely cracking the Manifestation...but despite the damage, I wasn't able to destabilize it, his level of concentration was deceptively strong.

    I backed away and fired a few shots at his back as he landed, he swiftly spun around with a quick shuffle of his feet and blocked my attacks using his pincers, before countering with a couple of fireballs. I ducked backwards under them, using the momentum to flip back while firing another handful of shots, which he blocked again using his pincers. My shots cracked them all over again, which he was quick to fix.

    Repairing damage to his Manifestations had to consume some extra XFE, in which case, I'll move in close and see how I do against his grappling techniques, I was curious to see if I could counter those...I'll create a Save point now and if he gets me in a lock or tackle, I'll use Load to go back and-.

    "Okay, that's enough. Next!"

    ...never mind, I guess.

    I walked over and picked up my X-Blade that had fallen earlier...hm, the handle was slightly cracked but I don't think it was broken or anything. Kicking it down had been a bit reckless, I hadn't planned to do that and only did it because he deflected it upwards, it probably wouldn't have even crossed my mind if he'd deflected it down or off to the side.

    Anyway, I headed back to the sidelines, noticing that more than few pairs of eyes were on me. I ignored the attention and sat back down, as the final person stood up and stepped forward. Kiran Sigdel, the guy who had picked a spot in the classroom next to me, with the black face-mask and dark blue hoodie.

    "Alright, last one! Let's wrap this up," The instructor declared, with a look of relief.

    "Yeah, let's get this over with," Kiran muttered while scratching the back of his head with a yawn, "<Primary Manifestation: Expansive Swatter>."

    A green energy swatter appeared in his hand, I'd say bigger than a tennis racket...seriously, his Primary Manifestation was an oversized fly swatter? He'd placed eleventh in the first stage of the entrance exam, and obviously won his second stage duel, which meant that he had to have some degree of skill...but a swatter, really?

    He walked towards the instructor with no visible intent or aggression, he was absolutely oozing lethargy...he raised his swatter, and it rapidly began extending and expanding, with each side of the flat square end of it about twenty-five meters long...in other words, it was massive.

    The instructor's eyes widened in alarm and he begun to spring away...but it was no use, Kiran slammed the swatter down with a whip of his wrist, pressing the instructor's arms down to the ground...till he deactivated his Manifestation and broke free, since the Phantom Mode swatter only pinned down his Phantom Mode XFE Manifestations, not his physical body.

    "Well...that was embarrassing. But at least it's over. You can all go home now," Declared the instructor, letting out a dramatic sigh of relief.

    Sweet, glad that's over. I stood up and headed for the exit, after the instructor wasted no time in leaving the training hall. I guess today had been a sort of follow-up to the entrance exam, in order to gauge what each of us were capable of. I'm assuming that the data they gather on us from the entrance exam was inadequate, since luck played a huge role in passing it...those with long-range and rapid-fire attack options at their disposal had the advantage in the first stage, and in the second stage, the right match-up could result in an easy win.

    But today's exercise was different, all sixteen of us were made to fight an opponent who was stronger than us, which was arguably the best way to accurately gauge our capabilities. After all, even with Instructor Satou holding back, none of us actually landed a real, solid hit...well, except for Kiran at the end there. Sure, he was caught off-guard plenty of times, but his incredible reaction time and reflexes meant that he was always prepared to evade or counter at a split second.

    Is that even humanly possible, I can't imagine my own reaction time getting that good no matter how hard I train. Oh, well, no sense in worrying about what I'm not capable of, I'll just focus and improve on what I am capable of. I had to say, I was looking forward to classes starting...seeing all those X-Abilities on display today got my blood pumping, I wanted to get stronger than all of them, while letting them believe that I'm nothing more than a Dud the whole time.

    In the past, my life had put me through hardships thanks to factors that were completely out of my control, but things were different now, I'm much stronger than I used to be, and I had my X-Ability as well. I'll use both it and my natural abilities to slowly but surely get stronger and stronger, till I'm strong enough to achieve my goals. In the past, my life had constantly been thrown into disarray by factors entirely out of my control, and I planned to use my ability to make sure that won't happen again...the thing I wanted more than anything, even more than revenge...was control...control over everything...
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    Chapter 19 - Breaking Point

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Two weeks had passed since I'd started classes at the X-Warrior Academy. And ever since that first day, things had been...pretty uneventful, all things considered. I had initially prepared myself to face a whole lot of condescension from my Prodigy classmates, but to my surprise, it wasn't nearly that bad.

    Of the fifteen Prodigies in my class, only four of them were openly and spitefully condescending towards me. Namely, Tairo Najimi, Bytra Lichood, Makoto Amano and Misaki Aki. Of the others, Taayin Sharma and Jian Lee clearly underestimated me and didn't think much of me, but they weren't all that condescending about it, they just treated me like I was weak. I could deal with that no problem.

    The rest of the class was either indifferent or politely friendly towards me, though I didn't get particularly close to anyone, I just acted polite and returned greetings and stuff. Basically, I did just enough to avoid the 'loner' label, but I wouldn't call any of my classmates my friends, at most I'd say they were acquaintances.

    Classes had been going well, the theory classes were boring but the topics we were made to study were pretty simple so far, passing the written exam shouldn't require anything more than a basic memorization effort. As for XFE training, for now we were just made to fight robotic practice dummies using XFE in Phantom Mode. And finally, teamwork training...actually, the classes for this hadn't started yet. Apparently, the instructor who was supposed to be in charge of it was tied up elsewhere, but he was supposed to show up for the first time today.

    Instructor Jin Satou was in charge of the XFE training classes, and he'd been given temporary responsibility over the teamwork training classes too. He made it clear that he wasn't happy about it, accidentally letting it slip in his frustration that he wasn't getting paid for the extra workload, and as a result...he had made us all pair up and play badminton using Phantom Mode rackets and shuttlecock during every teamwork training session, with the goal of keeping a single rally going for an long as possible. It was stupid and unproductive, to say the least.

    The instructor in charge of theory classes was a woman named Joan Anderson, she was a regular Paragon in her early-thirties. She had light blonde hair tied up in a bun, green-framed glasses over dark blue eyes, and a slender, tall build. She was nice enough though seemed kinda on the timid side, and her teaching style was good enough, if not a bit dull.

    The best part about her classes was that Tairo and the others kept quiet regarding the whole Dud stuff, since they couldn't exactly insult me for being a regular Paragon without offending her since she was a regular Paragon 'too'. Today was a Monday and I was currently in one of the training halls along with the rest of my classmates, towards the end of the second session of the day.

    We were evenly split up across four training halls, and each of the four halls were segmented into four equal quarters using high-tech barrier technology, for a total of sixteen quarters. We were each placed in one quarter with a handful of robotic training dummies and had to fight them in Phantom Mode. It was relatively productive, but there was only so much you could learn from fighting machines that attacked in set patterns. They were just like video games, once you figure out the pattern, fighting them becomes child's play.

    Instructor Satou was supposed to be monitoring all of us from a seperate room, and send us directions and advice and whatnot to our I-Watches, but I highly doubted he was actually paying attention. For one thing, keeping track of sixteen people simultaneously was no easy feat, and knowing that unmotivated sack of laziness, he wasn't going to expend that much energy willingly.

    Well, I'm not going to judge his teaching style, I couldn't care less about whether he was good at his job or not. If he has nothing useful to teach me then I'll just teach myself, as I had been doing for the past few years. I sighed and fired a couple of shots at the training dummy as it got up after I had knocked it down a couple of minutes ago, knocking it down again. This was really boring.

    My I-Watch then received a notification, as the training dummy powered down. I brought up my holo-screen and opened the message. It was from Instructor Satou...

    'I'm ending the session early, go gather in Training Hall 11 for the next session after your lunch break, which, finally, I won't be in charge of! You'll meet your new instructor for the teamwork training session there. That's all I need to inform you all of, so I'm done here.'

    He must have sent this to everyone. Great, guess I'm done here. I turned off my weapons and headed out the training hall. Sweet, I had an extra fifteen minutes of lunch break thanks to the day's second session ending early, which means that there'll be less of a crowd in the cafeteria right now. I made my way up to the first floor and to the cafeteria, where I was the first to arrive. In other words, I didn't have to stand in line.

    I got myself a chocolate cream bun, chocolate milk and a donut for dessert. As I picked a table to sit at, some of my classmates began streaming into the cafeteria. I sat at the table by the back corner, it was nice and cool over here. Usually, by the time I got to the cafeteria, this spot was already occupied. It was right under a vent, so it was a lot cooler than pretty much any other spot in the cafeteria, it was really comfortable and chill, no wonder it was so hard to claim. Hopefully, no one will try to sit on any of the empty seats in this table, at least not until I finish eating.

    I took out my earphones and connected them to my I-Watch, before plugging them into my ears and played some music. I then picked up the cream bun and bit into it...hm, could be better, but not bad. Today was the first time I was ordering something sweet from the cafeteria, I was curious to see how they tasted...yeah, these are okay at best, I'll stick to sweets from Delectables.

    I then noticed someone approaching me through the corner of my eye. I glanced in that direction to see who it was. It was Suri Patel, one of my classmates. She wasn't the most social person, generally keeping to herself and seeming to have a permanent frown for an expression. Huh, come to think of it, I saw her seated at this table pretty often during lunch breaks...in fact, in the very seat that I had claimed today.

    She stopped and stood by the seat directly across me, a slight frown on her face. It didn't take a genius to figure out that she wasn't happy about her usual spot being taken by someone else, but if she asked me to move or something, I definitely won't, even if she asks nicely. After seeming to mull it over for a bit, she sat down across me.

    "Mind if I sit here?" She asked, though she said it more like a statement than a question.

    Tch, clever...asking that after sitting down makes it awkward for me to say no, well played.

    "You don't need my permission," I replied with a shrug.

    "I don't think I've ever seen anyone have a meal made up almost entirely of chocolate," She remarked, as she took a bite of her lunch, a chicken sandwich and ice tea.

    Grr, don't bother me when I'm eating...I hate being interrupted during a meal, the best way to enjoy eating is to do so in silence and relaxation. Well, I suppose I shouldn't be antagonistic towards her, it's not like she was deliberately doing this to piss me off...

    "To each their own and whatnot," I responded half-heartedly, taking a sip of my chocolate milk.

    She didn't respond, and a peaceful silence ensued for a couple of minutes. And then...

    "So, uh...are those any good?" She asked, a bit awkwardly.

    Huh, was she trying to make small talk? No, she seemed like she genuinely wanted to know...she didn't seem like the type who'd be super into sweets, but then again, I doubt I looked that way either.

    "Oh, well, uh...they're not bad, I guess. Certainly nothing compared to Delectables-...oh, uh, that's a bakery in-."

    "I love Delectables, they've got the best sweets ever-...!" She exclaimed, before trailing off as nearly everyone in the cafeteria turned their heads in our direction, her face red with embarrassment, "A-ahem, sorry about that...I just really like that place is all."

    Oh? Now, that, I could greatly respect.

    "Yeah, me too."

    "Cool...so, when you say 'not bad', is that closer to bad or good?"

    If she was a fan of Delectables, then it was only natural that she'd be curious about the sweets here...and I don't mind helping out a fellow sweets-lover.

    "Well, let's see...the chocolate cream bun could be sweeter, and the bun's kinda dry, the chocolate milk tastes fine but is a bit on the watery side, and as for donut...," I trailed off, picking up my uneaten donut and taking a bite, "...pretty good, actually, the glazed cream's a bit bitter but it's all nice and rich, the dough is lightly sweet and soft, and the caramel on the inside is gooey with a sugary crunch to it...not bad at all."

    Oh, crap, I got way too into that, she's probably weirded out by-...huh, actually, she seems to be drooling.

    "...I have got to try that," She stood up with a look of determination, heading for the front of the cafeteria.

    Well, I'm just about done with my lunch, so I'm gonna go to the classroom, which should be empty right about now. There was over forty minutes left before the next session would begin, so I might as well relax till the time's up. I definitely can't relax here, it was starting to get pretty crowded and it probably wouldn't be long before some strangers decided to sit at this table...and that'd make me super uncomfortable.

    I made my way back to the classroom and opened the door...it was empty except for one person, Kiran Sigdel. Unfortunately, that meant that the path to my usual seat was blocked. Asking him to move for a bit wasn't a real option, because he was asleep...and I would never do something as awful as waking someone up when they were trying to get some rest. And besides, he was grumpy and anti-social, I don't think I'd ever seen him talking to anyone in class. Even when greeted 'good morning' or whatever, at most he'd just grunt in reply.

    Well, since directly interacting with him is off the table...I'll just jump over him. I bent my knees and sprang up, flipping myself forward to land on my feet, on the chair in the middle of the row. I then got off the chair and sat down in my usual corner spot. Alright, let me just set an alarm for 3 PM...cool, that's done. Time for a quick nap...

    ...

    ...

    I stifled a yawn as we waited for the new instructor to show up. It was a few minutes past 3 PM, and we were all in Training Hall 11. I was leaning against the wall, feeling a bit drowsy and half-asleep. Maybe I'll just doze off for a little bit...I opened my eyes with a start as I felt a pressure push down on my right foot. Ow, what the-...oh, of course.

    "Oops, didn't see you there, Dud...scary death glare you've got there, chill, it was just an accident!" Sneered Tairo, walking past me.

    He'd had a few failed attempts to trip me and stuff over the past two weeks, but I managed to evade each time. Tch, my foot hurts, nothing was broken but still...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>."

    Okay, I was pretty pissed off, this should alleviate that...

    "Alright, that's it...I've reached my breaking point, I've had it with you. Fucking die, you piece of shit," I growled, swiftly pulling out my pistols and firing a barrage of energy bullets at his back.

    My shots hit their mark with pinpoint precision, riddling his back full of holes, blood oozing out and deeply staining his clothes red.

    "Wh-wha...y-you bastard, you shot me...!"

    Everyone else was stunned silent, staring at me with wide eyes. Doesn't matter, none of them will remember any of this anyway...

    Now, then...I was really tempted to go for a headshot, but I better not. That didn't mean I wasn't going to enjoy this as much I could though, plus it looks like he was in too much pain to bring forth his Primary Manifestation...

    "I've had it with you...," I remarked with a blank glare, firing a shot at his right knee and eliciting a satisfying cry of pain from him, "You made most of my school life hell, just for the sake of it, I'll be damned if I let you walk all over me ever again," I added, before firing at his other knee, forcing him to slump onto the ground, "You deserve to die a hundred times over, and it still wouldn't be enough, you're nothing but a spiteful, narrow-minded piece of trash who gets off on childish bullying, you make me sick."

    "P-please, no more- arghh!" He began, trembling with tears in his eyes, before I cut him off with a shot fired at his crotch.

    "After everything you've put me through, do you really think I'd ever feel sorry for you?" I inquired coldly, viciously stomping down on his bloody crotch, slowly turning my foot as he screamed in pain.

    "H-hey, you should stop this-," Began Alex, before flinching and stumbling back as I glared at him.

    Oops, didn't mean to do that, my expression had been stuck in a glare and I forgot to change it when I automatically turned in his direction when he spoke. Everyone was looking at me with fear and indecision...if anyone was thinking about intervening, they knew that they couldn't stop me with Phantom Mode attacks, they'd have to fight for real...and that was making them hesitate. Additionally, they might be in too much shock to concentrate hard enough to maintain their Manifestations.

    "E-enough of this! Hey, Kilzachs, I totally get that you're pissed, man, it sounds like you have good reason to be...but don't you think you're going a bit too far?" Andre chimed in, speaking to me in a calming tone to try and reason with me.

    "Don't patronize me. And no, I wouldn't say I've gone too far...I mean, he's still breathing, isn't he? That's still too good for him," I replied, firing at Tairo's shoulder.

    "I-if you don't stop, I'll have to...," Andre began, a bit shakily, putting up his arms, "<Primary Manifestation: Arm->!"

    "What is going on here!?" A loud voice cut him off before he could activate his X-Ability.

    Everyone turned their attention to the direction of the voice, including me. A look of surprise crossed my face as I saw the person who'd just spoken...what the...? It was a kid.
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    Chapter 20 - New Instructor

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Well, this is an unpleasant sight...you there, tell me why you're all just watching while there's a literal murder scene taking place right in front of you?" Inquired the kid, with a frown.

    Haughty little brat, isn't he. Wait, hold on a sec, his face looked kinda familiar, where did I know it from...anyway, the person he'd picked to question was Seila Khan, who flinched when he spoke to her.

    " U-um, well, I...this is, uh...," She stuttered nervously, unsure of what to say.

    "Oh, forget it. Hey, you with the red glasses, what do you think you're doing?" The kid demanded, marching towards me.

    I'll see where this goes before using my ability, this was getting kinda amusing.

    "Hey there, little guy...don't you know that you should talk to your elders with respect?" I replied patronizingly, and admittedly, hypocritically.

    I mean, I don't respect my elders unless they've earned it, and in my experience, there were more than didn't deserve it than those that did.

    "Hm, right back at you...brat," He responded, emphasizing the last part.

    Okay, now that I was looking at him closer, I could say for certain that I had seen his face somewhere...

    "Hey, timeout for a sec...do I know you, little guy?"

    "Don't think you can distract me-...wait, your hair...," He suddenly trailed off, staring at my hair with a frown, particularly the long blonde streak by my ear, before his eyes widened, "That reminds me of...Kilella..."

    Wait, what did he just-...hold on, I do know who this midget is, not personally, but I knew of him...

    "Crap, you're-...! Yeah, I think I've pushed my luck just about far enough...<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Load>."

    .

    .

    .

    .

    Tch, I forgot that my foot had felt a bit sore when I set my last Save point. Whew, that was a close one. Wait, was he supposed to be our teamwork training instructor...? Well, this should be interesting. He should be arriving a couple of minutes from now, except this time, he wasn't going to walk in to the sight of a guy with his balls blown off. Well, I was pretty satisfied with letting off steam against Tairo, so ignoring him this time around was simple.

    "Heh, pussy," I heard him mumble condescendingly, as he walked away.

    ...I kinda wanted to blast him again. But let's not, I'd have to use my Load ability to go back again, and I don't want to do that too much. Guess it doesn't hurt to take the high road every now and then, I suppose. And besides, I already got my fill of satisfaction.

    Anyway, a few minutes later, the little guy arrived, entering the training hall and shutting the door behind him. This should be amusing. As he began approaching us, confused murmurs began echoing around the room.

    "Uh, hey, little guy...are you lost? How did you get here?" Alex asked in a gentle tone, squatting in front of him with a friendly smile.

    "Huh, excuse me-?" He began to reply in indignation.

    "This is no place for a kid, it's dangerous here. Why don't we get you to the staff room, I'm sure someone there can get you home," Andre chimed in, walking over and patting him on the head.

    "Why you-!" He snapped, slapping away his hand, "Stop calling me a kid, you brats! I'm-!"

    "Quite a character, this little guy...hey, you've got a big attitude for a half-pint, maybe you need to be taught a lesson," Smirked Tairo, cracking his knuckles while walking over to him.

    Should have expected him to jump in, he was a bully by nature, so a situation like this had to be irresistible to him.

    "Well, aren't you an unpleasant piece of work," He responded with a look of disdain.

    Hm, looking around...I don't think anyone else knows who this guy is. Well, I guess it was understandable, he was more known by name than by face, but still, it's not like there weren't any photos of him available. I should explain, the short guy with the childish appearance was named Kumar Silva, an Ace X-Warrior...and he was about six years older than me.

    He had longish straight black emo hair that covered his right eye, his eyes were purple, I'd say he was just barely five feet tall, and he had a light brown complexion. I'd looked up the details available to the puplic regarding the Ace X-Warriors, that's why he looked familiar. Most of the Aces were very well known, they were practically celebrities, including my sister, but this guy preferred to fly under the radar, he hated doing interviews and making public appearances, so he was probably the least well-known Ace in the entire Sanctuary.

    My sister had mentioned him a few times, they knew each other pretty well apparently, he was extremely self-conscious about his height and appearance, and it didn't take much to piss him off. And she'd also mentioned another thing, that his-...

    "Enough! I won't stand for this disrespect, you ungrateful little shits...I guess I'll have to put you all in your places, show you who's boss, so to speak...<Primary Manifestation: Colossus>!"

    Right, the other thing that my sister mentioned was about his X-Ability...

    A mass of yellow XFE surrounded and wrapped around him, before rapidly expanding with him in the center, taking the shape of a humanoid figure with long, sharp fingers. It was a good fifty feet tall, and barely fit in the training hall despite the massively tall ceiling.And with that, he silenced the entire room, no one saying a word. Right, so back to what my sister said about his ability...whenever he uses it, his personality changes, like so...

    "Who's the half-pint now, you tiny little shit!? I can barely even see you down there! Hope I don't accidentally step on you!"

    Of course, he was specifically addressing Tairo, but that didn't mean that the others were any less terrified. And I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel kinda intimidated myself. I mean, I was confident in my skills, but I don't stand a chance against this literal mass of power...

    "Tch, you'd think a little recognition wouldn't be too much to ask for...hey, you little midgets down there, I'll give you a choice...say who I am and I'll forgive the disrespect you all showed me, but if you don't know who I am, then I'll stomp on you all!"

    He was just trying to scare us, I'm pretty sure that was just an empty threat, but the others definitely looked plenty scared. They all began muttering amongst each other, but no one seemed to know who he was...seriously? You'd think Prodigies aspiring to be X-Warriors would be aware of the identities of the highest ranked X-Warriors. I should probably chime in since I knew, I was ninety-nine percent sure that he was just bluffing to try and scare us, but it wasn't worth risking the one percent alternative...

    "Hey, over here! I know who you are!"

    "Huh!? Did you say something!? Speak up!"

    ...you've gotta be kidding me, he's too far to hear me. That's as loud as I get. Oh, I have an idea. I walked over to Alex and tapped his shoulder.

    "Hey, could you fly me up there? I can't shout any louder than I already did."

    I didn't really like asking people for help, but this situation was getting out of control.

    "Huh? Oh, uh...sure, I can do that," He replied, after initially looking a bit dazed, "<Secondary Manifestation: Foot Rockets>."

    Most of the others seemed to be in a daze too, guess they felt overwhelmed by the situation. Rex grabbed hold of my shoulder and began hovering upwards, at a really slow pace, he was probably worried about giving Kumar the wrong idea. Once we got to a height that was close to where he was positioned in his Manifestation, I cleared my throat and addressed him.

    "I'm assuming that you know who I am, considering you took the trouble to approach me like this, you little ants," He remarked with a smirk.

    Man, he sure had it bad with his size-complex.

    "Yeah, I do. You're Kumar Silva, one of the Ace X-Warriors, right?"

    "Oh, uh...good, looks like at least one of you knows who I am. Fine, I guess I'll switch this off," He replied with a sigh.

    Huh, he seemed disappointed...he must have been looking forward to scaring us some more. That was annoying and stressful, but I guess I'm glad I did it.

    "Crap, he's an Ace? How old is he?" Whispered Alex, as he hovered back down.

    "He became an X-Warrior six years ago, so...," I answered.

    "Seriously!? I thought he was like, twelve or thirteen at most."

    Anyway, Kumar deactivated his Manifestation and got back down to the ground, as everyone stepped back and got some distance from him. Alex quickly spread the word of who he was, so everyone was quiet now.

    "Alright, well that was anticlimactic...though I suppose it wouldn't do to kill a student on day one. Moving on! Let's begin the teamwork training session. I'll randomly divide you all into groups of four and each group will take turns fighting me for twenty-five minutes. Now, then, how to divide you all up..."

    "Huh!?"

    "Wait, what-?"

    "Hold on...!"

    He ignored the cries of protest as he began dividing us up into four teams, while struggling to keep himself from smirking gleefully...I could clearly see his lower lip quivering while he bit down on it to keep a straight face. This guy's a total sadist. Well...this should be fun...
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    Chapter 21 - Only Fair

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Well, this sucks. I was currently in an empty training hall with the group I'd been sorted into, while our new instructor terrorized the first group of four. After forming the groups, he made us draw lots to decide the order in which each group will take him on. He had also insisted on the other three groups waiting their turn in empty training halls instead of watching, in other words, only one group was allowed inside the training hall he was using at a time.

    The group I was in was to go last, so that was good, but I wasn't exactly stoked about my teammates...I had ended up in a group that included Bytra and Misaki. The other member was Kiran, which wasn't so bad, I guess.

    "Just my luck, stuck with the Dud," Sighed Misaki with a look of disappointment.

    "Just my luck, stuck with a bitch," I responded, imitating her tone and sigh.

    "What did you just-!?"

    "Knock it off...you're too loud," Grumbled Kiran, who'd been dozing off while leaning against the wall.

    "Hmph, whatever."

    Tch, why's she acting like she's been wronged here, she started it. The group that had gone in first and was currently engaging the instructor included Tairo, and with him not around, Bytra was quieter than usual. That, and she seemed to be wary of Misaki. Hm, let's think this through...Bytra was originally from the West Quadrant, before moving to the North Quadrant where she fucked me over. And she claimed to have been an outcast there, which means there was a good chance that she'd been bullied...huh, could it be...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>," I mumbled under my breath inaudibly, before speaking up, "Hey, bitch, which Quadrant are you from?"

    "Excuse you? Why in the world should I answer that-?"

    "Jeez, bitch, stop being a bitch and answer the question," I cut her off with a shrug.

    I'll probably undo this once I've had my fun, so no need to be subtle. From the look on Bytra's face, it looks like I might have hit the nail on the head...Misaki was likely one of her bullies from before she moved to the North Quadrant. But it didn't seem like Misaki had recognized her yet. I should fix that.

    "You fucking Dud, how dare you speak to me like that!?"

    "Wow, a great Prodigy like you can't even answer a simple question, guess not all Prodigies are hot shit, huh," I responded with an innocent look.

    I didn't know much about her or if she was easily manipulated, but it definitely wouldn't hurt to bring her pride into question.

    "Tch, don't think you can manipulate me, you fucking Dud...I don't know why you care, but I'm from the West...now, why did you-?"

    Huh, it actually worked. Now, then, time to divert her attention...

    "Oh, what a coincidence! Aren't you from the West Quadrant too...Bytra?" I inquired, a look of panic appearing on her face as I glanced at her coldly and added, "Do you two know each other? You seem to keep looking at her restlessly, like you want to say something, so I was just curious..."

    "Huh? No, we don't-...actually, now that you mention it, she does look a bit familiar...your face is ringing some bells but I can't quite put my finger on it," Frowned Misaki, staring at Bytra closely, who shriveled back nervously.

    "Y-you must be mistaken...I've never seen you before in my life," She replied shakily, and not very convincingly.

    "Hold on, I know that meek mumble...," Her eyes began to widen with recognition, before it clicked and she exclaimed, "Oh, that's right, Loner Tramp!"

    Bytra flinched and averted her gaze, trembling slightly as Misaki said that name. Not the most creative nickname, but I liked how simple and straightforward it was. And fitting too.

    "D-don't call me that...," She stuttered, a miserable look crossing her face.

    "Haha, holy crap, it really is you! To think that a slutty bitch like you actually turned out to be a Prodigy, what a joke!"

    Let's see if I can add a little fuel to the fire...

    "Oh, so you do know each other. How nice, a reunion between old school friends," I chimed in with an innocent tone.

    "Friends? Hah, don't make me laugh, Dud! This bitch was a total freak and nobody liked her, acting like she was better than us just because she's cute and attractive."

    "I didn't-," Bytra began to defend herself weakly, but Misaki didn't let her finish.

    "And then, just because the rest of us didn't treat her like a queen like she wanted, she got all pissed off, and in retaliation, she fucked three of our classmates' boyfriends, coldly ruining their relationships for no apparent reason. And then she just up and left, having done the damage," Sighed Misaki with a dramatic sigh.

    It was so obvious that she was lying, the way she said all that reminded me of Tairo...

    "I never did any of that...that was...that was you-!"

    "Sorry, you need to speak up, Loner Tramp, I can't hear you! But I'm sure you weren't about to just blame me for something you did, with no evidence, no less?"

    "N-no, I was just...never mind," She trailed off miserably.

    "Yeah, that's what I thought, wimp," Laughed Misaki condescendingly.

    I think I won't use my ability to undo this after all, this was great!

    "You did all that on purpose, didn't you...man, you're awful," Remarked Kiran in a deadpan tone, as Misaki continued taunting Bytra.

    "Oh, I know."

    "Still, that was some impressive manipulation..remind me not to get on your bad side," He replied with a stifled yawn.

    No, it wasn't that I was good at being manipulative, it was just that Misaki had been ridiculously easy to manipulate.

    "Well, all that aside...we should probably come up with some kind of plan for our turn," I suggested, as we got the notification that the first group was done.

    It had only been twenty minutes, but I'm guessing they either gave up or got knocked out. Possibly even killed, though that was a lot less likely. Not impossible though.

    "Oh, please, like I could actually get any worthwhile help from a Dud and Loner Tramp here. And this guy's eyes are gross, talk about bad luck, I got stuck with such a shitty group," Groaned Misaki disdainfully.

    What a...bitch.

    "...that was uncalled for," Muttered Kiran, his dark, sleep-deprived eyes glaring at her.

    "We're hitting uncharted bitchiness levels here, bitchiness is currently...over nine thousand!" I gasped dramatically, tapping the side of my glasses like a scouter while looking at her.

    "Tch, you've got some nerve, Dud."

    "Talk about a retro reference," Remarked Kiran, seeming to be slightly amused, though it was hard to say with that mask covering the lower half of his face.

    "Anyway, back to the matter at hand...I think it's safe to say that we can interpret your words to mean that you plan on fighting the instructor by yourself, with no help from us, right? Since you're clearly sooo much better than us, we'll agree to that, and take on the roles of your cheerleaders, from the sidelines of course. Agreed? Agreed!"

    "Then it's settled," Nodded Kiran, playing along with no hesitation.

    Bytra stayed quiet, unable to even look directly at Misaki. Pathetic, I can't believe I let this wimp deceive me.

    "I never said anything like that, you-!"

    "Oh, I was mistaken? Then you want our help after all? Sure, I don't mind. Well, go ahead, ask us to help you...or maybe I was mistaken about being mistaken?" I inquired with an innocent tilt of my head.

    "Why...you...conniving...little...," She growled angrily, her eyebrow twitching with irritation.

    Hm, I don't have any grudge in particular against this girl, sure I didn't exactly like her since she called me a Dud and stuff, but that much I could usually ignore without a problem...no, I'm not messing with her because I especially hate her or anything like that, I'm messing with her because it's fun.

    "Well, guess that settles it. You're gonna solo this fight, and you can rely on our moral support," I concluded, even though I had no intention of actually cheering or anything...no, I'll hang back and wait for her or one of the other two to give me an opening.

    Anyway, the conversation died down after that, and the four of us waited in silence for our turn. Some might consider it an awkward silence, but I felt perfectly comfortable. Still, it was a pretty long wait before it was finally our turn.

    "It's about time," Muttered Misaki irritably, standing up as we received the notification that it was our group's turn.

    She stormed off by herself with a huff, before the rest of us even got back on our feet.

    "Let's get this over with so that we can go home," Yawned Kiran, following after her.

    Right, let's do this. As I stood up and stretched, I felt a grab on my sleeve before I could head after them.

    "Tch, what do you want?" I growled, pulling my arm away.

    "Why...wh-why did you-...?" Bytra trailed off, staring at the ground.

    "You really are pathetic, aren't you? And you seriously have the nerve to ask me why? It's simple, I saw that you didn't want her to recognize you, so I made sure that she did, nothing more, nothing less. After all, you played a big part in making my school life miserable, so this is only fair, wouldn't you agree?"

    "I..."

    "And don't think I'm done with you yet...I won't stop till I'm satisfied in that I've made you suffer just as much as you made me suffer. Now, then...we should get going!" I remarked cheerfully, walking towards the door without giving her a chance to reply.

    She can act meek and miserable all she wants, she won't be getting my sympathies...no matter what happens, I have no reason to feel sorry for her. After all, she brought this all on herself...
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    Chapter 22 - Fighting an Ace

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Oh, we're already down to the last group? Well, that's a shame. Okay, I'll tell you exactly what I told the other three groups...I'll hold back on the scale of my Primary Manifestation, but that's all I'll be holding back. So feel free to throw everything you've got at me. Oh, and we won't be using Phantom Mode. So hurry up and come at me already...<Primary Manifestation: Colossus>!"

    As his Manifestation wrapped around his body, it didn't expand much this time, just enough so that it was a little bit bigger than the average person.

    "Well, that's your cue...unless you're scared?" I taunted Misaki, as she nervously took a step back.

    "I swear, one of these days I'll...! Grr, whatever, I don't care anymore...<Primary Manifestation: Electric Sai Daggers>, <Secondary Manifestation: Vision Boost>!" She exclaimed, before gritting her teeth and rushing forward towards Instructor Silva all by herself.

    "Oh, wow, I can't believe she's actually doing it...what a prideful idiot," I remarked with a laugh.

    "...you're pure evil, man," MumbledKiran, as Misaki got in close and began swinging her manifested daggers at her opponent.

    "Only to those who deserve it."

    The instructor dodged her swipes and slashes with ease, evading all of them without the need to block or deflect at all. Just like with Instructor Jin Satou, there was more to him that just his X-Ability...his natural physical skills and reaction time were incredible, such was the ease with which he was avoiding her attacks.

    "What, are you guys trying to take me on one-on-one? Well, fine by me, I get to savor the fun!" Exclaimed the instructor with glee, as he stopped evading and swung his right arm across, knocking one of her daggers away, before grabbing her other wrist and tightening his grip, forcing her to drop the other one.

    He then drew his right arm back, closed his hand into a fist and drove it forward, slamming it onto her with some serious force. She went flying back and crashed onto a section of the wall of the training hall, knocked out in an instant.

    "Crap, he calls that holding back?" Muttered Kiran, as Misaki slumped to the ground with a bloody nose.

    "Oops...my bad, got a little carried away there, heat of the moment and whatnot. Oh, well, no point crying over spilt milk, amiright? Besides, I'm sure she's fine...maybe. Moving on...who's next?"

    Hm, I liked his style.

    "Not it," Kiran called out immediately.

    "Not it!" I swiftly jumped on the bandwagon.

    Bytra hesitantly stepped forward, her knees shaking slightly.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Thorn Whip>, <Secondary Manifestation: Speed Boost>."

    She tentatively moved in closer till he was within the range of her whip and then lashed it out at him with a swift flick of her wrist. He evaded it, but she wasn't done, as she rapidly flicked her wrist in the opposite direction, whipping her weapon across towards him. He sprang forward to try and get inside the line of her attack, but as soon as he did, she responded by swiftly backing away and pulling the whip back with her, the flexibility of her wrist making it look easy.

    The whiplash from the sudden pulling force caused the whip to rapidly zip back, the thorns grazing the side of the instructor's right arm. She kept moving as he started chasing her, using another fluid flick of her wrist to bring the whip closer to her, before swinging it down with all her might as he began to close it, the whip whistling through the air as it cut down towards him.

    Right before it could strike him, he swung his hand up at it, the claw-like shape of the fingers of his Manifestation deflecting the whip back, and sent her stumbling back a bit. He put a lot of power into that deflection, which forced his stance and guard open. An opening!

    I swiftly shot forward without wasting so much as a second, and as I passed Bytra, I kicked her shin to further upset her balance, before grabbing the end of her whip with both hands and swinging it straight towards the instructor with all the strength I could muster. Just as I'd hoped, Bytra was still holding on to the whip, so I ended up pulling her up and through the air as she let out a yelp of surprise, before swinging her straight down at the instructor, who looked taken aback and unsure as to how to respond, before attempting to catch her and break her fall.

    The moment he took his eyes off me, I shot across to the left, aiming to slip behind him, as I increased the output on my X-Blasters to maximum and took my X-Blade handles into my hands, wincing slightly since I'd hurt my palms when I grabbed the thorn whip. The instructor caught Bytra, and then quickly dropped her, his eyes rapidly darting around as he frantically looked for me.

    I was already behind him. I took aim and fired a couple of shots from each of my X-Blasters, right as he turned around. He crossed his arms in front of himself as I fired, I swiftly shot around and across towards his side, as he was preoccupied with blocking my XFE bullets, his vision focused on them and unable to follow me.

    My shots struck his arms and chest, the XFE around the impacted spots fading and leaving his body exposed in those areas. But within a couple of seconds, it was back to being intact, his body once again fully protected.

    Okay, I've used up the element of surprise, but this isn't over yet, I can still do some damage...he doesn't know how agile I am or anything about my fighting style at all for that matter, I'll use that to my advantage by pushing my body's flexibility to its limit.

    I ran my XFE through my blade handles, extending them out as my XFE took shape in the form of sharp black energy blades. I shot towards him and swung the right blade straight down at him.

    "A frontal attack? Don't underestimate me!" Exclaimed the instructor, swinging his left arm up towards my blade.

    Right before his XFE claws could knock my weapon away, I adjusted and loosened my grip on the handle so that it would deflect straight upwards. The instant he knocked the blade straight up into the air, I got in close and drove my left blade towards his right arm, while simultaneously firing a blast from my right X-Blaster at his left shoulder, blowing away the XFE around it.

    He managed to deflect the thrust of my left blade, knocking it away. Now's my chance, before he gets his guard back up. I took a swift step back and sprang up as high as I could, right as the blade he deflected up reach the peak of its rise and began to drop back down. Good, the XFE hadn't dissipated yet, and his left shoulder was still exposed...gotta time this perfectly or I'm just going to look stupid.

    As the blade plummeted back down, I braced myself in mid-air, my eyes focused on the back of the blade handle...wait for it...now! The instant it dropped down to the ideal height, I shifted my center of gravity and twisted my body across while airborne as hard as I could, swinging my right foot with the momentum. My heel slammed onto the back of the blade handle, kicking it straight down at his exposed shoulder.

    He managed to react at the last second and spring off to his right, but he wasn't fast enough, the blade slashing past his shoulder, leaving a deep gash. The XFE from my X-Blade then dissipated and the handle fell to the ground and skidded away a few feet.

    "Gahhh-...! Why you little...!" He growled, the XFE around his right arm expanding and shooting towards me, trying to grab me before I could land.

    I fired a couple of shots from my X-Blasters to blast off a couple of the claws off of his Manifestation, planted my feet on it and kicked off it to get back to the ground quickly. My back slammed against the floor a bit painfully, but I gritted my teeth and ignored it, getting back on my feet as quickly as possible and sprinting towards him as fast as I could, before he could shrink the right arm of his Manifestation back.

    As I got in close, he stepped back and drove his left arm towards my head, wincing in pain due to the bloody wound on his shoulder, I ducked backed to avoid it at the last second and grabbed onto it, wrapping my arms and legs around the arm, slamming my heel against his injury, before firing both X-Blasters at his wrist, wiping out the XFE covering it and doing a bit of damage to the wrist itself. Before I could fire again, he managed to shrink the XFE around his right arm and swung it at me with a look of fury.

    Uh-oh.

    I quickly let go of his left arm and crossed my arms, positioning my X-Blasters across each other and forming a protective barrier around me. The instructor struck my barrier with his claws, cracking it slightly, before rapidly expanding it and grabbing the barrier within the palm of his Manifestation, before raising his arm and swinging it down, slamming me onto the ground and shattering my barrier. I let out a stifled gasp on pain as my back hit the ground hard, though I don't think anything was broken, the barrier had absorbed just enough of the impact to prevent any injury...still, that's gonna hurt tomorrow.

    I raised my right hand to wipe off a bead of sweat off my forehead, when I realized that my hand was trembling. Huh, now that I think about it, I feel kinda...giddy. A slight smirk crossed my lips as I firmly closed my trembling hand into a fist, as the last few minutes sunk in...even if he'd been holding back, I'd made an Ace bleed...a quiet chuckle escaped my lips as I got back on my feet...what a valuable learning experience that was, I finally got to really put my skills to the test, and the results were more than satisfactory.

    "'Kay, I'm done here," I declared with a sigh, stretching my arms up and heading back towards the sidelines after picking up my blade handles.

    Crap, the one I'd kicked was kinda busted up. I should get a shockproof cover for it. I noticed that the instructor had his eye on me as I stepped onto the sidelines, where Bytra was seated and Misaki was layed down and still unconscious. Kiran was stepping forward onto the training area, rubbing the back of his head lazily.

    "Last one, huh...alright, let's get this over with," Said the instructor, without nearly as much enthusiasm as he'd had before.

    He had torn off his left sleeve and tied some of the scraps around his bleeding shoulder and damaged wrist. Despite the damage, there wasn't so much as a hint of instability in his Manifestation...I had hoped to destabilize it when I shot his wrist, but even with that much pain he'd had no trouble maintaining the stability of his Manifestation.

    Oww, my palms and back hurt so bad...both my palms were bleeding from when I grabbed Bytra's whip, and my back felt sore and almost definitely bruised. Well, nothing a visit to the infirmary on the first floor can't fix...for now, I'll watch how Kiran fights. Come to think of it, he never used his Secondary Manifestation in the training exercise with Instructor Sato.

    "Okay...here I come," Sighed Kiran half-heartedly, "<Secondary Manifestation:...>..."
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    Chapter 23 - Worlds Colliding

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Relaxation Pedestal>."

    ...huh? A mass of green energy began appearing underneath Kiran as he activated his Secondary Manifestation, lifting him up about twenty...no, twenty-five meters, in the shape of a pillar with a comfortable looking seat at the top, it sort of looked like a giant beanbag...I didn't even know that XFE could be manifested in a soft and elastic form.

    "What in the...?" Muttered Instructor Silva with a look of bemusement.

    As I watched from the sidelines, Misaki woke up with a dazed groan and glassy look in her eyes.

    "Wha-...? Where am I...?" She mumbled dizzily, standing up and stumbling a bit as her knees wobbled.

    "Oh, look who's finally awake...congrats, you lasted like five seconds before you got knocked out. I'm in awe of your power, o'great Prodigy," I greeted her with a mock tone of admiration.

    "Huh...? Wait, you...tch, I'll rip out your tongue one of these days, you cocky Dud."

    Anyway, back to the fight.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Expansive Swatter>."

    His green energy oversized swatter formed in his hand and rapidly expanded, before he swiftly flicked it down, attempting to slam it down towards the instructor. Right before it crashed down on him, the instructor quickly expanded his own Manifestation to counter, raising both his arms above himself defensively, both manifested arms cracking severely, before he grew to his full size of fifty meters, towering over Kiran.

    "I'm over this, you guys can leave now."

    With that, he dissipated his Manifestation and let out an irritated sigh, wincing as he moved his left arm.

    "Cool, I'm going home," Said Kiran, letting out a sigh of relief and heading for the exit.

    "Oh, you with the glasses, you stay back. I need to have a word with you about slashing my shoulder and busting up my wrist, you little shit," Remarked the instructor, flashing a glare at me.

    "Uh...sure," I replied with a sigh.

    "Wait, what did he say? You...you hurt him?" Stuttered Misaki in disbelief.

    "Oh, I'm sure it was just a fluke, after all, there's no way a lowly Dud outperformed a Prodigy like you, amiright?" I inquired innocently, before sticking out my tongue at her tauntingly.

    She let out a threatening growl but didn't say anything as she turned around and headed for the exit, still looking a bit dazed. Bytra left too, which left me alone with the instructor. This should be fun, sarcastically, of course.

    "Grr, this is the worst, I can't believe a Level J student hurt me this bad, even if I was holding back," He frowned, walking towards me with a grimace.

    "Uhh...sorry? To be fair, you did tell us to throw everything we had at you," I pointed out objectively.

    "On top of all that, you're a normal Paragon, not a Prodigy...on paper, several of your classmates are stronger than you, but none of them can match your crazy intensity...well, except for that one guy who fought like an actual animal...seriously, you seemed to be fighting on pure instinct at first glance, but it was clear that every single one of your moves were carefully thought out," He sighed, rubbing his shoulder tentatively.

    "Well, yeah, it's not like I was rushing at you blind...so, uh...why exactly did you want me to stay behind?"

    "I'm getting to that, but first...get on your knees, I don't like being looked down on!" He snapped, pointing to the ground.

    I wasn't all that tall, about five feet and eight inches, but I was still tall enough to tower over him, who was maybe just barely five feet tall...man, what a pain.

    "If it's all the same to you, can I just sit in that case?"

    "Doesn't matter so long as you're below my eye line."

    ...seriously, how was this guy older than me?

    "I'll be blunt...I don't like that you managed to injure me, so I'd like to punch you in the face a couple of times."

    "...uh, how about no?"

    "I'm an Ace, so I can override your 'no'!"

    "So...you're gonna assault me without my consent?"

    "Exactl-...! Wait, no...hey, don't put words in my mouth! Why, you little-...!" He growled, glaring at me, before furrowing his eyebrows and staring at my face, "Hold on...there's something familiar about you. Hey, have we met before or something?"

    "Why, does that matter?"

    "It's annoying me...I feel like I've got the answer on the tip of my tongue, I won't be satisfied till I figure it out," He frowned, staring at me closely.

    Right, he knew my sister...well, if he figures it out, fine, but if he doesn't, I'm not going to tell him. I wouldn't say that I'm hiding the fact that Kilella is my sister, more like I'm letting that fact fly under the radar. If someone found out, I wouldn't bother hiding it, but if no one did, then I had no intention of informing anyone about it. Tairo knew about it, and Bytra probably did too.

    "Figured it out yet?" I inquired a bit uncomfortably, as he continued inspecting my face.

    "Hold on, that blonde streak by your ear and your eye color, where have I seen those before...oh, that's right, Kilella!" He exclaimed, his eyes lighting up as he figured it out, before his expression darkened and he warily asked me, "Hey, what's your name?"

    "It's Kilzachs."

    "And your last name?"

    "Light...though that's not the last name I was born with, changed it about five years ago."

    I mean, I might as well throw him a hint, right? Besides, when it comes down to it, I don't mind all that much if people know who my sister is or not, I just figured I'd keep that detail to myself to avoid being put in her shadow. At the end of the day, I couldn't care less what other people think about me, so either way, it doesn't matter that much.

    "Do you know someone named Kilella Floence?"

    We're still doing this?

    "Yeah, she's an Ace, right?"

    "No, I mean...do you know her personally?"

    "Hm, I don't know...I guess if being her younger brother counts as 'personally', then...yes?" I replied with a shrug.

    "You're her brother!? No way-...no, now that you said it, I can definitely see the resemblance...so, uh, the stuff I said about punching you in the face, I was just kidding, h-hope I didn't scare ya! Well, anyway, I should get going, gotta, uh, report how today's session went in the staff room, so...bye!"

    ...talk about a change in tune.

    "What did you do to that guy, big sis?" I muttered to myself, as he rushed out the door.

    Oh, well, doesn't matter...time to go home...

    ...

    ...

    The next day, while I was in the classroom waiting for the first session to start...

    "Hey, Loner Tramp!" Greeted Misaki, as Bytra walked in.

    She practically yelled that, getting everyone's attention as she did...if I had to guess, she wanted Bytra to be at the bottom of the food chain again. After all, she had a lot of pride, and probably couldn't stand seeing someone she'd bullied in the past being treated like an equal.

    "Morning entertainment, huh? What a treat," I smirked to myself.

    "You're the type who'd watch and laugh as the world burns, aren't you?" Remarked Kiran from my left.

    "Oh, definitely, I'd be watching with a bowl of popcorn, so long as I'm not burning along with it, of course."

    Ooh, looks like Bytra is about to respond...I hope she cries or something.

    "Hm? Oh, I remember you, you're the girl from my old school, right!" Exclaimed Bytra with a smile.

    Huh? Well, that's disappointing...looks like she was fighting back. Boring.

    "Huh, what is this, what are you-?" Misaki responded uncertainly.

    "That's right, you were the girl who lost your self control and fucked like five boyfriends of our classmates at the time, only to blame it on me...right?" She inquired with an innocent smile.

    ...is she copying my mock innocent act? That bitch! Though I had to admit, Misaki's expression was hilarious. Fine, I'll let it slide.

    "Wha-!? It was three, not fiv-...no, I mean, that was you, not me! Y-you bitch!"

    Wow, that could not have been more unconvincing if she tried. As much as I hated Bytra, I had to say...well played. She expected Misaki to do this, and to counter, she decided to strike back hard and catch her off guard. Bytra wasn't a naturally confident person, but she must have picked up a few tricks after spending over five years with Tairo. No, confidence wasn't quite the right word, it was more like arrogance. Arrogance to match Misaki's own overflowing reserves of arrogance, in other words, fighting fire with fire.

    Yesterday, it was clear that Bytra was afraid of, or at least intimidated by Misaki, so this had to be pretty nerve-wracking...I guess that emphasizes just how desperate she is to protect her 'popular' status, which was the whole reason she'd fucked me over five years ago in the first place. Before the argument, if that's the right word, could escalate further, the door opened and Instructor Joan Anderson walked in.

    "Please take your seats, students...um, we'll continue from where we left off yesterday, so please go to the page we stopped at yesterday," She instructed a bit shakily, as she headed for the front of the room.

    She was kinda timid and soft-spoken, and her lessons were a bit boring, but she taught well enough, so I had no real complaints about her teaching.

    Anyway...that was the only notable event during the day, the first and second sessions both went uneventfully, and the third session was canceled since Instructor Silva was busy with a personal matter. Wow, absent on his second day on the job, after he'd missed the first couple of weeks no less...I had to wonder, what the heck would the teamwork exam for the end of January even look like?

    That was a concern for later though...

    ...

    ...

    A few hours later, I got a message from my sister, saying that she was coming over. It was just past 8:00 PM, and I was currently in bed, resting after having finished a few hours training at the gym. Huh, weird, she usually only came over on weekends, wonder if something's up. Well, no sense in speculating, especially since she'll be here in less than half an hour.

    As it turned out, a lot less than half an hour, my doorbell ringing about ten minutes later. I like to go to sleep extra early on days which I have classes the next day, since I'm not a morning person. So, this had better be worth it...in other words, she'd have better brought some sweets with her. I stood up with a sigh and headed for the door, opening it as I let out a stifled yawn.

    "Hey, little bro, how's it hanging?" She greeted me cheerfully.

    "Fine, I guess. What's this about, sis? And did you bring any sweets...?" I inquired, looking down at her hands, when I saw for the first time that she wasn't alone...Kumar Silva was with her...nah, probably just my imagination, "So...no sweets?"

    "Hey, don't ignore me, you little-...I-I mean, uh...never mind," He began to yell, before backtracking as my sister glanced at him.

    Just what did she do to him to get him this afraid of her?

    "So, mind letting us in, Zax?" She grinned expectantly.

    "Fine, whatever...but you can't stay for long, and you owe me double the usual amount of sweets next time, Ella."

    "You got it, little bro!"

    "Why am I even here?" Muttered the instructor, as my sister dragged him in.

    Yeah, I was wondering the same thing.

    "What's this about, sis? You don't usually show up on weekdays."

    "Hehe, well...I just found out that Kumar here is gonna be teaching you during your Level J classes, and I kinda got excited, you know, worlds colliding and stuff...it's a small world, huh?" She replied with an easy-going laugh.

    "Yeah, it literally is a small world, considering the Sanctuary to planet ratio in terms of size-," I started to reply.

    "Jeez, you can be such a little buzzkill sometimes, Zax! Let me have this, it's a cool coincidence nonetheless!"

    "Uh...you're weird, Ella. So, wait, that's why you're here, because you thought it was a 'cool coincidence' that two people you know happened to meet?"

    "Well, I...yup, pretty much!"

    "Are you kidding me, Kilella, that's why you made me call in absent on my second day!? When you said it was an emergency, I thought it had something to do with what I did yester-...! I-I mean, tch, this is s-stupid, can I go?" He began angrily, before stuttering as he not-so-subtly changed the subject.

    Ah, so that's why he seemed a bit on edge. He was overthinking it though, even if my sister knew about his, uh, training exercise yesterday, I doubt she'd care too much.

    "Hm, yesterday? Did something happen?" She asked curiously.

    "N-nothing!" He stammered, averting his gaze.

    "Okay, so something definitely did happen...Zax, do you know? Come on, tell me!" She shook my shoulders eagerly.

    She had the curiosity of a cat, and once she wanted to know something, she'd get all restless and impatient till she found out.

    "Nothing much, really...the instructor here just-."

    "Just call him Kumar, no need for any formalities. Right, Kumar?" Interrupted my sister, glancing at him.

    "Uh...right, sure," He replied with a sigh.

    "Okay...well, as I was saying, Kumar gave us a sort of...training exercise, I guess you could call it," I said briefly.

    It might be fun to watch Kumar squirm a bit, but maybe better not risk it, he is going to be one of my instructors for the next five and a half or so months.

    "Hm, you're not lying, I don't think, but...there's something that happened that you don't want me to know, huh, Kumar?" She inquired, turning her gaze towards him and staring down at him intensely.

    "W-well, I..."

    Ten minutes later, she managed to wring it out of him with a minimal application of pressure. Huh, I'd never seen this intimidating side of my sister...no wonder he was so afraid.

    "So, what you're saying is...you let your stupid size complex get your emotions riled up, over a perfectly reasonable misunderstanding about your age, and you then went on to unleash the full extent of your Primary Manifestation upon a class of Level J students? And after that, you split them up into groups of four and tormented each group one by one?"

    "W-well, tormented is a strong word, Kilella-."

    "Don't make excuses, you temperamental man-child!"

    "Y-yes, ma'am!"

    She was younger than him, twenty-five years old to his twenty-nine, but this scenario right here looked like an adult scolding a little kid...it was kinda funny.

    "Zax, you didn't get hurt, did you?" She asked, concern in her voice, before her tone turned colder as she turned to Kumar, "You didn't hurt my little brother, did you?"

    "Come on, Ella, you're being overprotective. I'm fine, nothing a quick trip to the infirmary couldn't fix," I replied with a shrug.

    The Academy's infirmary had all the basic first-aid items, along with Healing Pods. They were special pods that you get into for about fifteen minutes, what it does is stimulate and consequently increase your body's healing processes drastically, thought doing so drains your stamina in proportion to the increased self-repair. But since my injuries were minor, they healed up within fifteen or so minutes and didn't cost any significant amounts of stamina.

    "In other words...you were hurt," She remarked coldly, flashing a death glare at Kumar, "So, you bullied my baby brother, did you?"

    ...I really didn't like being called 'baby brother'.

    "N-no, wait...sure, I suppose you could say I bullied the other Level J students, but one of your brother's injuries was self-inflicted, and the other was done in self-defense! He left a deep cut on my shoulder and busted my wrist, so I kinda panicked and struck out because I thought he was about to blast my wrist off!"

    "Well...yeah, I was planning on firing again, sorta got caught up in the heat of the moment," I replied sheepishly.

    "Is that true...?" Remarked my sister with a look of surprise, before breaking out into a wide smile and pulling me close, hugging me and ruffling my hair, "Way to go, Zax, I'm so proud of you! I can't believe you held your own against an Ace, that's so awesome!"

    "I mean, he was holding back, so it's really not that big of a deal," I replied with a shrug.

    "Still, you nearly crippled him for life, that's so cool!" She grinned with a thumbs up.

    "Hey, that's not very nice-...whatever, I'm leaving, so-," Began Kumar, standing up.

    "Not so fast...you still need to apologize to Zax for hurting him. Oh, right, what were your injuries, little bro?"

    "Nothing major. The first was a few punctures on my palms from when I threw one of my classmates at him by grabbing her Primary Manifestation, a thorny whip, and swinging it towards him. And the second was when he flung me away before I could blast his wrist, I got a few bruises on my back. Like I said, nothing major, and I'm all healed up now."

    "Oh, that really is nothing major...but wait, you seriously threw your classmate? That's pretty resourceful! Also, I kinda got nervous for a sec there when you said 'by grabbing her...', hehe," She replied with a suggestive smirk.

    "What are you, thirteen?" Inquired Kumar with an exasperated sigh.

    "Shut up, or I'll duel you again," She growled threateningly.

    "No way, I'm never dueling you again."

    "Oh, you beat him, Ella?"

    "Yup! His X-Abilities are strong and all, but I'm like way faster, so I blasted his Manifestation around the center, yanked him out of it, and then got caught up in the rush and ended up slamming him down to the ground. No permanent damage done though, so all's well that ends well."

    "No, not 'all's well that ends well', I was in the hospital for a week!"

    As they began snipping at each other, I patiently waited for them to leave, dropping several hints like glancing at my watch and gasping at the time, I even said 'it's getting pretty late, I need to get some sleep' multiple times, but...as it turned out, they didn't leave till a whole two hours had passed, only leaving when my patience ran out and I bluntly asked them to get out. It's almost 10:30 PM, I just wanted to sleep early, I'm going to be so tired during class tomorrow...next time my sister comes over, she better bring me a generous amount of sweets to make up for this...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 24 - XFE Combat Exam(Part 1)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It was now the end of January, which meant that it was time for our first round of exams. The written exam had been yesterday, and I think I did well enough on it. Today we had the XFE combat exam and tomorrow would be the teamwork exam...the former should be fine, but the latter was going to be a problem, I really wasn't looking forward to working with others.

    So far, all our teamwork training sessions had consisted of us being randomly grouped into teams of two, three or four, and taking turns sparring against Instructor Silva...in other words, we weren't actually being taught anything, he didn't even give us any constructive feedback or criticism afterwards, so we had no idea if we were doing anything wrong.

    And we had absolutely no idea what the exam would even look like, without any clue on what to expect. Oh, well, guess I don't have a choice but to wait for tomorrow and see, for now I'll just worry about the XFE combat exam today. We had been informed that it'd involve us fighting Mutants, but hadn't received any details beyond that, though I wasn't too worried about it.

    We didn't have classes on exam days and the exams were held in the afternoon, so I didn't have to force myself to wake up early, which was great. I had just arrived at the X-Warrior Academy, a little past 12:30 PM, we had been asked to be here by 1 PM at the latest. I made my way to the training hall where we were supposed to gather in and entered, seeing that a few of my classmates were already here.

    Instructor Jin Satou was asleep on a bench in the sidelines of the hall, and had put a sign next to the bench that read 'don't wake me up till everyone gets here'. Besides me, eight others were here, so we were waiting on seven more to arrive. As I found a spot to sit down at the sidelines, I was approached by a group oozing unpleasantness...

    "I can't wait to see you fail, Dud," Sneered Tairo, with a look of condescension, "Hope you aren't feeling cocky about having made it this far to begin with, it was just dumb luck, no doubt about that!"

    "I second that," Laughed Misaki in agreement.

    "Yeah, you should fail alongside him, that would be ideal," Chimed in Bytra, earning a glare from Misaki.

    "Tch, nobody asked you, Loner Tramp!"

    Despite the fact that these two were constantly at each other's throats, Misaki was now regularly hanging out with Tairo and Bytra. Hm, how do I get them to leave me alon-?

    "Don't you guys have anything better to do?" Frowned Alex, walking over disapprovingly, "You're acting like immature high-school bullies."

    Alex Jaice, a stereotypical 'nice guy', he often interjected whenever these assholes got bored and decides to pick on me. Not to sound ungrateful or anything, but I found it unnecessary and a little annoying, I can ignore them just fine and I didn't like being treated like someone who needed to be saved or whatever. He wasn't the only one, Andre Phillips also butted in at times, but right now, he wasn't here yet.

    "You need to stop being so uptight, man. What's the harm in putting a Dud in his place?" Shrugged Tairo, giving me a look of disdain.

    "Well, you need to stop being so arrogant, it's not cool," Frowned Alex disapprovingly.

    "Hey I appreciate what you're trying to do, but you really don't need to trouble yourself...after all, when you hear a fly buzzing around you or a dog barking, the best approach is to just ignore the noise, wouldn't you agree?" I chimed in with a look of disinterest.

    "Tch, you think you're so smart, don't you? You're all talk, Dud, I can't wait to see you flunk!" Chuckled Tairo, walking away with Bytra and Misaki on his heels.

    I let out an internal sigh of relief as they left...just because I can ignore them doesn't mean that I don't get at least a little bit annoyed.

    "Sorry you have to put up with that, man," Said Alex sympathetically.

    I found his sympathy annoying, but he was technically being nice, so I won't antagonize him.

    "What are you apologizing for? Don't make a big deal out of it, I'm used to it," I replied with indifference.

    By this point, all sixteen of us had arrived, so one of the others woke up the instructor, who awoke with a sleepy glare, grouchy at the fact that his nap had been interrupted. I could empathize, but he had a job to do right now, so he shouldn't have chosen to sleep when he did to begin with.

    "Grr, what a pain...okay, I'm going to explain what your first monthly XFE combat exam will consist of. Pay attention, because I won't repeat myself and I probably won't be taking any questions either, got it?"

    At this point, we were used to the way he did things, so there was no sense in complaining. He then began explaining what the exam would consist of...

    "Like the entrance exam, this exam will be administered in two stages...first, you'll each be fighting two Q-Ranked Mutants. And after that, you'll all be randomly paired up with three others and duel them. If you fail to take out both Mutants, you'll fail this exam. On the other hand, even if you lose all three of your assigned duels, you won't necessarily fail, which also means that winning all three duels won't guarantee a pass. The rules are simple, only use XFE attacks, you'll lose points for any physical attacks used. Now, let's get this over with quickly...we'll be making use of all fifteen training halls so that we can get the first stage done with ASAP."

    After a few more minor clarifications, he sent us all off to the training halls, each of us would take the first stage of the exam at the same time, except for one, since there were sixteen of us and only fifteen training halls. I wasn't too worried about having to face Q-Ranked Mutants, but I was a little miffed at the 'no physical attacks' rule, which meant that I'd be limited to only being able to use my X-Weapons. Oh, well, fighting with a handicap served as good training, so I won't complain.

    I entered the hall that I was assigned to and stepped in. It was empty except for a teleportation platform towards the back. According the instructor, the exam would begin as soon as we stepped onto the middle of the training area...well, no sense in waiting around, might as well get started with this.

    I readied my weapons and stepped forward after setting a Save point. I know that I'd probably be better served if I set my Save points a lot further back, which would give me plenty of time to recover any XFE I expended, but the problem with that was the waiting time. Let's say I set a Save point two hours prior to whatever it was that I was taking the precaution against, I would then have to wait a whole two hours all over again if I had to use Load...besides, so long as I didn't completely use up my XFE, the way I did things shouldn't pose any problem.

    Anyway, getting back to the matter at hand, I had just stepped onto the middle of the training hall, and as I did, a holographic countdown appeared above the teleportation platform. I took out my X-Blade handles and increased the output settings on my X-Blasters to about three times the minimum, as the countdown reached five...four...three...two...aaand...one!

    As the countdown ended, I activated my blades and shot forward, right as two Mutants appeared. So, these were Q-Ranked Mutants, huh? I had studied up on the Mutant species that had been named and classified, and I recognized these two types. One was a large dog-looking creature with jet black fur and menacing red eyes, it's height while on all fours was about the same as mine, which meant that it was taller if it stood up on its hind legs. As for what it was called, and I'm not even kidding here, it was named Doggo.

    Oh, and that's also their scientific name. Yeah, gone are the days where creatures are given fancy species names anymore, most of the Mutant species were classified under dumb names like this one. As for the other Mutant that had gotten teleported in, it was called a Monke. It was a monkey-looking Mutant that was a few inches taller than me, with long fangs and claws, and wild dark brown fur.

    Both Mutants growled hungrily as they looked at me, their eyes staring at me ravenously. Apparently, Mutants didn't eat other Mutants, that's apparently the main reason why they were all classified under the common label of 'Mutants'. Mutants grew up at a rapid rate, and also procreated rapidly, but since they had almost nothing to eat, they tended to die off without living for too long. Their death rate was high, but unfortunately, their rate of procreation was higher, so their numbers only continued to grow.

    Some Mutants ate plants, but most were carnivores, they ate humans and animals, which scientists had discovered by feeding various captured Mutants with a variety of different options. They would eat pretty much any animal meat, clearly had a hunger for human meat as well, and some ate plants. And while there are plants outside the Sanctuary, most of them are evolved due to the radiation following WWIII...to put it simply, most of the plants outside the Sanctuary are Mutants too.

    Anyway, none of the species that were captured and observed showed any interest in the meat of fellow Mutants, even if they were literally starving to death. Basically, what I'm trying to get at is this...these two Mutants were probably incredibly hungry, and I was probably looking like a slice of cake to them.

    The Doggo sprinted towards me with its teeth bared, growling and drooling violently, before pouncing as it neared me. I ducked and rolled swiftly, slashing its underside with one of my blades. I then quickly got to me feet and sprang off to the left while firing a couple of blasts as the Monke screeched and swung its claws at me. It dodged my first shot, the second striking its right shoulder and injuring it.

    Okay, these things are definitely a huge step up from the J-Ranked Mutants that I'd fought during the entrance exam. My slash had been too shallow, and the blast onto the Monke had hurt its shoulder but it looked like it could still move its arm just fine. Still, my XFE Attribute was Dark, which was like poison to these things, so a drawn out fight worked just fine for me.

    Both Mutants then charged at me at the same time, though ended up halting and snapping at each other with threatening growls as they ended up getting in each other's way. Hm, so they won't eat each other, but they won't work together either...I see, they were both so hungry that they each wanted my flesh all to themselves.

    "Come on, now, you freaks...you don't have to fight over me, you're gonna make me blush!" I called out tauntingly, to see how they would react.

    How smart or dumb are these things? Can they be provoked? You might argue that this isn't the time to test stuff like that out, but I'd argue that this was the perfect time. It was definitely safer than experimenting while actually out on the field, that's for sure.

    Oh, and the answer is yes, they could be provoked. They may not understand my words, but they could understand that I was taunting them. Both Mutants blindly charged at me after I yelled at them, the Monke sprang towards me and tried to bite my head off, swinging its claws at my shoulders. I crossed my arms across each other to form my barrier, its claws deflected off but left a few cracks in my barrier.

    I dropped my arms and sprang back while firing a barrage of six consecutive shots, the Monke was too close to evade them, it began to leap away, but only one of my shots missed, the rest striking it in the chest and abdomen, though they only left shallow wounds.

    Before I could land after springing back, the Doggo leapt at me from behind, its fangs bared and claws raised. I quickly formed my barrier, the Mutant bounced off, shattering the barrier as it fell away. It let out a snarl as it shook itself and got back on its feet, then pounced at me as I landed, I swiftly swung myself around and dashed forward, avoiding its claws before slashing off its lower jaw with one of my blades and blasting its left side with four shots from my wrist-blasters as I shot past it.

    I then quickly got some distance, but it looked like I had done enough damage. Both Mutants were on the ground, struggling to move as blood began spewing out of their mouths and eyes. Looks like I had struck them with enough of my Dark Attribute XFE to incapacitate them. Now I just need to finish them off. I increased the output on my X-Blasters to the maximum and walked over to the Doggo, which was writhing on the ground in agony.

    I pointed both my X-Blasters towards its head at near point-blank range and blasted it till its head was blown apart into tiny chunks. I then headed towards the Monke and gave it the same treatment, blowing its head apart. I then slowly exhaled and stretched my arms up with a sigh of relief. There, I'm done. The first stage of this exam was cleared.

    _____________________________________________

    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!
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    Chapter 25 - XFE Combat Exam(Part 2)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Tch, you're still here?" Sneered Tairo, as everyone gathered after the completion of the first stage.

    It was a little while after I had finished my fight against the Mutants, and I had received a notification from Instructor Satou which confirmed that I had successfully completed the first stage of the exam and informed me to go to one of the other training halls, where everyone was to gather after finishing their fights.

    Tairo had just gotten back, about five minutes after I got here, and he had numerous scrapes and scratches on his arms and torso. And of course, the moment he saw me, he couldn't resist walking over to snark at me.

    "Oh, no need to look so salty just because you're all scratched up while I'm practically unscathed," I replied in an innocent tone.

    "Why you-...! Hmph, whatever, you won't pass the second stage, that's for sure!" He declared, walking off with a huff.

    Man, what a dick.

    "You sure are good at pushing people's buttons, huh?" Remarked a groggy voice to my left.

    "Am I? Well, I do it purely in self-defense, so-," I began to reply.

    "Oh, I'm not criticizing you, no need to get defensive...just pointing out a fact," He clarified with a stifled yawn.

    Kiran Sigdel, he wasn't the most energetic person, and that's putting it lightly, but somehow, he was the classmate that I spoke to the most. The fact that he sat in the same row as me in class may be a part of that, but honestly, I'm not sure how it happened. We sometimes exchanged words every now and then, and at some point it just became the norm, and before I knew it, I was regularly conversing with him.

    "So, how'd your first stage go?"

    "Fine, I guess. I just got out of their reach and smacked them till they died," He replied with a shrug, "How was yours?"

    "Not bad, managed to get through it unscathed, so no complaints," I responded, brushing off my shoulders.

    As more of my classmates began streaming into the hall, the instructor walked in while carrying a box, looking around to see if all of us were here...we were still missing two people, probably the two that had to share a training hall. It didn't take long for them to show up, after which Instructor Satou began relaying to us the details of the second stage...

    "You should all be grateful, do you have any idea how difficult it was to pair you all up so that all sixteen of you would be assigned exactly three duels each? Well, do you? No, I didn't think so. So, yeah, pay attention because I won't repeat myself or take any questions..."

    I don't think it was that hard, was it...? Since there were sixteen of us, if he divided us into groups of four and had each person duel the others in their group, that'd do it. Wait, had he manually done it instead? I'm pretty sure there's plenty of apps or software that can take care of that.

    Talk about a waste of effort, but I wasn't going to bring it up or anything, because A, that's not my style, and B, it would probably devastate him if he realized he had expended more effort than he needed to, and I wasn't that heartless.

    "Okay, I've sent you all a message that includes whom you'll be fighting and in which training hall each fight will be taking place. The rules are simple, the duels will be five-minute bouts, and you can use any weapons at your disposal, including physical attacks this time, though I would recommend using XFE attacks as much as possible, since, you know...this is an XFE combat exam. And like I said earlier, winning or losing won't guarantee a pass or fail, it's how you fight that'll actually be taken into consideration...in other words, you could win a duel, but depending on how the fight went, the person you defeated could end up gaining more points that you did. Ah, crap, I just repeated myself, didn't I...tch, forget I said that!"

    ...this guy has issues.

    "Ahem, getting back to my explanation...there are three ways to win your duels, make your opponent admit defeat, knock them out, or force the high tech barrier to teleport them out...hm, I guess I should explain that last one. All the duels will be taking place inside a barrier that's been recently developed for the purpose of allowing X-Warriors to duel safely, called the Duel Field, and they just got approved for use here at the Academy. Basically, you'll each put on these collars, which are high tech sensors that'll react when the wearer is about to receive a strike that'll leave permanent or lethal damage. When the sensor reacts, the Duel Fueld's key function will kick in, that is, to instantly teleport out the person who's about to get injured. Just so we're clear, you will not be fighting these duels in Phantom Mode," He concluded his explanation, before heading out of the training hall with a sigh of relief, "Oh, I'll be watching the duels through the security cams, just FYI. Put on the collars in the box I brought in and then start."

    Well, now, this could be pretty interesting. I walked over to the box he'd left behind and picked up one of the collars inside it. It looked different to the Phantom Mode restriction collars we'd used before. I fastened it around my neck and brought up my holo-screen, opening up the message sent by Instructor Satou. Okay, it looks like I'll be fighting...Jian Lee, Makoto Amano and Seila Khan, in that order. Aw, I'd have liked to be paired up with at least one of Bytra, Tairo or Misaki, the looks on their faces after I beat them would've been fucking cathartic...oh, well, hopefully next time.

    "Seriously, I'm fighting the Dud first? Talk about unlucky, I wanted some good, challenging fights!" Remarked Jian, as he walked past me without even seeming to notice me.

    He wasn't as bad as Tairo and the others were, as in he didn't come over to fuck with me whenever he was bored like they did, but he made it clear that he didn't consider me a threat whatsoever, despite having seen me fight during Instructor Satou's training exercise...well, he probably hadn't been watching. Well, I didn't despise this guy as much as I did Tairo, but I was very much looking forward to proving him wrong.

    He had already headed out to the training hall where I was supposed to duel him, guess I'll make my way there too. I had used just under half my XFE during the first stage, though about forty percent of what I used up had been during those last shots I fired to blast the Mutants' heads into paste. Anyway, it had been a bit over twenty minutes since then, so I had recovered about ten percent, and currently had a little over sixty percent of my full capacity intact.

    Hm, looking at the match-ups that Instructor Satou had sent us, it looks like there would be a break of at least half an hour between each duel, in other words, no one would be fighting two duels within the same half hour. Anyway, I made it to the training hall and walked in. Jian was already there, and there was also a drone floating above, hovering near the ceiling of the hall.

    "It's about time, I thought maybe you got scared and ran away, not that I could blame you, haha!" He called out as I walked in.

    Oh, come on, he couldn't have been waiting for more than two or three minutes. And his tone was throwing me off, it was cocky and confident, but not condescending. I really couldn't figure him out at all. Well, whatever, I don't need to understand him to defeat him.

    "Sorry to keep you waiting or whatever, I guess," I replied patronizingly, as I stepped onto the training area.

    The drone then began forming a semi-transparent barrier around us, occupying nearly the entire space excluding the sidelines. So, this is the Duel Field, huh? I gave it a tap out of curiosity to see what it felt like...weird, it felt solid, like I was tapping on a wall.

    The drone then manifested a holographic countdown, as I readied my weapons, setting my X-Blasters to maximum output and taking out my X-Blades and manifesting the blades by running a steady stream of XFE through them.

    "Now, that's more like it! <Primary Manifestation: Axe>!" He exclaimed enthusiastically, forming his green energy axe.

    Five...four...three...two...

    ...ONE!

    I fired a couple of shots from my wrist-blasters, which he deflected with a swing of his axe, right as I swiftly shot across to his left with my blades poised. He chased after me with his axe raised, springing towards me and swinging it down at me with all his might.

    I quickly side-stepped to avoid it before closing in on him, slashing one of my blades towards his side. He dodged at the last minute, my blade nicking his t-shirt and leaving a small cut. Just like my outfit, his looked like normal clothes but were actually lightly armored. Actually, his felt more thickly armored than mine, which meant that it was also heavier.

    "Oh, close one! Maybe I misjudged you, Dud," He grinned, letting out a laugh as he spun around and swung the axe down at me.

    I quickly crossed my arms to form my barrier, his axe shattered it but bounced off slightly, giving me a small opening. I swiftly shot forward and swung my left blade up at his face while firing a couple of shots from my right wrist-blaster at his chest.

    He let go of his axe and caught my left hand before my blade could reach, letting out a grimace as my fired shots struck his chest. He began to tighten his grip on my wrist, but I quickly fired a shot at his hand, forcing him to let go. I backed away while firing a couple of shots to keep him at bay.

    He swings that axe around with minimal effort, and he was quick on his feet too. And I can't rely on him weakening like the Mutants did, Dark Attribute XFE was toxic to humans as well, but not nearly as much as they were to Mutants. Since this bout was only going to last five minutes, any deterioration in his physical state by my XFE would be minimal at best. He dashed at me again, his eyes alight and a wide grin on his face.

    "Hey, now, you're pretty good! <Secondary Manifestation: Axe Expansion>!"

    A compliment? Man, this guy really throws me off. Whatever, it doesn't matter. He sprang up and swung his axe down at me again. His attacks were straightforward, but they were so fast that I didn't have time to dodge, even though I knew they were coming.

    I formed my barrier again, which had the same result as last time, shattering and slightly deflecting his axe. Now's my chance! As I began to step forward towards him with my blades poised, a triumphant grin spread out on his face.

    "Did you really think that the same move would work on me again? I win!" He declared, starting to flick his wrist to whip the axe down towards my back.

    Perfect, that's just what I wanted him to do...because this wasn't the same move as before. With a swift flick of my fingers, I flung both my blades at him, one aimed at his throat and the other at his left eye, right as his axe began nearing my back. At the last moment, he began to tilt his head to the right with a look of alarm, but I had flung my blades from less than a meter, effectively point-blank, so even with his impressive agility, there was no way he was dodging this.

    I felt his axe start to press onto my back right as the tip of my blades made contact with his neck and the corner of his eye...and the next thing I knew, I was on the sidelines, and so was he. The barrier then faded, and the drone projected a hologram that read 'Result: Draw'. So, his axe reached me at the exact same time that my blades reached him. Damn it, I should've been faster, I'd be dead or at least badly injured if it hadn't been for the barrier.

    Looks like the axe has left a cut in my jacket, but my undershirt was fine. Well, it's a good thing I had a bunch of spares of this outfit. I glanced over at Jian...he had two pin pricks of blood trickling down, one on his neck and the other on the side of his neck. It was like he had been pricked by needles in those spots...which meant that he had been teleported out right after the tips of my blades nicked his skin.

    In other words, the teleport function of the Duel Field wasn't exactly instantaneous. Well, I guess it was fast enough, a little rip in my jacket was way better than the alternative.

    "A draw, huh? Well, that's a shock...man, I really underestimated you! You're really fast and your moves are super annoying and hard to deal with!"

    Seriously, what's with this guy?

    "Uh...thanks, I guess."

    "Man, I did not expect a Dud to be so strong, I was under the impressions that Prodigies were just way stronger than everyone else!"

    "Okay, seriously, how do you keep saying a derogatory term with seemingly no malice, it's really weird."

    "A derogatory term? Huh?"

    "Huh?"

    "..."

    "..."

    "Wait, what do you mean?" He inquired with a look of genuine confusion.

    "You're kidding, right? 'Dud' is a derogatory term that some Prodigies use to insult regular Paragons who failed to become Prodigies, since they consider themselves to be superior humans. Personally, I've gotten used it, but the way you use it without any condescension is kinda unsettling. I mean, you do know what the word dud literally means, right?" I informed him with a raised eyebrow.

    He was silent for a while after I finished, his eyes wide and his expression blank. Okay, fucking seriously, what was with this guy?

    "Yo...shit, man. I always thought it just meant 'normal person', with no negative connotations. But now that you mention it, a lot of things are making sense...damn, I gotta lotta people to apologize to. You too, man, my bad...er, sorry, what was your name again? I know there's a K and a Z, but I haven't actually read it properly," He remarked sheepishly.

    "It's Kilzachs. And no worries, I guess...if you didn't know, then no harm, no foul. But seriously, how could you not know?"

    "Well, back during high school, most of my Prodigy friends used it so normally, plus it was a lot easier to say than 'regular person' or 'normal Paragon', so I just said it too. But now that I think about it, my Dud-...I mean, my non-Prodigy friends did seem kinda miffed whenever I used the word Dud. And the way that Tairo guy says Dud does sound pretty insulting, I should have realized it sooner...damn, I'm stupid. Well, thanks for enlightening me, Kilzachs! "He grinned, slapping my back.

    Ow, that hurt...well, I won't complain, I had one less person antagonizing me now that this dumb misunderstanding was cleared up. Anyway, my first duel out of three of this exam had ended in a draw, a decent enough result, I suppose. But I'll win the next one...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 26 - XFE Combat Exam(Part 3)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Alright, that last fight had only taken around twenty percent of my XFE, and I had about forty-five minutes before my next duel, so by then, I'll have more XFE than I did at the start of the last duel. I was currently in the cafeteria, I'd just ordered three donuts, gotta replenish my energy and whatnot. Sugar was good for that, so yeah. The best part was that I had the entire cafeteria to myself, so it was nice and quiet.

    That duel had taken only a little over two minutes, but I had been constantly on the move, plus the fight against the Mutants in the first stage had also taken a bit of stamina. I wasn't particularly tired since I had built up my stamina quite a bit during my training, but better safe than sorry. Also, I was kinda craving something sweet, but that's, uh, only a minor reason for this...

    Anyway, I was pretty confident about winning my second duel, though I was a little worried about the third one...but I'll focus on the more immediate fight for now. I had to say, I wasn't liking how long this exam was taking, was it going to be like this during all the monthly exams?

    "Hey, how's it going, Zax? You really need to lay off the sweets, kid," Remarked a familiar voice, walking up to me.

    Huh, I thought I was only person here. But then, this guy was pretty easy to miss, since he was, you know, really short, though I definitely shouldn't say that out loud. Oh, and he'd started calling me Zax like my sister did, which was weird at first since till that point, she was the only one who ever used that nickname, but I guess that, eventually, I got used to it.

    "Oh, hey, Kumar. What's up? And on the contrary, I think my level of sweets consumption is moderate," I argued as I took another bite.

    "Whatever, it's not I particularly care...oh, and call me Instructor Silva here, I'd hate it if the other students started calling me by my first name too. You get a pass because of Kilella, and also because I have to acknowledge that you've got decent skills."

    "Jeez, if it bothers you that much, I'll just call you instructor, it makes no difference to me," I replied with a shrug, "And I appreciate your acknowledgment or whatever, I guess."

    "Like I said, I don't mind you calling me by my first name, just don't do it in front of other students...but, just so you know, it makes no difference to me either way, got that?"

    I've always wanted to see a tsundere reaction, but not like this...

    "Yeah, sure. So, uh...was there something you needed, or what?"

    "Just some advice for tomorrow's exam...you'll definitely fail if you use your teammates the way you threw that girl at me when we dueled. The exam will mainly evaluate your aptitude with teamwork, but using your teammates like tools is a big no-no...that's actually a bit part of why I'm suspended for a year and am taking this teaching job, I'm not great at working with others either. If you can't work together with whoever you get teamed up with, then at the very least, try to go about the exam without getting in each other's way, that's the absolute minimum you'd need to do to pass."

    Most of that was just stating the obvious, I already knew that I couldn't very well do things the way I usually did for the teamwork exam, or I'd fail. That's why it was the exam that I was the most concerned about. You'd think he could give me something more useful though...

    "Hey, anything you can tell me about the details of the exam?" I inquired hopefully.

    "Hmph, no way, unlike your sister, I still have my integrity," He immediately declined with a huff.

    "Tch, goody-two-shoes."

    "Wha-!? That is the last thing that I am!"

    "Oh, yeah? Then prove it, what's the exam gonna consist of?"

    "Real subtle...I'm not going to be that easy to manipulate, you know."

    "Eh, worth a shot. Well, then, how about the teams, you could at least clue me in on who I'll be stuck with. Come on, throw me a bone, Kumar," I requested with a sigh.

    If I get stuck in the same team as Tairo or Bytra, I'd almost definitely fail.

    "Actually, I haven't even grouped the teams yet, though I guess there's no harm in telling you that it'll be teams of four," He replied after a brief pause.

    "Okay, fine, but can I at least make one request...there are three people in particular that I absolutely do not want to be teamed up with, so maybe you could keep that in mind when forming the teams?" I asked hopefully.

    "Hm...I really shouldn't, since this is supposed to be done on a random basis...but okay, I guess that's not too big a deal," He relented after considering it, before bringing up a list on his holo-screen, "Okay, so which ones don't you want to be teamed with?"

    "Tairo Najimi, Bytra Lichood and Misaki Aki...oh, actually one more, Makoto Amano too. There was another, but that turned out to be a dumb-ass misunderstanding due to ignorance, so yeah...so long as I'm not teamed up with any of these four, I can at least try to work with whoever else."

    "Right, okay, I'll make a note of that and make sure you aren't teamed up with any of these four...now, then, I better leave before you rope me into giving you a further advantage, both you siblings have a sneaky nature that I find unpleasant," He remarked warily.

    "Yeah, well, I probably wouldn't have made it this far if I was all straight-laced and valued integrity or whatever," I shrugged, finishing off the last of my donuts as he headed off.

    My sister tended to bring him along almost everytime she came over to my place since the first time he visited, so I had gotten used to talking to him pretty casually. And as a result, even knowing how powerful he was, I didn't feel intimidated by him anymore. He had a pretty big ego though, so I wasn't going to bring that up. Huh, I could probably use my X-Ability to tell him that and see how he reacts and then undo it. I'll keep that in mind for later, maybe for when after the exams are over...

    ...

    A little over twenty minutes after I finished my donuts, it was time for my second duel of this exam. I had a decent amount of XFE restored, my stamina was pretty much full, and I felt plenty confident too. Which means that it'd suck to lose this fight, so if I do happen to lose, I'll make sure to undo it and try again. Well, that's nothing new, I'd always planned to keep a Save point ready anyway.

    I was currently in the training hall where this duel was supposed to take place at, waiting for my opponent to show up. Makoto Amano, the guy was kinda a huge sleazeball. I found him repulsive, he often joined in when Tairo and those two bitches gave me crap, though even they didn't seem to like him very much, I guess Tairo only put up with him because there was no one else in the class interested in joining him in his bullying, though the girls made no efforts to hide their dislike, since he tended to make some pretty crude remarks at them. I think that was his idea of flirting.

    Plus, the guy was always eating, he seemed to constantly have a lollipop or jawbreaker or some form of hard candy in his mouth, it was especially noticeable in class, the sound of his saliva echoed through the classroom everyday. It was super off-putting and distracting, but he either had no self-awareness or he just didn't care. Anyway, bottom line, the guy was disgusting.

    The door then opened and he walked in, sucking on a lollipop. As he strolled onto the training area and the drone formed the Duel Field around us, he gave me a condescending smirk and cracked his knuckles. What, was that supposed to be threatening? Talk about cliche. I readied my weapons as the countdown began, the two of us taking out places.

    "Hope you're ready for me to beat your scrawny ass, Dud!" He remarked with a cocky chuckle.

    I had never actually retorted against this guy before, so this'll be the first time I speak to him...hm, what should I say in reply...oh, how about something like...

    "I'd like to see you try, fatass, I bet you won't even be able to touch me," I replied with a smirk.

    "You little shit...!" He growled, his expression darkening, "<Primary Manifestation: Twin Hammers>, <Secondary Manifestation: Strength Boost>!"

    The timer was almost done ticking down. Three...two...one!

    He shot towards me and swung both hammers down at me, I swiftly sprang back to avoid it, his weapons slamming into the floor and leaving a deep dent upon impact. He has a lot of strength, but he wasn't all that quick on his feet. I can run circles around this guy.

    I fired a couple of shots at his head, he began to spring off to the right to evade them, dodging one of them but the other struck the left side of his head, as he let out a groan of pain. Blood trickled down the left side of his face, his slightly dazed expression turning into a look of fury as he charged at me with both hammers raised. Wow, he's completely stopped thinking, his rage had completely taken over and he was rushing in blindly...

    I fired a barrage of six shots at him while keeping my distance, he blocked them with his hammers, before throwing one of them at me with a yell. Seriously? I could dodge that in my sleep. I jumped out of the way to avoid it and shot towards him while firing eight shots at him. He tried to block them, but could only deflect half of them, getting struck on the right shoulder, right knee, abdomen and left wrist, his Primary Manifestation destabilizing.

    This fight is over, time to finish this. I sprinted towards him as he desperately tried to stabilize his remaining hammer, the one he threw at me had already disappeared, and he wouldn't be able to re-manifest it unless he dispelled the current Manifestation completely. And he had nowhere near enough time to do that before I'd reach him.

    He stumbled back in alarm as I neared him, I got low and fired another shot at his wrist, before driving one of my blades towards his neck. He began to tilt his head away, my blade striking the side of his collar...and slashing through it, leaving a gash in the left side of his neck, blood pouring out profusely, as he let out an agonizing scream of pain. Huh, he didn't get teleported out? I don't think that's my fault, so...it should be fine if I keep fighting, right? Maybe I'll be nice and do him a favor by slicing off some of that excess fat...

    Before I could make another move, the barrier began glowing red as an alarm began blaring from the drone. A voice then rang out from the drone, it sounded like Instructor Satou...

    "Stop, stop, stop! This duel is over, Kilzachs wins! Makoto, get to the infirmary, you're losing a lot of blood!"

    "D-damn it, this hurts...! I-I'll get you for this!" He stuttered with a dazed look in his eyes as he shakily stood up, before rushing off while pressing on his neck to stem the bleeding.

    "Big talk from someone who couldn't even lay a finger on me!" I called out with a laugh, as he headed out the door.

    Heh, that felt pretty good, I totally dominated that fight, I don't think he'll be bugging me and calling me a Dud anytime soon...probably...no, actually, I doubt this changed him, if anything, he'll have it out for me even more now. Well, whatever, I can deal with him no problem if he tries anything. Alright, then, I was almost done with this exam, two duels down...one more to go...
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    Chapter 27 - XFE Combat Exam(Part 4)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    I have about thirty minutes before my third and final duel of this exam, and I was currently in the classroom, leaning back on my chair. That last duel had taken nearly forty-five percent of my XFE, I sorta fired more shots from my X-Blasters than I needed to. I had planned on being more frugal, but I really wanted to inflict some pain on that guy, in case I hadn't mentioned it before, I found him repulsive as hell.

    Unfortunately, by the end of the fight, I had just about twenty percent of my total XFE intact, and by the time the next duel starts, I'll only have about thirty-five percent...that wasn't going to be nearly enough, so I had no choice but to extend my break. And by that, I mean I'll use my X-Ability to delay the fight till I have an adequate amount of XFE recovered.

    Using Load takes five percent of my XFE, and a half an hour break gives me enough time to replenish about fifteen percent...I currently had about twenty percent, so if I lived out this half-hour break three times, I could recover upto fifty percent of my XFE. I could do more just to be safe, but waiting for even an hour and a half was going to be boring as hell, any longer would be unbearable. Fifty percent should be enough if I'm careful about how I use it.

    Alternatively, I could just surrender the duel, wait a few hours, and then use Load once my XFE is fully recharged, but...waiting around for that long would likely be tedious as hell, plus the idea of surrendering, even if it was something that would be undone, wasn't very appealing.

    I had to say, though, Prodigies had pretty tough bodies...even on the maximum output setting, my X-Blasters couldn't inflict lethal damage on them, at most, each shot blew away a shallow chunk of flesh and skin, maybe about an inch or so, and it probably hurt like crazy, but the damage was nothing that couldn't be fixed by a short dip in a Healing Pod. And when I slashed the side of Makoto's neck in that last duel, I had to really put my shoulder into it, his skin was tough, and probably played a big part in preventing my slash from being a fatal one.

    Speaking of which, it looks like the teleport function of the Duel Field won't work if you destroy the collar, that's a pretty shitty design flaw, one that had almost resulted in me killing someone...I didn't like that, if I was going to kill someone, I'd want it to he intentional, accidentally killing someone didn't appeal to me at all.

    And another surprise, the fact that Instructor Sato had intervened almost immediately meant that he really had been watching the duels this whole time...I'd just figured that he'd gone off to sleep somewhere. I had to say, when my blade cut into Makoto's neck, that felt pretty good, it reminded me of the time I stabbed my asshole father with those scissors.

    Well, let's set all that aside for now and focus on the upcoming duel...though I first need to get through ninety minutes of waiting, or rather, the same thirty minutes three times, in order to recover my XFE. This is so gonna suck...

    ...

    An hour and a half later, thirty minutes in real time, I was at the assigned training hall for my final duel. I had a little over fifty percent of my XFE, so I should be good. My opponent, Seila Khan, was already here, and I'd already stepped onto the fighting area, so the duel was seconds away from starting. I stopped a few meters away from her and took out my X-Blade handles, after setting my X-Blasters to their maximum output.

    She was busy adjusting her collar, but ended up fumbling and somehow undid the clasp, the collar falling onto the ground and skidding forward towards me. How did she even do that...? In a way, it was almost impressive.

    "O-oh, no...m-my collar...," She stuttered, stumbling forward clumsily.

    I sighed and walked over to the collar since it was closer to me. I bent down to pick it up, lifting it and holding it out towards her.

    "Here you go."

    "Th-thanks, that's very nice of y-...w-woah!" She began, before tripping over her own feet as she reached for it, falling onto me and knocking me over.

    You have got to be kidding me...

    "Ow...," I groaned, rubbing the back of my head.

    "I-I'm so sorry-! Ack!" She began to apologize, before bumping her forehead onto mine...hard.

    Not gonna lie, that kinda hurt.

    "It's fine, but just...get off me, please."

    Her body was very...soft, it was kinda, no, VERY distracting. And her clumsy attempts at getting up was resulting in her rubbing up against me...a lot. Eventually, she managed to get back on her feet, apologizing profusely. I quickly stood up and stepped back, getting some distance. Okay, so...that was, uh...actually kinda nice.

    "I'm really, really sorry-!"

    "No worries, it was an accident, so no harm done..."

    The timer then reached zero, signaling the start of the fight.

    "H-huh, it's already s-starting...? W-wait, I need to-!" She exclaimed in dismay, fumbling with the collar.

    This is painful to watch, how can one person be so clumsy?

    "Sheesh, chill out...I won't attack while you're not ready," I called out assuringly, the tension in her expression easing a bit.

    After all, I might lose points in the final score for the exam if I attacked her before she was ready.

    "Th-thanks, I appreciate i-it, um, Mr Light."

    ...I know I picked my own last name, but being called 'Mr' felt really weird...

    "Uh...just call me Kilzachs."

    "O-oh, okay...then you can call me Seila."

    Whatever, can we just start already? Time's a-tickin'. Somehow, eventually, she managed to get her act together, with a little over a minute of the bout idly used up.

    "You ready?" I inquired, as I ran my XFE through my blade handles, activating them.

    A chill ran down my spine as she took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, her body relaxing and her expression calm and calculated, as she nodded in response and held out her hands, right as I shot forward towards her.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Expansive Twin Blades>."

    As her yellow XFE weapons manifested, I fired a couple of shots from my X-Blasters, which she easily blocked. I then ran across to her left, before swiftly ducking backwards as she pointed and expanded one of her blades at me. I quickly let go of my blade handles and used my backward momentum to fall, landing on my palms and swinging my legs away as she swung the expanded blade straight down at me.

    I then flipped and sprang away, grabbing my blade handles as I did. That was a close one. She then expanded and whipped both blades towards me rapidly and repeatedly. I narrowly managed to evade her blindingly fast swings while slowly putting some distance between us and trying to get out of her range. Her attacks were so fast that all my focus was on evasion, I didn't even have time to think about countering...and my barrier wasn't a real option since she'd probably shatter it with a single strike.

    Ordinarily, I'd just wait till she tires out, but there were two reasons why I couldn't do that...one, she wasn't using much stamina or effort, she was generating that speed and power into her slashes using mostly her wrists, instead of her arms and shoulders...and two, we only had like, a little over three minutes left in this duel, I highly doubt there's a realistic way for me to make her use up her stamina in just three minutes.

    I need to do more than just dodge...hm, it looks like she was getting a bit frustrated at failing to hit me. She shouldn't be though, because, going back to my point about stamina, she may not be using much, but I sure as hell was. I had to watch both blades closely and react almost instantly...and that was far from an easy task. And she was slowly taking steps forward whenever I got close to getting out of her range...she's really good. Suddenly, the blades disappeared from my sight.

    In the fraction of a second for which I was confused, the blades rapidly expanded towards me again, I quickly sprang back and formed my barrier, which shattered almost as soon as the blades struck it, after which I swiftly cross my blades in front of me, blocking her blades and keeping them from striking my midsection. The impact send me flying back towards the boundary of the Duel Field, I quickly activated my barrier again to prevent my back from slamming onto it.

    As I landed, she shot towards me, expanded one of her blades...and flung it towards me like a boomerang. Guess she was tired of the deadlock. I sprang up to avoid it, my feet landing on the face of the blade, before I leapt straight off it and zipped towards her at top speed, as she swung her remaining blade down at me with some serious force. I braced my shoulders for impact as I blocker her strike with my X-Blades and used all my strength to parry her downward swing onto the ground.

    The force knocked me slightly off balance, but instead of trying to stabilize myself, I used to momentum to pivot on my foot and spin around, flinging both my X-Blades at her with as much speed as I could generate. She swiftly retracted her blade and blocked my blades, which deflected off and fell to the ground. I fired a barrage of shots from my X-Blasters to keep her on the defensive and prevent her from expanding her blade at me.

    "<Secondary Manifestation: Lightning Arms>!"

    Using her blade as a shield, she shot towards me with electricity crackling around her right arm...and presumably her left arm too, but I couldn't see it since it was behind the blade. I balled my hands into fists and ran XFE into my gloves, charging up the taser-knuckles on it. At most, they could stun a person for a few seconds, but they weren't strong enough to knock someone out, unless they were like, really fucking weak.

    In other words, pitting my tasers' electricity against her manifested electricity probably wasn't a good idea, but a part of me wanted to know exactly how much of a difference there was...nothing ventured, nothing gained!

    As we closed to gap, I stopped firing and drew back my left fist, driving it forward with all my strength just as she began to throw her own electrifying punch. Upon impact, I felt a stunning shock run through my right arm and numbing my entire body, before the force knocked my arm back, causing me to stumble. I could barely feel my right arm at all, my glove had been completely blown off, my hand was badly electrocuted and I couldn't move my arm. My right X-Blaster was fried too, it was crackling violently...okay, that was a terrible idea and I'm never doing that again.

    I swiftly sprang back a few paces and took it off, tossing it onto the ground with a wince of pain. I can still use my left arm just fine, though my barrier was off the table since I needed both X-Blasters to activate it. Meanwhile, my opponent was doing a lot better than I was, but she wasn't completely unscathed. Her left hand looked like it had taken a bit of damage, her pained expression confirming that.

    I was around the spot where she had deflected my blades after I threw them at her, but I don't think she's noticed. She seemed to have lost control over her Primary Manifestation, both blades were gone, though her arms were still crackling with lightning, so her Secondary Manifestation was still active. There was just about a minute left in this duel.

    "<Primary Manifestation: Expansive Twin Blades>," She remarked, reforming her blades.

    The instant she began to point them towards me, I swiftly stomped on the back edge of one of my blades handles, kicking it up to me. As it shot up past my face, I brushed it with my finger, running some XFE into it and forming the blade. I then sprang up as her blades expanded towards me, they grazed the soles of my shoes, before I twisted my body in mid-air and spun across, slamming my foot onto the back of the blade I kicked up, sending it shooting towards her face.

    At the last second, she tilted her head out of the way with a slight look of alarm, the blade scratching the side of her face before dissipating and falling to the ground. Oh, crap...I had used all my momentum to twist myself while airborne and kick the blade towards her...I had no way to dodge this. She swung her bladed up at me, I tried firing a couple of shots from my remaining X-Blaster to deflect them, but my shots were too weak.

    Before the blades could slice through me, the Duel Field's teleportation effect came into play, warping me out just in time, falling onto the sidelines on my back. Well...I lost. But I suppose it technically doesn't matter so long as I pass. Okay, that was a lie, I was pretty salty over losing. Fuck, she's strong...how the hell was she so clumsy when she wasn't fighting? As the Duel Field shut off and I got back on my feel, Seila jogged over to me, holding my blade handles and X-Blaster.

    "U-um, you dropped these...h-here," She stuttered, holding them out towards me.

    Jeez, at least act triumphant or something...I don't know why, but the fact that was back to acting all meek after beating me pretty convincingly was really ticking me off for some reason.

    "Oh, uh...thanks. And congrats or whatever."

    "Th-thank you! B-but i-it was really close...you're really strong," She replied, as I took my weapons from her.

    I really don't like being sympathized, spare me.

    "...you don't need to console me or anything."

    "N-no, that's not it at all! I really mean it...when y-you kicked your weapon towards me, I-I freaked out for a second, I thought I was going to die," She said with a quiet sigh, a slight look of dissatisfaction on her face as she touched the small cut on her cheek.

    She may be timid as all hell, but she took pride in her abilities...she didn't like the fact that she didn't beat me flawlessly. Was that because I wasn't a Prodigy, or would she have felt the same way regardless? I don't feel any malice or condescension from her, so probably the latter...

    "I should get going. See you later, I guess," I remarked awkwardly...I wasn't too used to social interactions, I probably should have just nodded politely and walked away.

    Whatever, same difference. I'm going home.

    "O-okay, see you later- woah!" She began with an awkward wave, before somehow tripping forward...while standing still.

    And she fell towards me, I decided not to fight it, and just accept this fate. Hm, maybe I should at least pretend that I'm alarmed or something, otherwise she might figure out that I was welcoming this...oh nooo, she's falling on me, I can't get out of the way or stop her, nooo, what do I do...?

    As she fell onto me and knocked me onto the ground for the second time in less than ten minutes, I couldn't help but think...a time freezing ability, or at least an ability to slow down time, would be super convenient right now...
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    Chapter 28 - Teamwork Exam(Part 1)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Quiet, you brats! I'm about to announce the four teams and the content of your teamwork exam. Don't come crying to me if you missed something because you weren't paying attention while I was talking!"

    It was the next day, and I was back at the Academy for the third and final exam...of the first month. Kumar was going to take fifteen minutes to give us the rundown on what this exam was going to entail, after which we'd be given an hour to familiarize ourselves with our assigned teammates, and discuss stuff like how we could work in tandem, in order to score points in the exam. Also, Kumar had activated his Primary Manifestation, though at a height of five meters instead of the maximum of fifty.

    I was tempted to bring it up, but it wasn't my style to speak up when so many people were around, I was nowhere near that extroverted. I'll mention it the next time he and my sister come over to my pl-...huh, they'd been coming over so regularly that in my head, it felt like a routine thing without me even realizing it. Anyway, he then began breaking down the teams for the exam. He'd better have not grouped me with any of the people I specifically asked him not to.

    As it turned out, the three people who I'd be teamed up with were Suri Patel, Zoya Sokolova and Taayin Sharma. Of the three, Zoya was the only one who I'd describe as unproblematic...Suri was the type who was perpetually stuck in a bad mood, and Taayin had those crazy eyes that made me super nervous and uncomfortable. Maybe I should have just given Kumar a specific list of the people I'd be okay with teaming up with...well, ideally, I'd team up with none, but that wasn't really an option in this exam.

    And then he got to the exact details of the exam. Each team would head out to a different Teleportation Point, which would teleport them to a spot outside the Sanctuary, into sort of underground bunkers that opened up to the outside, where we'd roam around and fight Mutants. Accompanying each team would be an instructor, to observe, and step in if things got too dangerous or out of hand.

    Huh, I...really didn't expect this, I didn't think I'd get to go outside the Sanctuary till I was an X-Warrior. Oh, and each team would be assigned a leader, based on how they scored in the XFE combat exam. I'd passed it with a pretty decent score, but each person only knew their own scores, so I had no idea where I'd placed. After a few more minor details and clarifications, he revealed who the team leaders would be...

    "Okay, this team's leader is...huh...actually, two of you got the exact same score in yesterday's exam...Zoya Sokolova and...Kilzachs Light. Uh...they didn't tell me what to do if this happened. In which case, there's only one option, one way to do this fairly...you two will battle it out in rock-paper-scissors to decide who the leader will b-."

    Oh, hell no.

    "Wait! Can I just defer the role to her by default?" I interrupted immediately in protest..

    Come on, help me out here...

    "Any specific reason?" He inquired with a raised eyebrow.

    Well, duh.

    "Of course I have a reason...I really don't wanna."

    ...maybe I shouldn't have been so blunt.

    "You know...if you'd been able to come up with a half-decent excuse, I might have able to do that for you, but honestly isn't always the best policy, Zax," He remarked with a sigh, "Rock-paper-scissors it is."

    Well, whatever...if I lose, I'll just try again.

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>."
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    .
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    .

    It took five tries, but eventually, I won. What the hell...she didn't throw out the same sign each time, first she put out rock, then on my first do-over, she put out scissors, then rock again, then paper, and finally, scissors in this last round, when I finally won. Okay, so I learnt something new...when I use Load, it doesn't guarantee that the events I already went through would repeat exactly as they did previously...guess that means stuff like fate and destiny are totally bullshit.

    Man, what a waste of twenty percent of my XFE. Anyway, each team was seperated into a training hall, where we'd be given an hour to discuss strategy and whatnot. And I had to play nice and genuinely try to work with these people if I wanted to pass this exam...what a fucking pain in the ass. Thank fuck I'm not the leader of this team, that'd make the situation even worse.

    I decided to set a new Save point now, so that if the exam went badly and I ended up using a significant amount of XFE, I'd have time to recover it...not to mention that I'd be able to discuss a better strategy based on my experience of the previous attempt...I can't forget that the outcome isn't set in stone though, the second and subsequent attempts could be a lot different to the first.

    "Let's discuss how we should proceed once the exam begins. First, let's all introduce ourselves, along with a rundown of our abilities so that we're all aware of what each other can do...is that okay with everyone?" Inquired Zoya, looking around the group.

    "Yeah, whatever," Suri replied with a shrug.

    "If I must," Remarked Taayin, a look of disinterest on his face.

    "Uh...what they said," I added awkwardly.

    She looked a bit miffed at the less-than-enthusiastic responses.

    "...I suppose I'll go first. I'm Zoya Sokolova, and I fight using rapiers that I form using my X-Abilities, I'm at my strongest and most effective at close range. I have the Light Attribute, and I can heal minor injuries like cuts, bruises, scrapes and fractures at a fairly fast pace using my palms or the bottoms of my manifested rapiers, though I can't heal major injuries like broken bones or deep stab wounds. That's about it, I think...who wants to go next?"

    No one responded for a few seconds, until Taayin spoke up with a sigh.

    "First off, loving the enthusiasm levels we got going on here...anyway, I'm Taayin Sharma, my X-Abilities let me tear apart my targets with my PM, and my SM lets me restrain my target for five minutes if I touch their skin directly. Oh, and I got the Dark Attribute."

    "Your Secondary Manifestation sounds like it could be very useful, thank you for that detailed introduction, Taayin...okay, then, who's next?" Asked Zoya, staring between Suri and I.

    I decided to go next, since Suri looked like she'd already made up her mind to go last, and it'd be more awkward if neither of us spoke up, so I bit the bullet and went next.

    "Uh...hi, I'm Kilzachs Light. I can fight at any range, though I'd say I'm probably strongest at long-range, I'm pretty confident in my accuracy, if nothing else. Uh, what else...I have the Dark Attribute and...that's about it, I guess."

    Real smooth. Anyway, I managed to get through it, that left Suri...

    "Suri Patel...my Primary Manifestation is a chainsaw and my Secondary lets me fling out shuriken. Either close range or mid range works for me. And I have the Wind Attribute."

    With that, introductions were done, but now there was a bit of an awkward silence. Zoya looked like she was trying to think of something to say, but wasn't having any luck with that. Seriously? What's she so confused about, I mean, just jump straight to the point...okay, this isn't going anywhere, I'll see if I can jumpstart this thing by prompting her.

    "So, uh...we should discuss our battle formation or whatever, if we each know what our role is and stick to it, things should go smoothly," I spoke up uncomfortably.

    "Oh, yes...right, let's begin!" Exclaimed Zoya, clapping her hands loudly, after giving me a grateful look, "Hm, all of us can fight at close-range, but it would obviously be a waste, not to mention unproductive, to have everyone fight up front...and we would probably get in each other's way too. At most, two of us should be up at close-range, and of the two others, one at mid-range, and the other at long-range. How about this, Taayin and I fight in close-range, Suri at mid-range with her shurikens, and Kilzachs at long-range?"

    "Actually, can I be at close-range?" Suri requested, looking displeased.

    "W-well, the problem is that Taayin and I don't have any ranged attacks, so-."

    "I don't care what we do, I'm happy so long as I'm at close-range, the rest of you can do whatever you want," Chimed in Taayin.

    A few seconds later, the three of them were in a full-blown argument...well, technically, Taayin and Suri were arguing over which of them should be fighting at close-range, while Zoya was desperately trying to calm them down. Well, until she snapped.

    "Fine! You two idiots can fight up front if you want it so bad, but don't expect me to be of any help at mid-range!"

    ...the longer this discussion went on, the worse the strategy became...I really didn't want to do much talking, but at this rate, they were going to drag me down with them and I'd fail this exam. Let's see, given their unreasonable demands regarding positions in the formation, I only saw one solution that didn't involve spending energy trying to convince them to change their minds...

    "Why don't all three of you fight at close-range?" I interrupted them.

    The finally stopped yelling and turned their attention to me...okay, this is very uncomfortable.

    "I don't know...isn't that too risky, we might end up getting in each other's way, and won't it be too difficult for to cover all three of us from long-range?" Replied Zoya skeptically.

    "I really don't care so long as I'm up front," Added Taayin with a creepy gleam in his eyes.

    "Yeah, what he said," Agreed Suri.

    Okay, let me think...I had seen each of them fight, during the training exercise against Instructor Satou, and based on what I'd seen, what would be the best way to utilize each of us?

    "I got it...Zoya and Suri, try working together, Zoya can attack fast and aggravate the Mutants and draw them in, back away, and then, Suri can finish them off with her chainsaw. As for Taayin...I think you should just fight as you please. If we assign you a restrictive role, you'll almost definitely not stick to it, so we might as well account for that right away. Also, fight well away from the other two, that's the only thing you need to keep in mind...that aside, feel free to cut loose. Since you two will be fighting in tandem as a pair, and he'll be fighting off on his own, it'll feel like I'm covering two people instead of three. The main issue is...will you two girls be able to work together effectively?"

    Finally done, that was way too much talking for my liking, they better not ask me to repeat anything.

    "Wow, you're really blunt, and you've got me totally figured out, it's kinda spooky...heh, you've got balls for a Dud, man!" Laughed Taayin with a look of amusement, smacking my back.

    Ow...

    "You shouldn't use that term," Frowned Zoya disapprovingly, before adding, "Hm, on paper, that's a pretty solid plan, all things considered...but unless all of us perform our roles near-perfectly, it could fall apart."

    "Personally, I'm not worried about covering you guys, I'm perfectly confident in my aim. But I totally get it if you're unwilling to take my word for it...how about we go through a few basic moves? You two try fighting the training dummies in tandem, and I'll back you up from the other end of the training hall...I'll use Phantom Mode if you want. If this goes well, we should be able to trust each other during the actual exam," I suggested.

    Talk about incompetent, forcing me to speak so much just to avoid failing. Anyway, they agreed to my suggestion. Oh, yeah, I got myself a replacement X-Blaster for the one I busted in my duel against Seila yesterday. I got the same model, X-Wr-0-2115, since I figured it'd be too risky to get something I'm not used to. Though it doesn't matter too much since I'd be relying on my X-Pistols this time, since they had a longer range and higher penetrative power.

    As it turned out, I didn't have any problem backing them up, I just needed to predict their movements in the split second it takes for me to fire my X-Pistols and for the shot to reach my target, and avoiding hitting either of them became a cinch. Of course, that meant that I could only fire when I had a clear shot, I'd have to hold when they were in my line of fire.

    Kumar had given all the teams wireless communicators that latched onto our ears, which let out communicate even when we were too far to clearly hear each other. They were pretty useful, especially since I could let the girls know when I couldn't cover them, or I could even tell them to do something like 'duck on my signal' and use that opening to take out the target.

    "I think that's enough, we shouldn't waste too much XFE," I called out, after using up about eight percent.

    At the minimum output setting, my X-Pistols consumed two percent of my XFE per every five shots fired, and at the maximum output setting, they consumed four percent per every five shots fired.

    "Huh...I thought you were being a little arrogant earlier, but your confidence in your shooting is totally justified...," Remarked Taayin, letting out a whistle.

    "Oh, uh...thanks, I guess."

    I have no idea how to respond to compliments. We still had about ten minutes left before we'd have to head out, and we were using that time to rest up a bit, seated at the sidelines.

    "Hey, I've been wondering about something ever since the team leaders were announced...do you know Instructor Silva, outside of the Academy, I mean?" Asked Zoya curiously.

    How did she...?

    "Well, I...uh, what makes you say that?"

    "When you told him that you didn't want to be leader...he called you Zax. He doesn't seem like the type to call someone he doesn't know well by a nickname, so...," She pointed out.

    Crap, did he? I can't remember...

    "Yeah, I guess we kinda know each other, uh...he's a classmate of my older sister's, I found that out after the first day he showed up," I replied honestly, though I left out the little detail of who my sister was.

    "Oh, that makes sense, I guess...if you don't mind me asking, why didn't you want to lead? You clearly have a knack for analysis and problem-solving, even if you are a bit awkward when it comes to talking."

    I feel attacked...

    "There's a lot of reasons, I guess...I'm not used to talking to people normally, I don't like getting too much attention, and maybe I am good an analyzing, but I'm definitely not good at leading people. I couldn't give an inspirational speech to save my life."

    "You're kind of a pessimist, aren't you?"

    Stop asking me questions, I mean, I literally just said that I'm not used to talking to people and that I don't like attention.

    "Not really, I wouldn't strictly label myself as such."

    Seriously though, what's with the interrogation? I mean, she'd only asked two questions, but I felt like I was being grilled...

    "Hey, I have a question! Would you kill someone?" Inquired Taayin with a look of interest.

    "What kind of question is that?" Sighed Zoya with a disapproving look.

    "The type of question that can really give you a clear idea of what a person's like."

    Huh, that actually was a good question...would I kill someone if I had the chance?

    "Depends on the situation, I guess...like, for example, if I came across a child molester about to molest a child, yeah, I probably wouldn't have any qualms about killing him."

    "...maybe you should picked a darker example," Remarked Suri sarcastically.

    Yeah, I regretted it as soon as I said it, my bad.

    "Okay, I guess my question was kinda vague...lemme be more specific, if there was someone you hated, and I mean REALLY hated, and this person isn't a criminal or anything, but you happen to get the chance to kill this person and get away with it...would you do it?" Rephrased Taayin, waiting for my answer with an expectant look.

    The instant he said the word 'hated', Tairo's face popped into my head...hm, if I was in a situation where I could kill that bastard and get away with it, I...

    "...I'd kill him without a second thought," I blurted, thinking out loud before I could stop myself.

    "H-hey, your face kinda got scary for a second there," Said Zoya with a slightly nervous look.

    "Hell, yeah, that's what I'm talking about! You totally get it, man...heh, I didn't know Duds could be so cool!"

    "Prodigies or not, we're all humans, there's no difference," Retorted Zoya with a frown.

    "Whatever, miss goody two-shoes, get that stick out of your ass. Besides, look, he doesn't seem to mind!"

    "I mean...I'm used to it, but I'd still prefer to not be called a Dud...either way, it's not like the world will end, so I guess it doesn't really matter."

    "Don't get me wrong, I'm not particularly trying to demean you or whatever, I just like saying it cuz we're not supposed to say it, it's kinda like our generation's n-word, you know?" Laughed Taayin light-heartedly.

    I...sort of understood that, weirdly enough.

    "...you're awful," Sighed Zoya, glaring at him.

    "Hey, dumbasses...," Suri suddenly spoke up.

    "Oh, uh...what?" Responded Zoya.

    "You responded to 'dumbass', huh, that's like admitting that you really are a dumbass...anyway, look at the time."

    "You little-...!" Growled Zoya, her eyebrow twitching in irritation, before trailing off with a frown.

    "Oh, looks like the hour's up. We should get outside," I remarked, checking the time.

    "Huh? Yeah, you're right...let's hurry!"

    I'll fast-forward a bit, we left the training hall, exited the Academy, got into a shuttle bus along with an instructor, which took us to an X-Warrior facility. Once we were there, we were made to step onto a teleportation platform, which would teleport us to the underground bunker.

    Apparently, there were dozens of these bunkers outside the Sanctuary, and they were used as bases from which X-Warriors could hunt Mutants from. Each of the four teams that our class had been split into were assigned to different bunkers, all four were in areas that were mostly occupied by J and Q-Ranked Mutants.

    We teleported to an underground bunker a little ways east of the Sanctuary, the bunker turned out to be a medium-sized facility made of reinforced metal. It had food reserves, running water, a room filled X-Weapons, and about twenty-five rooms with simple beds and bathrooms. It also had a couple of training halls, an infirmary with a row of ten Healing Pods, first-aid kits and other medical stuff. Guess X-Warriors sometimes spend multiple days in these bunkers. As for how we'd get above ground, there was a large platform that went up, effectively an elevator.

    It was wide enough for about fifteen to twenty people to comfortably fit on it. Only X-Warriors were authorized to activate it though, which is why the instructor in charge of our team was also an X-Warrior. Instructor Alyssa Reed, she was an instructor for Level K students. She had long blonde hair that went down to her waist, blue eyes, and a polite but strict expression.

    "It's time to get moving, students, hop onto the platform," She instructed, moving her I-Watch towards the platform's scanner after we all got on.

    As she did, it began moving, rising up at a rhythmic pace. We were heading straight for the dark ceiling though...as we neared the top, a narrow red light beamed down from the ceiling, Instructor Reed moved the face of her I-Watch towards the light. The ceiling then let out a hiss, and began parting down the middle, slowly opening up.

    A yellowish light hit my eyes, causing me to blink a couple of times and rub my eyelids, as the light got brighter and brighter...and then, we were outside. Woah...so that's the sky, the real sky...and those are clouds...and this breeze, it felt different to the artificially generated winds inside the Sanctuary...and this radiating heat beating down on me, it was so pleasantly warm...I was in absolute awe, as for the first time in my life, I witnessed and experienced real sunlight...

    _____________________________________________

    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.
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    Chapter 29 - Teamwork Exam(Part 2)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Stop gawking, students, it's time to move. You won't gain any points for the exam if you just stand still. Your exam is simple, head east for about five kilometers and then head back, and deal with any Mutants you come across. I'll follow behind and observe," Explained the instructor, snapping us out of our dazes.

    Once we got off the platform and stepped onto the ground outside, it went back down, and the opening closed up. It was marked by a big red X, because otherwise, finding this spot again would be more than a little tricky. Apparently, an X-Warrior has to press the face of their I-Watch onto the center of the X, step back, and it would open again.

    Once it opened, they'd have to wait for the platform to rise up again, and then use it to get back down. The area was littered with Mutant skeletons, X-Warriors apparently dragged the corpses here because it seemed to repel Mutants from the area. Mutant flesh doesn't rot like animals do, it decays into dust within a couple of days after death, so there was no harm.

    "R-right...let's go, everyone, just as we discussed," Commanded Zoya, more than a little nervously.

    The three of them went on ahead, Zoya and Suri paired up to the left, and Taayin to the right, with about ten meters between them. I followed after them once they were about thirty meters ahead, the instructor looking at our formation curiously. With my X-Pistols, I was confidence in my accuracy upto eighty meters, but there's no need to put that much distance between myself and the others.

    "Is this the best possible formation your team decided on?" She inquired, walking a couple of meters behind me.

    I really didn't like showing my back to someone, I mean, I highly doubt she'd attack me or something, but I still felt uncomfortable.

    "Oh, uh...yeah. It has some weaknesses, but given the skillsets of this team, this is the best formation...no point trying to form a formation for which you don't have the right tools," I replied, while slowly scanning the surrounding area for any movement.

    Crap, maybe I shouldn't have said 'tools', that wasn't a very teamwork-y term.

    "Interesting, would you mind explaining the formation? If that would make you lose focus on your task at hand, I'll rescind my query."

    Hm, answering her question might net me more points in the exam...and multi-tasking was definitely a skill worth polishing.

    "Nah, it's fine, I can keep watch and talk at the same time. So, basically..."

    I explained each of our roles to her, making my explanations detailed while keeping them as brief as possible...hitting someone with a ton of info usually meant that they'd miss a lot of points, so the best thing to do was keep it informative yet concise.

    "I see, not a bad deployment at all...but doesn't this formation rely on you too heavily, or rather, doesn't it put too much pressure on you?"

    Hey, if that meant I get more opportunities to rack up points in the final score for the exam, then bring on the pressure.

    "Maybe, but I'm not too worried about it...well, I'm sure you'll see soon enough whether our formation is effective or not."

    For the first kilometer or so, we didn't run into anything, it was nothing but desolate wasteland. There were some plants growing here and there, and while they did provide oxygen, they weren't plants that had existed before WWIII. They hadn't been studied all that much, so we had no idea if they were dangerous or not, so we were told to stay away from any plants we came across outside of the Sanctuary.

    And then, after we passed a kilometer, we finally ran into some Mutants, a group of about fifteen J-Ranked and four Q-Ranked Mutants.

    "Huh, are they all working together? No, that doesn't make sense, they're all different speci-...oh, right, they aren't working together, they're all here because they caught whiff of us and want to eat us," I realized, before relaying that info to the others.

    The others activated their Primary Manifestations, with Zoya activating her Secondary Manifestation as well. She shot forward and drove a barrage of rapid thrusts at some of the J-Ranked Mutants, killing them swiftly. Suri was a couple of meters to her right, shredding the J-Ranks with her chainsaw. I drew out my X-Pistols, which were on the maximum output setting and fired a shot as one of the creatures, a Mutant Snake, slipped behind them and began to leap at Zoya. I struck it straight on the head, killing it instantly.

    Meanwhile, Taayin was wildly tearing the Mutants apart, rushing around like a feral beast, his eyes bulging and a wide smirk on his face. That guy should probably go to therapy, he has issues. He then turned his attention to one of the Q-Ranked Mutants, a mutated duck-like creature with razor sharp teeth and taller than a human, called a Quack.

    There were still four J-Ranks left, and two of them were about to spring at him from behind. I swiftly fired a couple of shots, hitting one of them right in the head and the other at the back of the neck, killing them instantly. Tch, I missed my mark a bit with that second one, I had been aiming for two head shots.

    "Right, I'll need to put in some extra training for my left hand aiming with a pistol," I muttered to myself, before firing three more shots to finish off the remaining J-Ranked Mutants.

    Taayin was slashing the Quack brutally, slipping into its blind spots and ripping it to shreds bit by bit using his finger-blades, before eventually slashing its throat and killing it. He then turned his attention to one of the other three remaining Q-Ranks.

    Zoya was fighting a horse-like Mutant, which was called a Horsie...yeah, I know how fucking stupid the Mutant species names are, but it is what it is, and it's not like I'm the one naming them. Anyway, it was about three meters tall, with sharp teeth and pointy hooves.

    She evaded it as it tried to chomp her head off, before getting in close under its neck and piercing its neck full of holes with her rapiers, killing it. As it began to collapse onto the ground, a Monke sprang up from behind it, it's fangs and claws bared. I swiftly fired a couple shots at it, one striking near it's left eye and the other blowing off its right eye, but it didn't die.

    Suri then leapt up to the Mutant's right and slashed its head off with her chainsaw, which left one more Mutant to go, a Q-Rank, it was an insect type. A grasshopper...no, it looked more like a mantis, and on top of that, it was nearly four meters tall. If I remember right, it was simply called a Mantis, no dumb name for this one. It was seriously big though, Taayin, who was fighting it, was less than half as tall as it was.

    And it was fighting a lot better than the other Mutants we just killed. Not only was it reacting to and deflecting his slashes, but it's exterior was super tough, he couldn't break through it at all.

    "Hey, should we go help him?" Inquired Zoya, talking through the communicator.

    Why was she asking me, she's the leader...guess this isn't the time to complain about that though...

    "No, you two hang back. I'll get a bit closer and provide more cover," I replied, walking forward about eight meters and switching from my pistols to my wrist-blasters, "Taayin, it's exoskeleton is like armor, so attack the joints and eyes, those should be weak spots."

    He didn't reply, but shot towards one of its legs, slashing it off halfway by cutting through the joint. There was no such thing as impenetrable armor, because without gaps at certain spots, moving would be impossible. I took aim and fired my X-Blasters at full power, blasting its eyes and blinding it. It let out a screech, but it was still reacting to Taayin's attacks, though not as swiftly as before.

    Oh, I get it...I took aim again and fired, my sights locked onto the base of its antennae...and blasted them off, completely nullifying its sensory capabilities. Taayin finished slicing off all of its legs, before plunging his finger-blades into its busted eyes, killing it. And that took care of that. Looks like everyone was unscathed.

    "Okay, good work, everyone. Is anyone hurt? If not, let's keep going," Remarked Zoya, talking into the communicator.

    "Actually, uh...if it's not a problem, I'd like to discuss a couple of things I noticed...," I said awkwardly.

    I really don't want to do this, but this is an exam, I can't half-ass it and hope to pass just like that, so I don't have a choice but to step out of my comfort zone.

    "Sure, that's fine, let's take a five minute break then," Replied Zoya, walking over to the instructor and I, Suri and Taayin behind her.

    After we all gathered, I let them know what was on my mind.

    "First off, I think that went pretty well. But it could have gone a bit better. Suri, you were kinda just standing around after the J-Ranks were defeated, I wouldn't say you did anything wrong, but uh, maybe you could be a bit more...proactive, I guess? And Taayin, I was wondering why you didn't use your Secondary Manifestation against the Mantis? You did say it can immobilize a target just by touching them, right?"

    "I hate to admit it...but you have a point, I wasn't sure if I should go after the Monke or help Blue-Braid Blondie with the Horsie...and I sort of ended up rooted while thinking about it," Suri admitted grumblingly, averting her gaze with a frown.

    Man, those Mutant names are seriously cringy...

    "Hey, what did you call me?" Inquired Zoya with an indignant expression.

    "Hm...in that situation, help Zoya, since that is the formation we agreed on," I quickly responded to Suri, before they could start arguing.

    "I didn't use my SM because using it on a large target takes a lot more XFE...though I was thinking of using it before you told me to attack the joints. Thanks for that, by the way, I was getting super frustrated with my finger-blades bouncing off each time I struck it, it felt super good when I finally sliced through it!" Exclaimed Taayin with a grin, his face slightly flushed as he licked his lips.

    "Right, uh, good to know...well, uh...thats all I wanted to say, so...yeah," I concluded awkwardly with a sigh.

    This was working out better than I expected, and this teamwork thing isn't as bad as I'd prepared myself for...but I was doing way too much talking for my own liking. I felt like I was just pointing out basic observations, so why wasn't anyone else taking the initiative? Especially Zoya, since she's supposed to be the leader here...

    I couldn't just keep quiet since if I did, they may make mistakes that could have been avoided, which could result in me failing the exam.

    "I have a suggestion...if you notice something we can do better during a fight, let us know through the communicators...I said this before, but you seem really good at analyzing situations calmly, it's really impressive," Remarked Zoya.

    Was that a...compliment? How do I respond...I'm really not used to receiving compliments.

    "I, uh...okay, I guess I can do that, but you're overestimating me, so don't expect much," I replied awkwardly, averting my gaze before I could stop myself.

    Huh, what do you know, people are actually relying on me...not sure how to feel about that, I don't think I've ever experienced it before. Anyway, after a few minutes break, we continued heading east, getting back into formation.

    "Earlier, when you said 'I'm sure you'll see soon enough', I was ready to dock some points on the basis of overconfidence...but I suppose you backed up your words," Stated Instructor Reed, as we walked on.

    "H-huh? I wasn't trying to sound overconfident, it was just a bad choice of words, I guess..."

    "I have to say, that was very impressive...you told your team not to overestimate you, but you seem to underestimate yourself. Your accuracy with your guns is incredible on its own and you covered your teammates perfectly, but more than that, you're extremely sharp, analytical and you've got good decision-making skills...I'm only here to observe, not to help or advise you, but I will say this much...keep doing what you're doing, you can afford to have more confidence in yourself."

    I wasn't sure why, but the last part of what she said hit me hard...no one had ever said anything like that to me before, and while I'd developed confidence in my shooting skills, I didn't really have much confidence in anything else about me. If I'm analytical, it's only because I figured I need to work and think a lot harder than the Prodigies since I'd be starting at a disadvantage...if they're stronger than me, I'll have to fight faster and smarter, that's what I decided.

    And her words just now, they made me feel like my efforts in those regards had been worth it...and that meant a lot to me, more than I ever expected. Okay, I can get emotional over this later, the exam is still going on, so I need to focus.

    About eight hundred meters later, we ran into another group of Mutants, nine of them, and this time, they were of the same type...and this particular species was called Hellspawn, and they were Q-Ranked. They were effectively giant cockroaches, about two meters in length and one meter in height.

    "U-um...I don't know if I can do this," Zoya stuttered shakily through the communicator, stumbling back.

    "I'm not feeling too confident either," Mumbled Suri, a hint of panic in her voice.

    Seriously...?

    "Alright, then, we don't have a choice...change formation, I'm moving up front, Zoya stand back, Suri provide mid-range backup, make sure to only fire when you have a clear shot," I instructed, sprinting forward as the Hellspawn ran towards them, "Taayin, I'm pretty sure these things can move even after losing their heads, so be thorough in killing them."

    Zoya retreated to the back near the instructor, and Suri backed away about fifteen meters, while Taayin was unfazed, tearing the Mutants apart and focusing on cutting off their legs. I took out my X-Blade handles and sprang over one of the Hellspawn as it chomped at me.

    I then plunged one of my blades into the back of its head and ran straight down it's back, splitting it open. I then put my right blade handle between my teeth and drove my right arm into the opening, firing two shots from my X-Blasters and destroying its insides, it's body collapsing onto the ground. Okay, I killed it, but ughhhh, that felt so fucking gross...!

    Even if it's not dead, firing that much Dark Attribute directly into its body should keep it from getting back up. One of the other Hellspawn sprang at me, with a flicker of its wings, before a purple XFE shuriken struck its face. Nice timing.

    I pointed my left arm at it and fired, blasting off its head. Just as I thought, that's not enough to kill it. It was still moving, but it didn't seem to know where it was going. I shot forward and sliced off its left legs, right as another one crawled at me from the right.

    It swiped one of its legs at me, I ducked and slipped under it, slamming my taser-knuckles onto its underside to paralyze it for a bit, before blasting it four times with my X-Blasters. I then rolled away as it collapsed onto the ground. Six down, three to go...

    I ended up killing one more, while Taayin killed the remaining two. They weren't all that strong, and were probably among the weaker Q-Ranked Mutant species, but killing them felt super disgusting, their insides were so gross.

    "I'm sorry, I couldn't help at all," Apologized Zoya through the communicator, with a crestfallen expression.

    "Tch, I was basically useless too," Growled Suri, looking annoyed at herself.

    They both weren't any help this time, but I don't think there's anything for me to discuss that they don't already know, so we should get back into formation and carry on. I started walking back towards them, Taayin following suit.

    "Don't worry about it, just make up for it against the next set of Mutants we run into, let's get back into formatio-...," I began, before trailing off as I heard, and felt, a slight rumbling.

    The others were hearing it too, looking around with nervous expressions...where was it coming from? I closed my eyes and focused on the sound and the vibrations...

    "It's coming from behind!" I yelled out at the instructor and Zoya, the rumbling coming from behind them and rapidly nearing them.

    But my warning came a bit too late, as the ground beneath them began cracking rapidly. The instructor quickly pushed Zoya out of the way, right as the ground burst open and a large Mutant popped out...uh-oh, this is really bad...

    That's a K-Ranked Mutant, and one of the strongest species in that category, a Two-Headed Serpent. Both heads locked their gazes onto Instructor Reed...

    "<Primary Manifestat-...>," She began, but was too slow, as the Mutant attacked her.

    The right one bit down onto her head, while the left chomped down onto her legs. The two heads fought over their prey, pulling violently...until her head and legs got torn off, her torso plummeting onto the ground and blood pooling around it...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 30 - Tier Two

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Two-Headed Serpents...they grew upto fifteen to twenty meters in length, and when fully open, their mouths were wide enough for a human child to crawl through. And this one just ate Instructor Reed. As for the four of us that were still alive, we were all frozen in fear, unable to even scream out, as the Mutant stared down at us hungrily.

    Damn it, no, I need to calm down! I bit my lower lip, drawing blood, the pain helping me regain my composure a bit. Okay, let's analyze the situation...I should use my ability and go back...doing so wouldn't bring the instructor back to life though, her body would be alive but her head would be empty, but there was nothing I could do about that. Crap, the Serpent was getting ready to strike again, I need to use my-...wait, on second thought, it might be worth fighting this thing a bit before using my ability.

    I could get an idea of just how effective I was against a K-Ranked Mutant, and if we managed to kill it, then it wouldn't attack us again after I use my ability. I'll fight it till I'm down to fifty percent of my XFE, I currently had a little over eighty percent, and then I'm using Load...

    "Everyone, spread out quickly!" I yelled out, snapping the others out of it.

    Both the heads struck out towards Zoya, I swiftly fired four shots from my X-Blasters, aimed at their eyes. I managed to strike one eye on each head, and while my remaining two shots made solid impact, they narrowly missed the eyes. Taayin then shot straight towards the Mutant with his finger-blades manifested. Suri and Zoya were rushing in from either side...looks like destroying a couple of its eyes had given the others some confidence.

    The Serpent was still halfway underground, it's head and about nine meters of its body were outside where we could see it, but the rest of it was still underground...good, that should restrict its mobility. I fired another couple of shots at its remaining eyes as the others closed in on it, but it was keeping an eye on me, and turned both its heads the instant I fired, my shots striking the sides of its faces. Some higher ranked Mutants had higher levels of intelligence...how troublesome.

    It looks like my shots were doing some damage, the last ones I fired blasted off some of its scales and about an inch of its flesh underneath. Hm, given its size, it'll probably take a lot of my XFE to hit it enough times for it to succumb to the poisonous effects of my Dark Attribute...and while my shots were doing damage, the wounds I inflicted were pretty shallow, probably little more than scrapes and scratches to the Mutant.

    Taayin was the first to reach the Serpent, swinging his claws at it, but unable to pierce through. Suri was flinging shurikens at it, but they were bouncing off harmlessly. The Serpent's attention was on Zoya to its left and on me about twenty meters in front of it. It was watching me warily, while the other head looked ready to strike at Zoya. Each head had about seven meters of length to themselves, after which their necks merged into a single body, so it would probably attack as soon as she got within seven meters...

    Taayin then let out a feral roar and drove his finger-blades straight at the Mutant, the tips piercing through...he then strained himself and pushed with all his strength, his blades slowly but surely going into the Serpent's hide. It let out a loud hiss and took its left head's eyes off Zoya, turning its attention to Taayin. The other one was still focused on me. The left head opened its mouth, it's fangs pointed down towards Taayin...and a clear liquid shot out towards him rapidly from its mouth.

    "Get back!" I exclaimed, before firing a couple of blasts at the venom, vaporizing most of it, but a few drops struck Taayin as he backed away.

    "Arghhhh! Damn it...fuck, my skin is melting...!" He yelled out in pain, as bloody patches appeared on his right arm and chest.

    Zoya and Suri had quickly gotten some distance too, after seeing that last attack. Getting close to it was way to risky. Should I use my ability now? No, wait, let me see if I can escape it along with the others...I still wasn't so sure that I had what it takes to lead or whatever, but on the off chance that I did, this was a good opportunity to test it out.

    "We can't win this...we need to get back to the bunker," I remarked into the communicator.

    "That sounds fucking great...so how are we gonna pull that off, genius?" Inquired Suri, clear panic in her voice.

    "Taayin, think you could immobilize it with your Secondary Manifestation?" I inquired hopefully.

    "Well, I can try...given it's size, I might have just enough XFE left to make it work, but it'll probably drain me completely."

    "Give it a try, we'll carry you back if you can't move afterwards, it shouldn't be a problem if this thing is immobilized in the meantime," I suggested, as I fired another couple of shots, but the Serpent turned its heads again, my shots striking the sides of its faces.

    "Do or die, huh...now that's what I'm talking about!"

    Alright, this can work, we just need to stay calm and avoid panicking...

    "The rest of us will distract it, use that opportunity to-...woah!" I began, before exclaiming as the ground began shaking violently...and another Two-Headed Serpent appeared from the opposite direction, bursting up through the ground...this is bad, we were caught between them in a pincer.

    Before I could analyze, let alone relay our next move, the ground burst open again as the first Serpent's tail broke through it, whipping out towards us. We were all sent flying back as debris exploded out and a massive dust cloud got kicked up, my back slammed onto the ground, before a medium-sized chunk of debris crashed down onto my right arm, fracturing my forearm badly as I let out a cry of pain. A small rock came flying out and hit the side of my head, dazing me.

    As I struggled to re-orient myself, I could feel it...both Serpents were approaching me. If I had to guess, these things didn't fully emerge from the ground before in order to leave themselves a quick escape option open, and they had emerged now because they had incapacitated their prey and had decided that we were no longer threats.

    The second Serpent turned its attention elsewhere for a sec, but the first one hissed at it, and as it did, the second one turned its attention back to me. My vision was blurry, but I could just about see them ahead of me, as the dust began to clear. The first one was still looking at me warily with both heads...

    My head was spinning and I felt nauseous, I couldn't think straight, I felt like I wanted to close my eyes and lie down for a bit...but even in my dazed state, I knew I couldn't do that. I bit my lip and raised my left hand, slapping myself as hard as I could, snapping myself out of it. Crap, they're right on top of me, I don't have any time...!

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier-...>!" I began, but I was too late, as the Serpents struck out at me like whips, and before I could stop myself, I shut my eyes in terror as their fangs got within inches in front of my face...

    .

    .

    .

    Huh? I'm not dead?

    I slowly opened my eyes, before stiffening as a familiar pain burst through my body, and blood began pouring out of my eyes, mouth, nostrils and ears, everything going black...

    .

    .

    .

    <...bzz..bzz...>

    .

    .

    .

    Static, huh...and then, silence...

    .

    .

    .

    <Unlock Conditions Met: Failure to Use Tier One to Prevent Unavoidable Death>

    .

    .

    .

    <Additional Tier Unlocked>

    .

    .

    .

    <Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause and Play, Unlocked>

    .

    .

    .

    What...what was with that Unlock Condition, what the fuck!? Seriously, I had to have a near-death experience after failing to use Tier One in order to unlock Tier Two? I can only imagine what the Unlock Conditions for the other Tiers were...

    As I came to and wiped the blood of my face, I looked around at my surroundings...two Serpent heads were inches away from my face, dust and small bits of earth were floating in the air, perfectly still...woah...

    I stood up and stepped back, getting some distance away from the Serpent. Incredible, everything was frozen in place except for me. I poked at a stone that was in mid-air, it moved like it was weightless, but only moved as much as I pushed it. I picked up a chunk of earth and attempted to throw it...and the instant I let go of it, it was frozen in place, not even moving an inch past the point where I let go of it.

    So, I can move something around so long as I'm touching it, but the instant I stop touching it, any momentum or force I tried to exert onto it would be nullified. And on top of that, anything I touch or pick up felt completely weightless. I walked over to the Serpents and pushed on one of them...it slid backwards effortlessly, it felt easier than pushing open a door.

    Okay, I think I know enough about this ability for now, I need to get going. It felt like this was consuming one percent of my XFE per every six seconds, and I'd had a bit over sixty percent when I unlocked it, which was down to about fifty-five percent, which meant that I had a little over five minutes before I'd run out of XFE. We were about two kilometers from the bunker, so I need to hurry.

    I swiftly scaled up the body of one of the Serpents and looked around...the others were sprawled around the area, unconscious and injured. I rushed over and gathered them...I couldn't tell whether or not they were alive since their bodies were frozen in time, but they all still felt warm. Just like everything else frozen, they were completely weightless.

    Taayin had missing patches of skin all over his right arm and the right side of his chest, and a few grazes and scratches that were probably from the debris. No major injuries as far as I could see, so he's almost definitely alive. Zoya's right forearm was badly broken, a chunk of earth having landed on top of it, her left knee looked dislocated, and she had a bunch of bruises and scratches. Suri's head had taken a hit, her skull was probably fractured, and her right foot was pointing backwards.

    I linked their arms together to form a chain so that I could pull all three of them along at the same time, I had to be careful when bending their arms though, it felt like I could snap their bones like twigs if I felt like it. I paused as I walked by what was left of Instructor Alyssa Reed, considering what to do.

    I took off my jacket and tore it up a bit, before using it to wrap up her corpse and taking it with me...I only knew her for just about an hour, but I'll admit, her death made me feel a bit sad, especially after her words earlier impacted me. That, and I needed her I-Watch to get into the bunker.

    I considered killing the Serpents before going, but I don't have any time to waste, and given their sizes, killing them would definitely take a bit of time. With the others latched onto me and the instructor's remains under my arm, I raced back in the direction we came from as fast as I could, while keeping track of my XFE levels. My fractured right forearm hurt pretty bad, but it was bearable.

    It took me around two and a half minutes to race back to the marked X, I was able to run at top speed thanks to the weightlessness of the others. I then unwrapped the instructor's torso and took out her right arm, pointing the face of the watch at the center of the X...but it didn't work. Hm, maybe the scanning mechanism is frozen in time, guess I need to release my ability. I then slowly set the others down and...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Play>."

    I let the flow of time continue, and tried again...this time it worked, and I quickly stepped off the X as it began to open up, the platform rising up as it did. Suri's head was bleeding again, along with the others' injuries. I dragged them onto the platform slowly, before using the instructor's I-Watch to make the platform descend back down.

    After we reached the bottom and the ceiling closed up again, I re-activated my new ability...

    "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause>."

    I then took the others to the infirmary and popped them into the Healing Pods, before releasing my ability in order to activate the pods. I was down to less than a fifth of my total XFE, and I felt really tired...I don't think it's an issue of stamina, I've already experienced this tiredness...it was from the blood loss I suffered when unlocking Tier Two.

    I might be better off using Tier One to go back in time, but if I did that, the instructor would be in a vegetative state...normally, I wouldn't care, but I really was grateful for her words, they had given me some confidence, so I'll let her stay dead instead of being stuck in a vegetative state. And besides...I'd rather not go through all that again, especially since things weren't guaranteed to go the same...I might end up facing off against even worse odds.

    I got in a Healing Pod myself in order to heal my fractured forearm, which took about fifteen minutes, after which I got out of the pod. I could have spent longer in it to fully heal up all my scratches and bruises too, but they weren't a big deal. The others were unconscious, so the pods they were in would automatically open up after they're fully healed, which would likely drain their stamina.

    There were a few beds in the infirmary, I flopped onto one of them with a tired sigh, taking off my glasses and rubbing my eyes with a stifled yawn. If I spent too long in a Healing Pod, it'd eat up my stamina, and at least one of us should be awake in case someone tries to contact us or something. Although, I can't deny that I am pretty tired...maybe I'll just close my eyes for a bit and...

    ...

    ...

    "...-wake up! Hey, wake up!"

    Huh...where am I...? I opened my eyes groggily and blinked a few times...oh, that's right, we were in the bunker. How long had I been asleep?

    I sat up and glanced at my I-Watch...crap, it'd been over five hours, I might as well have slept in a Healing P-...eh, whatever, I still felt tired, and couldn't really bring myself to care. Wait, who just woke me up?

    "Oh, Taayin...guess you're all recovered, huh," I remarked, my voice a bit hoarse.

    I could use some water.

    "Yeah, I'm good, kinda drowsy though...so, hey, I'm guessing you brought us back?"

    "Hm? Yeah, I guess...," I replied with a shrug, as I filled a glass with water and gulped it down with a sigh of relief.

    I then noticed that the other two Healing Pods were also open, meaning that the two girls had woken up too.

    "Heh, I kinda freaked out when I woke up in total darkness, thought I was dead or something...took me a while to realize that I was in a Healing Pod. The other two woke up a little while after I got up...that was like, half an hour ago."

    "I see...so where are they, anyway?"

    "Dunno, I think they're just roaming around. The blondie was kinda in shock," He responded.

    "Okay...for now, let's all regroup."

    A few minutes later, the four of us gathered in the dining hall of the bunker, opening up some canned food and water.

    "Hey, Four-Eyes...how'd you manage to escape those snakes AND drag us back here?" Inquired Suri curiously with her mouth full, wolfing down some food hungrily.

    I definitely can't reveal how I did that...

    "First off, don't call me Four-Eyes. And as for how I got you guys here, I...I don't know, it's all kind of a blur...I think I panicked and unloaded a barrage of shots from my guns when the Serpents moved in to attack them...that must have blinded them, which made them shrink back in caution, and I was probably running on pure adrenaline while dragging everyone back here...my arms and back are really sore," I lied, making it up as I went along.

    "Yo...that's pretty wild, color me impressed," Remarked Taayin with a wide-eyed expression.

    "You saved us...if it wasn't for you, we'd have all been eaten," Added Zoya, her expression looked like she was still in shock.

    "W-well, like I said, it's kind of a blur...I wasn't really thinking, I just sort of reacted."

    "My head is kinda fuzzy and I don't remember exactly what happened too clearly...where's the instructor?" Asked Suri, rubbing her head.

    Her injuries had been healed, but she had taken a pretty heavy hit to the head.

    "You really forgot? She got eaten when that snake first showed up, remember?" Answered Taayin, as he took a sip of water.

    "Oh...oh, that's right..."

    Talk about a heavy mood...

    "We should be thanking you, Kilzachs...we'd all be dead for sure if you hadn't saved us...you'd have had a better chance of survival if you had escaped on your own...I might have done that if I was in your position," Said Zoya, bowing her head gratefully.

    "Yeah, I owe you big time, man," Added Taayin in agreement.

    "...what they said," Nodded Suri, averting her gaze.

    "You're making a big deal out of it, it's really not worth making a fuss over," I replied awkwardly.

    Of course I saved them...after all, if I had been the only one to return alive, I might have failed the exam...

    _____________________________________________
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    Chapter 31 - Parental Support

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "God damn it, what the fuck is going on!? How does this keep happening!?" 
   

        Ahh, music to my ears... 
   

        The angry yell came from Tairo, who had just fallen on his face for the seventh time today. And all seven times, it was because his shoelaces were tied together. Yeah, I'd been using my Tier Two ability to freeze time and tie his shoelaces together every time he stood up or walked around...juvenile, I know, but damn, was it satisfying! The sheer enraged confusion on his face was indescribably beautiful, it almost brought a tear to my eye...I wonder, is this what they call art? 
   

        It was a few days into February, and over a week had passed since the first round of monthly exams ended. Things had been a little hectic for a couple of days after the teamwork exam, but they had returned to normal before too long. Oh, and I passed that exam, along with the three who'd been teamed up with me...as it turned out, Instructor Reed had been taking notes on how we were doing during the exam on her I-Watch, so the Academy was able to properly score our performances since I brought her corpse back with me. 
   

        X-Warriors dying was pretty common, so her death wasn't treated as a big deal. The four of us were advised to go get some counseling or therapy, but I didn't bother with that, it was just a waste of money, and I didn't really feel traumatized or anything like that...speaking of money, I was saving up to buy a more destructive weapon. 
   

        My current weapons weren't exactly bad, but they were only significantly effective against J and Q-Ranked Mutants, I needed a weapon that could guarantee a kill against a K-Rank with, at most, a couple of shots. Something like that would probably consume a ton of XFE, but it was totally worth it, I could really use some more destructive options in my arsenal. 
   

        Back to the subject of the exam, after everyone woke up and we ate and talked in the bunker dining hall, some of the instructors teleported in, since it had been a few hours past the time we were supposed to return to the Sanctuary. They then took us back in and we were thoroughly questioned for the next couple of days, which was super annoying. 
   

        On the bright side, I came out of the whole situation looking really good. I mean, a non-Prodigy managed to escape two Two-Headed Serpents while carrying three unconscious people and half a corpse. Additionally, I had scored a lot of points in Instructor Reed's observational notes. 
   

        As a result, I got a near-perfect score on the teamwork exam, the exam I'd been most worried about. My teammates got decent scores too. As for the other three teams...well, no one failed, but all of them just barely scraped by. I shouldn't let myself get too overconfident, but looking at the facts, I can't deny that my analysis and instructions to the others was what made the difference between the team I was in and the other teams. I was pretty surprised at that myself, but I should use this...if I can develop a reputation as a skilled leader, that would open up a lot of possibilities... 
   

        Now that I think about it, the role of a strategist appealed to me...I enjoyed controlling people and situations. I also liked the idea of being skilled at manipulation...of both people and situations. I'm no genius, I definitely can't think several moves ahead like those crazy smart anime characters, but within the limitations of my intelligence, I think I managed my brainpower pretty efficiently. 
   

        But I also liked being involved in the fighting, and while I do prefer long-range, I enjoyed fighting at close-range quite a bit too. 
   

        Looking back on the events of the exam, I definitely made the right call in not using Tier One when the Serpent first showed up...not only would that have prevented me from unlocking Tier Two, but I also ended up gaining a significant amount of insight into my own abilities, not to mention that the events of the exam resulted in me getting the top-score in my class. But that's all in hindsight, I had to face the fact that if not for the Unlock Condition for Tier Two of my Anomaly X-Ability, I would have definitely died back there. 
   

        Well, anyway...there was an especially interesting event today, an important figure would be coming to give this Level J class an inspirational speech or something along those lines. And that important figure was none other than the Minister of Internal Paragon Affairs of the North Quadrant...yup, the asshole with whom I regrettably share genetics with, my biological father, Kilrafhe Floence. 
   

        The reason for this speech thingy was a reactionary measure taken in response to the 'trauma' we'd all suffered during the teamwork exam...yeah, my team easily had it the worst, but the other teams apparently had some rough moments too, though none of them ran into any K-Ranked Mutants. 
   

        "Hey, man, let's skip this crap and duel, I wanna fight you!" Remarked an exasperating voice, snapping me out of my thoughts. 
   

        "Yeah, no, I'm good. Maybe another time, Taayin," I replied with a sigh, pushing him away. 
   

        Ever since the exam, he'd been interacting with me way too much, constantly challenging me to duels. It was really annoying. 
   

        "Aw, you're no fun...I'll ask again later!" 
   

        "Please don't-...," I began, but his attention had already shifted elsewhere. 
   

        "New friend?" Inquired Kiran, yawning under his face mask. 
   

        "Yeah, no."
   

        "Hm...could've fooled me," He replied with a shrug. 
   

        "Then I guess you're a fool," I retorted, starting to get a bit irritated. 
   

        I'll make this clear, no one in this class was my friend. There are some I tolerate more than others, sure, but at best, they were friendly acquaintances, and even that was kinda pushing it. I knew from experience that no matter how genuine or nice someone seemed on the outside, they could be the complete opposite on the inside. Speaking on two-faced bitches, Bytra was unfortunately wearing shoes that didn't have laces, so I couldn't trip her up that way...oh, well, for now I'll just enjoy tripping up Tairo, because you know, fuck that guy. 
   

        The door to the classroom then opened, and in walked Kilrafhe Floence, whom I was seeing for the first time in over five years. He looked pretty much the same as I remembered, except for a bit more gray in his black hair, which was neatly combed back. He was wearing a black expensive looking suit, and he still had that fat, ugly mustache. 
   

        Kumar was with him, probably his escort. The old bastard didn't notice me, but to be fair, I was tucked away in the back corner of the classroom, so I wasn't the easiest to spot. Oh, what do you know, dear ol' dad is wearing shoes with laces... 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause>."
   

        I stood up and walked over to him, he was almost at the bottom of the stairs, it was the perfect spot to stage an 'accidental' fall. I bent down and undid his shoelaces, before tying them together in a way that they'd come undone once he tripped and fell. I had tied Tairo's laces together the same way. 
   

        With the way I've tied his laces together, after he falls it'll simply look like he hadn't tied them tightly enough and they'd come undone on their own, which caused him to trip...it was a simple, yet perfect, plan. After I finished tying it up, I made my way back to my seat and sat down. 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Play>." 
   

        A satisfying crash echoed out as the old bastard fell forward onto his face with a yell, startling some of my classmates. I was really struggling to keep myself from grinning widely right now. Kumar helped him back on his feet, while the old bastard tentatively rubbed his jaw with a grimace. The two of them went up to the front of the class, before Kumar addressed us... 
   

        "Attention, brat-...er, I mean, students, we have a special guest here today, one of the most influential people when it comes to matters concerning X-Warriors, the Minister of Internal Paragon Affairs of the North Quadrant, Minister Kilrafhe Floence. He'll address you now," Introduced Kumar, before stepping aside. 
   

        The old bastard then began talking, his annoying-ass voice echoing through the classroom. I wasn't even sure what he was talking about, something along the lines of 'yeah, things went wrong during your last exam, but don't let that get you down' kinda bullshit. I then received a notification on my I-Watch, I moved my arm under the desk and opened the notification...it was a message from Kumar. 
   

        'Don't look so bored, Zax, I've arranged a little treat for you...well, technically, Kilella asked, or more like ordered, me to do this. Won't ruin the surprise, you'll see soon enough.'
   

        Oh? Alright, half-pint, you've got my attention...let me see what you've got up your sleeve... 
   

        ... 
   

        Half an hour later, the old cunt finally wrapped up his speech, my classmates giving him some polite applause as he finished. 
   

        "An excellent speech, sir. Now, then, all that's left is to personally congratulate the student who top-scored on their teamwork exam."
   

        Ohh, so that's what he was upto...heh, well played. 
   

        "Ah, yes. I did not hear the specifics of what this student accomplished, but I believe it was quite remarkable, yes?" 
   

        "Right. The late instructor who observed his team noted down that he displayed excellent analytical, tactical and strategic skills, and after the team was attacked by a pair of Two-Headed Serpents and killed the instructor, he managed to escape the Mutants while carrying all three of his unconscious teammates back. And all while not even being a Prodigy."
   

        "I see-...wait, what was that last part again?" 
   

        "Oh, we shouldn't talk about him like he isn't here, let me call him down here...hey, Kilzachs, get over here!" Called out Kumar, a stifled smirk on his face. 
   

        I stood up while maintaining an innocent expression on my face, struggling to keep myself from smiling smugly at that old bastard. Oh, man, the look on his face was pure gold, he was struggling to keep his shock and disbelief from showing. Gotta hand it to Kumar, I owe him big time for this. 
   

        "It's very nice to meet you...sir," I greeted him in an overly polite tone, with an innocent smile. 
   

        "Wha-...er, I...ahem, y-yes, nice to meet you," He replied, trying to play it cool, but I could see him sweating. 
   

        "Oh, are you alright, sir? You look a bit pale and pathetic," I inquired with a polite tone. 
   

        "Er, no, it must be your imagination. W-well, then, let us get to it...congratulations on your performance, keep it up and I am certain you will continue to excel," He remarked with a strained smile, congratulating me through gritted teeth...after all, everything he just said contradicted everything he'd said five years ago.
   

        That sad part is that this fake congratulations and disingenuous encouragement is the closest I'll ever get to getting parental support from this piece of shit... 
   

        "Ah, I appreciate you saying that, sir...see, in the past, I was told that I'm worthless...so I decided to prove those words wrong," I replied with a slight smirk. 
   

        And with that, he left in a hurry, Kumar following after him as he exited the classroom. I quietly returned to my seat, fighting back the urge to grin widely and gleefully...that was fucking great. I had really wanted to tear into him, but I couldn't exactly do that with an audience. 
   

        "It's finally over, goddamn, that was boring! That took more than half an hour, what a waste of time!" Groaned Taayin loudly, before letting out a dramatic sigh of relief. 
   

        I noticed Tairo looking at me curiously...oh, right, I almost forgot that he knew who my father was, and he almost definitely didn't know about what went down on my fifteenth birthday...I mean, I guess he could've figured out that I'd been disowned since my last name was now different from when I was at the same school as he was. Hope he doesn't bring it up, but it wouldn't be the end of the world if he did. 
   

        "Congrats and stuff," Yawned Kiran, as I returned to my seat. 
   

        "Oh, uh...thanks, I guess."
   

        We were five minutes away from classes starting for the day, and I was in a great mood after what happened. 
   

        "Hey, was it just me, or did that minister guy seem really uncomfortable after he saw you?" Suddenly came a curious voice from in front of me. 
   

        Suri, she sat right in front of me, but had never spoken to me before the teamwork exam. Since then, though, she occasionally addressed me from time to time. Zoya regularly greeted me and stuff too. It was a little strange, but I guess it wasn't a bad thing. While I had no intention of making friends, the 'loner' tag was something I was better off avoiding getting labeled with. 
   

        "Probably just you," I replied with a shrug. 
   

        "Do you know him or something?" She asked curiously. 
   

        "Or something."
   

        "Tch, your attitude pisses me off."
   

        Yeah, yeah, whatever, it's because I don't want to talk about it. Come on, take a hint and drop it. 
   

        "Huh, come to think of it, that old dude did seem pretty weird when Instructor Silva called you up," Added Jian, who was in the middle seat of the row in front of me, to Suri's right. 
   

        The third person in their row was Misaki, who thankfully showed no intention of joining in. 
   

        "What makes you think I know anything about that?" I responded with a shrug. 
   

        All things considered, I think I might prefer being a loner at times, talking to other people could get pretty annoying sometimes. Thankfully, with my brief replies, the conversation around this topic was starting to die down, the others slowly losing interest... 
   

        "Hey, Dud...that was your father, wasn't it?" Suddenly chimed in another curious voice, from right in front of Suri. 
   

        Tairo, he sat at the corner seat of the front row of the left column, and had probably been listening it...well, it's not like Suri and Jian had made particular efforts to keep their voices down. And Tairo had just gotten nearly the entire class's attention with what he just said. His tone indicated genuine curiosity, so this time, he was inconveniencing me unintentionally. With nearly everyone's eyes on me, I felt a growing sense of irritation and annoyance, before replying... 
   

        "You're wrong, that man is not my father," I remarked in an icy cold tone, my expression blank as I added, "Now drop it."
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 32 - Are you an...?

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Today was the 10th of February, 2116. And I was currently in the Shopping District, heading for Delectables...today was my two-weekly cheat day, and on top of that, they were serving a new, limited edition item...I could barely contain myself! No matter what happens, I don't think I'll ever not be all giddy and stuff when I go to Delectables. I've definitely got a sweet tooth. 
   

        Bytra seems to work there part-time, though I'd only run into her that one time, but even if she was working today, I won't let her ruin this for me. Ah, there it is, the entrance just came into view...it's so beautiful. As I walked up to the door and began to open it, my hand bumped into someone else's, as they reached for it at the same time as I did. 
   

        "Hey, watch it-...oh, it's you," Remarked a familiar voice, sounding a bit surprised. 
   

        "Hm? Oh, Suri, fancy meeting you here."
   

        She always gave off this pricky, unapproachable vibe, but after the teamwork exam, she was comparatively amicable around me...well, I did save her life, even if it was for my own benefit, namely ensuring that I passed the exam. I had no interest in making friends, but occasional interactions with some of my more tolerable classmates would help me avoid getting labeled with the 'loner' tag like I had been in middle-school and early highschool. 
   

        Anyway, I opened the door and we both stepped in, before heading for the counter. There were three people in line already, I got in behind them and Suri lined up behind me. 
   

        "Not that I particularly mind, but haven't you ever heard of 'ladies first'?" Remarked Suri pointedly, since I was in front of her. 
   

        "Isn't that phrase from before WWIII, I didn't know people still used it. And wasn't it just an excuse guys used to stare at a woman's ass?" I responded with a shrug. 
   

        "Was it? Huh, that actually makes more sense than going out of your way to be polite to a woman for no real reason."
   

        With that, a pleasant silence followed till I got to the front of the line...and of course it's Bytra's shift right now. What, does she only work when there's a limited item for sale? 
   

        "Welcome, uh-...ahem, w-welcome to Delectables, how m-many-...er, I mean, how may I help you, sir?" 
   

        She sure was spineless without Tairo around. That, and she probably had that whole thing with Misaki still in her mind, which I was responsible for. Ah, now there's a good memory. 
   

        "I don't want to have to talk to you more than I have to, so just give me as many of the 'Delectables Super Choc Delight Explosion' as you're allowed to give per person," I ordered bluntly, holding up my I-Watch to pay. 
   

        "Y-yes, sir, we allow three per customer, that'll be, um, let me see...," She replied, fumbling as she placed the order and calculating the total, before scanning my I-Watch to make the payment. 
   

        "You should really be nicer to public workers-...wait, isn't she in our class?" 
   

        "Yup. You just noticed? And don't get me wrong, I'm not an indiscriminate dick, only to people who deserve it," I responded with a shrug. 
   

        "If I remember right, she's dating that pale guy who's always sneering at you and calling you a Dud, right?" 
   

        "Looks like it."
   

        "You knew them from before the X-Warrior Academy?" She asked curiously. 
   

        I didn't like being questioned like this, but while I did prefer to keep my classmates at arms' length, I didn't want to unnecessarily antagonize the ones that I had amicable acquaintanceships with...wait, is 'acquaintanceships' a word? As in the acquaintance equivalent of 'friendship'? Eh, either way, who cares? 
   

        "Yeah, sort of...well, let's just say that if they were in a burning building and I had the chance to save them, I'd probably throw gasoline onto the flames and then celebrate."
   

        "That's...awfully specific. You've thought about it a lot, huh?" 
   

        "No, not this specific scenario, just thought it up off the top of my head."
   

        Huh, maybe holding a conversation wasn't so bad after all, I actually wasn't minding this as much as I thought. Oh, looks like my order is ready. Bytra was looking even more nervous than before...guess she heard me talking about my burning building fantasy. I picked up the large paper bag and looked into it...three boxes, I can't wait to dig into them! As I began heading out... 
   

        "What!? Wh-what do you mean they're sold out!?" Exclaimed Suri in dismay, slamming her fist on the counter. 
   

        "Um, I apologize, ma'am, but we just sold the last three of the limited item." 
   

        "Seriously...will you have another batch tomorrow?" She asked with desperate hope in her eyes. 
   

        "I-I'm afraid not, it's only for today."
   

        "Grr...," Suri growled irritably, before turning her attention to me and walking over, "H-hey, if you don't mind, um..."
   

        I really didn't want to part with one of these boxes...but...if I was in her position...I can't imagine how much despair I'd be in right now. Fine, I guess...
   

        "Alright, I'll sell you one for double the price, take it or leav-."
   

        "Done!" She agreed immediately, without a shred of hesitation, and I gave her one of my three boxes after she transferred the CredPoints to me. 
   

        Right now, she looked more grateful than she did after I saved her life...mhm, I totally understand. I see, this must be what a 'kindred spirit' is. Still, this means I'll have less dessert than I could have had. Well, it's fine, once I get home, I'll use Save and Load so that once I finish eating, I can go back in time and enjoy it again. Anyway, with that, I left the Shopping District and headed back to my apartment. 
   

        My sister was coming over later, probably with Kumar as usual. It had been about a couple of weeks since the teamwork exam ended, but she'd been away on a Mission at the time, which had ended a few days ago, after which she'd been busy reporting on how it went and other stuff. She was finally free today, so she was coming over. She'd apologized a ton about not being able to visit sooner after what happened during my exam, but from my perspective, there was no reason to apologize. 
   

        Well, whatever, for now, I'll just focus on the mouthwatering desserts I'd just bought myself. I was back home, and was opening one of the two boxes with a growing sense of anticipation. The box was about the size that's used for small cakes, too bad it wasn't bigger. My eyes widened as I opened it and took in the sight of what was inside...I had already seen what it looks like from the promotional poster, but seeing it in real life was so much better... 
   

        This is why I love Delectables so much, in most other restaurants, the food never looks as good as the pictures of the food, but that was never an issue with this place. That, and the fact that their desserts are absolutely unrivaled. I had tried desserts from a few other bakeries and sweet shops, but none had compared to Delectables, so I used Load to go back and save my money after trying the sweets in those places.
   

        Anyway, back to my dessert...the limited item, the Delectables Super Choc Delight Explosion...it was a very complex dessert, I didn't even know where to start. The outside was shaped like a volcano, made of brownie with hidden dark chocolate chips embedded throughout it. Inside the volcano, was rich chocolate lava with bits of red velvet cake in it, along with a red velvet base. There were crunchy chocolate chunks around the outside of the volcano, inside of which were pockets of thick caramel syrup. And to top it off, pop rocks and powdered sugar were sprinkled all over the volcano. 
   

        "O-okay, first things first...<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>."
   

        It's beautiful...so beautiful that I almost don't want to ruin it by digging in...but at the same time, I couldn't wait to dig in. Wh-where do I start? I'll try to get a bit of everything...I dug my spoon into the side of the top of the volcano, getting some of the chocolate lava and a piece of red velvet in it, some of the lava slowly flowing down the volcano through the gap I'd just made. I topped off my spoonful with one of the crunchy chocolate chunks and gulped as my mouth was nearly overflowing with saliva, before shoving the spoon into my mouth...
   

        .
   

        .
   

        .
   

        An explosion of pure dessert bliss burst across my tastebuds as I began chewing, it had a devastatingly powerful impact, but it wasn't overwhelming, it was a strong but beautiful harmony...the delightfully soft and chewy texture of the brownie, the slight bitterness of the dark chocolate chips, the heavenly richness of the chocolate lava, the silky red velvet, all accentuated by the chocolatey crunch of the choc chunks, and finally, the deliciously sticky caramel...fuck me dead, this is the best thing I've ever put in my mouth.
   

        I...I don't know if I can ever enjoy other, lesser desserts after this, but I couldn't bring myself to care about anything right now, I was completely fixated on the godly dessert in front of me. Time to dig in... 
   

        ... 
   

        ... 
   

        A few hours later, I was on my bed, laying down with a sense of satisfaction...I ended up using Load three times, so it was like I ate eight of those desserts instead of just two...fuck, that was amazing. My sister would be here in about half an hour, and I was currently working on improving my inaudible chanting speed. And by that, I mean how long it takes me to activate my Anomaly X-Abilities. Activating X-Abilities required voice activation, you couldn't activate them just by repeating the activation phrases in your head, you actually had to say them out loud. 
   

        I had managed to learn how to chant inaudibly, since I can't let anyone hear me, but I could stand to improve how fast I chant. Right now, I could consistently chant within one second, and I was working on doing so in half a second, but it was tough to do without stuttering or biting my tongue. 
   

        Well, anyway, it didn't take long after that for my sister to arrive, my doorbell ringing a couple of times. I got up with a lazy stretch of my arms and walked towards the door, unlocking it and opening it. The instant I did, a blur rushed towards me, and the next thing I knew... 
   

        "Zax! Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere? Do you have any trauma or-?" My sister rattled off, as she scanned me with a look of concern with her hands firmly on my shoulders. 
   

        "It's been like two weeks, sis, chill out, I'm fine," I replied with a sigh, "Why don't you come in?" 
   

        "Yeah, okay...but are you sure that you're-?" 
   

        "Just come in," I groaned, pulling her by the arm and beginning to shut the door, when it hit something. 
   

        "Ow, hey!" Exclaimed Kumar, shaking his right foot gingerly. 
   

        "Oh, uh...sorry, didn't see you down there," I replied apologetically. 
   

        "...was the 'down there' part really necessary?" 
   

        "Heh, slip of the tongue, my bad," I apologized with a sheepish grin, though it was totally intentional on my part. 
   

        I let them both in before shutting the door. Since they come over so often and I don't have chairs or anything in the room except for the one by my desk, I'd bought a couple of beanbags...though I made my sister pay for them. I sat on my bed as Kumar flopped onto one of the beanbags, while Kilella was still looking at me with concern. 
   

        "Hey, Zax, are you sure you're okay-?" 
   

        "Yeah, I'm sure I am. I didn't get any notable injuries to begin with, and I spent some time in a Healing Pod just to be safe," I replied with a shrug. 
   

        "What about counseling, did you get any?" 
   

        Uh-oh...everyone I was teamed up with and I were recommended to get some counseling, but I wasn't particularly traumatized or anything, so I didn't bother. 
   

        "Y-yeah, I totally did." 
   

        "Hm...you're lying," She responded immediately. 
   

        "...okay, I didn't, but only because I didn't feel the need to, no mental scars to speak of or anything," I shrugged. 
   

        "Well, if you say so...but just to be safe, maybe you should-." 
   

        "Come on, Ella, drop it already."
   

        She didn't press the issue any further, but still looked pretty concerned. It was a little annoying, but I guess I'd be lying if I said I didn't appreciate it. 
   

        "Well, I am glad to see that you're doing alright, and I'm really sorry that I couldn't come over sooner."
   

        "That's really not something you need to apologize for...why don't we talk about something else, Kumar looks like he's feeling left out," I remarked, nodding at Kumar, who was fidgeting awkwardly. 
   

        "Oh, you're right, he does look kinda lonely." 
   

        "H-hey, you're making me feel even more awkward, knock it off," He muttered uncomfortably. 
   

        "So, I've been wondering, you two seem to spend a lot of time together and know each other really well...are you going out?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Absolutely not," Responded Kumar instantly, without a shred of reluctance. 
   

        "Ew, definitely not," Answered Kilella simultaneously. 
   

        "Wow, no hesitation at all, huh?" 
   

        The conversation kinda petered out after that, none of us had anything in particular that we wanted to talk about. Oh, right, I should thank Kumar... 
   

        "Hey, man, thanks for setting up the thing with that old bastard, that was awesome!" 
   

        "Oh, don't worry about it...I don't really like him either, so I enjoyed it too."
   

        "Huh, what are you guys talking about?" Kilella inquired curiously. 
   

        "Exactly what you told me to do. Your father was definitely taken by surprise, he certainly didn't expect to be congratulating the son he'd disowned. He was pretty baffled afterwards, he looked like he wanted to say something to me and was looking at me kinda suspiciously, but since he had no way of knowing whether or not I know that you two are related, he didn't want to reveal that fact, so he kept quiet."
   

        "Ohh, I totally forgot about that...right, his speech thingy! Hehe, so that's why he's been in a bad mood lately, that's awesome! Nice work, Kumar, I knew you could pull it off!" Grinned my sister. 
   

        The three of us spent the next fifteen minutes talking shit about my piece-of-trash father, which was really nice and pleasant. And then, about ten minutes before the both of them were planning to leave... 
   

        "Hey, something's been bugging me, and I really have to ask. You don't have to answer if you don't want to, it's regarding the teamwork exam," Said Kumar, looking at me with curiosity in his eyes. 
   

        "Hm? Sure, I don't mind." 
   

        "Are you really sure, little bro, you don't have to answer if it's traumatic or anything."
   

        "Yeah, it's cool, I really don't mind at all."
   

        "Well, in that case...," Remarked Kumar, before continuing, "I've been thinking about what happened, and I read the reports on what apparently happened, including your side of it...and it just doesn't add up."
   

        ...uh-oh.
   

        "I've fought plenty of Two-Headed Serpents before, they're among the smarter species of Mutants, and they can be tricky to deal with when there are multiple of them, even with my X-Abilites. First off, running while carrying three people, plus half a corpse, would be ridiculously difficult even under normal circumstances. But to do so while fighting two Two-Headed Serpents is just...impossible. Everyone who read the report seems to have written it off as a 'mother lifting a car to save her baby' kinda moment, which would make sense since the ensuing muscle damage would be easily repaired by Healing Pods. But since most of them don't know you personally, they overlooked an important detail...in order to break past your body's naturally self-imposed limits like that, you'd need an insane level of desperation and determination. Don't take this the wrong way, but you just don't seem empathetic enough to want to save other people that badly. I've thought about it from several angles, and no matter how I look at it, I can only draw one conclusion..."
   

        Oh, fuck... 
   

        "...are you an...Anomaly?"
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 33 - Fraudulent Revelation

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Shit...what do I do? Use Load? No, that wouldn't eliminate his suspicion, there was no point in doing so. Maybe I should play dumb and just deny it? No, he'd still be suspicious unless I gave him a believable explanation. I don't think I have a choice but to reveal it...hopefully, they'll both agree to keep it a secret if I reveal it. Hm, but I don't need to reveal exactly what my Anomaly X-Abilities are... 
   

        "Huh? No way, if he was an Anomaly, he'd have totally told me already! Right, Zax?" Remarked Kilella with a laugh. 
   

        Jeez, way to guilt-trip a guy, sis... 
   

        "Well, uh...," I trailed off, averting my gaze as I had no idea what to say. 
   

        "I knew it...!...but I'm still having trouble believing it. So, then, you're...you're really an Anomaly?" Inquired Kumar with wide eyes. 
   

        Well, no point denying it at this stage. This is going to be a pain to get through. 
   

        "...yeah, I am."
   

        "What!? Why didn't you tell me!? How long have you been an Anomaly!? Wait, are you just kidding? No, your expression is-...wow, you're being serious. You've been hiding it from me this whole time, but wh-!?" Kilella immediately blurted out so fast that it almost sounded like she was rapping, or maybe I was hearing it like that because she had grabbed my shoulders and was shaking me kinda violently. 
   

        "S-slow down! I guess I'll explain everything...," I sighed reluctantly, "That day, after I went through the Awakening Procedure, I had a really bad headache that kept getting worse and worse...remember I headed to the bathroom after that sack of shit berated me for not turning out to be a Prodigy?" 
   

        "Yeah...come to think of it, you did look like you were in some pain, I thought you were just hurt and shocked..."
   

        I then explained that my Anomaly X-Ability awakened after that, and how I decided to keep it a secret and pretend to be a regular Paragon instead of revealing that I'm an Anomaly. My sister was still pretty ticked off that I hadn't told her either, even though I tried to explain that I was just trying to make sure that it was impossible for anyone else to find out, and that at times, she wasn't very good at keeping her mouth shut. When she really gets into a conversation, she has a tendency to blurt stuff out without really thinking, so yeah. 
   

        "Well, that about covers it, I think," I concluded with a sigh. 
   

        "Wait, you didn't tell us what your X-Ability does, have you been using it this whole time?" Inquired Kumar with intrigue and curiosity in his eyes. 
   

        I could tell them what I could actually do, but...putting myself in their shoes, I wouldn't be too thrilled if I learnt that someone could both go back in time and stop it as well. So, instead...
   

        "Let me show you...," I replied, standing up and mumbling inaudibly, "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause>."
   

        There, time is frozen. Next, I'll go behind him. Okay, hope they believe this is all I can do... 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Play>."
   

        "Okay-...huh, what the-...? He vanished. Ahhh!" Kumar began in confusion, before jumping in surprise as I tapped his shoulder from behind. 
   

        "Didn't vanish, just teleported is all...I can teleport anywhere within a hundred meter radius. I think there's more I could do, but those powers seem to be locked and I don't know how to unlock them," I fraudulently explained, "So, yeah, that's how I actually saved my teammates. And you were right, I'm not so empathetic that I'd save people out of the goodness of my heart, I just saved them cuz I figured I'd get a better score on the exam if I did."
   

        That last part was true, if nothing else. Looks like they bought it, neither showed any signs of skepticism. Good, they may know that I'm an Anomaly now, but their idea of what I was capable of was a lot simpler than what it was in reality. 
   

        "Wow, you're really determined to keep your X-Ability a secret, aren't you? I mean, teleporting would be really, really useful in a fight, but you've obviously never used it before, because it'd be impossible to use without being noticed," Said Kumar with a thoughtful look on his face. 
   

        "Well, the whole point is to prove that I don't need to be a Prodigy to become an X-Warrior...and I'll be able to get that point across a lot more resoundingly if I pretended to be a normal Paragon instead of revealing that I'm an Anomaly. And besides, since I never use it in a fight, it's almost like I really am just a regular Paragon, well, except for the fifty percent increase in my physical abilities, I guess. Additionally, I'd like to fully master this power before revealing it, right now I can only teleport within a hundred meters at the same elevation as my initial position...in other words, I can't teleport upwards or downwards."
   

        Might as well give my 'ability' a weakness, right? 
   

        "Why would you ever need to teleport downwards though?" Inquired Kilella with a confused expression. 
   

        "What if I'm trapped on the rooftop of a tall, burning building? Unless there's another building of the same or similar height within a hundred meters, I'll be screwed."
   

        "Ohh, yeah, that makes sense...sorry, I'm still having trouble wrapping my head around this whole thing...I can't believe you lied to me for six years, Zax!" She exclaimed dramatically. 
   

        "I never lied, I just kept quiet is all."
   

        "W-well, yeah, but...same difference!" 
   

        Sometimes, I can't believe she's older than me. 
   

        "Hey, so this should go without saying, but, uh...keep this to yourselves, 'kay?" I said to the both of them. 
   

        "If you're that determined to keep it hidden, I'm certainly not going to ruin it for you, my lips are sealed, baby bro!" 
   

        "...don't call me that." 
   

        "I won't tell anyone either, it's not like you're doing anything wrong, after all. Hiding your X-Ability isn't a crime as far as I know, in fact, many X-Warriors try to keep their X-Abilities a secret for strategic reasons, that includes me to an extent, though plenty enjoy showing off what they're capable of...case in point," Remarked Kumar, nodding at Kilella. 
   

        "Wh-who, me? I don't show off-!" 
   

        "Actually, I watched your matches when you participated in one of those inter-high tournaments, remember...you were pretty flashy, unnecessarily so, you toyed with a lot of your opponents before actually defeating them, and-," I recalled with a raised eyebrow. 
   

        "F-fine, I admit it, I like playing around when I use my X-Abilities, is that so wrong? It's not like I torture my opponents or anything, I just like frustrating them before defeating them, that's all!" 
   

        Ooh, she's flustered, and opportunities to tease her are very rare...and by the glint in Kumar's eyes, he was thinking the same thing. And so, we teased her as much as we could, until we ran out of material and our jokes began getting stale...but it was fun while it lasted. 
   

        "Now, this is a night to remember. Oh, crap, it's late, I need to get going already!" Kumar suddenly exclaimed, as he glanced at his watch. 
   

        "Yeah, me too, I didn't realize it got so late already. Also, you guys suck, hmph!" She huffed dramatically, before turning to me, "Well, I'll see you later, Zax, I'll let you know when I'm next coming over!" 
   

        "Sure...oh, actually, I almost forgot, I wanted to ask a favor from one of you two," I suddenly recalled, having a request to make. 
   

        "Yeah? What is it?" Asked Kilella curiously, as Kumar also stopped and looked at me inquiringly. 
   

        This was awkward, I've never really asked anyone for a favor like this before, but it was really important... 
   

        "Well, it's like this. When I was facing those Two-Headed Serpents, I realized that without my X-Ability, I had absolutely no way of dealing any serious damage to them, even my strongest attacks with my current weapons only left skin wounds at best," I explained with a sigh. 
   

        "Hm, actually there are a number of X-Warriors that cannot handle K-Ranked Mutants with their X-Abilities by themselves, that is the main reason why X-Warriors are not allowed to take solo Missions, even Aces have to be in at least a team of two," Pointed out Kumar objectively. 
   

        "Well, yeah, but I want to have the means to be able to take down a K-Ranked Mutant by myself, so I want to get some new weapons. But when it comes to the mass-produced options, I've already got the best or close to the best options that suit my fighting style...and that's why I want to get in touch with a custom X-Weapon designer, but it's not like I have any connections...except for you two. I don't suppose you know anyone who fits the bill?" I asked hopefully. 
   

        "Sorry, I don't know anyone, it's mostly J-Ranked and Q-Ranked X-Warriors that use X-Weapons, and not many of them go to custom X-Weapon designers, most just use the mass-produced options," Replied Kumar with a shrug. 
   

        Let me explain, when it came to X-Weapons, there were several different types that were mass-produced that you could purchase at a store, but there were also a few individuals that made original custom weapons privately, some did it as a hobby while others sold their creations or took customized requests from X-Warriors. 
   

        However, private creators weren't allowed to publicly advertise themselves, since the X-Weapons industry wasn't all that profitable to begin with. So for the ones that don't have regular buyers, they had to usually sell or auction their creations online anonymously. Since that was the case, finding a reliable creator through the internet would require a lot of trial and error. 
   

        "What about you, big sis, know anyone?" 
   

        She had a hesitant look on her face, before replying... 
   

        "Well...there is this old classmate of mine, she made me a couple of X-Weapons when I was starting out as an X-Warrior, but since I only got them since I thought it'd be cool to have some weapons, and while they were pretty cool and effective, I didn't actually need them, so I didn't use them for long, they're just collecting dust in my room now. I haven't been in contact with her for a while, but if you really want to, I guess I could introduce-."
   

        "For real? That's awesome, thanks a lot, Ella!" I exclaimed enthusiastically, putting on an excited, innocent expression to try and convince her. 
   

        "...that just made it impossible for me to say no. Fine, I'll let you know when I can hook you up," She replied with a hint of reluctance. 
   

        Alright, it worked! Her apprehension was a bit concerning though... 
   

        "Uh...is something wrong?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "No, not exactly...it's just that, this old classmate of mine is kinda...eccentric, to put it lightly," She sighed. 
   

        Oh, is that all? 
   

        "So long as she can get the job done, I don't really mind what she's like," I shrugged in reply. 
   

        "If you say so...well, I'll see you later, Zax."
   

        "See ya at the Academy," Added Kumar, before the two of them headed out. 
   

        "Yeah, later," I responded, before shutting my door as they left. 
   

        Well, that happened. I had ended up revealing that I'm an Anomaly. And I wasn't happy about it. Even if my revelation had been a fraudulent one, I would have preferred to keep the fact that I'm an Anomaly a secret for as long as possible, certainly longer than this...oh, well, there's no point in fussing over what's already done. I'll just have to make sure no one else finds out... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 34 - The Genius Inventor

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "Ready to go?" Inquired Kilella. 
   

        "Yup, ready!" I replied enthusiastically. 
   

        It was a week later, the 17th of February. Three days ago was Valentine's Day, and while usually that meant nothing to me, Delectables had done a fifty percent-off offer on all menu items for the day, so naturally, I paid them a visit. I'd have preferred another mind-blowing limited item, but that deal was still something I wasn't going to miss even if the world was ending. 
   

        Anyway, today was a Saturday, and my sister had come over to take me to meet her old classmate, the one who made X-Weapons. I couldn't care less about what kind of a person she is, so long as she was good at making X-Weapons, that's all that really mattered to me. That said, I can't deny that I am kinda curious, especially since my sister seemed a bit apprehensive about seeing this person. 
   

        "Hey, Zax, teleport me to the outside of the door, I wanna know what it feels like!" She suddenly requested, right as we began heading for the door. 
   

        Hm, what should I do? I obviously couldn't say that I can only teleport myself, that'd contradict my 'explanation' regarding how I saved my teammates during that exam. Guess I might as well, it won't cost me much XFE anyway, so whatever. If my XFE was at a hundred percent, I could freeze time for a maximum of six hundred seconds, or ten minutes. 
   

        Well, technically it was a little bit more than ten minutes since I would recover about five percent XFE in those ten minutes, my XFE recovery rate is one percent per two minutes. Anyway, freezing time for six seconds takes one percent of my XFE, so this shouldn't take me more than two percent of my XFE. Not that it matters, today's a weekend and a day off, so it's not like I need to spend any XFE on anything today, so I don't need to be too frugal. 
   

        "Sure, I don't mind, but it really doesn't feel particularly remarkable. Well, here goes...," I replied, placing a hand on her shoulder for show, before inaudibly mumbling, "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause>." 
   

        Okay, let's make this quick. I may not have a reason to conserve my XFE today, but better safe than sorry. I grabbed my sister's arm and pulled her with me as I headed for the door, opening it and walking out before shutting it. Better just make sure that no one's around right now...yup, the coast is clear.
   

        I then turned around to lock the door, before stopping myself just in time. That was close, I almost locked it out of habit, but I can't do that until I unfreeze time, it wouldn't make sense for an unlocked door to suddenly be locked because of a teleportation ability. 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Play>."
   

        "Wha-...woah, that happened really fast! Like instantly, but even faster...what's the right word, um..."
   

        "You had it right with 'instantly', that's literally the fastest you can get. Now, come on, let's go," I replied, tugging on her sleeve with a bit of impatience. 
   

        If this old classmate of hers had any real skill, then I can't wait to meet then, and if they were incompetent, then I might as well get this over quickly and save some time. Well, I doubt it's the latter, considering the fact that she made satisfactory X-Weapons for my overpowered sister, she had to have some degree of skill in creating. 
   

        "Jeez, chill out, little bro. It's not that far from here, only about a twenty minute ride on a shuttle bus."
   

        The person we were going to meet worked on her creations right here in the Residential District of the North Quadrant, which meant that we had to use public transport to get there. Fortunately, there was a bus stop just in front of the apartment building I lived in. A couple of minutes later, we were in a bus, occupying one of back rows. 
   

        "So, what's this old classmate of yours like, big sis? You seem...less than thrilled about this whole thing. You didn't have to force this meeting if you don't get along with her or something, though I do appreciate that you did."
   

        "Hm? No, it's not that I don't get along with her, it's more like...uh...w-well, you'll see soon enough," She muttered, averting her gaze. 
   

        Okay, now I'm even more curious than I already was. Just what kind of person was I about to meet...?
   

        ...
   

        ...
   

        About half an hour later, a bit more time than I was initially told to expect, we arrived at the location. It was a large apartment building, looked like a slightly higher-class place to where I was staying. 
   

        "I can't believe you got grumpy just because it took about ten minutes longer to get here than I thought it would...the GPS said twenty minutes, so either blame it or the bus, not me!" Huffed Kilella, ruffling my hair with a pout. 
   

        "Hey, cut it out! And I never said I blamed you!" 
   

        "Yeah, but you thought it, didn't you?" 
   

        "Well, I-...so what if I did?" 
   

        After about a minute of this annoying back-and-forth, we finally got back on track and headed into the building, going up to the third floor. 
   

        "Let's see...third floor, door number three-zero-nine...ah, here it is," Said my sister, as we found the place. 
   

        "Great...so, uh, you gonna ring the bell, or...?"
   

        "Right, I guess I should," She sighed reluctantly, before hesitantly reaching for the doorbell and pressing it. 
   

        Before the bell even finished ringing, the door swung open swiftly and a blur of red and black shot out towards my sister. 
   

        "Kilella! It's been too long, I missed you!" 
   

        "H-hey, Ruby, how's it going?" My sister replied awkwardly, as the person who burst out the door embraced her tightly. 
   

        So, this is her, huh...she certainly seemed energetic. She was on the short side, and while she probably was the same age as my sister since they were classmates, she kinda looked closer to my age than my sister's age. She had medium-length red hair that was slightly parted to the left in front and the back was tied in two tails that were both in front of her shoulders. She had bright yellow eyes with dark bags underneath them, a silver ring around the top of her left ear and wore a baggy black hoodie that went down to halfway down her thighs...she was probably wearing shorts under them...I think. 
   

        "Hehe, you still have the same scent as before...and your body feels more toned, have you been working out?" Inquired the girl, squeezing my sister's side with a glint in her eyes. 
   

        Huh, now her reluctance earlier make a lot more sense. 
   

        "C-cut it out! Well, a-anyway, let me introduce you," Kilella said with a clearing of her throat as she seperated herself from the girl, "This is my younger brother, Kilzachs. Zax, this is my old classmate, Ruby O'Sullivan."
   

        "Uh, hi, nice to meet you," I nodded at her with awkward politeness, as she scanned me up and down with narrowed eyes. 
   

        "Mm...wow, you're like a guy version of Kilella, this is amazing, you're pretty much the same height and build too," She muttered with a gulp, looking back and forth between my sister and I with a glint in her eyes. 
   

        What's her deal? And is that...a hint of drool on the side of her mouth? Nah, I must be imagining things...right? 
   

        "Snap out of it, Ruby...you haven't changed at all, have you?" Sighed Kilella, flicking her forehead. 
   

        "Ow! Oops, hehe...sorry, maybe I got a bit carried away, hope I didn't freak you out, Kilzachs," She remarked with a grin, holding her hand out. 
   

        I'd be lying if I said I wasn't at least a little bit caught off-guard by this, but I'll play it cool. 
   

        "No worries, you're good," I replied in a friendly tone, shaking her hand. 
   

        "Well, what're you waiting for, come on in, both of you," She invited, gesturing to the open doorway. 
   

        We entered after taking our shoes off, I looked around as I did...it was slightly bigger that my place, but the layout seemed kinda the same, the front door opened into a bedroom, with doors on either side of it, presumably leading into a kitchen and bathroom. The main difference between my place and this one was that...this place was really messy. 
   

        And I don't say that lightly. Sure, I prefer to keep my place neat and tidy, but a little mess doesn't bother me at all...this was a lot more than a little mess though. Clothes, empty food containers, junk food wrappers, and a whole bunch of other litter were strewn all over the room. The bed was the only spot that was clear, the rest of the room was a huge mess. 
   

        Huh, there was a refrigerator and a water dispenser in here, no wonder it felt cramped despite being bigger than my room...why didn't she just keep them in the kitchen? This was a pretty overwhelming mess, is she even comfortable living like this? I mean, seriously... 
   

        "Wow, you really haven't changed...messy as ever, I see," Kilella said with an exasperated tone. 
   

        You mean she's been living like this for years? 
   

        "Well, I did tidy up a bit since you were coming," Replied Ruby, nodding at the bed. 
   

        ...so then, her bed was usually just as messy as the rest of the room was? 
   

        "R-right, I-I see," My sister stuttered, averting her gaze. 
   

        Huh, what was that about? 
   

        "You okay, sis?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Y-yeah, totally f-fine! So, a-anyway...why don't we get down to business?" She suggested a bit forcefully...what is she hiding? 
   

        "Sure, let's talk in my workspace," Responded Ruby, opening the door on the right side of the room and gesturing for us to follow after her. 
   

        Woah...this was kinda cool. And now I get why she had her fridge and water dispenser in her bedroom...she'd converted the kitchen into a workspace. There were several tools and parts all over the place, a large desk, mapping paper to draw up blueprints...looking at all this, I could tell that she knew what she was doing. 
   

        "Wow, this is way more organized than your room," Remarked Kilella with a look of surprise. 
   

        "Is it? I can't really say, they both seem equally tidy to me," She shrugged as she took a seat on a computer chair by the desk at the back of the space, before turning to me curiously and asking, "So, what's this about, Kilella told me there's something you want to talk to me about?" 
   

        "Yeah, I do. It's like this, I'm currently a student at the X-Warrior Academy, and I'm not a Prodigy, so-." 
   

        "Woah, hold the phone, you passed the entrance exam as a regular Paragon? That's awesome!" She exclaimed with a spark in her eyes, "I'd expect nothing less from Kilella's brother. I tried to get in a few years ago, but I failed the entrance exam pretty hopelessly, so that was that. Oh, sorry for interrupting, I was just surprised and couldn't help myself." 
   

        "No worries, I don't mind. Well, as I was saying, I'm not a Prodigy, so there's a limit to what I can do. But with the right weapons, I believe that I can push those limits. Unfortunately, the options available for public retail aren't quite enough to cut it, the ones that are powerful consume too much XFE, and the ones with more reasonable XFE consumption rates aren't powerful enough...I have a few ideas on how to better balance power and XFE consumption, but I don't have the know-how when it comes to tinkering with or creating X-Weapons, so I was hoping that you take customized requests...I'm willing to pay for your trouble, of course-."
   

        "Hm, I think I get the gist of it...and I can appreciate that you have your own ideas instead of leaving everything to me with nothing but a vague specification of what you want. I think we can definitely work something out, Kilzachs," She stated with a smile, "Tell me what you need and I'll whip 'em up as soon as possible!" 
   

        "I appreciate that, but you can work at your own pace, there's no need to rush," I replied politely...this is going pretty well, and considering that I might form a working relationship with this woman, since I'd need maintenance and upgrades on any weapons I commission from her, I may as well make it a friendly and amicable relationship, things were bound to go a lot more smoothly that way. 
   

        "Yeah, don't you have that job at the-," Began Kilella. 
   

        "Nah, I quit that over a year ago. These days, I come up with useful inventions and sell them on this auction site whenever I'm low on my savings. I may not be allowed to advertise that I make X-Weapons and XFE gadgets, but I do pretty well for myself by auctioning my creations online! I've currently made enough money off that auction site to keep me going for the next ten years, so I don't ever need to have a regular job again!" She exclaimed triumphantly. 
   

        "That's pretty cool...what kind of things did you auction off?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Well, let's see...there's the Taster, a helmet you put on your head, and once activated, it'll modify the signals your tastebuds send to your brain based on your specification...basically, it'll make absolutely anything taste like something you specify. For example, if you specify that you want to taste pizza, and eat broccoli or bread or anything really, they'll taste exactly like pizza. Of course, the texture of what you're eating won't change, but with the taste modified, you can eat healthy food you don't like a lot easier. Also, it can only modify the taste into something you've actually tasted before, as in you can't specify pizza if you've never tasted pizza before. I auctioned that off about a three months ago, and I'm thinking of making another one since it sold for so much!"
   

        What the heck...that was an incredible invention! Wow, the law against private creators advertising their creations was a pretty stupid rule, it was only keeping potentially ground-breaking inventions from thriving. Okay, that settles it, she's an absolute genius and I must have her as my weapon designer. 
   

        "Ooh, and there was this other creation I was super proud of, I called them Cheat Glasses. It's extremely useful during exams that have calculations like math and physics, you just have to look at the question and let the glasses scan it, and a few seconds later, the answer will pop up on the glasses, which only the user will be able to see. The glasses scan the user's DNA signature, so to anyone else who isn't the user, they just appear as a regular pair of glasses...pretty neat, huh?"
   

        Are you kidding, that was more than just 'pretty neat', holy crap! She carried on for a while, listing off several of her inventions, and I was way too fascinated to interrupt, talking about my X-Weapons can wait...still, how interesting, the Sanctuary's laws made it difficult for private inventors to prosper, but after hearing all this, it's obvious to me that these laws are detrimental to the Sanctuary. Well, in that case, the Sanctuary's loss was my gain, I had just found myself a genius inventor to work with...
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 35 - Payment Method

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Wow, these are some pretty creative ideas," Whistled Ruby with an impressed look, "Especially the way you want these X-Blades to be made, I think I'm going to enjoy working on these."

    "I take it that means you can do it?" I inquired hopefully.

    "Hell, yeah, piece of cake!"

    "Glad to hear it," I replied with a grin.

    I had just finished telling her about the specifications of the X-Weapons I wanted. Most of them were just improved versions of the X-Weapons currently in my arsenal, but I also requested a few additions on top of those. That left one more matter to discuss...payment. The less I had to pay, the better, simple as that. Bringing up that subject felt kinda awkward though, hopefully she'll mention it first.

    "By the way, you've been really quiet, Kilella, you okay?" Inquired Ruby, looking at her closely.

    "Huh? Y-yeah, I'm fine, just seemed like shouldn't interrupt, that's all," She responded awkwardly.

    "Aw, sorry, didn't mean to make you feel left out. Let me make it up to you...," Said Ruby in a low tone, that was kinda...seductive.

    "Wha-...no, m-maybe later, um...oh, yeah, you two should like, uh, form a contract or something, right?"

    What am I missing here? I've never seen my sister like this before.

    "Nah, I find formalities annoying, contracts are stupid. At best, they state the obvious, and at worst, annoying clients could use it against me...I'm not very good with law."

    I couldn't really tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing...

    "I'm fine either way...so, uh, regarding payment for the weapons...," I brought up awkwardly.

    "Yeah, he requested a bunch of stuff, won't that be expensive?" Inquired my sister with a look of concern.

    "Actually, I don't really need to make any money right now, plus these look like they'd be fun to make, so...it doesn't have to be money."

    Was I hearing things? That sounded way too good to be true. But wait, if it wasn't money, it had to be something else, even I'd feel awkward about accepting them for free...

    "So, then...how should I compensate you for your work?" I asked curiously.

    "Hm...I do have a suggestion," She replied, before a slight smirk spread across her lips and she reached over and ran a finger across my collarbone slowly and seductively, "When I'm done working on your requests and you come to pick them up...maybe you could let me play with you a bit...or a lot..."

    Say what now?

    "W-w-wait a sec, what!? A-are you b-b-being serious, Ruby!?" Exclaimed Kilella, standing up with a start, her face bright red in surprise and disbelief.

    Not gonna lie, that really caught me off guard too.

    "Aw, what's the matter, Kilella, don't tell me...you're jealous? You're totally welcome to come over anytime...after all, it has been a while since we hooked-."

    "Ahhhh! Don't say another word!" She blurted out, covering Ruby's mouth with her hands before she could finish her sentence.

    ...they say you learn something new everyday, but if you ask me, there are some things that you'd be better off never learning.

    "Huh, didn't know that you were into girls, sis," I remarked incredulously, saying the first thing that came to mind.

    "I'm not-...well, I guess I am, but not exclusively just girls-...wait, what am I saying, y-you don't need to know anything about this aspect of me!"

    "FYI, I swing both ways too, so we've got something in common, Kilella!" Chimed in Ruby with a grin, holding up her hand for a high five.

    Well, that explains her reaction when she first saw me.

    "Please stop talking, this is too much for my brain to process," Groaned Kilella, slumping with a defeated expression, ignoring her hand.

    "That's cold, you left me hanging," Sighed Ruby with mock hurt in her voice, lowering her hand.

    "Don't you think you're overreacting a bit, sis? Sure, this is kinda awkward, but it's no big deal," I said in an assuring tone, patting her back, "Seriously, I couldn't care less about what you do-...or rather, who you do."

    "H-hey, don't s-say it like that! Hold on, this isn't about me! Let's stop talking about me, please! Ruby, you can't be serious about the, uh, p-payment method, are you?"

    "Huh? Of course I'm serious, why wouldn't I be?" She replied with a tilt of her head.

    I'd almost forgotten about that...I mean, as a guy, this kind of deal was something you wouldn't think happened in real life, only in fantasy...and porn.

    "...no, really, why would you be?" Asked Kilella, sounding like unable to wrap her head around the current proceedings.

    Can't lie, this was kinda surreal for me too.

    "Well, think about it...like I said, I swing both ways, and you're basically my perfect type, and your brother is like a guy version of you...why wouldn't I want a piece of that?"

    Okay, when she put it that way, it was kinda messed up, but hey, I wasn't complaining...much. That, and seeing my sister this flustered was kinda fun.

    "But you-...but he's...I, uh...wha...," Stuttered my sister, unable to form a coherent sentence following Ruby's blunt remark.

    "It's just a suggestion, and it's not my decision to make...it's yours, Kilzachs. So, what do you say, big boy?" She inquired in a husky, low voice, leaning forward towards me.

    Remember when I mentioned that she was wearing a baggy hoodie...well, it was so baggy that when she leaned forward like she was currently doing...I could see pretty much everything...and she wasn't wearing anything under the hoodie.

    "Uh, well...I say, I look forward to doing, uh, business with you," I responded almost in a daze, unable to avert my gaze.

    "Zax, what're you...!?"

    "I-I mean...it's a good deal, and I'll almost definitely regret it if I turn it down, so in the interest of not disappointing my future self...," I trailed off sheepishly, "Are you against it, sis?"

    "...you're old enough to make your own decisions," She replied with a sigh, after a brief pause, taking a drink of water as she calmed down.

    "Great, glad we could come to an agreement!" Exclaimed Ruby enthusiastically, her eyes gleaming and...yup, she was drooling, it hadn't just been my imagination earlier, "I can't wait to play with you...mm, but not yet, I'll save it as a reward for when I finish the job...the wait will make it all the more tantalizing. So, tell me, Kilzachs...are you a virgin?"

    My sister choked on her water and sputtered, taken aback by the abrupt question.

    "No, I've been to the red-light district a couple of times," I replied, not very honestly...I actually went there about once a month, sometimes twice a month...well, technically speaking, I had never gone since I always used Load to go back after I was done, because, you know...prostitutes are kinda expensive.

    ...what? I'm a guy just out of his teens, I get horny sometimes, it's perfectly natural! And I don't believe in the whole 'your first time should be special' bullcrap, so I just got it over with not long after I turned eighteen...specifically, the very next day after my eighteenth birthday. And I'm glad I did, those girls in the red-light district REALLY know what they're doing. I regret nothing. But of course, I couldn't say all that.

    "Wait, you've been doing what!?" Kilella exclaimed hoarsely, yet to recover from choking on her water.

    "...yeah, I should have just said that I'm a virgin."

    It took a while for things to calm down, and once they did, my sister wasted no time in leaving, dragging me along with her.

    "Thanks for the hospitality, Ruby, but we really shouldn't impose on you any further, so, uh...I'll see you later!"

    "Aw, you guys are leaving already? Hey, Kilella, you should contact me more often, before this the last time I saw you was like two years ago, when we spent all night fu- mpfh!"

    "TMI, and especially in front of my brother! And...fine, I'll keep in touch," She sighed, after hurriedly shutting Ruby up by covering her mouth with her hand.

    "Yay! And Kilzachs...I'll see you soon, 'kay? It shouldn't take me too long to get this done."

    "Awesome, thanks a lot!"

    "Ooh, I just got an incredible idea!" Ruby suddenly exclaimed, her eyes lighting up and her face turning red as a wide, and kinda lecherous, smirk spread out on her lips, "Why don't both of you come over to pick up the weapons when I'm done, we can have a threesom-!"

    "Absolutely not," My sister and I both shot her down in unison...some lines I just won't cross...

    ...

    ...

    Three days later, while I was at the Academy, about an hour from the end of the final session of the day, I got a text from Ruby...

    'I've finished working on your requests, come by after your done with classes'

    Wow, that was fast, I'd expected it to at least take a week or two. I should reply...

    'Sure, I'll be there by around 6. Also, *you're.'

    ...yeah, I'm kind of a grammar nazi, so what? Anyway, an hour later, I left the Academy in a hurry, impatiently excited to see the results of Ruby's work on my requests. Usually, I waited a few minutes before leaving, since I didn't want to leave along with some of the others who live in the North Quadrant...namely Tairo and Bytra, so generally, I wait till they leave before leaving myself.

    But today, I just couldn't care less about that. There was one other person in my class who was from the North Quadrant, and that was Suri. And as I made my way to the Teleportation Point in the X-Warrior Zone, she was walking a few meters ahead of me. Thankfully, those other two hadn't left the Academy yet, so I didn't have to worry about running into them.

    I teleported back to the North Quadrant and got into a bus that would take me to the area Ruby's apartment was in. Suri got on the same bus, and to my surprise, sat next to me. Okay, I know she's been relatively friendlier towards me lately, but this seems a bit much...I mean, I don't really mind or anything, but it is kinda awkward...I wasn't used to stuff like people deliberately sitting next to me.

    "Do you live around here? I've never seen you take this bus before," She suddenly inquired, as the silence began to feel awkward.

    "Huh? Oh, uh...no, I don't, I'm just paying someone a visit," I replied, a bit caught off-guard.

    "...why do you look wary, like I'm about to bite your head off or something?"

    Sheesh, she's pretty blunt, huh. Not that I could talk.

    "Well, don't take this the wrong way, but you do kinda give off a sort of unapproachable vibe...I thought you were doing it intentionally," I answered sheepishly.

    "I...guess that's true, I don't usually like people talking to me, but...I'm not so cold that I'd treat someone who saved my life in that way," She muttered awkwardly.

    "That's, uh...really not a big deal or anything," I responded, just as awkwardly...I felt weird about accepting gratitude for something I wouldn't have done if it hadn't benefited me.

    The conversation petered out on that note, which made for a pretty uncomfortable ride from that point on. I almost let out a huge sigh of relief when I finally reached my stop. The moment I got up from my seat, so did she...and exited the bus along with me. Okay, this isn't exactly strange, this section of the Residential District had a bunch of affordable places for rent, so naturally a lot of people lived here.

    Huh, she's walking in the same direction as Ruby's place...well, there were a few other apartment buildings next to the one I was heading to, so maybe...

    "Oh, you're visiting someone here? I live in this building too," Remarked Suri with a look of surprise.

    Well, yeah, I was more than a little surprised too.

    "Huh, talk about a coincidence."

    "Which apartment number are you visiting?" She asked, as we entered through the sliding door.

    "Number 309. Which one to you live in?"

    "Believe it or not, number 420."

    "Woah, for real? That's awesome! Do you live here with your family?" I inquired, following her into the elevator.

    "Yeah, though it's just my mom and I, I don't have any siblings, and my asshole dad ran out on us when I was a kid."

    Yikes, maybe I shouldn't have asked that, I was just trying to keep a polite conversation going, but I might've stepped on a sensitive topic. I'd decided to put a bit more effort into socializing, since I realized that keeping people at too great a distance would only make things harder for me in the future. What made me realize it was my lack of connections, if it wasn't for my sister, I'd probably have never gotten in touch with Ruby and would still be looking for better weapons.

    Therefore, I'll create friendly relationships with people who I can tolerate, I'll still have to be mindful about letting anyone get too close, but I could definitely stand to ease up on the distance I kept people at, even just a bit. And I could definitely tolerate Suri, in fact, I respected her, due to her taste in sweets.

    "Sorry, I shouldn't have asked that...but I can relate, I despise my father too...actually, even referring to him as my father ticks me off," I sighed, grimacing as I thought of that old douchebag.

    Relatability, having something in common with someone was a good way to earn their trust.

    "I'm not particularly torn up about it or anything, so no worries. Oh, I almost forgot...I should really thank you for selling me one of those limited item desserts the other day, it meant a lot to me, so thanks!"

    I mean, she paid me double price for it, so there was really no need to thank me...

    "It's cool, I was pretty stuffed after two anyway, not sure I'd have been able to eat a third one...but man, that was probably the best dessert I've ever had."

    "I know, right!? The soft, gooey-ness of the brownie..."

    "The rich chocolate lava and the red velvet chunks soaked in it..."

    "Ohh, and the crunchy chocolate chunks were amazing..."

    "Mhm, and the impact of the pop rocks worked really well somehow, not to mention the light sweetness of the powdered sugar-...oh, we're at the third floor, I get off here," I hopped off, as the elevator opened.

    Woah, what was that right then...I felt in perfect sync with her. That was weird, but not in an unpleasant way. In fact, that was kinda nice.

    "Oh, okay...see you tomorrow, then...hey, we should-...," She began, before trailing off as I looked at her inquiringly, "Never mind, um...see ya later."

    "Sure, uh...see ya later."

    Huh, I wonder what that was about...eh, I'll think about later. Because right now, I had something else on my mind...

    I walked up to Ruby's apartment door and rang the bell, stepping back as I waited for her to open it. It didn't take longer than a few seconds for the door to swing wide open, a hand shooting out from inside, grabbing my collar and pulling me in before I could even blink...

    _____________________________________________

    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
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    Chapter 36 - New Weapons

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "It's about time you got here, what took you so long!?" Exclaimed Ruby, as she pulled me in and shut the door. 
   

        Ow, my neck...did she have to grab my collar so hard? I glanced at my I-Watch...it was a couple of minutes past 6 PM... 
   

        "Well, I didn't say I'd be here precisely at six, I'm pretty sure I wrote 'around 6', which usually entails a margin of five to ten minutes," I replied with a shrug, as I rubbed the back of my neck. 
   

        "...okay, maybe I kinda overreacted, it's just that I finished up this morning, so I've been kinda...impatient," She laughed sheepishly, before linking her arm with mine and leading me to her workspace, "First things first, though, let me show you the fruits of my labor! After that...well, you know, we'll hash out your payment."
   

        I had to admit...I was kinda flattered. Also, she's really close right now...she was distractingly soft, and her scent was really pleasant too. It was hard to tell by looking since she was wearing that baggy black hoodie, but she had some rather...ample curves. 
   

        "Your, uh, fashion sense is pretty minimalistic, huh?" 
   

        "Hm? Oh, I only dress like this at home...not that I leave this place much, I usually just order whatever I need, be it food or parts for my inventions. Wait, don't get the wrong idea, I don't wear the same hoodie everyday, I have eleven pairs of this hoodie, so yeah. It's super comfy and I like dark colors, and I liked it so much when I first bought it that I went back and got ten more."
   

        I wasn't really sure what to say...I had several sets of the battle outfit I used for when I go to the Academy, but that wasn't quite the same thing, it was because it was inevitable that they might get torn up, so I needed spares. I didn't have multiple sets of any of my regular clothes though. 
   

        "Oh, uh...that makes sense," I replied, nothing else coming to mind. 
   

        "I may be untidy, but I'm not unclean, there's a big difference!" She huffed, before laughing playfully and pulling my arm closer towards her, my bicep on her chest...okay, this is pretty nice. She then led me to the front of her workspace, to the desk, where several sleek gadgets were spread out... 
   

        "Are these the weapons I requested?" 
   

        "Yup, feel free to give them a try...well, except for the wrist-blasters, I don't want any holes in my walls. Try out the blades, I made them just how you asked, it was kinda tricky to figure out initially, but once I did, everything else went super smoothly!" She declared with a proud look on her face. 
   

        "Alright, let's have a look," I remarked, picking up one of the handles. 
   

        Pretty cool design, way better than the bland, simplistic designs of the X-Blades found in retail...these handles were black with a red streak vertically down the length, and the bottom of the handle was slightly curved. Now, then, for the important part... 
   

        I ran my XFE through it, activating it and forming the energy blade from the top end of the handle. Wow, she made it perfectly to my specifications, maybe even better than I'd hoped. I had asked her to make me blades that would give me a longer reach than my current X-Blade models, but without consuming XFE at a greater rate. 
   

        I'd initially thought of two ways to do that, the first would be to make the energy blade manifest a lot narrower, but I decided against that. So, instead, I went for the second method I thought of...thinning out the middle of the blade. Basically, the tip and sides of the blade would form normally, while everything within the edges of the blade would be in a honeycomb pattern. It was like a net, with only the sides and tip fully formed. 
   

        In other words, it spread out a small amount of XFE in a web instead of using more XFE and filling out the entire shape of the blade, giving me a longer reach while consuming less XFE. I mean, it's not like I need the flat sides of my blades to be fully formed, I just need the sides and tip to slash and thrust. I swung the blade a couple of times to get a feel for it...yeah, this should cut nicely, it sliced through the air really smoothly. 
   

        "You like it? It consumes XFE at half the rate your current models do, and I made it so that the edges and tip are super narrow and incredibly sharp, you could even split a sheet of paper into two, assuming you have the skill to do so, of course!" 
   

        Woah, no kidding, half the XFE consumption rate!? 
   

        "Not gonna lie, I'm kinda geeking out over here, these have longer reaches than what I'm currently using, and they're twice as XFE-efficient? You're amazing, Ruby!" 
   

        I wasn't just trying to patronize her, I was genuinely impressed...this is fucking awesome. The length of the blades were about the same as the length from my elbow to the tip of my middle finger when I stretched out my fingers. 
   

        "Hehe, thanks! Now, onto the next one, the wrist-blasters...like I said earlier, you can't test them out in here, but I'll explain what it can do," She replied, before starting her explanation. 
   

        These wrist-blasters were a lot sleeker and lighter than the models I was using, I could barely feel their weight at all, and they were pretty sturdy too. They had four settings in total...first, was short-range mode, which shot out wide blasts that weren't very penetrative or fast, but would do some substantial external damage, good for using in duels where I don't need to kill my opponent, so long as I kept the output low. 
   

        Second, was mid-range mode, which narrowed the shots and increased their speed, but were still fairly wide and not all that penetrative. Third, was long-range mode, which fired narrow and highly piercing shots, with an effective range of upto a hundred meters. 
   

        And finally, fourth was sniping mode, which was for when the target was just barely within sight. It worked in tandem with an addition she had come up with, she stuck what looked like a transparent screen-protector onto the right lens of my glasses, and when I switched the wrist-blasters into sniping mode, my right lens would light up like a scope, letting my aim and magnify my line of sight by about five times. 
   

        Oh, and as for the shots fired in this mode, they were in the form of a spiral shape that spun rapidly as they were fired, meaning that for within a certain range, their speed and penetrative power would keep increasing. 
   

        I had only asked for the first three settings, sniping mode was something she came up with on her own. Oh, and regardless of which mode the output was set to, every shot would consume half a percent of my XFE on the minimum output setting. 
   

        The maximum output setting was five times the minimum, so any shot fired with the output set to max would take two and a half percent XFE per shot. And at the maximum output, I could deal significant damage to even K-Ranked Mutants at any range settkng. 
   

        Close-range mode was ideal for distance within ten meters, while mid-range mode would be best suited for within fifty meters, long-range within a hundred meters and for sniping mode, I could theoretically hit a target from five hundred meters away, though I wouldn't know whether or not I could actually do that until I practiced with it. 
   

        "Wow, I don't know what to say...this is way better than I asked for."
   

        "Don't mention it, I had a blast making them...oh, try these next," She said, handing me a couple of bracelets. 
   

        I clipped them around my wrists and looked at her inquiringly. 
   

        "Cross your forearms across each other, first with your right arm in front of your left, and after that, try it the other way around." 
   

        "Alright, here goes..."
   

        I crossed my forearms with the right one in front...and a barrier formed around me. 
   

        "This is about twice as sturdy as the barrier you're used to, but it also consumes double the XFE. I could have built it into the wrist-blasters, but then, if one of them breaks, you won't be able to use the barrier at all, so I figured I should seperate that function. Hope you don't mind."
   

        "Of course I don't mind, and I certainly won't argue with the expert...alright, let me try crossing my arms the other way now..."
   

        I shifted the positions of my arms so that my left arm was in front...the moment I did, the walls of the barrier turned into a honeycomb pattern. 
   

        "This mode consumes just a third of the amount of XFE your previous barrier does...of course, if you're facing an attack like, say, a Mutant spitting out a wave of acid or venom at you or something like that, then you shouldn't use this barrier, since it'll just rain down on you through the gaps. But against an attack like someone swinging a large weapon down at you, this mode is the better option, it's just as sturdy as the gapless barrier, and consumed only a sixth of the amount of XFE."
   

        ...man, was I grateful to have gotten in contact with her, she's insanely talented. 
   

        "Heh, I'll probably never go to an X-Weapon store ever again."
   

        "As an inventor, that's one of the highest compliments to get, I'm kinda embarrassed," She grinned, her face slightly red. 
   

        "Seriously, though, I'm beyond grateful...well, that leaves one more thing that I requested, right?" 
   

        "Yup, this right here!" She exclaimed, holding out what looked like a metal square with a handle on top. 
   

        It looked almost like a small, narrow metal briefcase. The handle had a red trigger along the inside, around where my index finger would be when I took hold of it. As for the metal square the handle was attached to, it was about ten inches long on each side, and about three inches thick...despite that, it was surprisingly light. It also had a long, narrow display just below the handle, you know, like the gauge-type bars you see in video games. 
   

        "Okay...so, uh, how does this work?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "It's pretty simple...you requested a weapon that you could fill with XFE ahead of time, which would allow you to fire off powerful blasts during a fight without using so much as a drop of the XFE that's inside your body. To fill this weapon with XFE, place your hand on that bar below the handle and run XFE into it...the bar will start turning green bit by bit as you fill it up, like the loading bars in games and stuff. The amount of XFE it can hold is about two times the amount of XFE in your body and has three output settings, the minimum lets you fire twenty shots if you've fully filled it, the mid setting lets you fire eight shots, and the maximum setting lets you fire four shots, which are insanely destructive, by the way. Oh, and when you want to use this weapon, run your XFE through the handle. Since it's currently totally empty, you can try that now, hold onto the handle and run your XFE into it, just a tiny bit will do."
   

        Can't say I'm not intrigued, let's give it a try... 
   

        I ran my XFE into the handle, and the instant I did, the metal square extended out into a rectangle shape, with a slit along the end of it. Oh, I see, I probably had to press the red trigger on the handle, and it'd fire out the slit. 
   

        "Nice, it'd be kinda bulky to carry it at full length, but it's a lot more compact in the square form...wait, how do I retract it?" 
   

        "Oh, just run some XFE through the handle again. I call the square form hibernation mode, and when it extends to the rectangle shape, I call it active mode. Though you don't have to use those terms if you don't want to."
   

        "Nah, I like them, nice and simple. Gotta say, I'm really blown away by all of these, you've way surpassed my expectations-."
   

        "Hold on, I'm not done yet, there's one more thing I made for you...hehe, check these out," She remarked with a grin, opening up a box filled with metal spheres a bit bigger than marbles. 
   

        Each sphere had an oval shaped glass spot on them. 
   

        "Cool...so, uh, what are these?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Bombs! You fill them with XFE ahead of time, I'd say each one would take about three percent of your XFE. The glass spots are fingerprint scanners, you press any of your fingers against it, and the moment it starts blinking, you throw it at your target, and it'll explode in five seconds after it starts blinking. But it's not an explosive bomb, it's a smoke bomb...each ball is filled with a fine powder that'll absorb the XFE you transfer into it, this powder enhances the toxic element of your Dark Attribute, so when it explodes, it'll burst out a cloud of black smoke that's highly toxic to Mutants, it'll instantly kill any J-Ranks, Q-Ranks will probably take about ten seconds to succumb to it, and K-Ranks about a minute."
   

        Woah, for real? 
   

        "Of course, using multiple bombs will speed up that time. Oh, and you should be totally immune to the smoke, it'll have no effect on you. You're the only one who can activate the bombs by the way, and the same goes for all the other X-Weapons I made, they'll only respond to your DNA signature, no one else can use them."
   

        "...are you a goddess?"
   

        "Wha-!? Wh-where'd that come from?" She stuttered, her face turning red. 
   

        "Well, it's just...these are all incredible, once I get some practice in with them I'll be able to deal way more damage than I could before. I would totally pay a small fortune for these!" I replied with a grin. 
   

        Just thinking about what I could pull off using these weapons got me all giddy, this was like a dream come true. 
   

        "Hehe, you really know how to flatter a girl, don't you...mm, and speaking of payment...," She whispered seductively, placing her hand on my chest and blowing into my ear softly, sending shivers down my spine, "Let's take this to the bed."
   

        ...I definitely wasn't going to turn that down. Impressive, I was so giddy over these weapons, and she took my mind off them in an instant. She pulled me along into the bedroom and pushed me onto the bed, before pouncing onto me with a glint in her eyes and a lick of her lips, pulling off my jacket and undershirt with a look of desire. 
   

        "You're, uh, pretty aggressive, aren't you?" I inquired with a smirk. 
   

        "Hehe, maybe...and lemme tell you, I'm really good with my hands, and I'm also pretty good with my tongue...see for yourself..."
   

        She then lowered her head towards mine and pressed her lips onto mine, kissing me fervently while her hands hungrily ran over my torso...wow, she's really going at it with her tongue, she wasn't kidding about being good with it. She pulled away to catch her breath, a trail of saliva between our lips as she did, her face flushed and her breathing heavy. 
   

        Before she could finish catching her breath, I wrapped my legs around her waist and swiftly flipped us over so that I was on top. I nibbled on her ear as I unzipped her hoodie, slowly tracing my fingertips across her chest, before cupping her boobs in my hands and massaging them as she let out a stifled moan and arched her back up, while placing a hand on my chest and slowly moving it down. 
   

        "You're pretty aggressive yourself, huh...mm, now then, let me show you how good my hands are, m'kay?" 
   

        "Be my guest, I sure as hell won't be stopping you," I replied without a shred of hesitation, as I kissed her neck lower and lower. 
   

        Well...this brought a whole new meaning to the phrase 'a pleasure doing business with you'...emphasis on 'pleasure' and 'doing'...I didn't leave her place until more than two hours later... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 37 - Sibling Sparring Session

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "Of all the days to overlap with, why tomorrow?" I sighed ruefully. 
   

        "I know, right?" Agreed Suri, with a despondent expression. 
   

        Today was the 25th of February, 2116, and tomorrow was a really, really important day...Delectables was having another limited item, because apparently one of their regular customers was sick with some deadly disease and they're doing this to raise funds for her treatment or something...personally, I couldn't care less about that, I just wanted to get my hands on that limited item...but something else was happening tomorrow, which would overlap with the sale...the second round of monthly exams. 
   

        The teamwork exam was first this time, though it was going to be a lot simpler and wouldn't involve us leaving the Sanctuary since, you know, last time went so well. And the written exam was also going to be tomorrow, so by the time we'd be done, the limited item would almost definitely be sold out. A real tragedy. Damn it, why couldn't that customer get sick with whatever deadly disease, like, a week later? 
   

        I am fully aware of how insensitive that is of me, but in my defense, I just don't care. I'd say that's better than pretending to care about something or someone just to make yourself look better. Whatever, I'm getting off topic...my point is this, I'm pissed off because the timing of the exams couldn't be worse. 
   

        No, wait, the exams are pre-set to be given to us at the end of every month...so then the bad timing was on the part of Delectables. Well, as a last resort, I could go try the limited item tomorrow morning, and after I'm done, I'll use Load to go back in time and come here to take the exams. There was something unsatisfactory about going for that option though, but it was hard to explain. 
   

        I was currently in the cafeteria, half-heartedly eating some donuts. Suri was sitting at the same table, along with Kiran, who often sat with me since I wasn't the type to make small talk, and that let him enjoy his meal without being interrupted. I usually hated being spoken to while eating too, or at least I thought I did, but as it turns out, I don't mind if it's something worth talking about. 
   

        "You two really like sweets, huh?" Mumbled Kiran, as he dug into his bowl of chilli. 
   

        "And you're always eating spicy stuff, what, do you enjoy hurting yourself...you a masochist?" I inquired, as I took a bite out of a donut. 
   

        "No, but you sure as hell are a sadist."
   

        "Yeah, I suppose so...at the very least, I'd prefer that over being a masochist though." 
   

        Suri was texting someone on her I-Watch, and her eyes suddenly lit up as she received a message. 
   

        "Yes! My mom said that she can pick up the sweets for me!" She exclaimed with a smile. 
   

        Huh, I think that's the first time I've seen her smile, she usually had a kinda grouchy expression on her face. But more importantly... 
   

        "Hey, could you ask her to get an extra one, or two if possible, I'll pay you tripl-...double for it!" I requested hopefully. 
   

        For a limited edition dessert, I would gladly cast aside my pride. But paying triple was a bit much, I can't spend more than I can afford. 
   

        "Hm? Sure, that's fine...actually, you can just pay me the normal amount, it's no big deal." 
   

        Woah...I wouldn't even have to think about using Save and Load in that case... 
   

        "...are you a Goddess?" 
   

        "D-don't be stupid!" She snapped with a huff. 
   

        Oops, didn't mean to say that out loud, just sort of blurted it out. Well, anyway, now that that was settled, I could take on tomorrow's exam with lot less of a weight on my shoulders. I was finally going to unveil my new weapons, I had more or less gotten used to them, having trained with them for the last four days. 
   

        Of course, I couldn't use them in a normal gym or training facility, since they were too powerful unless I switched them into Phantom Mode, but I wanted to train with them in their default modes. It was slight, but Phantom Mode does feel a bit different to using the weapons normally. 
   

        However, the training facilities in the X-Warrior Zone were different, they were made to withstand plenty of force. The problem was that only official X-Warriors were typically allowed to use them, students at the X-Warrior Academy weren't allowed to use them...unless they were being trained by an X-Warrior. 
   

        The condition was that the X-Warrior would have to be present in the booked training room with the student the whole time. So that's what I did. I have one final training session with my new weapons tonight, after this I should be fine with training with them in Phantom Mode. For right now, though, I'll focus on enjoying these donuts, they may be second-rate compared to Delectables, but it'd still be a shame to let them go to waste... 
   

        ... 
   

        ... 
   

        That evening, after classes ended for the day, I took a bus to the training facility I'd been using for the last few days. It was a pretty high-end place, and even a single hour-long session would usually be way out of my price range, but thanks to the X-Warrior who was helping me out, I got to use it for about two hours each day...for free. 
   

        Oh, and it should be pretty obvious, but the person training me was my sister. The only other X-Warrior I knew personally was Kumar, but he was busy setting up the teamwork exam so he didn't have time, and even if he did, I wouldn't want to train with him, his X-Abilities aren't really suited for regular sparring. Fortunately, my sister was free this week, so I borrowed a couple of hours of her time each day for the last five days, including today. 
   

        I walked into the facility after getting off the bus, heading for the receptionist. The staff here had definitely noticed that I was training with my sister, one of the few Aces of the Sanctuary, and they had probably figured out that I was her brother. I had initially been worried that the news might spread and I'd be on the receiving end of an annoying amount of attention, but my sister took care of that. 
   

        She indirectly, though not very subtly, threatened the staff here to keep this a secret, by implying that she would make sure that this place got no business at all in the future if they messed this up. That happened when she and I first came here, and a bunch of the staff were staring and whispering as they recognized her. 
   

        There hadn't been any other customers, so that was lucky. She was quick to notice the attention we were getting, and addressed the receptionist in a loud voice, making sure the rest of the staff could hear her. If I remember right, she said something like... 
   

        "This is a really nice place, and so professional too! I was reading up on your customer privacy policies, and I sure was pleased to see that you prioritize our privacy! I sure won't have to worry about anyone spreading rumors about me or anyone who I may or may not train with! Because if I do, well, I doubt a company that lies about its privacy policy will ever thrive, in fact, it just might end up shut down...oh, sorry, I tend to blabber a bit sometimes, hope I didn't bore you!"
   

        Yeah...a not-so veiled threat. But it sure seemed to work. After that, it felt like the staff were going out of their way to get on her good side, and they were uncomfortably polite to me too. Just watch... 
   

        "Hi, I booked one of the training rooms for today-." 
   

        "O-oh, welcome, sir! I hope this day finds you well, please do not hesitate to ask us if there is anything we can do for you! Yes, your booking...I shall guide you to the corresponding training room immediately!" Responded the receptionist, trying to hide her nervousness as she blurted out before I could even finish my sentence. 
   

        I thought about telling her to chill out, but today was going to be the last time I come here for a while, my sister was going on another Mission tomorrow and I won't be able to come here by myself. The receptionist led me to the training room and left after more overly polite flattery. I guess the special treatment was nice, in a way...but it mostly made me uncomfortable, I just wasn't used to it. 
   

        "Hey, little bro! You finally made it!" Greeted Kilella, walking over to me as I entered the training room. 
   

        "You make it sound like I'm late, but I'm actually a couple of minutes early. Hey, where are the training bots?" I inquired, as I put on my X-Blasters. 
   

        I'd been testing out my new X-Weapons against the training robot dummies in this place, and after I used up most of my XFE, I'd switch to hand to hand combat with my sister till my stamina was used up. 
   

        "Oh, I didn't want to just sit back and watch today, since it's the last day I'll be able to get you into this place, let's do something a bit different...watching you over the last few days gave me a good idea of how strong you are, but to narrow down the accuracy of my estimate further, let's spar today, and not just regular hand to hand combat, but with XFE attacks too!"
   

        Huh? 
   

        "Yeah, I don't think so...you're way overpowered, big sis, and I've heard about how you fight from Kumar, I doubt I'd survive-." 
   

        "Well, obviously I won't fight you the way I fought him, you're my little brother, I plan to go easy on you. For starters, I won't fly, and I won't use my Secondary Manifestation. Come on, what do you say?" 
   

        If I'm being honest, it was a pretty rare opportunity, fighting against an Ace would be really beneficial...but if I get injured, it'd compromise me during the exam tomorrow. Wait, who am I kidding, if that happens I can just go back in time! 
   

        "Sure, why not?" I replied with a smirk, before muttering under my breath, "<Activate Anomaly, Tier One: Save>."
   

        "Sweet! Let's get nice and warmed up first, Zax, make sure to stretch or you'll-." 
   

        "That much I can do without you telling me, Ella."
   

        We took about fifteen minutes to stretch and loosen up, another fifteen to do some basic training drills, and having worked up a bit of a sweat, she declared that we should start the first bout of sparring between us. 
   

        "Alright, <Primary Manifestation: Dragoness Armor>," She stated, her red XFE wrapping around her, though her wings didn't appear, "I said I wouldn't fly, but if I manifested my wings, I might end up doing it instinctively in the middle of sparring."
   

        She could control her Manifestation to that extent, huh? Guess I shouldn't be too surprised. I took out my X-Blade handles and set my X-Blasters to maximum output and short-range mode. I also had my Barrier Bracelets and taser-knuckled gloves on, but that was it. 
   

        I wasn't using my smoke bombs, mainly because I had a limited supply and would have to commission more from Ruby when I ran out so I didn't want to be wasteful with them, and I also wasn't using the Square Blaster, more as a self-imposed handicap than anything else. That thing could do some serious damage. 
   

        "Ready or not, here I come!" 
   

        I braced myself as she shot forward towards me, firing a blast of red XFE from her palm at me, which I evaded right after firing a shot at it from my X-Blasters, to see if I could cancel it out, while dodging in case I couldn't. Her blast canceled out mine and shot forward, weakened but still intact. And I doubt that's the limit of how powerful her blasts can be. 
   

        She then closed in and swung a punch at my head, which I dodged and countered with another blast. She swiftly shifted her position, but I was able to take out a bit of her XFE armor around her left shoulder. She winced a bit, before rapidly spinning around on one foot and whipping her manifested tail towards me. I blocked it with one of my blades, but her impact was immense, knocking me off-balance. 
   

        She's really fast, and this is her holding back...I was slightly better than her in a regular hand to hand combat bout, but when she used her Primary Manifestation, her strength, speed and reaction time were all improved significantly. If she got an opening, I'd be screwed, and I was definitely screwed right now... 
   

        The instant she upset my balance, she sprang up and charged up blasts in each of her hands...there's no way I can regain my balance before she fires, I probably don't have enough time to cross my arms and form my barrier either. I swiftly flicked my left blade up as hard as I could, sending it rapidly spinning up straight at her. 
   

        I caught her off-guard but she's still quick to react, quickly dissipating the blasts and crossing her forearms together, the XFE around them growing thicker. My blade slashed them and left deep cuts, but it didn't reach her skin, only the XFE got cut, and it repaired itself in no time. 
   

        She then caught the handle, and the instant she did, the XFE blade changed from black from red. She then swung it straight down at me, I responded by forming my barrier around me, which cracked badly as she struck it, but didn't shatter. 
   

        As the blade got deflected, I swiftly took down the barrier and swung my other blade up and across, knocking the handle out of her grasp and sending it skidding away along the floor. Now's my chance, before she lands! I pointed both X-Blasters at her, but before I could fire, my eyes widened as I noticed blasts charged up and ready to be fired from her feet and tail...not good! 
   

        I sprang back and formed my full barrier around me as quickly as I could, right as she fired the blasts at me...crap...no way was my barrier going to be able to withstand three of her blasts! No other choice then... 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Pause>!" I mumbled inaudibly as fast as I could... 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        Holy crap, that was close. I mean, really close, my barrier was just about to shatter when I froze time, and the blasts were inches in front of me. Wait a sec, I moved my arms away from each other but the barrier is still intact. Uh...how do I get away? 
   

        Wait, the cracks in the barrier are pretty severe, it's like broken glass shards...maybe I can move them. I pushed on a section of the barrier a little away from the spot where the blasts were colliding onto it, aaannd...yes, it worked! Okay, if I shift the broken pieces of my barrier away, I can make an opening for myself to get out of. Better hurry, I lose one percent of my XFE every three seconds while time is frozen. 
   

        I got out of the barrier in about fifteen seconds, before jogging over to my sister and stepping behind her. I looked around the training room quickly but thoroughly...good, it doesn't look like there are any security cameras in here. I then held my blade in front of my sister's neck... 
   

        "<Activate Anomaly, Tier Two: Play>....so, do I win?" I inquired, as her blasts struck the spot where I'd been when I used Pause. 
   

        "Huh? Wha-...? Oh, you used your Anomaly X-Ability, I almost forgot about that...," She replied, letting out a sigh after initially freaking out a bit. 
   

        "Well, I hadn't planned on using it, but I was pretty sure that last attack of yours would have done some serious damage if I didn't use it."
   

        "Oh, crap...you're right, I got kinda carried away, my bad, little bro. But you're pretty good, Zax, you sure kept me on my toes...I think we should train together more often, and next time, you can take me while I go all out, and you use your X-Ability too, 'kay?"
   

        "Uh...we'll see. There's still plenty of time, you won't be free for a while due to your Missions right? So let's just focus on making the most of this training session."
   

        "Yeah, you're right! Alright, ready for round two!?" 
   

        "...maybe you should simmer down a bit. But yeah, I'm ready when you are. Oh, wait, first there's something I want to try. When you grabbed my X-Blade handle earlier, did you run your XFE through it?"
   

        "Hm? Oh, yeah, I think so...I probably didn't need to, but I think in the back of my head, I was afraid of your Dark Attribute poisoning me, so I ended up overriding it with my XFE instead...seriously, Dark Attribute poisoning is the worst, definitely my least favorite type of XFE to fight against."
   

        Overriding it, huh...I wonder... 
   

        "Interesting...hey, when you activate your Manifestations, does the XFE initially manifest from a specific point, or how does it work?" 
   

        With my X-Blades, the XFE manifests from the handle, so that raises the question...do Prodigies have an initial point of manifestation when activating their X-Abilities? 
   

        "Huh, I've never really thought about it, but...I do get a kinda tingly feeling on my back, the spot between my shoulder blades and a little below the base of my neck."
   

        "I see. Hm, if this works, then...hey, sis, before we start the next round of sparring, there's something I want to test out..."
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        . 
   

        It worked...it actually worked! Holy crap, no way...and based on her expression, my sister was just as surprised as I was. 
   

        "Zax, what...what did you just do...?"
   

        "Honestly, I wasn't actually expecting it to work, this is incredible," I responded with a wide grin of disbelief, "Well, anyway, that's all I wanted to test out, so let's get back to sparring!" 
   

        "Sure, just give me a sec to process what just happened...I don't feel so good..."
   

        After a few minutes break, we continued training. Following that first close bout, the next few rounds of sparring were pretty one-sided, my sister fighting a bit more seriously. I didn't use my powers again, but mainly because she was attacking too fast for me to recite the activation chant. 
   

        She was mindful to hold back on her blasts though, so even though I was losing badly, I wasn't getting particularly hurt, physically speaking. My ego was pretty bruised though. Oh, well, it's gonna be worth it...no better way to get stronger than by fighting someone stronger than I am... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 38 - An Unpleasant Team-Up

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "Really sorry, Zax, but it was out of my hands this time...the teams were formed randomly using a program and it's not like I know how to rig that, not that I would even if I could, so...I guess you'll just have to figure out a way to deal with it," Sighed Kumar apologetically. 
   

        "Come on, you have got to be kidding me, there is absolutely no way I can work with him! I mean, this is the guy who's been tormenting me since I was barely ten, I can't do it!" I protested in dismay. 
   

        "Like I said, it was out of my hands, kid...well, I should go, don't want people to get the wrong idea, a student meeting with the instructor in charge of the exam he's about to be taking in less than an hour isn't a great look for either of us. Good luck, Zax."
   

        God...fucking...damnit. This can't be happening! 
   

        Let me explain. So I came to the Academy this morning, everything was perfectly fine, and after I got to class, we were given the written exam, which I totally aced...so, yeah, till that point, it'd been a fairly decent day. And then it happened...we received the list of teams for the teamwork exam, once again it was groups of four per team. 
   

        I got matched up with Alex Jaice, Katie Cummins and...Tairo Najimi. Before I could even give it a second thought, I used Load...which took me back to about half an hour before the written exam began. I powered through the written exam for the second time, aced it a second time, and...the teams were the same again. 
   

        Alex was assigned team leader both times as well. I already knew that future outcomes weren't set in stone, which could only mean one thing...the teams had already been decided before my last Save point. 
   

        And so, I looked for Kumar, confronting him about why the one person I wanted to team up with the least was in the same team as I was...and you know the rest. I let out a defeated sigh and headed for the training hall where the other three had gathered while I'd stormed off to look for Kumar. 
   

        This is the worst, but I certainly don't want to fail, so I'll have to find a way to...ugh...work with...Tairo...oh, God, I think I'm going to be sick...! No, I'm not being dramatic, if anything I'm understating how I feel right now! I entered the training hall with a sigh, walking towards the other three, who were already in discussion. 
   

        "The Dud finally shows up, are you planning on holding us back, you pathetic weakling?" Greeted Tairo , as I approached them. 
   

        "Hey, keep that up and we won't pass the exam. And besides, you heard what he did during the last exam, how can you possibly call him weak?" Defended Alex with a frown. 
   

        "Huh? You actually believe that crap!? Wow, you're dumb!" 
   

        ...yeah, this was going about as well as I expected. 
   

        "We should continue strategizing," Spoke up Katie, "Don't want to fail."
   

        She was hard to read, her expression was kinda blank and she didn't show much emotion. 
   

        "Hmph, I suppose you have a point," Grumbled Tairo, with a look of disdain. 
   

        "So, what have you guys decided on so far?" I asked Alex. 
   

        "Well, we're still discussing positions in formation. We don't know exactly what the exam will entail, but we'll probably have to fight Mutants, so we need to decide on an a formation that makes best use of each of our abilities," He replied with a sigh. 
   

        "I can operate at any range, but I'm probably the most effective at long-range out of the four of us," I informed him. 
   

        "Hah, how cowardly!" Scoffed Tairo with a laugh. 
   

        "Yeah, well, your abilities are completely useless at long range, asshole...huh, you know what, from now on I'll be addressing you as Asshole...hope you don't mind, Asshole."
   

        "How dare you-!?" 
   

        "Right, then you'll back us up from behind, Kilzachs," Interrupted Alex, before adding, "And you take the front, Tairo, since you can only fight at close range." 
   

        "Tch, whatever." 
   

        Seriously, how'd he get to be such a spiteful little shit?
   

        "Okay, that leaves myself and Katie," Said Alex, before looking inquiringly at her. 
   

        "Mid-range."
   

        "Alright, we have one person at each range...I can work at either mid or long-range, while I'm about average at close-range...," Remarked Alex with a frown, trying to figure out where he'd be best utilized. 
   

        "You can fly, right? Why don't you try something like this, hover above the close-range spot and fire straight down at the Mutants we fight...when we had that training exercise against Instructor Satou on day one, I remember that your arrows did more damage when fired down from above," I suggested, after a few seconds of silence passed. 
   

        "Hey, I like that, it's unorthodox and creative! Yeah, let's go with that!" 
   

        With that, the formation was settled upon, though it ended up with Asshole as the main focus with the other three of us essentially backing him up...I didn't like it, but given the skillsets of this group, this was probably the best formation. Hm, there was that thing I tried out yesterday with my sister, but I don't think I need to reveal that here...might as well keep my cards hidden if it wasn't imperative that I reveal them. 
   

        When it was down to five minutes left before the start of the exam, we each received a message informing us to head for one of the other training halls, where preparations for the exam had been set up. The four of us headed for the designated training hall and walked it, I looked around as we did. Hm, nothing fancy, just a teleportation platform at the back of the hall and a drone hovering above. 
   

        As we walked onto the training area, the drone formed a Duel Field around us, while a holographic display appeared above the teleportation platform, along with a countdown. Looks like that display was a rundown of what this exam would consist of. Let's see here... 
   

        'This exam will consist of five rounds. Each round will have a different type of Mutant teleported in, and once that type is defeated, the next round will begin. With each subsequent round, the type of Mutant you will face will be stronger than the last. For your safety, a Duel Field will be active, and if you are teleported out, you cannot return till the ongoing round is over.'
   

        "Is that it? What a joke, this will be child's play!" Laughed Asshole confidently. 
   

        Does he really think so? There were no details regarding which rank the Mutants were going to be, and while I imagine they'd all be Q-Ranked at most, I couldn't write off the possibility that we might also have to fight a K-Rank, at least a weakened or not fully grown one. An Ace Mutant was definitely not going to happen, not least because this training hall wasn't big enough to hold one, that, and the fact that an Ace-Ranked Mutant had never been captured yet. 
   

        "I highly doubt it's going to be as easy as you think, though I suppose it's not a bad thing to be confident," Sighed Alex, before glancing at the countdown and adding, "Well, there's less than a minute left, let's take our places. <Primary Manifestation: Twin Crossbows>, <Secondary Manifestation: Foot Rockets>." 
   

        "<Primary Manifestation: Sword>, <Secondary Manifestation: Shield>." 
   

        "<Primary Manifestation: Tail of the Dragon Head>."
   

        I hung back by the edge of the Duel Field barrier, in the opposite position of where the teleportation platform was. Asshole was about five meters ahead of the platform, Katie about twenty meters behind him, and Alex directly above him, near the ceiling of the barrier. 
   

        I readied my X-Blasters and waited for the countdown to hit zero...thanks to the various ranged output settings Ruby had implemented on these custom models, I no longer needed to carry pistols, since these could do the same thing but better. I set the output to long-range and to three times the minimum, or sixty percent, which would take one point five percent of XFE per shot. If this much wasn't enough, I could always turn it up later. 
   

        I probably won't be needing any of my other weapons, my X-Blades weren't any use at this range, I'm unlikely to need my barrier, using the poison smoke bombs would probably make me lose points since the others would likely get caught up in it, and as for the Square Blaster...well, I might have to use it if a K-Ranked Mutant shows up, but if not, I'm more than happy to keep it under wraps, it is my most destructive weapon, after all. 
   

        The countdown was almost over now...three...two...one! 
   

        The instant the timer hit zero, the teleportation platform activated, and the first type of Mutant appeared, a Q-Ranked Mutant that looked like a monster cat, known as Catto...well, there were six of them, so Cattos. Unlike Doggos which all had black fur and red eyes, Cattos had various different fur patterns and colors, but they were just as big, around human height while on all fours. 
   

        "Wh-what is this, I thought we were only supposed to face one at a time!?" Exclaimed Asshole, stumbling back as they surrounded him. 
   

        Ohh, so that's why he seemed so confident...he totally misunderstood what had been written on that display. It said that we'd face one TYPE of Mutant at a time, he must have interpreted it as just one, individual Mutant at a time. Wow, he isn't even maintaining the stability of his Manifestations right now, he can't defend himself...nice. 
   

        "Hey, snap out of it!" Yelled Alex from above, but he was too slow, as one of the Cattos leapt at Asshole.
   

        Aw, man, as much I'd love to let that Mutant tear him apart...I don't want to fail. And it doesn't look like the other two can intervene in time. Guess I don't have a choice, though I really, really don't want to. Before the Catto could take a bite out of him, I fired a shot from my right X-Blaster, hitting it right between the eyes and killing it instantly. 
   

        The other five looked a bit more wary and cautious now, but weren't backing away. Tch, looks like Asshole has somewhat regained his composure. He shot towards the one in the middle, while Rex and Katie kept the two that were closest to him at bay, the former firing his arrows down at the one to the right, while the latter's dragon-head-tail Manifestation thingy struck out at the one to the left. The range of her Manifestation was impressive, she could extend it upto about twenty-five meters, allowing her to attack from an ideal mid-range distance. 
   

        Tairo swung his sword straight down at the Catto he was targeting, the creature evaded his strike narrowly and swung its claws up at him, which he blocked with his shield but got sent stumbling back, his shield cracking severely. Meanwhile, Alex had killed the one he was firing at, having struck it several times but only leaving shallow gashes as it evaded, he finally hit it in a vital spot, piercing it through the heart from above. 
   

        Katie had the Catto she was fighting on the defensive, but it was avoiding the attempted chomps from the jaws of her Manifestation. So, she tried something else...
   

        "<Secondary Manifestation: Dragon Lightning>." 
   

        The jaws opened wide as lightning crackled in them, before firing out in a powerful electric blast at the Catto, which was unable to dodge, and was killed in a flash, pun intended. While Asshole continued struggling against the one he was fighting, I fired another couple of shots from my X-Blasters as the remaining two, as they took their attention off me. 
   

        After my first kill, I'd noticed that they'd been eyeing me warily...but as soon as Alex and Katie landed kills of their own, their attention shifted, giving me an opening. 
   

        Oh, and I also had the last one in my sights, but I think I'll let Asshole continue to struggle, this is nice...though I should step in if it looks like he's going to die, Katie didn't have the accuracy with her lightning attack to back him up without zapping him in the process, which would be funny but not the best move in terms of the exam. 
   

        And Alex had a relatively decent aim, but it was far from perfect, especially with a moving target, it took him about six or seven arrows before he finally struck the vital spot of the Catto he'd been fighting. Both of them were looking for an opening to help him, but were starting to look antsy...at this rate, they might attack without a proper opening. And I might lose points for that if the instructors notice that I could have helped him in the meantime. 
   

        I reluctantly took aim as Asshole lost his balance and stumbled back as the Catto swung its claws at him. The instant it sprang at him, it's sharp teeth bared, I fired, my shot going straight into its open mouth and bursting out the back of its head. 
   

        Not bad, I took down two thirds of the first wave at a cost of just six percent of my XFE. The countdown began again, looks like a two minute break before the next wave. Alex signaled to us to gather, so I jogged over to the front of the hall, looking at him inquiringly. 
   

        "Okay, so that didn't go perfectly, but, uh...it could have been worse, I guess. Tairo, you clearly misunderstood the rundown of the exam, and I think that threw the rest of us off a bit, I know I was certainly frazzled when you started panicking."
   

        "Tch, I was not panick-...you would think they'd word it more clearly," He muttered irritably. 
   

        "It was clear enough. Only you got it wrong," Said Katie, her tone hard to read as ever, but her words were pretty cutting. 
   

        "Let's not fight amongst ourselves, everyone makes mistakes. Have to say, that was some shooting, Kilzachs, you got four headshots, that's amazing!" Grinned Alex, patting me on the back as Katie nodded in agreement. 
   

        Asshole just scoffed quietly to himself, though he couldn't be too much of a dick about it considering how badly he screwed up. 
   

        "Oh, uh...thanks I guess."
   

        "Hm, though it's not great that two thirds of the kills so far were by one of the four of us...I don't think we need to change our strategy, we just need to execute better. Oops, better get back in position, less than thirty seconds left."
   

        We all hurried back into position, as the countdown ticked away. I kept the same output settings on my X-Blasters, preparing myself as it went below ten seconds remaining... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 39 - XFE Takeover

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Damn, these things are pretty nimble! I sprang away as one shot towards me, firing a couple of shots at it as I did. The second wave of Mutants had been six Doggos, which we dealt with a lot more smoothly than the first wave. I got two kills in that round, so I'd say I'm doing pretty well so far. The third round was currently in progress, and it was going...not so smoothly. 
   

        The type of Mutant species for the third round were called Spikys, which were monster lizard-looking things. They were each about two meters in length, had tough dark brown scales and spikes all over their backs, long claws on their fingers and a sharp, whip-like tail. They were a lot more agile than the previous two types we'd fought, and Asshole failed to hold them all back, which meant that our formation was immediately thrown out of whack. 
   

        I wasn't too concerned though...these things may be fast, but I can kill them no problem. My output at sixty percent had dealt some decent damage but not enough, these things had pretty tough skin and hides, so I turned it up to the maximum, meaning that each shot would consume two point five percent of my XFE. Which was totally worth it, since a well-aimed shot resulted in instant death. 
   

        The one that was currently chasing me had a deep wound in its chest from one on my sixty percent shots, and the shot I just fired was aimed at its head, but it had really sharp vision and darted its head off to the side, but my shot still managed to blast its right eye off, along with a chunk of the right side of its neck and shoulder...it wasn't bleeding much, looks like their wounds stiffen up to slow down blood loss. It stumbled back with a hiss, a cautious look in its eye. 
   

        I swiftly took out my X-Blade handles and ran my XFE through them, forming the blades and dashing towards the Spiky. The Mutant shrunk back and swung its claws at me defensively, I evaded and slashed off its left arm with my right blade, before getting in close and slicing off its head with my left blade. 
   

        Asshole and Alex had each killed one too, and Katie was currently about to kill her second one, she had caught it between the jaws of her Primary Manifestation and was repeatedly chomping down on it, blood dripping down onto the floor, and...she just hit it with her lightning attack, it's dead as fuck. Alex was firing his arrows down at the last remaining one, which was evading but not completely, and had taken a fair bit of damage so far. 
   

        He eventually killed it, hitting a couple of vital spots. Given the speed at which he fired those arrows, it was actually pretty impressive that the Mutant had been able to dodge for as long as it did, those things sure were nimble on their feet. Looks like we get a five minute break this time. Two more rounds to go. Alex signaled for us to gather again. Not surprising, since we couldn't even maintain our formation in that last round. 
   

        "What do you guys think, should we shuffle up our formation?" He inquired, looking around at us. 
   

        No one seemed sure about how to answer, which wasn't surprising considering the fact that we were all each currently in the positions that suited us best. 
   

        "I think we should just keep it as is, while preparing ourselves to react to things not going according to plan," I suggested, sort of stating the obvious. 
   

        But since no one had a better suggestion, we just went with that. I got back in position as we waited for the countdown to run out. Wonder what Mutant species we'll be fighting next...I was seconds away from finding out. Three...two...one! 
   

        I readied myself as the timer reached zero and the next wave of Mutants got teleported in...a group of six Birdflyn'ts...a Birdflyn't is basically a monster ostrich Mutant, they grew up to about three meters tall and were extremely vicious. They fought using kicks and bites, they had sharp fangs and a long, sharp claw on each foot. 
   

        All six surrounded and jumped towards Asshole, who stumbled back as he swung his sword about in a panic. I reluctantly fired a shot at one that was about to bite a chunk off his shoulder, striking it through the neck and killing it, while Alex managed to get three of them to back away with a barrage of arrows, while Katie drew the attention of one of them towards her by zapping it with lightning.
   

        That still left two of them, Asshole was still swinging his sword about wildly while clutching his shield close to his body...he had decent skills at his disposal, but only used them properly when he was calm...catch him off-guard, even a little, and this happens...it'd be hilarious if he wasn't a part of the same team as I was. 
   

        The two Birdflyn'ts that he was fighting were keeping their heads low and making sure that he was in the way of my aim...they're using him as a meat-shield. How tragic, I won't be able to help poor widdle Tairo like this...oh, well, what can you do... 
   

        I shifted my focus to the three that Alex was keeping away from Asshole. Only one of them was injured, it looks like the other two were making it take the brunt of Alex's attacks while they hung back with their heads low. Good, they aren't paying any attention to me. I pointed both my arms at the two that were hanging back, took aim and fired out of both my X-Blasters at the same time.
   

        I successfully landed the double headshot, killing them both, before Alex focused his arrows entirely on the remaining one and killed it with a rapid barrage. Katie had fried the one she was fighting too, so that just left the two that-...before I could finish that though, Asshole let out a delightfully agonizing scream of pain, as he failed to get his shield in the way of one the Birdflyn't's kicks, the claw leaving a shallow gash on the right side of his chest. 
   

        The two Mutants had been keeping close to him, which prevented Alex from attacking since he might accidentally hit Asshole, and Katie would have trouble helping without him getting caught up in her attack too. And they made sure to position themselves in a way that kept Asshole in the line of my fire...but that last attack caused him to stumble and fall back, giving me an opening. 
   

        These things are pretty clever, the moment he fell, they began to lower themselves even further, but unfortunately for them...I had already fired my shots, blasting off their heads before they could hide behind him or evade. Oh, looks like one of my shots trimmed the top of Asshole's hair a bit, nice. 
   

        Four rounds complete, one more to go. And it was a ten minute break this time. Alex looked like he was about to signal another discussion, but then seemed to change his mind. If I had to guess, he decided against it because he had no idea what to actually discuss, just like during the previous break. 
   

        Well, it's not like I had anything of value to add either, so I can't exactly criticize that. On the bright side, I was pretty pleased at how little XFE I had expended so far, once this current ten-minute break is over, I'll have a little over eighty-five percent of my total XFE intact. 
   

        So far, each round had been increasingly difficult, Birdflyn'ts are among the strongest species of Q-Ranked Mutants, and it was more than likely that this final round would be even more challenging. I should prepare to use my Square Blaster, just in case... 
   

        Ten minutes passed by in the blink of an eye, the countdown nearing zero. Even though they were several meters ahead of me, I could see that the others were pretty nervous, especially Asshole...I'd noticed that he'd been slowly taking a step back every so often during this break, and was currently about two to three meters behind where he'd started at. Katie and Alex had noticed that too, because they'd adjusted their positions to his everytime he stepped back, but neither had said anything. 
   

        Alright, the countdown is almost done...three...two...one! Now, then, let's see which type of Mutant we were going to-...huh? No way...you have got to be kidding me. Seriously!? It was a Two-Headed Serpent, and while it wasn't a fully grown one, it was still about twelve meters long, towering over us, as Alex hurriedly flew up as high as the Duel Field would let him. I swiftly fired a couple of shots at its heads, but my shots didn't fully pierce through, one hitting its mark and the other missing slightly and taking out the left head's right eye.
   

        These shots did a significantly greater amount of damage than my old X-Blasters did during the last exam, the first shot leaving a deep wound in the middle of the right head but not enough to kill it...I'd probably kill it if I hit that same spot again, but now that it's remaining three eyes were keeping me in their peripheral, it wasn't going to be easy to hit the exact spots I aim at. 
   

        Well, Asshole's X-Abilities are pretty useless against a Mutant of this size and durability, and even if they weren't, he was frozen in fear and unable to move, as it opened its mouths with a hiss, venom dripping off its fangs. Looks like the other two haven't snapped out of it yet either. Do I really have to do this again...?
   

        "Hey, snap out of it! Asshole, get back, and you two, attack it with your arrows and lightning!" I yelled out, as I shot towards the Mutant. 
   

        I'll have to use my Square Blaster, but since I hadn't tested it out yet at all, I'll need to fire it from mid-range to avoid the others getting caught up in the blast. Katie blasted it with lightning while Alex fired arrows down at it. The lightning did some damage, but the arrows weren't doing much, the Serpent's scales were deflecting most of them, and at best, a few of them were leaving shallow wounds that didn't even seem to phase the Mutant. 
   

        Katie had backed away after firing and was hanging back defensively...looks like she can't fire that lightning in quick succession, or maybe it takes a significant amount of XFE and she didn't want to waste it, instead waiting for an opening that'd guarantee significant damage. The Serpent looked like it was being cautious, shifting its attention to us one by one, though it was keeping me in sight with at least one of its eyes at all times. 
   

        And then, it suddenly sprung into action, opening both its mouths with a fierce hiss. The left one was aimed at me and the other was aimed at asshole, and in the next split second, blasts of venom burst out of its mouths, I sprang away to evade the venom spewed at me, the right shoulder of my jacket melting off with a sizzle as a bit of the venom splashed onto it. 
   

        As for Asshole...he'd been teleported out, failing to evade the venom. Katie looked like she was gearing up to fire her lightning straight into one of its open mouths, when it suddenly crouched low and leapt up like a coiled spring, shooting straight up to Alex like an arrow...hold on, these things can jump!? I didn't see that coming, and from the look of it, neither did Alex...the Serpent snapped its fangs at him, the Duel Field teleporting him out before he could even react. 
   

        It then twisted itself in mid-air rapidly, slamming its tail down onto the ground as it landed, sending out a powerful shockwave that sent Katie and I flying back and crashing onto the wall of the barrier, I formed my own barrier at the last second to bounce off the wall and avoid getting hurt, but Katie got the wind knocked out of her, letting out a sharp gasp, though it didn't look like she had broken anything. 
   

        The Two-Headed Serpent was rapidly slithering towards us, it's mouths wide open. Now's my chance! I took out my Square Blaster, setting the output to maximum and activating it, as it expanded out into Active Mode, the scope in my right lens activating. The Serpent's right head had both eyes intact, so I'll take it out first...I'm not sure where a snake's heart is, so I won't risk trying to take both of them out only to fail. As I got it's head in my sights, the scope locked onto it...well, not that I need it, but that sure is convenient. Now, then, aim and...fire!
   

        As I pulled the trigger, my eyes widened as it fired...several rapid streaks of my Dark Attribute XFE burst out of the nozzle, like hundreds upon hundreds of tiny missiles, all converging onto the target...and hitting it with a loud bang. 
   

        I see, instead of a single, straight beam, it split the XFE into several hundreds of streaks, which spread out when initially fired before all converging onto the target, which not only makes it harder to evade, but it also limits and minimizes any potential collateral damage...and now I see why the scope activated, even if I'd missed, the countless streaks would have converged onto the same point since it locked onto the target before I fired.
   

        As the smoke cleared, I could see that the right head was completely blown off, along with some of the body below it, and the left head had taken some damage on the right half of its face too. Alright now for the left-...and there's a timer on the gauge display, counting down from five minutes...a cooldown time, seriously? Though with such a powerful blast, I guess it couldn't be helped...still, I'd have been nice if Ruby had told me ahead of time. 
   

        "Wow, that was impressive...but now what?" Inquired Katie, as the Serpent warily slithered towards us, its one remaining eye locked onto me. 
   

        "Can you move you dragon-head-tail thingy up towards its head and then blast it with lightning straight down the throat of the head I blew off?"
   

        "Yes, but...I don't know if that will be enough to kill it, and I won't be able to fire again for a little bit."
   

        If only I could blast a ton of my Dark Attribute XFE down it's throat, that should kill it in no time given its weakened state, but my Square Blaster is on cooldown, my X-Blasters don't have the firepower to do enough damage, and the smoke bombs are still off the table since Katie was here-...wait, I can use that... 
   

        "Okay, there's something we can use, but there's no time to explain...sorry about this!" I exclaimed, before stretching out my index and middle fingers on my right hand, pressing them onto her back, right between her shoulder blades and below the base of her neck, running my XFE through that spot... 
   

        This is what I'd tried out with my sister, and it was effectively an undiscovered technique, which was why I didn't want to reveal it unless necessary. Let me explain, when a Prodigy activates their Manifestations, regardless of the type, the initial point of activation is in the upper back, the spot where I just poked Katie. 
   

        Well, at least I think so, this was something that I had discovered myself, no one had given any real thought to or studied how a Prodigy activates their Manifestations, so this little detail was overlooked. I got the idea when my sister overwrote the XFE I had charged into my X-Blade with her own...so I tried running my XFE through that point in her back...and when I did... 
   

        When I did, I took over her X-Abilities. Specifically, her red armor changed to black, and I could control her movements completely. The main drawback was that it drains my XFE at a rapid rate, and my control cannot exceed a radius of twenty meters. But, right now, I don't need to use it for long, and the limit of my range doesn't apply at all...because the Serpent was within twenty meters of us. 
   

        "Wha-...," Gasped Katie, as her Manifestation turned black and was no longer in her control...her body was also in my control, so she couldn't move. 
   

        I drew back my hand slowly, focusing on maintaining the stability of my control...I didn't have to keep my fingers pressed onto her back, I could cede physical contact so long as I kept a steady, consistent stream of XFE, like a thread, connected between my fingertips and her upper back. The instant I establish control, I instinctively know how to use the Prodigy's X-Abilities, though I immediately forget after I release them from my control. 
   

        Crap, her Primary Manifestation is taking a lot of XFE, better make this quick...I focused my control, and made her Manifestation shoot up towards the Serpent, snapping it's jaws at the remaining head, the Mutant shrank back slightly, but wasn't retreating, hissing threateningly. Now, then... 
   

        "<Secondary Manifestation: Dragon Lightning>," I remarked, wincing a bit as a chunk of my XFE got eaten up in an instant and a wave a slight dizziness hit me. 
   

        The dragon head opened its mouth wide, black lightning forming in its jaws, before blasting into the stump where the other Serpent head had been. The remaining head let out a loud hiss, as it's body began spasming violently and dropped onto the ground with a thud, blood pouring out of its mouth. 
   

        Damn, I can't believe how much XFE that took...when I take over someone like that, I bear half the XFE cost that it usually takes for them to use their Manifestations, which is why I can't use this technique for too long or it'll completely drain me. 
   

        When I fired her Secondary Manifestation, it was in the form of black lightning, essentially her lightning attack combined with my Dark Attribute...in other words, while I'm controlling someone, the XFE consumption of their Manifestations is evenly split between myself and the person I'm controlling. 
   

        "What...was that?" Groaned Katie, her eyes glossing over a bit and her face pale. 
   

        Oh, and as a side effect, since I do have the Dark Attribute, the person I control gets a bit...poisoned. Since I only controlled her for a few seconds, it shouldn't be too bad, but she probably wasn't feeling great nonetheless. My sister had been struggling not to throw up after I controlled her for about a minute, which drained over seventy percent of my XFE. 
   

        "Sorry I had to do that without warning you...I just took control of your XFE flow from its point of origin...and uh...you probably have some minor Dark Attribute poisoning, my bad."
   

        Huh, her expression hadn't changed much, a hint of surprise on her face...I guess she was so shocked by the fact that I took control of her body and XFE that she overlooked the poisoning part. Well, at least it's finally over, though I have to say...the teamwork exam sure does have a habit of keeping me on my toes. 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 40 - Dessert

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    I really didn't think it'd be that big a deal. But in hindsight, I should have figured. After defeating that Two-Headed Serpent, I was swiftly whisked away by Kumar to the second floor, where a bunch of the other instructors and the headmaster were waiting for me.

    I was then thoroughly interrogated on the technique I used, a technique that none of them had seen before. I explained that I accidentally figured it out while training with someone, while avoiding mentioning who it was, of course, and that I used it today since I had no other options.

    I told them that anyone could probably do it, so they tried it out...but that turned out to not be the case. I was afraid that they might figure out that I'm an Anomaly, through this unrelated clue, so I wracked my brain to appease their skepticism...and suggested that maybe only people with the Dark Attribute can do it. Fortunately, Instructor Joan Anderson, the theory teacher for my class, had the Dark Attribute.

    And while her control was kinda unstable since she's a regular Paragon who never uses her XFE, she did manage to establish a shaky control over Kumar...and with that, I was allowed to go home. Before I left, they informed me that they'll probably go public with this newly discovered technique, and asked me if I wanted to be mentioned as the person who discovered it and take the credit or if I wanted to stay anonymous.

    I considered it carefully...I don't want too much attention drawn to me, but this might be worth putting my name on...because, let's face it, if someone else took credit for it later on, I'd be pretty pissed, and I wouldn't be able to definitively prove it. And so...I gave them the okay. With that settled, I rushed out, since I had a more pressing matter to attend to...

    "Really sorry to keep you waiting!" I apologized, as I caught up.

    "No worries, I heard what happened. Did you really take control of that blonde chick's body?"

    "Uh, well...yeah, something like that."

    Right, so the pressing matter I was talking about...I was going over to Suri's place to pick up the sweets I asked her to have her mother get from Delectables. All day, it had been on the back of my mind, consuming my thoughts...it won't be much longer now before I'll be able to consume those sweets instead...

    We took a bus to the Teleportation Point and teleported to the North Quadrant, after which we teleported to the Residential District. There, we got on another bus, which would take us to the area she lived in. I could hardly wait...!

    "Chill out, dude, you look like you're gonna pop a blood vessel," Remarked Suri, snapping me out of it.

    "Huh? Oh, sorry...I'm just having trouble containing myself is all," I replied sheepishly.

    "Well, I kinda get it. I'd have never guess you like sweets so much."

    "I suppose, but hey, right back at you," I retorted teasingly.

    "...you're the type that's usually quiet but can be kind of a dick when you get used to talking to someone, huh?"

    Was I?

    "Uh...I can't say for sure, I mean, I can definitely count the people who I currently talk to regularly on one hand, so it's not like I have an especially big sample size," I replied with a shrug.

    "On one h-...wait, you mean there's currently less than five people in your life that you talk to on a regular basis? That's kinda, uh..."

    Sad? Yeah, I guess that's fair. Let's see, there was my sister and Kumar, for starters...Ruby too, I planned to make an effort to keep in regular touch with her since I wanted to have a good relationship with the person who makes my weapons...hm, who else...I guess Kiran counts too...and Suri...and...uh...nope, I don't speak to anyone else frequently enough to be called regular.

    I did sometimes greet and return greetings to classmates like Alex, Seila, Jian, Taayin and Zoya, along with a couple of others, but I never really had full-on conversations with them, let alone on a regular basis.

    "I don't really see a problem with it, actually, I kinda prefer it that way, I guess you could say I kinda have trust issues. What about you? I don't see you talking to people much either," I pointed out with a raised eyebrow.

    "Yeah, you got me there...I do want to talk to people sometimes, but I'm not good at initiating conversations...and I like spending quiet time alone, there's that too," She admitted with a sigh, "Now that I think about it, I could probably count the number of people I talk to on a regular basis on one hand too."

    Huh, at the Academy, I don't think I've seen her speak to anyone besides me, she sometimes made remarks to Kiran if he happened to be there too, but I'd never seen her talk to him if I wasn't around, and besides that, she barely spoke to any of our other classmates unless spoken to.

    Anyway, we soon reached the area she lived in, and walked over to her building. Hm, should I visit Ruby afterwards, since she's in the same building too? Nah, maybe another time, I probably shouldn't drop by on such short notice, I'd hate it if someone did that to me. Even my sister had to always text me at least a couple of hours ahead of time if she planned to come over, otherwise I just wouldn't let her in.

    "Hey, uh...everything okay, you look kinda worried," I remarked, as we got in the elevator.

    "It's nothing, really...well, maybe not nothing, per say...um...I just hope my mom isn't home right now."

    Huh? That sounded like she was saying-...no, wait, if I jump to the wrong conclusion, I could end up looking like a total asshole...gotta make sure we're on the same page...

    "Oh, I see...any particular reason?" I asked, in a casual tone.

    Not very subtle on my part, but whatever...

    "She's just, uh...kinda...very intense. I don't want to get into it. So, yeah, it'll be better if she's not-...," She began replying, before her eyes widened and her face turned red, "W-wait, don't get the wrong i-idea, I didn't say that because I was trying to imply that we'd be alone or anything, I mean, y-yeah, we'd be alone, b-but don't get any ideas!"

    ...thank God I didn't just jump to the seemingly obvious conclusion. Huh, wait, I could've just used my Tier One ability...oh, well, whatever.

    "Er, right...I figured you just worded it poorly unintentionally, so don't worry, I wasn't assuming anything," I said, as the air around us felt awkward.

    "R-right, that was my bad," She apologized sheepishly, her face still a bit flushed.

    We got off the elevator and headed for her place, she unlocked the door and let me in...and no one else is here.

    "Guess your mom's not here, huh."

    "Yeah, thank goodness. Come on, the sweets should be in the kitchen," She remarked, gesturing to me to follow after her.

    I gulped in anticipation as she led me into the kitchen, and sure enough, there were two bags from Delectables in here. Today's limited item was pretty intriguing...they were sphere-shaped, with a shell of smooth, rich chocolate on the outside, inside of which was a layer of combined brownie, chocolate cake and red velvet cake, along with dark chocolate chips, followed by warm chocolate lava with melted marshmallows, and at the very center, was a gooey core made of soft toffee mixed with caramel and butterscotch.

    They were called Choc Mouth Bombs, and were bite-sized, coming in boxes of eight bites apiece. Suri's mother had gotten three boxes, since that was the limit of how many one customer could order. Well, I'd have liked two, but if it wasn't for her, I wouldn't even be getting one, so I was definitely not going to complain.

    "Give your mom my thanks, this genuinely means a lot to me," I remarked, as she handed over one of the boxes to me.

    "Sure, no prob. So, hey...if you're not in a hurry or anything..."

    Actually, I was kind of in a hurry, I REALLY wanted to get home and try these, but...even I wasn't going to be rude after she'd gotten this for me...

    "No, I'm not especially in any particular hurry...what's up?"

    "Well...I was thinking, maybe we could share one of my boxes? I definitely plan on eating one completely by myself, but two might be a bit much, so...wanna stay for a bit and eat it with me?"

    "...are you a Goddess?"

    "H-hey, quit it with that! So, um...I take it that's a yes?"

    "I mean...hell yeah, it is."

    Well, talk about an unexpected bonus. I then followed her into her room, which was...pretty normal. A bed, a desk and chair with a laptop, bookshelf, closet and a beanbag.

    "Yeah, I know I don't exactly have a lot in here, but I want it like this, it's so much easier to clean when there aren't too many things, you know?"

    "Totally agree with you on that. I don't have much more than the bare minimum at my place too."

    "So, hey...how do you take control of a person's body? Can you do it to me, I'm kinda curious to see what it feels like," She asked with a look of intrigue.

    "Nah, not a good idea...since I have the Dark Attribute, it'll poison you if I take control of your XFE."

    "Oh, I see...never mind then."

    She then pulled the beanbag towards her bed, sat down on the bed, and gestured for me to sit on the beanbag. As I sat on it, I felt myself sinking into it...I have a beanbag at my place too, but hers feels more comfy...I think it's bigger.

    And then, we began digging in...just as always, Delectables didn't fail to disappoint. The outer chocolate shell was sweet and silky smooth, and the brownie and cake inside had absorbed the chocolate lava inside it, which made for a deliciously moist and warm mouthful. And the core on the inside was nice and chewy. The only problem was that when you bit into it, it was hard to keep the chocolate lava from dripping out, but taste-wise, it was another hit.

    "That was so good," Suri let out a satisfied sigh a few minutes later, flopping back onto the bed.

    "You said it," I agreed contentedly, letting myself sink further into the beanbag, before reluctantly getting up, "Well, I should probably get going, I don't want to overstay my welcome or anything."

    "Not really, I don't mind if you stay over a bit longer if you want," She responded, starting to stand up.

    As she stood up a bit shakily, her knees wobbled and she lost her balance. She automatically grabbed me to steady herself, but I ended up losing my balance too, and she ended up pulling me with me, as she fell back onto the bed and I landed on top of her, my forehead bumping onto hers.

    "Ow...," I muttered quietly, before opening my eyes to see that her face was just inches in front of mine.

    "S-sorry about that, are you oka-...," She began, before stiffening and trailing off as her gaze met mine.

    My body was pressing down on her, and it was making me notice how soft her body was and how smooth her skin was. Huh, she usually had a frowny expression on her face, but right now, with her face all red, she looked pretty cute...crap, I'm getting really distracted, I need to hurry up and get up before-...

    And then...she closed her eyes, her lips parting slightly...woah...yeah, there's no way I can resist that...I wasn't expecting this, but I sure wasn't complaining about it...I tilted my head down lower and kissed her softly, caressing her lips with mine. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders as a slight moan escaped her lips. We then pulled apart for a bit to catch our breath, as her hands ran through my hair on the back of my head.

    "You...taste like chocolate," She whispered, her face flushed and her breathing heavy.

    Woah, pretty sure that was unintentional, but it was really seductive...

    "So do you," I replied, my gaze trailing down to her lips.

    "I...I want another taste," She whispered, leaning up and kissing me again, sending shivers down my spine and making my heart race.

    That caught me by surprise-...and suddenly, I got taken by surprise again as she kissed me more aggressively and pushed her tongue between my lips, wrapping her legs around my waist. She really isn't holding back, and at this rate, I won't be able to either. As she reached for my jacket and began to take it off, the sound of the front door being unlocked echoed through the apartment. Suri sat up as if she'd been electrocuted, her forehead hitting mine again.

    "Ow..."

    "Crap, my mom's home...oh, sorry, you okay? Anyway, you better go, trust me on this, she's very overwhelming," she remarked with a look of urgency.

    Something told me she wasn't kidding around, though I couldn't deny that I wasn't curious...well, the second hit to my forehead got me out of the mood anyway, so I guess I might as well leave. I got up and picked up my box of sweets, before she grabbed my wrist and pulled me along with her into the living room and towards the front door, which opened and a woman walked in...her mom, huh, she looks just like her, except older and with longer hair.

    "Oh, hello...are you one of Suri's friends from-?" She began with a friendly smile.

    "He has to go somewhere, mom, no time for introductions!" Interrupted Suri, pulling me out through the doorway and shutting the door behind us, "W-well, um...I'll see you tomorrow, Kilzachs."

    "Yeah, sure...see ya later, Suri," I replied, a bit awkwardly.

    She waved as I headed for the elevator, her face red, before going back into her apartment, pushing her mother's head back inside as she peered out when she opened the door. Well...that was an unexpected surprise...but definitely not a bad one...after all, I ended up getting more dessert than I expected...

    ...

    ...

    As it turned out, I passed all three of this month's exams safely. After that, things were pretty uneventful for a while, there were no major changes to speak of. I continued to pass the exams with relative ease, and before I knew it, it was the final month of my Level J classes, and I had already accumulated enough points in the exams of the first five months to make it through to Level Q even if I failed all three of the June exams.

    Things had sort of remained the same with Suri, she seemed too embarrassed to talk about what happened, so I didn't bring it up, and eventually, I sort of forgot about it. And nothing much happened since then either, we did make out a few times after that but nothing beyond that. We do talk pretty often these days, more than before. I suppose I'd tentatively call her a friend.

    Like I said, things had been uneventful for a while, but towards the end of June, some strange reports starting coming in from X-Warriors, while their death rate was starting to increase as well. A lot more X-Warriors were dying out now, and as for the strange reports...they came from X-Warriors who had survived attacks from what they described as...humanoid intelligent creatures.

    They apparently had tough reptile-like skin, along with appendages like tails and wings, but otherwise looked almost human, and could speak. They were really powerful too, and capable of using XFE attacks. That was pretty concerning news, but hopefully, I won't get caught up in it. Hope I didn't just set off a flag...

    _____________________________________________

    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

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 41 - Turning Point

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        It was currently the 25th of June, 2116, four months later. As I'd mentioned, things had been pretty uneventful, which worked perfectly for me...I don't like having too many unforseen variables come into play, I prefer it when things are going smoothly and predictably, makes it easier to stay in control. Which is why the reports of humanoid creatures outside the Sanctuary were rather concerning. 
   

        And the information contained in the reports weren't all that informative, though it is possible that certain details are being withheld from the public. They couldn't keep it a secret entirely since the rate of X-Warrior deaths had almost tripled in the last month, but I'm willing to bet that they aren't sharing all the information they have. 
   

        What mainly tipped me off was the fact that neither my sister nor Kumar said a word about it to me no matter how much I pressed them for details, they had clearly been ordered to keep quiet about it...and the fact that Kilella was following the rules meant that it had to be pretty serious, something that could potentially cause panic and unrest throughout the Sanctuary. 
   

        Well, regardless, it wasn't my immediate concern...I was currently in the final week of my Level J classes, and it was time for the final exams of this level before I'd move up to Level Q. I already said that I had accumulated enough points to pass through to Level Q, so I was letting myself take it a bit easy this month. Don't get me wrong, I'm not slacking off, I'm still training regularly and stuff, but I've cut down on the number of hours by about a quarter of what I used to. 
   

        I just felt like it was a good opportunity to ensure I don't overwork myself, since that'd only set me back. Though as a result, I immediately ended up with a lot more free time and no real way to spend it. And so, I ended up getting back into gaming, and also watched more old anime and movies. 
   

        I managed the time carefully to prevent myself from getting addicted, but even if I do get addicted, I can just make more time for myself with Save and Load, I can spend a day gaming and watching stuff, and once I've had my fill, start the day over and spend it more productively. I mean, if I could do it, then I might as well, right? 
   

        Anyway, it was currently the end of the day, but instead of heading home, I was in the classroom along with the rest of my classmates, since we'd all been asked to stay back after classes were done for the day for some announcement or something. 
   

        "What's taking so long? I wanna go home already," I muttered, tapping my foot impatiently. 
   

        "Agreed, couldn't this wait till tomorrow morning?" Sighed Kiran, pulling down his face-mask and fanning himself with a piece of paper. 
   

        The AC had broken down, and we had just finished our two-hour teamwork training classes, so this was horrible...it's like a sauna in here, it doesn't help that this classroom is somewhere in the middle of the building and therefore doesn't have any windows. 
   

        "You two sure complain a lot, huh...though in this case, I can hardly blame you," Chimed in Suri from in front of me, her expression irritable as a bead of sweat ran down her face. 
   

        "Tch, would you losers all please shut up? This heat is giving me a headache," Groaned Misaki, who sat in front of Kiran. 
   

        Well, now I had an incentive not to stop talking. 
   

        "You guys all need to chill, it's not the end of the world...speaking of which, did you guys hear the news? Another X-Warrior survived an attack from those humanoid creatures that have been all over the news, look, check it out," Jian, who sat between Suri and Misaki, cheerfully joined in on the conversation. 
   

        He made his I-Watch screen visible to us and showed us his newsfeed...yeah, he's right, looks like this had happened earlier today. 
   

        "Mind if I scroll through it?" I inquired, before tapping on the screen as he nodded in reply, "Huh, this one was from the east of the Sanctuary too...all the reported incidents, the ones made public anyway, have been from X-Warriors who went either east, south or southeast of the Sanctuary."
   

        "Really? You've been paying attention to these reports, huh?" Remarked Suri in surprise. 
   

        What, had I given off the impression that I don't care about news? That most certainly was not the case... 
   

        "Well, yeah, they're pretty interesting...this might be the biggest bit of news since Ace Mutants were first sighted. Not to mention concerning and worrying...Mutants are dangerous, sure, but they're basically just souped-up mindless wild animals...on the other hand, creatures with real intelligence are a lot more of a concern in that regard."
   

        The conversation was then cut short as Instructor Satou walked in with a dramatic sigh, a tired look in his eyes. He walked to the front of the class and tapped on the whiteboard a couple of times to get everyone's attention, before clearing his throat and addressing us... 
   

        "I'm not getting paid for this, so I won't repeat myself no matter what. Feel free to record what I say if that's gonna be a problem," He remarked, before muttering to himself, loudly enough for us to hear him, "Why me, damn it? I have better things to do."
   

        I decided to take his suggestion, and tapped on my I-Watch, scrolling through the screen and opening the voice recorder. He then continued... 
   

        "Okay, so usually, the final month's exams for Level J consist of the three exams just like the previous months, and then a sort of bonus exam, which failing students can take to try and make up the points they need to pass. But with you guys, there's kinda no point...nearly all sixteen of you have already accumulated enough points that you could all skip this month's exams and still pass, and even the few exceptions would only need to score a handful of points to pass. And so, we're doing things differently this time."
   

        Hm...I don't like that, I'd have preferred if they just stuck to the status quo. Hopefully, it's no big deal, but I was starting to get a bad feeling about this. 
   

        "First off, instead of having the usual three exams, we'll have one big exam, which will be held on the day after tomorrow at 12 PM. First, you'll all be divided into three teams, two teams of five, and one team of six, the teams will be finalized tonight, and you will all receive those details tomorrow morning. The team of six will consist of the six of you who are at the bottom of the class in terms of overall score. Each team will be led by an Ace X-Warrior. And each team will venture outside the Sanctuary for two hours."
   

        ...because that went so well last time, right? Yeah, no...even with Ace X-Warriors as bodyguards, this seems like a stupid idea, especially with those reports. Could it be possible that we're being used as bait to lure out the creatures in the reports...?
   

        "To alleviate any concerns regarding the attacks we've been receiving reports about, rest easy...the exam will take place between the north and west of the Sanctuary, and so far, the attacks have only been reported to the south and east. Hm, I think that about covers everything I was supposed to say. Well, it doesn't really matter, it's not like I'm getting paid to do this, so who cares? You guys can go home now."
   

        And with that, he left eagerly, before any of us could even ask him a question...no doubt that was deliberate. I really don't like this... 
   

        "I think I'd have rather had the three regular exams," Grumbled Kiran, as everyone began talking at once. 
   

        Yeah, I second that, I really don't want to go outside the Sanctuary right now...if these incidents hadn't been reported, I might have been fine with it thanks to my new weapons, but the creatures in these reports, they were completely unknown variables...I really hate uncertainties like that... 
   

        "Well, he did say it's just for a couple of hours, so what's the worst that could happen? And each team will be guided by an Ace, so...it should be okay," Remarked Suri, though she looked pretty skeptical and uncertain. 
   

        "I think it's gonna be fun!" Chimed in Jian with a look of intrigue. 
   

        "You know, one of the Aces is probably gonna be Ku-...Instructor Silva, wonder who the other two will be," I added curiously. 
   

        There are currently twelve active Ace X-Warriors, it was pretty likely that I'd be meeting one I hadn't met before...I mean, it's a statistical probability, considering that I've only met two so far. Oh, and two of the other ten Aces were Anomalies. There was another Anomaly who was currently a K-Ranked X-Warrior, and one more who was a Level K student at the Academy. 
   

        And I was the fifth, though as far as the rest of the Sanctuary was concerned, there were only four. Hm, in reality, there might even be more than five, I might not be the only one hiding my powers, after all. The X-Abilities of the other Anomalies were unknown, and though there were speculations and rumors, all four of the others hadn't publicly revealed what they could do. 
   

        Guess they must have learnt to inaudibly recite the activation chants just like I had, which meant that, like me, their powers were also more potent if the specifics were unknown. And depending on what their X-Abilities were, they could easily lie and say it was actually something else, just like how I'd lied that my time-stopping ability is a teleportation ability. 
   

        I'd be lying if I said I wasn't interested in meeting another Anomaly, but I had a feeling that I might be better off avoiding that. Well, it's out of my control anyway, there were twelve Aces, so there were that many possibilities. Regardless of who it is, it doesn't really make a difference to me, I'll just do what I need to do in order to pass and further drive forward my own position, getting closer and closer to my goal one step at a time. 
   

        I have two days till the exam, I'll use tomorrow to ensure that I'm both fully prepared and well rested. However, I had absolutely no idea that, in two days time, things weren't exactly going to go according to plan, and it would be the start of a major turning point... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 42 - Level J Final Exam Begins

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Today was the 27th of June, 2116, the day of the big exam. And I had a kinda bad feeling about it. I was on my way to the Academy right now, I had just arrived in the X-Warrior Zone and was in a bus heading for the Academy. I was in one of the two teams of five, the four that I was teamed up with were Seila Khan, Mitchell Jones, Lin Yang and Katie Cummins. 
   

        I didn't know who the Ace in charge of us was yet though. I had tried contacting my sister to see if she knew about it, but I got no reply, so she was probably out on a Mission. I got off the bus as it arrived at the Academy and headed inside, before making my way to Training Hall 06. As I entered and shut the door behind me, I saw that everyone else was already here. 
   

        It was currently a few minutes to 10 AM, which was the time we were supposed to arrive at, so I wasn't late. I actually preferred this, since arriving just before the specified time meant that I wouldn't have to wait much. The Ace X-Warrior who would be leading us would meet us here and then head for one of the Teleportation Points that would take us to an underground bunker outside of the Sanctuary. 
   

        My group would be heading north of the Sanctuary, while the other two groups would be heading northwest and west, respectively. Regarding the four I was grouped with...my opinion was pretty much neutral. Of the four, I'd interacted the most with Seila, but that's not saying much, I just greeted her for time to time and we got occasionally paired up during sparring and teamwork exercises in classes. 
   

        Katie didn't speak much in general, and besides the time when I used XFE Takeover on her, I hadn't had any significant interactions with her. And as for Mitchell and Lin, they both seemed nice enough, but I had barely spoken to either of them at all. I had gotten paired up with them a few times during classes, but we didn't exactly do much talking. Guess I'll have to converse with them today though... 
   

        "Oh, looks like we're all here now," Remarked Mitchell, as I approached the rest of them. 
   

        He was on the short side, with medium-length blonde hair pushed back from his forehead, blue eyes and a heavily freckled face. Like I said, he seemed nice enough, but I couldn't say for sure since I barely knew him at all. 
   

        "Do any of you know who the Ace in charge of our group is?" I inquired curiously. 
   

        "Ooh, I've been wondering the same thing! I wonder who could it be!?" Exclaimed Lin with a look of anticipation and intrigue. 
   

        She had long black hair that was parted down the middle with the back tied in a low ponytail, wore big round glasses, and was the overly friendly, hyper type. She had way too much energy, sometimes I felt tired just watching her talk in class, she was loud and spoke really fast, I don't know how she wasn't exhausted half the time. 
   

        "Hey," Katie spoke up, tugging my sleeve, her expression as hard to read as ever, "Don't control me without asking, okay?" 
   

        Yeah, every time we got paired up during classes after that, she made a point of saying this to me...I guess she really didn't like it when I took control of her XFE. I hadn't done it to her since then, though I had used it a couple of times during XFE combat exams, my victims were Makoto and Alex those times. 
   

        With the former, I kept him under my control for a while to really get my Dark Attribute poison flowing, since he's a sleazy asshole and I don't like him, but with the latter, I just controlled him for a few seconds to keep him still and then got the Duel Field's teleport function to kick in by slashing at him, since he was usually pretty nice to me. He still got a bit poisoned though, but there was no helping that. 
   

        Speaking of that technique, it was now officially called XFE Takeover, and for a couple of weeks after it became public knowledge, I was kinda getting a lot of attention. Fortunately, the hype died down after that, probably because it's a technique that not everyone can use. 
   

        Only those with the Dark Attribute can use it, and they need to have a steady control of their XFE to be able to maintain it. Oh, and it wouldn't work on other Dark Attribute users, and those with the Light Attribute were highly resistant to the technique. I tried it out on Mutants, but they don't have XFE in them so it didn't work. 
   

        After I used it in those instances that I mentioned, it became hard to use it again because everyone was wary of it...especially because Taayin, who also has the Dark Attribute, attempted to use it at every chance he got, so whenever anyone in my class was sparring against a Dark Attribute user, namely either myself or Taayin, they were very much on guard against the XFE Takeover technique. 
   

        "Don't worry, I won't...well, unless it's an emergency, like a life-threatening situation or something," I replied half-jokingly. 
   

        "Hm...even then, ask first...okay?"
   

        I really couldn't tell what she was thinking, or even whether she was mad about it or not... 
   

        "Oh, uh...yeah, okay."
   

        Her expression gave nothing away, I couldn't see any emotion or change when she spoke...I didn't like it, I have no idea what's going on in her head, and that kinda throws me off. Usually, I can guess what a person's thinking by looking at their expression, to an extent of course, I'm not a mind-reader, but I like to think that I'm fairly good at reading people from their body language and facial expressions. 
   

        "Hey, Seila, why so quiet? And why are you sitting so far away?" Inquired Lin, turning her attention to the clumsy twin-tailed girl sitting a few meters away from the rest of us. 
   

        "O-oh, well, I...I don't w-want to cause any t-trouble, so..."
   

        She did tend to trip and fall a lot, and anyone who was close by would also end up getting dragged down with her. 
   

        "Come on, don't be like that! We're all supposed to be a team for today, so you shouldn't keep your distance!" Declared Lin, walking over to her and pulling her up, before leading her towards us. 
   

        I subtly shifted my position so that I was to Lin's left, since she was pulling Seila with her right hand...I'd rather not get caught up in one of her clumsy 'accidents', especially not with an audience present. 
   

        "H-hey, wait a s-sec-...woah!" Seila began to protest weakly, before stumbling and tripping as she accidentally kicked the back of her left heel. 
   

        She fell forward and across to her left, towards Lin, who was caught off-guard and lost her balance as well, and started to fall...in my direction. You have got to be kidding me...I sprang back but it was already too late, as Lin's arms shot up in an instinctive attempt to grab onto something and stop herself from falling, she grabbed onto my jacket right as her chin slammed onto my left hip.
   

        And since I was in the middle of an attempt to back away, I wasn't in a stable position, and as a result...I couldn't maintain my balance, and fell on my back. Lin fell onto me, her chin painfully digging into a spot on my thigh. Ow, that's gonna leave a mark...and on a more terrifying note, a few centimeters to the right and she'd have crushed my ba-...n-no, I'm not gonna think about that, I should just be thankful that they're still intact... 
   

        "I-I'm so sorry!" Cried Seila, apologizing profusely after we all got back on our feet. 
   

        "No, that was my bad, guess I pulled you too fast, huh?" Replied Lin sheepishly, "And besides, no one got hurt, so it's all good!" 
   

        Not so sure about that, the spot where her chin slammed onto was definitely bruised...but I won't say anything about it. 
   

        "No offense, but that was kinda funny...," Said Mitchell, struggling to keep himself from smiling, before turning to me, "Your expression when you realized you couldn't escape getting dragged down with them...heh, that was freaking priceless."
   

        ...okay, I've decided...this guy is annoying. 
   

        "Anyway...it's past 10 AM already, shouldn't the Ace be here already?" I inquired, changing the subject after glancing at my I-Watch. 
   

        "Oh, right, about that! I almost forgot, I bumped into Instructor Satou when I arrived today, and he said that it'll actually be two Aces per team! How cool is that!?" Exclaimed Lin, her eyes lighting up as she recalled that little detail. 
   

        "So, uh...how exactly did you forget to mention that till now? We brought up the subject of the Ace multiple times," Pointed out Mitchell with a raised eyebrow. 
   

        "I dunno...sonetimes I just forget stuff, you know?" She replied, after mulling it over. 
   

        "Right...," He responded with a bemused look. 
   

        Still, two Aces per team, huh? That means six out of the twelve Aces would be occupied by this. The fact that half the Aces were assigned to be a part of what was essentially a glorified training exercise in the guise of an exam for Level J students, just went on to emphasize how uncertain the situation outside the Sanctuary was right now. 
   

        The door to the training hall then opened, all five of us immediately turned our attention to the two figures that walked in through the doorway, seized by curiosity and anticipation. I recognized the one on the left...Johan Grantz, he's...he's one of the two Ace Anomalies. The exact details of his Anomaly were unknown, but a lot of the rumors mentioned that he could put a target to sleep without even touching them, and I'd also heard that he could form and control XFE puppets to fight for him. 
   

        He had albinism, with really pale skin and white hair, which was about medium-long and spiked up with a undercut. His eyes were dark red and he was on the tall side. He wore a dark green t-shirt under a black jacket with the collar turned up, dark blue trousers and black shoes. He had some X-Weapons on him, I spotted a blade handle and a couple of pistols, looks like they were all standard issue stuff. He also had an umbrella strapped to his back...maybe a counter against the sun? People with albinism generally had sensitive skin. 
   

        "Woah, that's one of the Anomalies...so cool, this is the first time I'm seeing one!" Exclaimed Lin excitedly. 
   

        Well, that's not exactly true, but I definitely wasn't going to correct her...in fact, I think I'll play along. 
   

        "Yeah, me too," I added, putting on a tone of awe...well, it wasn't completely fake, I was genuinely intrigued by seeing another Anomaly. 
   

        "Huh, is it just me or did you sound kinda sarcastic just then...?" Muttered Mitchell, giving me slight cause for alarm, before he seemed to lose interest, "So that guy's one of the Anomalies, huh? I wonder what he's capable of. Hey, I recognize the other one...isn't she...?"
   

        Yeah, as for the other Ace, I recognized that one too...to be precise, I recognized her too well for my liking. It was my sister. This is bad, she and I look a lot alike, which is especially noticeable when we're in the same room, there's no way no one's going to notice the resemblance-...wait, calm down, if she and I act like we're just meeting for the first time, the others will have to assume it's just a coincidence that we kinda look alike. 
   

        "Ohh, that's Kilella Floence, she's the youngest Ace at the moment, but also one of the most powerful!" Said Lin, her eyes widening in awe. 
   

        Even knowing what a big deal my sister is, stuff like this still weirds me out. It's kinda hard to explain... 
   

        "Mhm, I've heard of her too," Chimed in Katie, a slight hint of admiration in her usually-blank expression. 
   

        "Yeah, she's r-really famous, it's m-making me pretty n-nervous," Stuttered Seila, though she looked the same as usual. 
   

        Hm, what should I say? I should probably say something nondescript, pretending that I don't know who she is might backfire since she is pretty famous... 
   

        "Hey, you don't seem all that awestruck...don't you know who she is?" Asked Mitchell, a glint of curiosity in his eyes. 
   

        Tch, he's pretty sharp. 
   

        "No, I have no idea who-," I began in an innocent, calm tone, when suddenly... 
   

        "Hey, little bro, I bet you're surprised to see me, huh!?" Came a loud and cheerful voice.
   

        ...god...fucking...dammit... 
   

        _____________________________________________
   

        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.
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    Chapter 43 - Another Anomaly

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    What. Is. She. Doing!?
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    Chapter 44 - Timeless Conversation

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Man, that was hilarious, you totally thought that you got away successfully, and you did, but then you fell down anyway!" Chuckled Mitchell, before averting his gaze with a sheepish grin as I glared at him.
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    Chapter 45 - Encounter

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Something's not right here...it had been close to an hour since we set out from the bunker, and so far, we hadn't run into a single Mutant. We had already covered more than four kilometers, so it wouldn't be too much farther before we turn back. I switched my X-Blasters to sniping mode, and as my right lens on my glasses lit up and magnified my vision, I scanned ahead to see if I could spot anything...nope, nothing but dirt.
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    Chapter 46 - Wights

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kilella flew back down and rejoined us, as the humanoid creatures watched us cautiously. We were outnumbered, but if things look like they're taking a turn for the worse, I'll just freeze time and kill them all, should be easy enough. One of them then stepped forward towards us, while the rest hung back. They all had weapons...the kind of weapons that didn't exist in the Sanctuary. Metal swords, guns, axes, spears...

    "Are you the ones who've been attacking us for the last couple of months? Who are you?" Inquired Kilella loudly, pointing an XFE blast at the one who was stepping forward, warning him to not get any closer.
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    Chapter 47 - I Hate Surprises

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "So, what happened with that whole thing?" I inquired curiously.
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    Chapter 48 - Attention

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Isn't this great, Zax? You're totally going to get recognized as someone skilled!" Exclaimed my sister with a grin.
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    Chapter 49 - Killing

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Huh, this place is pretty fancy...we'd teleported to some facility, where Director Ziva Silva wanted to test out my shooting skills. I was going to be fitted with the prototype drone that doubled as a jetpack, and then I'd be made to do some target practice. We were currently walking down a long, winding corridor, and this place looked really state-of-the-art. It was just Director Silva, myself and my sister.

    "Tell me, Kilzachs, have you ever shot a human before?" Inquired Director Silva curiously.
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    Chapter 50 - Level Q

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Today was the 24th of July, and it was the first day of my Level Q classes. Just as Johan had predicted, it hadn't taken much more than a week's delay for the classes to start. Like with the six months of Level J, Level Q also had the same three subjects, though XFE combat would now also include hand to hand combat.
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    Chapter 51 - The Other Student Anomaly

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    So, this is the other student Anomaly, huh? The others were all staring at her with expressions that ranged from awestruck to intrigued to curious.

  Chapter 52 - Replication and Modification
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 52 - Replication and Modification

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Hm, should I use Save to give me the option of a do-over? No, I'll avoid using my Anomaly powers, if she's dragged back in time along with me, she'd be confused and suspicious, I still don't fully know exactly how it works when two Anomaly's clash with their X-Abilities...therefore, I'll just have to use my own natural abilities and weapons.
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    Chapter 53 - Deja Vu

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "H-huh!? What's going on!?" Exclaimed Sakura, looking around in confusion.
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    Chapter 54 - Getting Philosophical

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Huh...? What time is it...? I got up with a groan and picked up my I-Watch, which was getting a call...it's 3 AM in the fucking morning, what the fuck, who's calling me!? I tapped on the screen to bring up the caller ID...Director Silva. Grr...
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