

Unlucky Jackpot - Volume 1
Prologue
The acid rain slick streets of Neo Albuquerque, New Mexico shimmered in neon atop grimey plastic dreams. AR billboards advertising new pub chains, and looped blue tinted holo advertisements washed over narrow avenues. Various languages cycled underneath LED restaurant signs to market their latest chef specials. A fog formed from the contrast of the cold rain and hot summer heated streets hovered low across the sidewalks and roads. The thick humidity and atmosphere was interwoven with the glow of overhead hover cars headlights and the amber pulse of elevated magnetic monorails.
Rusted overpasses groaned beneath the weight of the retro ground level traffic that drove beneath their floating counterparts. Automated cabs and lightweight plasma pulsing hoverbikes cut through the moist streets, their emissions, while light in comparison to gas exhaust, danced a toxic choreography with the heavy downpour.
Neon veins pulsed along clogged gutters thick with disposed insta-stout drinks, chemlight runoff, and not-so-degradable biodegradable fastfood wrappers. From one block to the next, dampened hyper-rave posters were inked over by graffiti of local vampspice-selling gangs. The city reeked of garbage, smoldering plastics, and a collection of rusted metals beneath the illuminated embrace of the future.
Near the southern gridline, tucked beneath a sagging concrete stairwell, an old bar stood alone. The steel sign blinked uncertainly against the weather, two letters burned out: TOMALES & TEQUILA. The bold aroma of spiced grilled chicken, vibrant and fresh guacamole, and spilled liquor wafted from the hastily installed roof vents of the building.
Inside, the dank bar was mostly empty, save for a few regulars and a couple of newcomers. Faded red light filtered through bent plastic blinds half lowered over the moisture soaked windows, turning the chipped faux-tile floor into a mosaic of festive colors and shadow. A battered metal ceiling fan creaked as it spun in slow circles overhead the bar and the center of the dining room floor. The air was thick with stale cigar smoke and tequila strong enough to act as a smelling salt.
At the far end of the cheaply manufactured wooden counter, a middle aged man in a faded green trench coat-jacket sat by himself. His hood hung low over his fresh shaven visage. One gloved hand with metal braced knuckles rested on a jailbroken smart phone, the screen flickering through its hairline fractured glass surface with the low hum of a news reel. White earbuds embedded deeply into his hood covered ears. He watched the footage in silence, his expression unreadable.
The broadcast cycled through jagged clips. Headlines scrolled across the top in striking red banners and bold all-cap letters:
MYSTERIOUS VIGILANTE OR VILLAIN?
BEAST HERO GETS THE DROP ON VAMPIRE GANGS! 
WHO IS THE NINJA-WOLF?!
The montage cut between clips of grainy surveillance feeds, blurred police cams, and anonymously submitted cellphone shot videos from frightened passerbys. The videos had one thing in common: the lone silhouette of a figure in an outstretched scarlet martial arts gi that moved quickly through each frame. Razor sharp bone claws gleamed against dodged plasma bullets. He bore a fanged muzzle with piercing yellow eyes. A bipedal beast with the walk of a man. 
The so-called Ninja-Wolf, sliced and diced through various gangs and otherworldly creatures alike. Rogue AI powered robots buckled under his strength, kaiju-sized undead unicorns were torn to shreds by his fangs, with supernatural drug empires left ablaze in his wake.
Time and again, the same footage would loop on repeat. The Ninja-Wolf, clearing out vampspice drug dens and creepy creatures of the night across Linkhan’s Capital. A faint smile tugged at the corner of the green jacket adorned hunter’s mouth.
The scrape of steel-toed boots against faux-tile broke the rhythmic creak of the fan above. A lean young man in a charcoal denim jacket and a dented silver helmet strutted over from the bar’s entrance with a limp, caused by an improper recovery treatment getting shot in his leg during a territorial shootout. He slid onto the rickety stool beside the green jacketed man, his elbows resting on the sticky counter top as he clasped his leather gloved-hands together. The helmet he wore had been crudely forged together from the scraps of polished metals, likely a combination of used bullet shell casings and shards from broken chrome spinners found off of junked retro muscle cars tires. 
His helmet’s final shape resulted in a shoddy looking silver skull that encased his entire head save for a mouth opening in order to fully display his golden teeth when speaking. It was not necessarily a practical piece of combat armor, but more of a statement piece. The kind worn by young gang members trying too hard to look the part of someone who had seen a lot and done a lot, rather than someone who just heard about it second and thirdhand. The silver helmet wearing youth leaned slightly over so he was barely above a whisper. His voice came surprisingly low from the exposed mouth piece of his helmet. “You interested in taking the job, Mr. Zane Stryker?”
Stryker pulled out one of the earbuds, his eyes still locked on the looped screen of headlines and video clips. “Lil Chrome Dome, was it? Why hire me? Why not post a full contract through the Enclave?”
A dry laugh rattled beneath the helmet. “Thanks for respectin’ my name, playa. And well, thing is, no one in the Enclave Commission wants it. The kid has earned quite a load of good press for the organization. Higher-ups like seeing that mutt make them look clean. Wholesome even. 
Not to mention, you my friend, have history. You know how to put down his kind without making too grand of a mess. No trail, no over the top spectacle. Just good ol’ fashioned silent assassinating.” He leaned in a little closer. “And that is exactly what this shit needs, my brotha.”
Stryker’s gaze narrowed. “What is so important about this hero?”
The helmeted man tilted his head toward the phone in Stryker’s gloved hand. “This furbrained-fool is straight up rippin’ the underworld apart. Vampspice drug dens, magic enhanced firearm makin’ sweatshops, supernatural black market trading districts. You name it, he’s blazed it. His ‘heroics’ could make all of these operations…compromised if his skills were too widely publicized.”
A pause followed. “And what set of heroics is that?” Stryker asked.
A grin cracked beneath the helmet. “You ever been to Linkhan’s Capital?” 
Stryker remained silent. The thug chuckled. “Kid is a werewolf, but also a ninja, bruh. Everybody in the city calls him The Ninja-Wolf. I call him a punk ass bitch because he strikes from the shadows cuz he don’t have no balls, ya feel me?”
For a moment, Stryker said nothing. Then he removed the other earbud, tucked both away, and slid the phone across the bar. “Then I’d say, your bosses have found the right guy for the job.”
Lil Chrome Dome slapped the counter once. “Finally! Took a long-ass minute to find someone with a spine for this one.” He reached into his jacket and placed a folded packet on the bar. “Coordinates, movement patterns, personal details. Should help you with trackin’ his punk-ass down.”
Stryker pocketed it, untouched. The thug’s voice shifted, losing some of its casual edge. “One more thing. If you fail to deliver… there will be… consequences. No cap, this is the last chance to bow out with integrity still intact.”
Stryker’s eyes flicked toward him. “Consequences won’t be an issue. But, I would like to know one thing… who exactly am I working for?”
Lil Chrome Dome’s grin returned, though thinner now. “That is none of your concern. Just do the damn job and get your bag.”
Stryker rose slowly, his raincoat whispering against the worn counter. Outside, the storm raged on. Neon dripped across the puddled streets. The air was colder now, harder. Stryker stepped into the rain and raised one hand.
A cab slid to the curb, brakes hissing. He entered without hesitation. The seat creaked beneath him as he settled in. The driver glanced back through the mirror. “Where to, pal?”
Stryker’s voice was calm. “Linkhan’s Capital.” A faint smile tugged at his mouth. “Home sweet home.”
Chapter 1: A Ninja-Wolf In Student Clothing
In the year of 2031, Linkhan’s Capital High stood like a slab of concrete ambition in the heart of Sector 6, where the skyline twisted in chrome spirals and mag-rails whispered along their tracks above the streets. The school’s exterior, a relic of late twenty-first-century brutalist architecture, was softened only by the flicker of holographic banners cycling across the rooftop. Achieve. Advance. Ascend. The slogans changed hourly, depending on which corporate sponsor had secured naming rights that week.
Inside, the corridors echoed with a noise that felt both comfortably familiar and undeniably futuristic. Students streamed between modular classroom blocks, their footsteps ringing beneath smart-glass skylights that adjusted their shading in rhythm with the daylight cycle. The building might have been sleek and modern, but the fashion was anything but uniform. The dress code had been abolished in the name of encouraging "creative self-expression," and the results were spectacular.
One sophomore wore a leather bomber jacket over pastel cargo pants while chatting with a girl whose gauzy shawl shimmered with a projection of low-resolution butterflies. A boy crossed the hall in a flannel kilt layered over neon compression tights. Another had tucked a vintage Shirvana T-shirt into a translucent vinyl blazer. Cropped varsity jackets clashed with next-generation smart sneakers. Grunge collided with performancewear. Retro aesthetics fused with off-world imports. The result was chaotic, curated, and unmistakably high school.
The social map of the campus still resembled the familiar landscape of adolescence, though with new boundaries and titles. The Robotics Guild claimed the south stairwell, working on AI-powered skateboards during lunch. The Broadcast Club live-streamed their own commentary over the official morning announcements. The Performing Arts students rehearsed choreography in mixed-reality headsets while passing earbuds between verses. Hovering above them all in mystique and notoriety was the Live Action Roleplay Club. It had become the second-most admired group on campus, surpassed only by the undefeated Battle Drone Team. Membership in the LARP Club was by invitation only. They dueled in the courtyard with real-time sensor weapons and carried out missions that blurred the line between theater and espionage. Once, they had been issued a cease-and-desist from SigmaNerv for impersonating agents a little too convincingly.
Amid this carefully chaotic ecosystem of adolescence, caffeine, and spectacle, the view shifted to Room A-105. Fluorescent lights glared gently across rows of desks. A dusty chalkboard stood stubbornly at the front, half-covered with looping formulas and terms from a previous lesson. Despite the surrounding high-tech environment, this classroom held a firm grip on its analog traditions. It belonged to Mrs. Dante.
The temperature inside the room was noticeably cooler, the result of a weathered cooling unit she begged the administration to replace, but they  hadn’t deemed it a high priority. The air carried the scent of old textbooks, dry erase markers, and faint peppermint. Some students followed along, quietly annotating on their tablets. Others stared off into space or half-heartedly pretended to listen.
AJ Nakamura, famed Ninja-Wolf in student clothing, did neither. The aloof and unaware target of a certain Zane Stryker.  
Slouched in the back corner of the room, his head tilted just enough to give the illusion of reading, AJ was fully asleep. His short, tousled brown hair drifted across his brow, his expression peaceful beneath closed eyelids. He wore a red short-sleeved hoodie over a simple white shirt, paired with faded jeans that had seen one too many runs through the school’s annual mud run. One leg stretched lazily beneath his desk, foot twitching in rhythm with whatever dream played behind his eyes.
Beside him, his best friend since childhood, Freddie Gonzalez, shifted nervously in the seat behind AJ.
With short, slightly unkempt wavy hair and intense amber eyes, Freddie looked like someone who was always moments away from either cracking a joke or bursting into a panic. His denim jacket was lined with a scattering of worn patches, some referencing anime pop culture icons, others his favorite synth-Latin rock bands. His neon purple sneakers practically vibrated under the room’s pale lighting. He leaned toward AJ with a hushed urgency.
“Dude. AJ. Wake the eff’ up, bruh. Seriously.” AJ responded with a quiet, unbothered snore. Freddie glanced toward the front of the room. Mrs. Dante had already begun her lecture. She stood at the edge of the chalkboard with the calm, poised presence of someone who had seen it all and still refused to raise her voice.
“Happy Tuesday everyone. Now then,” she said, looking over the class, her tone crisp, “before we continue this week’s lesson on the Western Biotech Age and its effects on modern medicine, you need to know its origin.”
She clicked the projector remote. The image of a luminous city skyline illuminated the front screen, sharp against the backdrop of the chalkboard’s smudges. “Everything that came out of the 2020’s started here,” she said, her voice firm, “the great city that we all currently reside in, Linkhan’s Capital.” Mrs. Dante stepped forward to the front of the classroom, pointer in hand. She gave a slight nod toward the screen.
"All right, everyone. Erica, please stop tapping your pen. Freddie, I need your eyes up front, mister. Lucy, that smirk tells me you already know what comes next. Please, do be patient as not everyone else has actually done their reading assignment on time like you. Mr. Robbie, thank you for at least pretending to take notes, now please stop blowing spitballs at Mr. Grubbs. Let’s begin.
What you see here is Linkhan’s Capital. Today it is known as a hub of innovation and excess, but its origins are far more complex. The city rose from the desert like a hallucination forged from steel and ambition. Its towers of glass shimmer with digital light, housing everything from tech conglomerates to pleasure arcades. 
Some buildings are stacked with vertical gardens, shaped like twenty-first-century ziggurats. Sky-trains glide silently between rooftops on magnetic tracks. Hover-trucks drift in controlled patterns through the air. From above, it resembled a utopia. From the streets below, it pulsed and buzzed like something alive.
And before anyone asks again, no, it was not named after a former president. That is a common tourist misconception. The city was named after Riku Linkhan, a former biotech magnate who immigrated from Tokyo, Japan and who defied government protocols and scientific norms. He founded Xero Corp and was often referred to as the Architect by his supporters. 
His critics called him the Heretic. But few acknowledged the truth that history now confirms. Riku Linkhan was dangerous. His greatest creation was the Omega Cell.
Developed through a blend of scientific precision and ritualized enhancement, the Omega Cell allowed for the manipulation of human biology on a molecular level. Diseases such as cancer were not simply treated but erased. Conditions like ALS were reversed. Mortality became negotiable. Some believed it was a gift from the heavens. Others saw it as a violation of nature. Among the most extreme dissenters were the Proud Regressives, armed zealots who viewed the technology as sacrilege and swore to destroy it at any cost.
On October 2nd, 2023, Riku Linkhan stood at the steps of City Hall, poised to become the first biotech mogul elected mayor of the city he helped build. But the people turned on him. During his speech, three bullets struck his chest. He collapsed beside his podium, dying as he tried to hold onto the vision of a new future.
Xero Corp, however, did not die with him. Under the leadership of his successor, Gustav Linkhan, the company did more than survive. It expanded aggressively. This ushered in what we now call the Great Biotech Boom of the 2020s. Economies transformed. Ethics blurred. Linkhan’s Capital became more than a city. It became a legend.
And many of you," she added with a glance that swept across the class, "know firsthand what that legacy feels like." She paused, letting the projection hum softly behind her. "Any questions before we continue?"
AJ stirred when the lights dimmed. It wasn’t the shift in brightness that woke him, but the sudden silence. Mrs. Dante had stopped mid-sentence. The projector still glowed behind her, casting the chrome skyline of Linkhan’s Capital in shades of steel blue across the board.
Her eyes had settled on him. “Mr. Nakamura.” AJ blinked. A few students turned to look. Freddie winced. “Would you care to tell the class what I just said?” Her tone was calm, but sharp enough to cut glass.
AJ sat up, rubbed the heel of his palm into his eye, and muttered, “Something about chrome… uh, utopia?” A few quiet chuckles rippled across the room. Freddie buried his face in his hand. Mrs. Dante did not smile. 
“Congratulations. You’ve managed to grasp five seconds of a thirty-minute lecture. Perhaps you’d prefer to use your nap time more productively during detention?”
AJ’s posture stiffened. “Wait, seriously?”
“After school. This classroom. Be punctual, Mr. Nakamura.”
Freddie leaned over. “Come on, he didn’t mean to-.”
“I appreciate your loyalty, Mr. Gonzalez,” she said without looking at him, “but I believe your friend is quite capable of facing the consequences of his choices.”
AJ let out a long sigh and slumped back in his seat. Freddie gave him a look of sympathy that hovered somewhere between guilt and frustration. The bell rang moments later, and the class scattered like debris in a crosswind. Outside the classroom, AJ stretched, yawning exaggeratedly. “That’s one way to wake up.”
“You’re impossible,” Freddie said, adjusting his shoulder strap. “I was trying to cover for you. And now I look like an idiot to all of the cute mamacitas!”
“Hey man, I appreciate the effort.” AJ ruffled his hair, his emerald eyes still hazy. “I just didn’t sleep great.”
“You never sleep great,” Freddie replied. “You keep pretending like you’re okay. You gotta quit with the extra late night hunts after training, or you’re going to burn yourself out. Or worse, not finish high school!.”
Before AJ could respond, a familiar voice called from down the hall.
“Elijah!” It was AJ who lit up first.
Their third musketeer, Elijah Kim, approached with his usual ease, hoodie sleeves pulled over his hands, worn sneakers scuffing along the tiled floor. Elijah’s dark blond curls were tucked beneath a faded cap, and a silver charm bracelet clicked against his wrist as he waved.  The three fell into step together, their laughter trailing softly through the hallway as they made their way towards their second period classes. In a world of relentless academics and hormone-fueled melodrama, they somehow managed to bring out the best in one another. 
Moments like this were typical for them: simple, effortless, and bright. But before long, moments like these would become something rare. Something worth holding onto.

Chapter 2: Under The Surface
Almost a decade ago, Elijah, Freddie, and AJ arrived in Linkhan’s Capital within weeks of each other. It was a strange time in history. The city itself had only just been founded, born in the early storm of the COVID-19 pandemic as a bold experiment in public health and urban design. Among its innovations was the rapid deployment of the Omega-Cell vaccine, a cutting-edge medical breakthrough administered to the first wave of students at the newly constructed elementary schools. Thanks to this measure, Linkhan’s Capital became one of the only places in the world where children could continue learning in person. It was within those pale, sterilized halls that the three boys first crossed paths.
Elijah was the first to befriend the other two. To him, they were just quiet kids with a shared love of comic books and handheld games. What he never realized was that AJ and Freddie walked a very different path than the one laid out by school district maps and childhood routine.
For AJ, it began four years ago, when one trip to Linkhan’s Capital Park changed his life forever. He remembered the park that evening like it was yesterday, the hush of the wind between branches, the warm glow of streetlamps flickering through the leaves. What should have been an ordinary night fractured into something unrecognizable. What happened there was never spoken of, not fully. Not even to his closest friends, save for Freddie.
All anyone knew was that AJ came back… different. Whispers filled the void. Murmurs in locker rooms and beneath stairwells. Fragments of rumors stitched together in late-night texts sent with shaking thumbs. But the truth stayed locked in AJ’s chest like a sealed shrine.
Something had awakened inside him. It wasn’t human. It wasn’t tame. It was ancient. A wildness that processed the world through only instincts and blood.
She found him in the aftermath, his aunt, Ria Nakamura. A shinobi of the elusive Clan Nakamura, known only in scattered stories and half-redacted archives. She said nothing of comfort. Offered little to no sympathy. She simply took him in as if he were her own son.
Under her tutelage, all that followed were endless sparring sessions, practiced stealth assassinations on training dummies, and hunting missions to kill mythic creatures haunting the alleys of Linkhan’s Capital. Bruises and sleepless lights were all AJ had come to know as his middle school into early high school years.
By the end of that year, AJ Nakamura was no longer just another junior at Linkhan’s Capital High. He was something else entirely. A hunter. Silent. Unyielding. 
Trained to kill what the rest of the world didn’t believe in. And beneath it all, buried like a fang in the heart, was a question no one dared ask. What really happened that night in the park?
***
Freddie Gonzalez also had a secret that only AJ and a select few comrades knew.
It wasn’t the kind of secret that made you cool or dangerous. It wasn’t something you bragged about at birthday parties or dropped casually into conversation. It was the kind that hid behind a crooked smile and bad jokes, tucked beneath the awkward confidence of a teenage boy who made himself the clown so no one asked what was underneath.
Years ago, he should have died. One stupid dare. One shove on the bridge. Linkhan’s Capital Northern Bridge, to be exact, high above the cold river below. He hit the water wrong in the shallow side. Had he just swayed a couple inches in the air to the right, the impact to the ground might not have crushed his back like a soda can. 
Bone splintered. Nerves severed. The doctors shook their heads, marveling at the fact that Freddie had even survived. Then came the Omega Cell prototype. An untested and highly experimental last resort.
Microscopic, programmable cells rebuilt what medicine couldn’t. They rethreaded his spine, stitched the nerves back together, and never stopped growing. His body changed. The cells bonded with his nervous system. From his thoughts alone, he could conjure armor, shields, even weapons made of searing, radiant light.
He should have been scared. The odds of similar procedures had less than an 8% success rate. Instead, he stood up. And then he kept standing. His will to push forward despite the intensity of his initial post-op pain was unrivaled. Ria Nakamura noticed.
She didn’t give speeches. She didn’t offer pity, much like her treatment of AJ. Instead, she just handed him a mission briefing and told him not to die. Freddie joined her unit soon after. AJ was already there. Other young hunters followed. Together, they fought the shadows rising at the edge of the world.
But here, in the fluorescent-lit hallways of Linkhan’s Capital High, all of that vanished. Here, they were students. Just a bunch of kids trying to survive algebra and awkward crushes while carrying secrets heavy enough to break them.
And even with powers, some threats still found a way to crawl beneath the skin. One of those threats had a name.
***
“I saved you a seat in bio yesterday,” Elijah said, brushing his blond hair from his eyes as the three of them made their way down the crowded hallway. “But you two ghosted out after fourth period like you were fugitives.”
AJ gave a crooked grin. “We kinda are.” As they rounded the corner near the lockers, a figure stepped into their path. His stance was wide and deliberate, blocking the corridor with practiced arrogance. 
Sean Robbie. His varsity jacket hung loosely over his shoulders like a costume he hadn’t earned. Arms crossed, chin tilted upward, he sized them up with eyes that held more smirk than threat. He looked to AJ, then Elijah, but his eyes finally settled on Freddie. “Well, well. If it isn’t Freddie the Flake,” he said, his voice smooth with mockery.
Freddie stiffened, jaw tightening. AJ took a step forward, his green eyes narrowing. Elijah didn’t move, but the glint in his eyes spoke volumes. The air in the hallway shifted, as if something just below the surface was beginning to stir. Freddie flinched, his easy smile dropping. “What do you want, Sean?”
Sean leaned in slightly. “Just checking in. You’ve been walking around like you matter lately.”
“I’m not doing this with you,” Freddie muttered and tried to move past him. Sean shoved him back lightly with one hand. That was all it took.
AJ stepped forward, his expression sharp. “Back off.”
Sean’s grin twitched. “You gonna bark for him, Nakamura?”
Elijah stepped in beside AJ. “Or you could grow up and try being relevant without pushing people around.”
A few students nearby slowed their pace, sensing something was about to happen. Sean squared his shoulders, but before anyone could throw a punch, a deep voice rang out from behind them.
Mr. Smitherson, their math teacher, poked his head out of the classroom. “If you three are done with your morning soap opera, I suggest you take your seats. That includes you, Robbie.”
Sean let out a laugh, but it was empty. With one last glance at Freddie, he turned away, swaggering down the hallway like a villain in a play he believed he was starring in.
Inside the math classroom, the boys took their seats. The whiteboard flickered with the remnants of yesterday’s lesson, but AJ hardly noticed. He sat staring ahead, mind drifting elsewhere.
A distant scream.
A monstrous howl.
A panicked voice, pleading with his name to run away.
He blinked, jaw tight, and looked down at his tablet screen. The recurring ache never fully went away, just shifted behind his ribs, tucked into quiet corners of his thoughts. 
“All right students,” Smitherson said, glancing over his shoulder as he underlined a date on the board, “as a gift to all of you, I’ve decided to reschedule this week’s math test.”
AJ perked up slightly. Freddie’s jaw dropped at his math teacher’s apparent kindness.
“To tomorrow.” The entire class groaned, but AJ and Freddie were the loudest.
“What!?” Freddie sputtered.
“We had a whole study group planned for the next couple of nights,” AJ muttered.
Smitherson offered no sympathy. “Then move it up to tonight, Mr. Nakamura.”
AJ slumped back in his seat, resting his head on the desk with a quiet groan. Freddie leaned in and whispered, “We are so doomed.” AJ sighed into his folded arms. 
“Adaptation, my dear students, is a skill key to survival. In life, and especially in high school. I will see you all tomorrow.”
They had fought monsters. They had bled. They had won battles no one would ever hear about. But here, under flickering classroom lights and the stale scent of old markers, they were once again reminded of a painful truth. High school was still the hardest battlefield of all.
The final bell rang like a sluggish echo through AJ’s mind. He barely noticed the scrape of chairs and the shuffle of feet as students filed out. The dull throb of math equations still pulsed behind his eyes, but it was something else, something sharper that caught his attention. 
“Can’t believe Smitherson pushed the test up again,” a voice said just ahead.
AJ paused mid-step, his gaze drifting upward. By the windows stood Lucy Aon, her long, wavy pink hair cascading over her shoulders with effortless grace. She was attractive, but so aloof to social cues that anytime someone tried to ask her out, they would end up rejecting themselves. She was flanked by two of her usual bookworm entourage, their clear backpacks slung low. Her pale fingers fidgeted with the zipper of her bag, and the irritation in her narrowed eyes made it clear that the math test news had dramatically ruined her afternoon plans.
“Seriously, if I’m late to Xero Corp again, Dr. Rozwell is going to bump me to mailroom duty,” she muttered. “Now I need every spare minute to cram for this stupid test. Ugh, this bites…”
Xero Corp.
The name carved itself into AJ’s mind like frostbite. He blinked.
A flash tore through his mind: a memory warped by time and fear, blooming like a wound behind his eyes. He saw it again: torn fabric clinging to matted fur, a scorched patch still barely visible on what little remained of the uniform. Black cloth. Silver insignia. The same cursed logo stamped across every med supply, every building permit in the city.
That damned shady monstrosity fronting as an organizational savior to humanity: Xero Corp.
AJ’s jaw tightened as Lucy walked past, her laughter trailing behind her like a faint, sweet perfume. It dissolved into the background hum of the hallway, but it stuck to him. 
She was connected. She had to be. And if she was… then maybe this was it. His opening. His first real shot. The chance to finally get answers.
Chapter 3: A Lit Package
The sun cut through the overcast sky, casting thin slats of warmth across the stone benches and tables. AJ stabbed halfheartedly at the rice in his bento, eyes occasionally flicking up toward the cafeteria doors.
Elijah drummed his fingers on the table before checking his watch. “Sorry, guys. I promised Mr. Bennett I’d help one of the freshmen with their robotics midterm.”
“On purpose?” Freddie asked, squinting. “You’re volunteering to miss lunch with us?”
Elijah grinned. “It’s called being a decent person. You should try it sometime.” He slung his bag over one shoulder, then nodded at AJ. “Catch you later, man.”
As Elijah disappeared down the corridor, AJ finally spoke. “I’m thinking of trailing Lucy.”
Freddie blinked. “I’m sorry? What now? Lucy, as in Lucy Aon? Hot and awkward so-she-can-never-get-a-date Lucy? 
“Yup. She’s interning at Xero Corp,” AJ said, lowering his voice. “I overheard her. She’s heading there right after school, but might be delayed because of some last minute studying. If I could leave detention right around the time she leaves for the internship, I could follow her. See what she’s really doing there.”
Freddie frowned. “My guy. That’s a terrible idea. Like to the ‘nth degree bad. Going into a highly secure fortress like Xero Corp in the middle of a school night is a great way to get killed, dissected, and fail the math test. We’ve got team training tonight. Ria’s not gonna like it if you just vanish, and she’s a professional ninja.”
“No sweat, I texted her that I got detention. She won’t expect me home right away.” AJ leaned forward. “I’ll cut through the old rail line and hit the side access and scale the walls to her office floor. It’s not like I’m gonna walk in the front door.”
Freddie gave him a long look, somewhere between frustration and worry. “You’re really going to do this? And skip training? That’ll tick off the others on the team, man. And Ria? She tracks your ass. You know she keeps tabs on your phone, right? That’s how she busted us for attending that Flying Ravens rock concert this past summer.”
AJ pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it across the table. “Keep this with you. I’ll keep my comms channel on our private frequency. If Ria checks my location, she’ll think I’m at practice. She’s tied up at an Enclave Commission meeting until late tonight, so she won’t even know that I’m gone. It’s the perfect window.”
“You’re asking me to lie for you.”
AJ’s eyes darkened. “I’m asking you to be my eagle eye in the sky, and I’m asking for a chance. Xero Corp’s the only lead I’ve had in four years. If there’s a trail… if they’re connected to what happened to my past… to her… well, then I have to follow it.”
Freddie’s face shifted. The sharpness faded. His skeptical edge softened into understanding. He took the phone, sliding it into his bag. “You better be careful. If Ria finds out, I wasn’t involved. You were kidnapped. By freaky ass clowns. Space clowns.”
AJ grinned faintly. “I owe you.”
“Damn right you do.”
The bell rang again, calling the school back to order. AJ stood, eyes drifting to the far gate, already forming a route in his head. His fists clenched at his sides. This time, he told himself, I’m not just chasing shadows.
***
Detention with Mrs. Dante felt more like being trapped in a waiting room than being punished. The veteran literature teacher was hunched over her desk, engrossed in a creased paperback with a windswept pirate locked in a dramatic embrace with a swooning noblewoman. Her red pen sat idle beside her grade sheet, untouched for what had to be an hour. It was clear the only suspense she cared about was whether or not the pirate would steal the duchess’s heart.
AJ sat near the back window, idly twirling a pencil between his fingers. The steady ticking of the wall clock made time feel sluggish, as if the classroom itself were stuck in slow motion.
Nearby, the only other sound came in quiet bursts, Sean Robbie muttering into a pair of earbuds barely hidden beneath his long, silky hair. He was the kind of guy who probably spent more time in front of a mirror than that jealous queen from the fairy tale, the one who couldn’t stand being outshined by a village girl with better cheekbones.
“Total setup,” Sean grumbled. “Kid had it coming. Deserved worse.” He was sprawled across his chair like a sack of bricks, one leg kicked out and arms crossed. Sean had ended up in detention for giving a freshman a swirlie before lunch, an event so infamous that by sixth period, it had already become meme fodder on campus group chats.
Sean kept glancing between the door and Mrs. Dante, who still hadn’t looked up from reading her romance novel. Moving slowly, he slid his phone out of his pocket, glanced at a new message, and mouthed the words silently before smirking to himself.
AJ, with his sharpened hearing, caught the muffled voices on the other end. Sean’s friends were laughing outside in the suburbs nearby, talking about taking their pit bull for a “potty break” and bagging the results. The plan was obvious. That bag was headed straight for the front doorstep of a certain math teacher that Sean couldn’t stand.
Without hesitation, Sean zipped up his hoodie, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and rose from his seat with quiet, practiced ease. AJ caught the motion in his peripheral vision and said nothing at first, as he knew this was his chance to not only one up Sean for earlier, but also get out of detention.
Sean was already halfway to the door when AJ spoke, his voice casual, eyes still fixed on the window.
“Hey, Mrs. Dante? I really hope Mr. Smitherson’s new security cams are up and running by now. It would be kind of a dumb time to pull a prank and get caught in 4k, wouldn’t it?”
Sean froze in place. His eyes snapped toward AJ, flickering between panic and something darker, like he couldn’t decide whether to run or throw a punch. Mrs. Dante snapped her head up. “What did you just say?”
AJ gave a casual shrug. “I thought Sean’s buddy said something earlier today about them going to Mr. Smitherson’s house to drop off a ‘lit’ package. Figured the old man wouldn’t be home till late. Now what could that package be exactly I wonder…?”
Sean bolted.
“Hey! Sean Robbie! Get back here this instant!” Mrs. Dante shouted, already throwing down her romance novel and lunging out of her chair. The old desk rattled as she stormed after him, snatching the office phone receiver as she moved. “Principal Gray, this is Room 2A, student Sean Robbie just fled detention. He’s heading off school grounds and may be planning to vandalize a staff member’s property. I’m contacting the police now.”
Her heels echoed through the hallway as she disappeared around the corner, shouting after him. The classroom fell silent.
AJ casually reached for his backpack, slung it over his shoulder, and slipped out the other door. He patted himself on the opposite shoulder. Mission accomplished.
***
The library was nearly empty by the time AJ arrived. The sun had dipped lower outside the tall windows, casting amber light across the study tables and rows of reference books. The librarian nodded but didn’t stop him.
In the back corner, Lucy zipped her math book into a dark leather bag. Her lips moved as she read something under her breath, then she snapped the bag shut and stood. Her expression was focused, not irritated or boastful like earlier. She seemed alone in her thoughts.
AJ stepped behind a shelf as she walked by, keeping his body angled to avoid the reflection in the glass case beside him. He waited for a beat, then followed at a careful pace.
Several moments after leaving the library, Lucy quickened her pace but maintained a calm composure as she slipped through the school’s front gates, blending into the thinning crowd of students dispersing homeward. AJ kept his distance, trailing a few dozen paces behind her with his hoodie drawn loosely over his head.
She reached the bus stop just before the streetlight began to flicker on. A public transit bus rolled up moments later, hissing at the curb as doors creaked open. Lucy boarded.
AJ waited until a small group of students and commuters began filing in, then stepped in near the back. He didn’t look directly at her, only made sure she had taken a window seat three rows up on the left. He slipped into a standing spot near the rear exit, partially obscured by an older man in a suit and a tall woman with earbuds.
The bus groaned to life and pulled away to follow its usual route. But this bus was different, as it didn’t just circle back to repeat the route when it completed it, no, instead it would head out west into the city’s outskirts. Towards Xero Corp.
The engine hummed beneath AJ’s feet, and the gentle sway of the vehicle nearly lulled him into calm. But something felt off. He glanced to his left, then to the back. Just tired students, a few overworked nurses, a plumber, and a dropout stoner nodding off with a skateboard between his legs.
Still, the sensation crept over him like cold mist across his skin. Someone was watching him. He turned again. Nothing. No cameras. No familiar faces. Just shadows growing longer with each turn of the wheels. Maybe it was just his guilt from missing training. Maybe.
As the bus headed out to complete its course, a figure crouched low atop a rusted maintenance building about a block away from the bus stop, his green trench coat flapping lightly in the wind. The man lowered a newspaper, revealing sharp eyes beneath a gray ballcap and a jaw lined with stubble.
He watched the bus continue to pick up speed through a pair of compact binoculars.
Once the vehicle turned on the next corner, he snapped the lenses shut, tucked the paper under one arm, and leapt clean off the roof with the ease of practiced movement. Boots hit the fire escape railing, then the ground.
He vanished into the alley just as the bus disappeared over the rise.

Chapter 4: Field Trip To Xero Corp
The bus hissed as its doors folded shut. AJ Nakamura had slid out with the last wave of civilians as they stepped off at the city’s edge bus stop, leaving behind only a sparse mix of Xero Corp employees and interns aboard the stale body-odor-filled vessel. Among them sat Lucy Aon, slouched against the window with wireless earbuds in, her fingers flicking through digital notes on her tablet. Her expression was unreadable, save for the faint twitch of her jaw in time with the music pulsing in her ears. She didn’t glance back, and didn't notice the lone figure observing from behind a shadowed divider several yards from the bus stop.
AJ Nakamura crouched low, his gaze fixed on the bus as it pulled away. He let the rumble of its engine build like a drumbeat, eyes narrowing with focus. When it passed his cover, he moved.
He dashed forward in a blur, dropped low, and slid beneath the bus just as its wheels picked up speed. Two magnetized kunai slipped from beneath the heels of his tennis shoes. With practiced precision, he jammed them into the metal undercarriage and clung to the vehicle’s underside. The road roared beneath him, but his body held steady. He exhaled slowly, syncing his breath to the rhythm of the moving machine.
AJ tapped a small node on his watch. A faint pulse surged from the device. His clothing shimmered, threads reacting to the Omega Cells embedded in his shirt and jean tags. The hoodie and jeans shifted texture, unraveling into new fibers that reknit themselves across his body. The red fabric curled and tightened around him, forming a sleeveless ninja gi dyed deep crimson. His sweatshirt’s hood rewove itself into a matching cloth mask slid up over his mouth and nose. 
The watch face detached and locked into place as a silver bracer along his forearm. He was no longer a student skipping detention. He was now a ninja bounty hunter, stalking prey from the shadows.
A low whir echoed beneath the chassis. From behind the bus, a small drone zipped into view. A specially made creation of Freddie’s genius older sister, Daisy Gonzalez. Sleek and insectile, it adjusted its trajectory and matched pace beside him. The drone extended a black scabbard bearing a dark leather strap and delivered it to AJ’s back with a magnetic click. The weight of the blade, the familiar curve of his family’s legendary heirloom, The Dragon’s Tongue Sword, settled against his spine.
In one fluid movement, the drone folded in on itself. Its parts shifted and compressed until only a thumb-sized USB drive remained. AJ caught it and tucked it into a secure slit along his chest. It was a security breaker, a one-shot key into nearly any closed system. If he needed a back door, he had one.
He pressed two fingers to the comms unit in his ear. “Freddie. I’m in position. The bus should reach the Xero Corp campus in a couple hours.”
Static buzzed faintly before a voice responded. “I still think this is suicide,” Freddie said. “What are you gonna do once you’re inside? It’s not like they give out welcome pamphlets to tell you what terminals to hack into.”
AJ adjusted his grip slightly as the bus jostled over a crack in the road. “Lucy mentioned a name. Dr. Rozwell. I heard her talking about him at the end of math class. She kept checking the time, like she was anxious. Could be a lead.”
Freddie’s voice went silent for a moment. Then a keyboard clacked on the other end. “Rozwell… yeah, found him. Doctor Richard Rozwell. Head of Project Elysium. Lead researcher for Xero Corp’s Omega Cell military trials. And oh, shit… You’re gonna love this…”
AJ waited with bated breath.
“He’s the guy responsible for animal-based bio-enhancements. Human augmentation using omega cells for the military. If someone made that monster from four years ago that nearly killed you and…well, you know…”
The vibrations beneath AJ’s body changed pitch. The road beneath the wheels had flattened. The terrain was different now. He was close. “Her. I know, man. Well, then I guess that’s where I’ll start,” he said quietly.
Beyond the horizon, the metallic silhouette of Xero Corp loomed. Massive, fortified walls stretched around the facility like a jaw waiting to snap shut. Towers blinked with blue security lights. Automated turrets scanned the sky. It looked more like a prison than a workplace.
AJ remained still beneath the chassis, his body tense, every breath purposeful. He was close now. And with every inch the bus rolled forward, he was one step nearer to the truth. 
***
It was late afternoon at the city’s sun-blasted edge, where the desert crept against glass and steel like a predator in wait, loomed a monolith of surgical brutality: the Xero Corp Genetics Division. Forty-three floors of reinforced alloy and one-way windows. Its silhouette bit into the sky like a blade.
On the 40th floor, inside the sterile chill of Dr. Richard Rozwell’s private office, a desktop computer blinked quietly, its screen pulsing with denial as a pink-haired intern tapped in yet another incorrect password.
High above, pressed flat against the ceiling like a predator poised to strike, clung a figure wrapped in blood-red silk and carbon mesh. Perfectly still. Breath slow. Eyes sharp and unblinking.
Alphonse-Jin Nakamura, clad in his bounty hunting clan’s standard ninja gi and a matching mask to boot. He eyed the glowing monitor beneath him and muttered into his earpiece.
“Pinkie, you’re taking forever…”
Down below, fluorescent lights hummed. The now-fuming intern sat hunched at a desk, hacking her own memory.
Lucy Aon. Strands of her valentine-pink hair fell over her bright blue eyes, a blue so rich that it matched the color of the sky that she never got to see anymore. A typical caffeine-addicted Xero Corp intern. This intern, however, was incredibly late to her shift due to her last minute math cram session ahead of Mr. Smitherson’s test tomorrow. With all the coffee she drank during her studying, she was now just one iced matcha away from a mental and emotional breakdown.
“‘Password123’? Nope. ‘LucyRoxx’? Ugh. What was I thinking in middle school? ‘LetMeInPlz’?!”
She slammed the keys like a toddler denied screen time. “I’m sooo gonna get fired…”
Frustrated and humiliated, she yanked her flash drive from the port, kicked her chair away like it owed her money, and stormed out. She passed two guards who’d been leaning against the wall like overpaid wallpaper.
“Hey, Lucy,” said Ricky, a middle aged guard with caterpillars for eyebrows, barely lifting a hand.
“Midnight shift?” Pauly added, a shorter young man who looked too green to operate in such a dangerous environment, shooting a wink as useless as his badge.
Lucy didn’t break stride.
“I’m fine, boys. It’s fine. Everything’s freaking fine,” she muttered.
With zero hesitation, she vaulted the stairwell railing, ground down the banister like a skater, and landed hard on Research Floor 39. Her faux-leather bag smacked her hip as she rounded the corner…
…and slammed into something solid, cold, and built like a vending machine.
Rubbing the fresh goose egg on her forehead, she looked up.
Dr. Richard Rozwell. 
Head geneticist and innovator of the integration of the Omega Cell into military-backed initiatives centered on human and animal gene integration. Part human, predominantly machine. Entirely driven by the cold logic of a graphing calculator.
His glowing orange visor where his eyes should’ve been didn’t blip. “You’re a couple hours late,” he said through his mechanical voice box, covered by a metallic face mask to hide his scarred and acid burned visage.
Lucy swallowed her excuses. “Yeah. I know.”
He turned without a word. She followed, each step reluctant, like a prisoner walking toward a fate already sealed.
“Maybe I’ll have you start with the beakers for your tardiness,” he mused aloud, voice flat and mechanical. “Leftovers from last week’s slug-and-human-explosive-snot fusion trial. Should still be nice and crusty.”
They disappeared down the hall, heading toward the door marked RESTRICTED LAB ACCESS. Back upstairs, the terminal blinked. AJ dropped silently to the floor. “Finally,” he breathed. “Alright, Freddie. I’m in.”
He crept forward, movements fluid, ghostlike. The crimson gi stretched across his back made no sound. His drone-converted flash drive clicked into place with surgical precision. The security breaking program was initiated at once. 
“Security system breach has begun. Now to find some data… Come on, baby…” AJ’s  fingers danced across the keys, harvesting data one byte at a time.
Freddie’s voice crackled in his ear. “So… btdubs… did you pack the rubber climbing gloves I told you to bring?”
AJ smirked under the mask. "I didn’t have time, man. Especially given how last minute this operation is. PLUS, I can't stand how it feels, dude. My fingers need air."
"Bruhhh. I could say so many things to that, but I won’t. Let’s just stay focused. And hey, don’t trip another silent alarm like that time with the BoarBank Syndicate.”
“I’m pretty sure I might have already tripped one. Which is why I’m hurrying.”
“Son of a biscuit eating b-”
 A loud CLANG rang out in the room.
Both teens went silent. Freddie’s voice over the comms fizzled like static from the air. AJ’s flashlight beam tracked the noise.
The pink-haired intern’s pen had rolled off the desk and hit the tile like a gunshot. The pen settled. Silence swallowed the room. AJ didn’t move.
Down the corridor, outside Rozwell’s sanctum, two guards stood under buzzing lights, leaning, bored, clueless. Ricky stiffened. “I swear I just heard something.”
Pauly sighed, chewing gum like it was a protest. “My guy, last time it was a vending machine glitch. Are you really out here chasing ghost pens now?”
“Nah, man. This was sharp. Like metal-on-tile sharp. Came from Rozwell’s office.”
Pauly scoffed. “That door’s locked down six ways from Sunday. You need a retina scan and a blood signature just to sneeze in there.” But Ricky didn’t laugh. He stared. The hairs on his neck said something different. Then…click.
A faint rattle of the doorknob. Pauly’s smirk vanished. “Wait. Was that… the window?”
Ricky blinked. “That was the damn window.”
Back in Rozwell’s office, AJ was already halfway through the window. His legs vanishing into the night, climbing knives retracted, fingers finding their grip on the outer glass like a spider scaling a mirror. The wind pulled at his mask.
Freddie again, low and sarcastically said, “you’re not actually climbing up the last 3 stories without transforming, right?”
AJ grunted. “I shouldn’t be shifting this close to the night of a full moon. Anyways, I’m already halfway up. The rope climb in gym class is way worse.”
“Pretty sure Ms. Valdez never had drone snipers on your ass mid-climb.”
“Dude, her sass’s more intimidating than any gun that’s been aimed at me.”
Moonlight kissed the red folds of his gi as he scaled upward, his jikatabi soundless, and his movement weightless, a phantom inching toward the heavens.
Back inside, the private office door of Dr. Rozwell creaked open.
Pauly stepped in first, standard issue laser pistol drawn. “Nothing in here… but the window’s wide open.”
Ricky stared at the night. 40 stories up. No ledges. No handholds. “You really think someone jumped?”
Pauly lowered his gun. “I’m filing a complaint with the sergeant. You’re going back to mornings.”
Just behind them, in the fluorescent-lit hallway, a click of metal boots. Both guards turned at once. At the far end of the hallway stood a figure.
Zane Stryker. A trench coat as green as a vibrant rainforest. Steel plates covered his legs, boots, and knuckles. A dark grey shirt clung to his cyborg-enhanced muscles and skin. His short, spiky hair was a remnant from his military days. His neon-violet eyes gleamed with a focused hunter’s intensity. He sported a five o’clock shadow, the mark of a man who only shaved when he wasn’t chasing a bounty.
He stepped forward, coat swaying behind him like a slow curtain. One purple cyber-lens blinked as it analyzed the guards. His voice course from years of smoking his favorite cigarettes. “Evening, gentlemen.”
Ricky whispered. “I didn’t hear him approach until he was well past the locked stairwell… I don’t think I even heard it click!”
Pauly raised his weapon. “Hands up. Ground. Now!”
The man didn’t flinch. “I’m looking for a red ninja. Or maybe a big, angry dog. Either of those jog your guys’s your memory?”
Pauly narrowed his aim. “Five seconds before I ventilate the metal in those tin-can legs of yours, asshole.”
The man sighed theatrically. “Such manners. But I suppose it can’t be helped.” He glanced upward. “Iris. Dim the lights.”
A young woman’s voice, calm, robotic: Blackout initiated. 
The hallway vanished into darkness. One heartbeat passed. Then…a blur of motion. The stranger became light itself.
A streak of green and silver cut through the dark, followed after by streaks of crimson coated larynges coating the shadow covered hallway walls. Two muffled thuds. When the lights snapped back on, Pauly and Ricky were already dead. Their heads hit the tile half a second after their knees buckled.
The man stood between them, steam rising off his hands, blood misting the air. He stepped over their bodies like rotting trash. “Thank you, gentlemen. But I do have a quarry to hunt.” Stryker stepped into Rozwell’s cold office, the wind from the open window howling like a feral dog.
Stryker's violet-tinted cyber lenses hummed as they scanned the room for any signs of fingerprints or footprints. His attention was caught by the open window seal, which had been forced open by a hurried thief under the cover of darkness.
A cruel smirk spread across his face as he focused on the barely visible footprint left by a ninja shoe, the jikatabi belonging to one AJ Nakamura, heading up toward the roof.
“He didn’t jump down… that boy… climbed up.”


Chapter 5: Give Me The Sonic, I’ll Give You The Boom
Forty-three stories above Linkhan’s glittering artery, the rooftop of the Xero Corp Genetics tower stretched out like a steel crucible. Neon safety lights blinked in rhythmic patterns. Vent fans spun like lazy blades. The skyline shimmered, reflected in AJ’s emerald green eyes flashes of gold, blue, and bruised red.
He crouched near the eastern ledge, mask off, chest heaving. Sweat glistened on his jaw. His face: young, angled, and carved by hardship.
In his ear: static.
Then, the man himself, Freddie Gonzalez, best friend to AJ Nakamura since they both moved to Linkhan’s Capital in 2020 when they were just six years old.
“You alive, man?”
AJ stood, eyes on the horizon.
“Alive. But I'm stuck up here. It’s the night just before a full moon, so I can’t transform. I’m going to need an airlift.”
“Always with the airlifts, man. One day I’m gonna strap a jetpack to your ninja-mutt ass.”
AJ cracked a smile. “Then I’d be a rocket wolf, not a ninja werewolf.” He stepped closer to the ledge, hair flicking in the wind.
Then… he paused.
A sound.
Low. Metallic. A hum of pressure on steel.
Behind him, below…
Something was approaching the exit to the rooftop door.
Just a stairwell down from the rooftop where AJ was perched, metal combat boots clanked up the steps with metronomic precision.
Stryker didn’t rush. He didn’t need to. His AI’s purple lens scanned the door ahead. “Iris,” he said, casual. “Target is on the roof. The emergency exit door’s locked.” 
Acknowledged, came the voice. Cryo-spray recommended for dramatic entry. 
Stryker sighed, amused. “‘Dramatic entry’, huh? I like the way you think.” From his coat, he withdrew a small canister and sprayed the frame. Frost spiderwebbed instantly across the hinges.
He stepped back. Raised one leg until the gears in his joints locked into the place with extreme tension. The hitman grinned. “Let’s get this party started!!”
With a heavy thrust of his metal weighted foot, the door exploded outward in a blizzard of metal shards. From the opposite side of the rooftop exit door that had suddenly broken into ice-covered shards, AJ spun as collateral shrapnel sliced through the air.
He yanked his mask back on firmly, the teal bladed sword already half-drawn from the obsidian shaded scabbard strapped to his back.
Through the frosty dust stepped the killer in green. Steam hissed from his jacket. His cybernetic eyes glinted. Stryker bowed slightly, like a gentleman before a duel. “A.J. Nakamura. You gave me quite the chase.”
He smiled without warmth. “You are, considerably, much harder to track than the last mutt I put down. But, heh, where are my manners…” His smile widened. “Hello there… mongrel.”
AJ’s teal blade slid free with a whisper. The Dragon’s Tongue. Slightly curved. Etched in ancestral kanji that pulsed under moonlight. A faint ethereal ember flickered in and out around the leather strapped metal hilt.
“Mongrel?” AJ repeated, voice flat. “So… you’re not corporate security then?”
“Nope.”
“Well then,” AJ chuckled slightly to himself, “go screw yourself, old man.”
Stryker guffawed at the boldness of AJ’s rude defensiveness. “And, hypothetically, if I was security?”
“Then STILL go and screw yourself, tin-man!” AJ growled back, a sharp point to his canines tugged at the air tight crimson mask around his face.
Stryker stepped into full light, his tone shifting from mocking to clinical.
“Everyone at the Enclave Commission’s buzzing about you, ninja-boy. The bounty hunting organization’s very own leashed wolf. Hunting monsters to avenge his poor big sister.”
AJ flinched, just slightly.
Stryker didn’t miss it.
“Ah. There it is. Did I strike a nerve? Oh, poor boy. You’ll need thicker skin to survive me. I’m curious, do you truly think someone inside Xero Corp knows the truth? That they’re hiding her killer from the public? From you? That this little crusade of yours actually matters?”
He grinned and drew a desert eagle pistol from a holster attached to a clip on his lower back. “Anyways… none of it truly matters because quite frankly… I don’t give a shit about any of that.”
He aimed the weapon sideways at AJ. “I’m just here to get paid for the bounty.” And fired. Gunshots cracked through the night.
Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam.
AJ’s blade became a jade-hued blur, parrying each round with surgical grace. But then… The last shot struck at just the wrong angle. The blade flew from his hand. The ancestral weapon skidded across the roof towards Stryker.
AJ swore lowly into his sweat soaked mask. “Well… I guess it's screw me, then.”
Stryker kicked-up the sword from the ground like a soccer ball, and snatched it mid-air.. “Let’s see how it feels to die by your own sword.”
His cybernetic arm reached for the Dragon’s Tongue, lifting it with reverence. Holstering his still smoking gun behind his back to his combat belt.
He turned it over slowly as it crossed his guard with finesse.
“A traditional ninja’s katana? Classy. But this isn’t steel… is it? Jade? No. Enchanted? Maybe… Ah wait… This shit is old magic! Bloodline-tied. Is this the ancient heirloom of reverence protected by Clan Nakamura? If so, what an honor it will be to take it from their final heir!”
He smiled like a surgeon about to operate. “If your cursed mongrel powers are tempered through this… then let’s see how well you can control yourself without it. Shall we let the beast off of his leash? Show the city what its ‘hero’ truly looks like?”
Across the roof, AJ crouched low, his breath rapid and shallow, like a wild animal. His voice rasped through his mask. “You talk too much.” He dashed across the rooftop at full speed before Stryker could raise the blade.
He moved like red lightning, low to the ground, eyes glowing with kinetic focus. The city’s neon-lit skyline blurred behind him.
Stryker wielded the Dragon’s Tongue with both hands, making a wide, brutal swing. It was the stance of a cold executioner. Weighty.
AJ ducked the first arc, slid beneath the second, and buried his fist in Stryker’s ribs.
Clang.
The red ninja grimaced, his knuckles inflamed from making contact with unseen metal beneath Stryker’s dark gray bodysuit.The sound was all wrong, flesh shouldn’t echo like that, AJ thought. “Of course you’re armored...”
Stryker spun with a backhand swing, blade slicing air. “I am a professional after all.”
AJ vaulted backward, caught the edge of a rooftop vent, launched himself in a corkscrew mid-air, and landed a dropkick straight at a horizontal angle onto Stryker’s chest. The hunter slid back five feet, but didn’t fall. His iris shimmered. Eyes like twin lasers. AJ’s boots skidded against the tile. 
Okay. He’s fast. But I’m faster! AJ thought to himself. With my strength and speed, he won’t even know what hit him. 
He lunged again, fists and elbows flying in tight, rapid angles. His form: precise. Brutal. Unrelenting. But Stryker… blocked them all.
AJ staggered back, shock creeping in. “Y-you blocked every hit?!”
Stryker’s voice was almost bored. “Too slow, kid.”
He twisted, pivoted, brought the blade down in a crushing vertical arc. AJ rolled, barely dodging the sword as it carved the air downward. He quickly ripped a length of rusted pipe from the rooftop, and flung himself at Stryker’s flank.
CRACK.
The pipe exploded against Stryker’s forearm as shards of metal flaked off. No damage, not even a chip. “Kid, are you even trying?” Stryker asked, disappointed. “I thought you were the great ‘hero of Linkhan’s Capital.’”
AJ winced, his resolve however, not unraveled. “Little ol’ me? Oh, I’m just warming up.” He flashed a grin, cocky, defiant, tired. “And honestly? You’ve kept up better than I expected for a middle-aged ex-merc.”
Without warning… a hiss cracked the minimal silence between the two warriors. From Stryker’s back, steam jetted out of micro-vents. His coat rippled from the pressure. The mechanical fingers covered by his plated knuckled gloves flexed like machine pistons.
Iris’s calming AI voice came alive in Stryker’s mind, its signal glitching slightly: Warning: target’s vitals are surging. Transformation imminent. Initiating sonic strike mode.
Stryker’s grin widened. “You’re slipping, mutt.” He pointed the katana at AJ. “Sooner or later, they’ll all see what you and your kind really are.”
AJ’s chest tightened. His heart slammed against his ribs like a war drum. A familiar heat pulsed behind his eyes. No. Not now.
He swayed slightly, vision blurring. Fingertips twitching. Whispering into his comms receiver resting in his ears and hidden by his ninja mask, breath ragged: “Freddie… I’mma need you to speed it up. I’m gonna lose it soon.”
Freddie’s voice came back through static. “Almost there. Don’t you dare transform yet, bro. Not on the roof. Not with possible civilians below you like Lucy!”
But it was too late. A surge of pressure surged through AJ's forearms, causing his hair to darken and thicken slightly with a golden, radiant glow, emerging from his skin as if he were being reborn. Heat coursed through his veins. His bones throbbed as his muscles expanded.
Something inside him howled, but he still held it back. AJ lifted his head. Eyes glowing. Voice like a growl. “Here’s your damn teaser trailer.” He propelled himself to Stryker’s position with ferocity. AJ swung harder and moved faster.
A scarlet blur against the moonlight. His speed now wasn’t natural, it was predatory. He spun mid-air, flipped over Stryker’s head, landed, pivoted, and drove a knee toward the cyborg’s jaw. Stryker ducked, but only barely. “The sloppy-ass ninja has some speed hacks. Cute.”
AJ landed in a crouched three-point stance, chest rising and falling like a furnace. His muscles twitched with pain like they were being stretched beyond human limits. The thickened hair along his arms shimmered in the security lights.
Stryker raised his hands. “Iris, engage in full sonic burst mode.”
His AI’s voice responded calmly: 100% sonic burst mode is underway. 
Both of Stryker’s cybernetic arms extended, transformed, mechanisms snapping into place…
His signature sonic cannon arms. He smiled with murderous glee.. “You want to know who hired me?” He aimed them both at AJ. “Someone operating deep within the shadows of this city’s underworld.. To them, you’re a threat. Your powers scare the future he’s fought to establish for years. They just want you gone.”
He clapped his metallic palms together.
The cannon arms released a sound wave of compressed force that blasted downward and forward.
AJ leapt, but was too slow. The edge of the shockwave hit his leg, flipped him mid-air like a rag doll sending him spiraling backward until he hit the edge of the roof with a fleshy smack.


Chapter 6: Too Close To Heaven
Near down below the sonic scarred rooftop, a secret research laboratory’s rhythmic automated noises erupted with sirens.
Dr. Richard Rozwell and Lucy Son stood inside a chrome sanctum of blue light. Monitors flashed data in frantic bursts. The centerpiece, a cylindrical chamber swirling with glowing liquid, trembled with seismic tension. Rozwell’s coveted Project Elysium.
Lucy’s eyes darted between code and chaos. “Stabilization at ninety-eight percent!”
Rozwell’s synthetic spine whirred. He didn’t flinch. “One misstep,” he murmured, “and Project Elysium turns this whole building into a radioactive prayer.”
***
Back up at the dust covered and roof splintered scene, AJ summoned his strength from his mental indented resting place and hopped to his feet. Without wasting time, in a single fluid motion, AJ whipped three ninja stars from his belt and let them fly with each one glinting in a teal sheen of cursed steel. The third star shimmered faintly as it left his fingers, a hair-thin string trailing invisibly behind, anchored to the mechanism embedded in his right gauntlet.
Stryker reacted instantly. The first star zipped toward his head, but he tilted aside, letting it slash past his cheek with surgical precision.
The second he cleaved in half midair with the Dragon’s Tongue blade.
This was a mistake that would cost him. The moment steel met steel, the star burst into a blinding sphere of flashbang light.
“Gah-!” Stryker reeled back, momentarily disoriented.
By then, the third star struck true by embedding into his cybernetic hand. AJ yanked the invisible string from his wristguard to pull the ninja star back with incredible force. Sparks exploded off of Stryker's sword gripped hand. His robotic fingers jerked and spasmed, and with a metallic clatter, the Dragon’s Tongue slipped from his grip and spun off the edge of the rooftop, swallowed by the darkness below.
AJ grinned like he pulled off the practical joke of a lifetime. To gloat on his effective performance, he flipped Stryker the middle finger. 
"Oops," AJ smirked. “Butterfingers.”
Snarling, Stryker reached over his shoulder and drew the heavy-caliber desert eagle pistol from its magnetic holster off the back of his combat belt. The chrome barrel gleamed even under the clouded moonlight. He didn’t get the chance to fire. 
AJ was already moving, his path trailed by a blur of curse magic aura that phased through the air with grace and precision. He slid low, sprang up, and with a spinning roundhouse kick worthy of martial legends, knocked the gun clean from Stryker’s hand.
The weapon spiraled end over end, vanishing off the ledge with a satisfying clink. But the momentum cost AJ as Stryker's cybernetic fist came crashing into AJ's jaw in a brutal spinning backfist. The impact thundered like a gunshot.
AJ’s frame soared, his back and strapped scabbard scraping across the rooftop, body skidding through puddles, until he slammed spine-first into the opposite ventilation unit. The metal dented with a molded impression of AJ’s body. He gasped as his body relaxed and then tensed immediately as it processed the pain.
Stryker didn’t hesitate. He sprinted with determination and launched himself up high. His boots screamed against the night air as he soared up and forward, barrel rolling mid-air, arms out, feet aimed like twin battering rams. A sonic-powered dropkick, zero hesitation with full intent to kill.
AJ reflexively crossed both arms in front of him. Tensing in defensive formation.
Stryker's sonic fueled boots made contact with AJ's guarded arms.
The force of it cracked the roof. Cement buckled beneath AJ, collapsing into a shallow crater. Rain sprayed in every direction.
AJ roared like a cornered beast, muscles bulged beneath torn fabric. With a primal heave, he pushed upward, wrist guards groaning under the strain, and launched Stryker skyward like a cannonball.
Stryker twisted in midair, cloak flaring. His cyber lenses gleamed crimson for a moment.
He brought both hands together, fingers splayed wide. The sonic cannons embedded in his arms flickered erratically, damaged from earlier his vibrating attack, but still functional nonetheless.
"Lucky you," Stryker bemoaned, "2 shots in one night. Even my hardest kill to date hasn't needed that many. You should be proud. But alas, this is where it ends, boy."
The cyborg clapped once more with even more gusto. A shockwave resonated from his sparking steely arms and shrieked downward like the judgment of a god.
AJ looked up, eyes wide, instincts screaming. "Are you kidding m-."
The wave hit like an invisible hammer of force that flattened the rooftop and swallowed him whole. AJ braced his arms across his face just as the sonic current drilled into him, ripping through bone and sinew and steel-reinforced floors. Glass shattered. His screams were cut short.
AJ’s body became a missile, driven downward through plaster, rebar, and concrete. As the battle beaten teenage hunter shot through each floor, he blasted through Dr. Rozwell and Lucy’s lab, splitting the floor beneath the scientists. 
Lucy was thrown sideways. Her tablet shattered. She slammed against a console as alarms above and around them wailed.
The room’s AI Voice warned the scientists, “structural integrity compromised. Evacuate immediat-,” but was cut off as power became disabled.
Rozwell clutched a steel beam as debris rained down overtop him.
“What in the hell-?!”
The robotic scientist was silenced as his cold precious research sanctum caved in.
***
AJ continued to plummet with driven force floor by floor. Each level split with thunder. 
Three floors.
Seventeen floors.
Thirty floors. Gravity compelled him to reach the bottom without mercy or restraint.
From the sky, the building looked like a fresh egg splitting down the middle. Dust and screams bled into the night air as the east half of the tower began to slump sideways, office floors cascading like cards. Debris rained into the streets of the desert encased research campus. Lab equipment, research terminals, and late-working scientists were torn into oblivion in seconds.
The crimson ninja finally hit the lowest sublevel like a meteor with a hard crunch, followed by an eerie silence. Dust, steel, and shattered wiring spilled across the floor. AJ rolled, coughing blood, bones screaming. Buried beneath rubble and steel and death, his fingers managed to twitch despite the torment that ravaged his body.
He coughed up blood and ash. Everything hurt. His ribs cracked with each breath, his leg twisted unnaturally beneath him. The Dragon's Tongue was nowhere to be seen. His partially transformed cursed state had kept him alive, but barely. His vision blurred, flickering in and out with the strobing glow of emergency lights failing across the shattered husk of the tower.
Dust drifted above him, backlit by the luminous moon covered by clouds.
And far, far above, standing on the roof’s broken edge, Zane Stryker stared down. A silhouette in the smoke. Watching.
AJ lay broken, his hand shakily reaching out for something, anything, to pull him up. But for now… all he could do was glare upward.
High above the carnage, the air stilled. Zane Stryker stood at the crumbling edge of the split tower, his optic sensors scanning the ruin below, tracking the feeble pulse of life buried in the wreckage. His right arm sparked violently, circuits shorting, fluid hissing. With a grimace of finality, he raised the limb to the sky.
A mechanical whine pulsed from his shoulder joint as the cybernetic appendage began to twist, unraveling and folding outward with brutal elegance. Pistons locked. Steel shrieked. Within seconds, the arm had reshaped itself into a gleaming, six-foot javelin, sleek, aerodynamic, and honed to a razor’s edge.
Stryker gripped its base with his left hand and stepped off the ledge.
He didn’t fall.
He descended, a human projectile plummeting from the heavens like an angel of death, cloak billowing behind him, boots sparking against gravity itself. The wind howled around his frame, catching in the grooves of his armor as he spun into a killing dive, the spear angled down with precision toward the collapsed floors below.
Through fractured vision, AJ saw the silhouette descend like an unstoppable, vengeful, divine force of nature..
Stryker’s voice echoed as he hurtled closer, amplified by his robotic jaw’s comm array: “You should’ve transformed all the way, Nakamura... Then maybe, just maybe, you could’ve survived me.”
He lowered the javelin’s tip, aiming directly at AJ’s sternum. “But oh well. I guess you just weren’t all the hype.”
And then… time fractured. The world froze around AJ as though the air itself had turned to glass. Dust suspended in midair. Shards of broken tile and concrete hovered weightlessly. The descending silhouette of Stryker became a still frame, spear inches from piercing flesh. AJ’s eyes widened.
A vibration shuddered through his skull, not pain, but resonance. The purple veins pulsing beneath his skin flared to life, whispering in a language older than memory. The cursed essence within him stirred like a sleeping leviathan. Somewhere deeper, beneath the crushed rubble and his fractured body…something opened.
The world faded into black. Then…he awoke to a living dream.

Chapter 7: Blood Flavored Ice Cream
Four years ago, on an autumn afternoon in the heart of Linkhan’s Capital, the gymnasium of Linkhan’s Capital Middle School reeked of sweat and failure. Thirteen-year-old AJ lay face down on the worn mat, his wooden sword just out of reach, his pride scattered across the polished floor like the echo of the blow that had dropped him. Standing across from him was Regina Archduke, her red hair catching the gym’s harsh light, her cold eyes fixed on him as she lowered her shinai with deliberate control.
“You fight like a scared toddler,” she said, her voice cutting sharper than her strike.
AJ said nothing. His fingers twitched against the mat, but he stayed down.
A pause, then the referee’s voice filled the gymnasium. “The winner: Regina Archduke.”
Scattered applause followed, but AJ heard none of it. His ears were full of silence, and the weight of failure pressed heavier than any sword ever could.
Later that afternoon at the Nakamura residence, a quiet Japanese-styled home nestled in the suburban outskirts of the sprawling metropolis that is Linkhan’s Capital, the house was quiet.
Outside, the distant hum of mag-trains filtered in through the paper-thin windows secretly protected by razor thin  but inside, the silence pressed down like a weighted blanket, heavy with memory.
A family portrait rested on the shelf near the entryway. Baby AJ, toothless and wild-eyed, reaching toward the camera. Hikari, his older sister, beaming beside him with a sparkle of pride that outshone her bruised collarbone. Their mother, radiant, smiled faintly, as if suppressing the illness that would soon hollow her from within, just to preserve that fleeting moment of warmth.
Their father? Torn from the frame.
AJ sat hunched on the edge of his bed, the tatami floor creaking beneath him. Still in his dark blue trainee uniform, mud dried at the knees, a streak of his own blood dried up along the collar. His hands, pale from pressure, white-knuckled the hilt of his shinai like it might disappear if he let go. The bamboo blade trembled, no matter how tightly he held it.
The door creaked open.
Hikari stepped in, a grocery bag looped around one arm, her figure outlined by the fading orange light of dusk. Seventeen. Scarred brow. Sharp cheekbones. Just slightly taller than AJ, and athletically gifted in every area he wasn't. Which, in AJ’s case, was everything.
She tossed a rice ball at his chest. “You breathing in here, or did Regina Archduke knock your soul loose too?”
AJ caught it without looking up. His voice came low, tight. “I lost.”
“I noticed.” She exhaled, setting the groceries down on the hallway table, glancing at the soft indentation in his bedsheets, the crater where defeat had landed.
He tilted his head toward the family photo. “I let Mom down.”
Hikari crossed the room, sat beside him without a word, and nudged her shoulder gently into his.
“You think a sparring match would change how she felt about you?”
AJ’s breath hitched, his voice cracking like broken glass. “She died the week we moved to this city. New house, new start… What a joke. Then Dad spirals into depression, goes and vanishes without even saying goodbye. Who the hell even knows where he is now? Not that I care...”
He wiped his face with his sleeve. “You’re all I’ve got, Hikari. And I feel like I let you down too. I can’t even hold a bamboo sword right.”
Hikari leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, fingers laced together. Her voice was soft, but sharp.
“Well first of all, don’t hold it like you’re scared of it,” she said. “Hold it like you mean to protect something. Trust me, it’s better to figure that out now than wait for Auntie Ria to ‘teach’ you the hard way. She’s the school of hard knocks, I should know because she busted my ass first. And don’t think she’ll go easy on you just because you’re the youngest. 
She wants both of us ready to hunt and fight by the time we’re old enough to apply for our Enclave Hunter’s License,” she said in a gentle and patient voice. AJ blinked, caught off guard.
She continued, “but seriously, AJ, do you think that any of the stuff that really matters in life: honor, purpose, and survival, gets handed out based on how many points you score in a Kendo tryout? That’s not how this works, little brother. You’re not here to impress our snooty old ancestors with sticks up their gi’s. Nuh uh. No sir. You’re here to learn how to survive. To protect. To endure.”
“But our clan name…” he started.
“Clan name, schlan name. Legacy can wait.” Her tone shifted, warmer now. “Right now, you’re thirteen. You’re still growing. Your center of balance is off. Your coordination’s playing all kinds of catch-up what with all the hormones in your body-.”
AJ groaned, pressed his embarrassed face into his worn hands. “Hikari… gross! I don’t want to talk about that stuff with my sister-.”
Hikari ignored him to continue on, “... AND you’re grieving. Grieving, AJ. That’s a battle most full-grown warriors can’t even face, and you’re already in the ring with it.”
AJ finally looked at her. “So what am I supposed to do?”
She smiled at him, a combination of sad and proud and tired all at once. “You eat your damn rice ball. You wash your stinky ass gi. You get a good night’s rest. And tomorrow morning, you wake up and fail all over again. But this time, when you fail, you learn from it and move forward. You hear me? One inch. One swing. One breath.”
She ruffled his hair. “Mom didn’t love us because we were strong. She loved us because we kept trying. And I’ll be damned if I let you forget that.”
AJ nodded, swallowing hard. “You think I’ll ever be good enough?”
Hikari rose to her feet and glanced back at him, the hallway light catching her scar like a badge of honor. “AJ, you already are.” She hesitated at the door, then added, “And when the time comes that you’re standing alone, blade in hand, staring down something that should break you… don’t you dare think of it as your ending.”
AJ tilted his head. “Then what is it?”
She grinned. “Your beginning, duh! Now stand up, little brother, and let’s go get some ice-cream. My treat.” Then she was gone.
And AJ sat still, rice ball half-eaten in his hand, the weight of his shinai resting across his knees.
His practice blade finally stopped trembling.
***
One of Riku Linkhan’s long-standing grievances with building Linkhan’s Capital in California was the lack of seasonal variety. While he appreciated the consistent sunshine and warmth the state offered, he felt strongly that the people of his city should experience the full rhythm of the four seasons, just as he had growing up in Japan. From the city’s inception, he invested billions into the creation and installation of synthetic weather generators. Once the calendar hit mid-August, signs of autumn would begin to spread across the city. 
By December, a winter chill would settle over the tech hub, encasing it like a snow globe. Unlike the rest of California, where summer seemed eternal, Linkhan’s Capital would reflect the seasonal changes felt in most other parts of the United States. It was autumn now, and the feeling had fully taken hold across the city. The air carried that familiar crispness, rich with the scent of fallen leaves, a fragrance unique to October.
A few hours after their conversation and the bus ride downtown, the Nakamura siblings walked side by side along a multi-colored tree-lined path, their silence easy and unspoken. Golden-orange light filtered through the branches above, casting long shadows that swayed gently with the breeze. Nearby, a street vendor ladled slices of pumpkin pie onto paper trays, and the warm, spiced aroma drifted toward them like a memory waiting to be made.
AJ dragged his feet, still sulking. His pumpkin ice cream cone in hand, melting.
Hikari strolled beside him, pistachio already half-devoured.
“You gonna eat that?” Hikari asked, gesturing lazily at his cone.
He stared ahead. “It’s pumpkin.”
She rolled her eyes. “So cliched.”
They passed a mother holding her toddler’s hand. The little boy pointed up at the sky, babbling something about dragons. His mother smiled, ruffled his fuzzy hair.
AJ watched them quietly, face softening. “You think Mom would be proud of us?”
Hikari’s answer was immediate. Quiet. “I know she would.”
He looked at her. “Even though I suck at Kendo?”
She grinned. “Especially since you suck at Kendo. I’m kidding of course,” she joked as she gently elbowed him in the ice cream holding arm. “It means you’re not Dad.”
AJ laughed, just once.
But then… the wind fell silent like a breath held too long.
The city sounds receded. Distant cars, children’s laughter, the rustle of leaves, until it all went mute.
Hikari stopped walking. Her smile vanished, she pressed her arm in front of AJ to stop him from walking beyond her reach.
AJ looked up at her. “What is it?”
She didn’t answer. Her gaze locked on the trees across the park. Frozen in fear.
Initially faint, a low rumble reverberated throughout the park’s center where the Nakamura’s stood. The sound began to oscillate and rise, not in tone, but in ferocity. Not a growl, no, not precisely.
An amalgamation of a pained human scream with the low snarl of a massive predator. Something so unnatural, it couldn't belong to any animal. Just hunger encased in sound.
Then it emerged.
A silhouette. Inhumanly tall. Unnaturally broad. Fur like oil-slick metal, eyes glowing a sick, violent yellow. Tattered clothes like torn hospital rags hung from each joint of its massive frame. Embroidered into the collar of the rags spelled out the faded words of the company that made it: XERO CORP. 
A hulking werewolf straight out of a children's story book. It moved on all fours like a gorilla. Muscles bunching under its skin like cable wire. Its breath fogged in the cold.
Hikari didn’t hesitate and shoved AJ back.
“MOVE.”
He stumbled. “Hika-?”
She was already sprinting.
A small and silver blade slid into her hand from a discrete pocket in her jacket sleeve.
She slashed upward as the werewolf lunged.

Its arm came down like a guillotine.
A flash of red appeared.
And then…her arm vanished.
The wolf grabbed the arm mid-air and gobbled it down like it hadn’t eaten in weeks.
“HIKARI,” AJ screamed with shock and despair haunting his voice.
But she didn’t voice the immense suffering she had just received. Not a word nor a shout. Instead, she spun on one knee and buried the blade into the werewolf’s eye. It shrieked! Suddenly, it reared back, staggered.
But it came back angrier.
The second strike hit her square in the torso. Sent her flying across the park.
She crashed into the bench with a sickening clang. The metal gave way beneath her weight, folding inward as blood burst from her body like a shaken can. 
The werewolf didn’t allow for AJ to respond as it lunged with terrifying speed and clamped its jaws down into his right shoulder. Agony ripped through him as razor-sharp teeth pierced flesh and muscle. He let out a strangled scream, unable to fight back as the creature thrashed him like a rag doll, his limbs flailing helplessly under the force.
With a final violent shake, the werewolf hurled him across the pavement. AJ’s body collided hard with the ground beside Hikari’s still form. Pain exploded through his back and ribs as he gasped for air, vision blurring. Every nerve screamed, but he couldn’t move. His fingers barely twitched.
The werewolf retreated a few steps and began to lick its bloodied muzzle, its one working eye locked onto the broken boy in front of it.. It waited in silence, watching, calculating what to do next based on the faintest hint of resistance.
Chapter 8: The Reaper Comes For Us All
AJ dragged himself to her side with every ounce of adrenaline and will he could muster, his left palm smeared red, trembling as he pressed his hand against her wounds. He couldn’t feel his right arm as a sickening numbness began to take over it.
“No no no no no, please stay with me come on… please don’t leave me here alone. I-I need you, Hikari-.”
Her breath hitched in shallow gasps, eyes fluttering. A faint smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
“Run…” she murmured. “Run, AJ.”
“I’m not leaving you,” he said, his voice breaking.
Her eyes met his, steady even as the light in it faded. She forced a laugh, more air than sound. “I wish I could’ve seen you wipe the f-floor with Archduke…,” she whispered hoarsely as she coughed up a gulp of blood. “I’m sad I won’t be able to see you grow up either… You’re gonna be such an incredible hunter…”
He shook his head, tears falling freely now.
“Save your t-tears, AJ. You need to get out of here,” she whispered. “You’re in d-danger. Don’t look back… live. T-That’s how you can m-make mom pr-.” Her lips parted, but no more words came. Just silence.
The air grew still around them. Steadily, a thick fog began to settle, curling through the street like the slow breath of something ancient, moving in to bury what remained. Not a natural fog. No. Not one weather related at all, nor caused by Riku Linkhan’s synthetic weather generators.
It came like smoke poured from the lungs of the dead. White and cold and full of purpose.
The werewolf from across the open space howled as it shifted its weight to pounce on unseen forces buried in the fog.
In the heavy silence of anticipation, bounty hunters emerged, silent, and towering. Cloaked in matte black armor, visors lit with a dull red glow. They didn’t speak. They were hunting. Their weapons were embroidered in a neon blue with the words: Until The Crown Returns, The Unworthy Shall Burn.
AJ staggered to his feet, desperate to run, but his legs betrayed him. He slipped, crashing hard onto the blood-slick cobblestones. The impact rattled through his bones.
He pushed himself up once more, only to freeze. Another presence had now joined the growing crowd.
The newcomer moved with an unnatural elegance, each step so smooth it was as if they hovered just above the earth. Their jet-black, thin robes trailed behind like airy silk, whispering over the grass. Gloved hands hid their touch; ancient obsidian leather boots shielded their feet. A sliver of exposed neck revealed skin that was pale as ash.
Covering their face was a mask that was bone-white, emotionless, and carved into a sleek and haunting skull design. The air chilled with her passing, a creeping cold that silenced the world. Birds froze in the trees, their songs cut short. Somewhere beyond the fog, a dog let out a mournful howl before falling silent. It felt as if the very earth tilted to avoid her presence.
AJ’s chest locked. His very lungs refused to draw air out of fear of being noticed by the being.
He had never seen or heard of the cloaked figure encroaching on the scene before him, and yet somewhere in the deepest, most ancient part of his mind, he understood what they represented.
This person was Death.
The figure raised a hand. Her voice was calm and unmoved by the werewolf’s presence. Ancient. Hollow. Emotionless. “Capture it,” she beckoned to her followers. The cloaked men moved. The ghastly figure gestured her other hand lazily towards AJ. “The boy too. Alive.”
The injured werewolf turned, and sprinted away into darkness.
The fog thickened. The air was heavy with the stench of death and iron woven within it.
The robed figure didn’t chase. She didn’t need to. She tapped her black cane against the ground and what emerged before her was a violet flamed dimensional rift. 
“I’ll pursue the beta,” she said as she vanished into the portal. The purple flames that created the rift shriveled away into the mist.
Two grunts advanced on AJ. One of the hunters leaned over the teenager, muttering under his breath, “he’s bleeding. Already turning.”
“Could be dangerous if we kept him alive like she asked. It’s always sick how quick the metamorphosis is. I’d rather put the poor kid out of his misery. Let’s at least blast his legs off so he can’t run.”
As both hunters raised their glowing-blue laser rifles and aimed down at him, something inside AJ snapped.
A whisper from the marrow. A pressure from within. Like something primordial had been waiting beneath his skin, and now it was given unbridled permission to awaken.
First, it was heat, coiling behind his heart, searing outward through his lungs and up into his throat like molten iron. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t scream. Just shook as steam poured from his open mouth and wounded shoulder.
His bones shifted next.
Crack. Crack. Crack.
His spine bent sharply, with each vertebra cracking like knuckles. His ribcage expanded too rapidly, ripping through the fabric of his blue gi, now stained deep purple with Hikari's and his crimson blood, distorting his shape. His legs twitched and stretched, bending his knees backward. Muscles swelled in odd directions, as if pulled by unseen forces.
His fingers curled inward, then split open, claws ripping through skin like knives from wet parchment. Veins lit violet beneath the surface. His jaw dislocated, then extended with unnatural force..
Sound finally escaped his contorted frame in the form of a scream… but it wasn’t human. It was demonic. Unchained. The noise that a beast makes when it realizes the power swelling within its being.
His eyes rolled white, then snapped open, burning a brilliant yellow. His ears elongated, twitching like a hound catching scent. Dark brown fur that shimmered with a golden sheen, exploded along his arms, spreading in ripples, coating every inch of his body.
Every second felt like drowning inside his own skeleton. Almost as if his soul was being pushed aside to make room for something bigger. Crueler. Older.
The boy had vanished. In his stead was a crouched, snarling creature draped in animal fur, a living nightmare. Fangs like daggers. Muscles coiled with terrifying power. Claws stained with blood not yet spilled. His damaged shoulder miraculously healed perfectly as if it had never been injured.
He turned to face the two men, who stood frozen in astonishment at the speed of his transformation. Their weapons slipped from their grasp as AJ unleashed an earth-shattering howl, the maddening sound driving them to clutch their ears in a futile attempt to shield themselves. No screams followed. Why would they? They were already dying before they could comprehend it.
***
Beneath the shattered remains of the Xero Corp Research Tower, deep in the foundation level, the air was heavy with smoke, dust, and the scent of scorched metal. Midnight pressed in like a weight, cloaking the ruins in silence.
AJ blinked once. In that brief second, the collapsed walls around him dissolved into memory. The park came rushing back. The crimson fog. The screams. The flash of claws ripping through hunter uniforms. The sickening sound of bone snapping under his strength. It all spiraled away again like a bad dream retreating with the morning light.
Run…
Hikari’s voice echoed through his mind. It was not gentle this time. It was firm. Urgent. It was the voice of someone who knew exactly how close the end could be.
Run, AJ.
But his legs would not obey. Pain surged back into him like an old wound torn open. Every breath burned. His body remembered what the mind tried to suppress. He wasn’t a scared kid anymore, but the fear had never left. And now it returned with sharper edges, refusing to let go.
He glanced down at his broken form: bones splintered, limbs twisted at wrong angles, blood flooding his throat with every gasp. Dust and ash clung to the ruins of his red ninja gi, and the taste of copper filled his mouth. The world tilted, spinning in slow circles around the jagged silhouette above him.
Zane Stryker.
High above, descending like a divine executioner from the heavens, Stryker loomed with surgical precision with his right arm fully converted into a gleaming six-foot javelin. Sparks danced along its length, trailing smoke in the rain-soaked sky. The artificial light caught the steel edge, casting a silver gleam directly over AJ’s chest.
Stryker’s synthetic gaze locked onto him.
Down below, AJ’s breath came in ragged growls. His heart pounded against the walls of his broken ribs. The sound of rushing air returned, and with it…Rage. The raw animosity he felt on the night he was transformed into a mirror of the killer that took his sister’s life in Linkhan’s Capital Park.
His lust for vengeance didn’t explode into a scream. It bloomed in silence, coiled and venomous, rising through his marrow like fire beneath the skin. His veins ignited as curse magic that he’d fought so long to suppress now surged, furious and unchained. Reality fractured.
His back arched against the floor of the destroyed tower. Bones cracked and realigned. Fur tore through his skin in thick, golden streaks. His fingers, once limp and bloodied, elongated into claws of glinting obsidian. His muscles bulged with unnatural mass, torn ligaments sewing themselves shut with cursed sinew. His mouth split open with a feral snarl, teeth like polished daggers gleaming in the low light.
Swallowed whole by the beast inside him, AJ Nakamura had emerged as the embodiment of the name the citizens of Linkhan’s Capital had begun to call him after multiple public heroic saves and public monster battles. He became, The Ninja-Wolf.
A powerful wind blew outward from his chest, scattering shattered glass and concrete across the crater. His eyes, no longer green, but molten gold, locked onto the falling shadow above him. Stryker’s descending frame trembled, slight, but still noticeable by the lupin eyes of AJ. The beast didn’t wait for Stryker to reach the ground. With a roar that split the foundation like thunder, Ninja-Wolf sprang upward.
In an instant, he met the spear with both claws crossed, deflecting the kill shot with a shriek of metal and a burst of kinetic force that sent the impact debris flying outward in all directions. His dark fur bristled as he bared his fangs with intense ferocity. The hunter was no longer helpless. The Ninja-Wolf had returned.


Chapter 9: The Ninja-Wolf & The Omega Titan
AJ Nakamura, an unstoppable force of nature wrapped in werewolf fur, collided with the unyielding will of the cybernetic hunter Zane Stryker in mid-air. His claws struck with precision, knocking aside the cyborg’s spear arm while ripping through his defenses as if they were nothing. The cyborg was launched sideways, impaled mid-flight on a jagged steel rod jutting from the collapsed floor. Sparks burst from his shoulder. His metallic jugular cracked. He gasped, “I… underestimated you…”
AJ’s growl rolled out like thunder, “not the first, old man.” The air hung still in the broken foundation level. A thick combination of dust, heat, and the sharp stench of ruptured metal crushing the space in between the shattered research facility.
AJ stood over Stryker, fully transformed. His dark brown fur with a golden sheen streaked with blood. Claws curled. Muscles trembling with barely contained fury. Steam hissed from his breath in short, ragged bursts.
Stryker twitched against the steel rod impaled through his side, cybernetics sparking in spasms. As AJ’s raised his claws for one final and fatal strike, something shifted behind him.
 A sound, both soft and human, cried out, “help…me…”
The werewolf-warrior froze in place. Not because he was afraid, but because the voice pulled at something still buried inside the chaotic swirl of his raged-ridden thoughts. The human spirit within him pressured his beast-shapen head to turn towards the direction of the pleading voice.
Across the debris-strewn floor, a slab of shattered concrete trembled.
Lucy Aon was pinned beneath the rubble of Dr. Rozwell’s secret research lab. Blood on her temple. Glass embedded in her sleeves. Her limbs agonized in pain as she tried to push herself up.
She wasn’t dead. Not yet. Her eyes locked onto the imposing presence of AJ across the gap, and what she saw should have terrified her. The clawed feet, his menacing and snarling face. The way his eyes illuminated with that sickly yellow of something not quite human anymore, and yet…
She didn’t scream. She whispered, “please… somebody… anybody… help me…”
AJ didn’t answer. He tried to vocalize an intelligible response to reassure her that he would save her, but every part of him was still wired to kill. His heart thundered. His claws twitched. But something else moved in him, something less violent: empathy for his fellow human student. He lurched forward towards the sound of the shifting concrete.
One foot, then another as gravel shifted under his weight. Without a sound, his hulking frame smoothly blurred to her location. He gently crouched beside her, his form massive, hunched, shaking, and slid his claws beneath the slab. His muscles flexed lightly as if he were lifting a plastic jug filled with a gallon of water. The concrete groaned and cracked under his clawed palms as he pulled the slab upward with ease.
Lucy winced as it rose and was moved aside like paper but his unencumbered palm. She scrambled clear, chest heaving. But her eyes never left him. This thing. This human trapped inside an otherworldly beast.
“You’re not… a monster,” she whispered.
AJ didn’t speak. He simply disappeared. In the span of a blink, he was no longer there… only a flickering afterimage of crimson and fur, suspended in the dust as left behind until it faded like a ghost into the wind.
Across the foundation level, but a couple stories down, reeked of scorched wire and blood. Cracked rebar jutted like splinters from the walls. Somewhere above, alarms wailed, a chorus no one was listening to anymore.
Stryker, impaled and sparking, should have been dead. But real monsters don’t die so easily.
He dragged himself off the metal rod with a wet, grinding sound. His robotic torso peeled back in twisted sheets. His right arm hung limp; his cybernetic ribs exposed as they pulsed a deep red. Sparks coughed from the open wound at his side.
Still, he stood. “Iris,” his voice rasped weakly, “command override… execute emergency sonic step protocol.” The AI didn’t respond. Its core had been fried from consecutive sonic blasts and getting beaten down by The Ninja-Wolf. He trudged forward a step. Then another, almost trancelike.
​​AJ rushed in once more from the shadows of ruin, fur matted with ash and blood, claws trembling at his sides. His breaths came in heaves, but his resolve was unbroken. He had returned, burned through by the storm of memory and rage, but grounded now, lucid, focused. His golden eyes locked on Stryker across the battlefield. They clashed only briefly.
Stryker, armored in broken pride and cybernetic fury, converted his limp right arm into yet another javelin and launched another strike only faster this time, more desperate. Less focused.
Despite his beastly form of dense musculature, he moved stealthily like a phantom. His claws met metal like an assassin’s dagger from out of the dark. His body, like a killing machine, parried the blow with a roar. He drove Stryker back with a flurry of precision slashes and feral swipes.
Just as Stryker reeled for a reactionary retaliatory sonic blast aimed point-blank at AJ’s chest… 
BOOM!!!
The makeshift battleground around them shuddered as a lance of neon-orange light tore through a far wall like a divine hammer. Concrete exploded, and steel beams folded like jenga blocks. The impact lit up the chamber like a flashbang. 
From the smoke and rubble emerged a towering figure, his techno-organic shoulder cannon still hissing with heat. Amber eyes burned behind a visor carved in the sharp shape of a hawk’s glare. His golden-orange armor flowed from a nanocircuit spine embedded at the base of his neck, forming a radiant exosuit over his denim jacket and jeans. Etched into his armored chest, pulsing with ominous light, was the final letter of the Greek alphabet… omega.
Freddie Gonzalez in his bounty hunter armor. Codename: The Omega Titan. He floated down through the smoke, voice low and calm, “I’d stay down if I were you.”
Stryker turned to retaliate, but reacted too late. Another pulse from the shoulder-mounted cannon.
BLAM! 
The bright laser blast struck Stryker’s metal chest, burning through the plating and leaving a molten hole in its wake. The impact hurled the cyborg across the room and into a support beam. His targeting lens fractured. Systems failed, rebooted, and failed again. When a second restart finally came, his vision swam, catching only a blurred glimpse of the imposing new opponent who had entered the battlescape. A wheeze escaped him as his will drained away. He remained where he was, unwilling to rise.
“I tried to tell him not to move! If the Enclave asks, it was totally self-defense.” Freddie turned his helmeted head toward his exhausted friend. “And man, you look like a dog out of hell,” he added between heavy breaths.
AJ exhaled, his cursed aura flaring once before sputtering out. The beast-like ninja gave a final growl, but the fight was over. He had nothing left to give.
His body trembled, then began to convulse as he forced the transformation to fade. Fur sank back into skin, claws withdrew into fingers, muscle mass diminished while bones shifted with wet cracks. A wet-dog smelling steam hissed from his frame as the curse magic evaporated from his skin.

Barefoot, his gi top hanging in tatters and his eyes returned to their natural green, AJ dropped to one knee. He was human again, struggling to breathe through the ache that came from shifting between forms.
“I’m good…” he muttered, lifting a hand toward Freddie in reassurance, though the smear of blood on his lips told a different story.
Freddie knelt beside him, a steady gold-gauntleted hand on his shoulder. “You did good, man,” he said quietly.
AJ released a long breath and finally allowed himself to let go.
High above them, floodlights snapped on like a cage slamming shut. Xero Corp security dropped in with the precision of a private army clad in black SWAT styled-armor, blue visors, pulse rifles cradled in their arms like doctrine. They flooded the upper levels like blood in a wound. Helicopter blades thudded overhead. Search drones howled through the sky.
Inside the wrecked remains of the building, the foundation level lit up with biosignature-scanning red laser rays. The building’s AI resumed its default voice: “Security breach confirmed. Genetic labs AA through Restricted Zeta Zeta have been compromised. Hostile entities identified. Executive order: contain the threats. Repeat. Executive order: contain the threats.”
By the time their boots struck the broken marble floor, the quarry was already gone. A streak of orange light shot upward through the ceiling. The Omega Titan’s jetpack roared, his omega cell–woven red laser cape snapping in the air as he ascended like a comet, carrying AJ secured against his back.
Behind them, dust curled in the air where they had stood only seconds before.
“The target has escaped!” barked a voice belonging to a security captain.
Another voice shouted, “The cyborg is still alive!”
Black-armored medics rushed toward Stryker’s broken frame, none willing to touch him until a drone scanned for neural activity. The scanner detected a faint flicker. Stryker coughed once, and the medics instinctively stepped back.
Across the shattered chamber, unnoticed, a girl sat huddled behind a broken desk. She was scratched, bloodied, and stunned. Lucy Aon. She hadn’t moved since the werewolf had saved her. Her knees were drawn to her chest, and her fingers trembled as she gripped the strap of her black leather bag.
The dust had settled. The monsters were gone. But her world? It had spun full tilt. She was still breathing. But something inside her had changed.
Separated by the sonic blast incision to the tower, the other half of the tower opposite Lucy whined as bolts strained between wickedly bent support beams. In that half of the torn scientific pillar of wonder, and from beneath a cracked ceiling tile, Dr. Richard Rozwell emerged like a wraith risen from the machine. His once-pristine lab coat was scorched and clinging to his cybernetic frame in torn, soot-lined folds. Embedded into his back, the artificial vertebrae of his neural support column glowed a steady, surgical blue, casting a cold halo across the debris-strewn corridor.
Dust clung to his white collar and burned black tie. He recalibrated his cracked orange visor with two gleaming cybernetic fingers, sleek, dexterous, inhumanly precise, before brushing a smear of ash from his chest as though straightening for a boardroom meeting. Composure intact. Dignity undisturbed. Expressionless as always.
He stepped through the ruined hallway with meticulous care, his boots crunching over broken glass and shredded wires. Smoke curled from a cracked conduit overhead. The air reeked of burnt circuits and cauterized flesh.
Rozwell paused at a still-standing recessed wall panel, its biometric scanner flickering. He tapped a hidden control, and a sleek console slid free. His finger hovered over the encrypted comm line, hesitating only a second.
The screen flared to life.
A blue-tinted hologram snapped into existence: a man seated in what looked like a private lounge, wearing a graphite suit tailored with surgical perfection. A glass of aged whiskey rested casually in his hand. His posture was relaxed. His eyes were not.
They were cold steel. They were calculating. They belonged to Gustav Linkhan. The current CEO of Xero Corp.
Visionary. Technocrat. Authoritarian. A murderer, if you asked the right people… and some did, only to never be able to regret it later.
Rozwell straightened his shoulders. “Mr. Linkhan, we’ve had a breach, Genetics Division,” he said crisply. “That red ninja fellow, likely the famed hero of folklore, The Ninja-Wolf, has escaped.”
Gustav did not blink. “And the hunter?”
A cracked synthetic voice wheezed through Rozwell’s face mask. “Contained subject Zane Stryker survived. Barely. Structural damage across the lower quadrants is extensive. Project assets have been compromised.”
Gustav sipped his drink, his jaw unmoving. “What of the intern?”
Rozwell tilted his head, studying a smear of blood drying on his glove. “Still alive,” he said after a pause. “Surprisingly.”
Gustav leaned forward with frigid intimidation, his voice a quiet threat. “You disappoint me, Doctor.”
Rozwell’s lips curled beneath his face plate, but only the left side of his still-human mouth moved, as if the right had forgotten how. “I live to exceed your expectations next time.”

The hologram fizzled. Then vanished. Silence rushed in like water filling a vacuum.
Rozwell turned back toward the corridor, gaze falling on the trail of blood streaking toward the stairwell of the emergency exit. Sonic blasted scorch marks lined the walls. Something powerful had been here. Something unstable.
Or someone.
His eyes narrowed. He stepped over a discarded security drone, still smoldering. “...perhaps,” he murmured to the dark, “the intern’s more useful than she appears…” Then he disappeared into the hallway’s ruined glow, blue vertebrae blinking like a serpent’s spine in the dark.


Chapter 10: The Price Of Vengeance And Greed
As the moon’s presence began to wane in the high altitudes of the desert sky between Linkhan’s Capital and the wreckage of Xero Corp’s research tower, the last traces of night still clung to the horizon. Stars burned faintly above as early morning crept toward daybreak. Freddie Gonzalez cut through the cool air above the city’s western rim, his golden-orange armor humming, omega cell-woven red laser cape snapping in the wind, and shoulder-mounted cannon retracted. Locked tightly in his arms was a limp figure draped over his back.
AJ’s body hung heavy, partially wrapped in fresh bandages from the omega cell healing gel produced by Freddie’s suit. Blood still seeped in places. His muscles twitched from the lingering aftershocks of transformation.
Freddie kept low, weaving between skyscraper shadows and slipping behind billboard screens that flashed Xero Corp slogans in perfect, endless loops. Below, the glow of Linkhan’s Capital spread wide, the cityscape lit like a machine dreaming of paradise.
Neither of them said anything for a long time. Then, finally, AJ stirred.
His voice was quiet, hoarse. “I-I… I almost lost control tonight.”
Freddie didn’t look towards him, his visor locked on the city skyline before them. “No. You actually DID lose it.”
AJ’s jaw tensed. “Only for a second.”
“You say that like we’ve got seconds to waste.” The wind rushed around them, but Freddie’s words still cut through.
“Dude, it’s a whole ass full moon tomorrow,” he added. “You’re always reckless when we get to this time in the lunar cycle.”
AJ exhaled slowly. “I held it back, though…”
“Barely,” Freddie shot back. “I saw your face. You wanted to finish him.”
“He killed those scientists that were still in the building. Security guards, probably janitors too. A-And he tried to kill me…It’s only fair I wanted to get even with him.”
“This path to vengeance that you’re on has been fun, and cool and all but… it’s starting to get a little out of hand. First, Hikari dies and then you go all John Wick on any cursed monster that you encounter, hoping it’s the one that killed her. And now, you’re trying to be judge, jury, and executioner on any off-the-grid killer-robot bounty hunters that cross paths with you. You joined The Enclave Commission and disrupted some violent supernatural gang-related crimes. 
Of course not everyone’s going to like you, but shit man… you gotta start thinking through these things a bit more. Action isn’t always the right reaction to the crazy chaos that comes your way,” Freddie said. “What would Hikari think of your avenging-themed afterschool activities?
AJ said nothing. Freddie shifted his grip, glancing back briefly at his friend’s face, still pale, still caught somewhere between boy and monster.
“Look, I get it. She was your sister, and she was your role model. Hell, she was mine too. But this thing that’s inside you? It doesn’t care about justice. It’s hungry, and every time you give it an inch…”
AJ’s voice was sharp. “I know what it is, bro. I’m in total control. Trust me.”
“Do you?” Freddie asked, quieter now. “Because from where I was standing, it looked like it was making the decisions.”
The words hung in the air like a blade. AJ didn’t argue. He didn’t admit it either. But the silence between them cracked. Freddie’s tone softened. “I just don’t want to lose you too.”
They broke through a final cloudbank, and there, looming ahead like a mechanical cathedral, was SigmaNerv Headquarters, an organized public front for the Enclave Commission’s US-based government partnered presence. Built into the upper bones of a decommissioned biotech hospital, the tower shimmered with cloaking plates and curved panels of synthetic glass. Its upper hangar doors were already sliding open.
Freddie eased their descent. “Daisy’s already prepping the lab,” he said. “You’ll be patched up before she’s even done yelling.”
AJ let out a dry, tired breath. “Please tell her I didn’t do anything stupid.”
Freddie cracked a grin. “She’ll know you’re lying the second you open your mouth, man. Plus, she reads all of my comm logs. She’ll definitely know.
They dropped into the hangar in a blur of orange light, and vanished into the belly of the only place left that could still put them back together.
***
In the quiet hour before dawn, uptown in Linkhan’s Capital, Lucy Aon lay on her bed with her arms crossed behind her head and her gaze fixed on the ceiling. Outside, the streets pulsed with magenta, gold, and teal light from the towering signs, each flicker and glow spilling through the glass walls of her apartment. The colors shifted and danced like digital ghosts across the room.
Beyond the glass, the city moved with its usual hum, efficient and constant, but something inside her had changed. The feeling was raw, sharp enough to make her chest tighten. She tried to will it away, drawing in slow breaths through her nose and releasing them through her mouth, just as her therapist had taught her.
But every breath brought him back. The blur of red fabric. The claws. The eyes, not just wild, but aware. The moment when he could’ve run, or raged, or lost himself… but instead, he chose her.
She rolled over restlessly, tangled in sheets she suddenly hated. The life she’d built, top grades, internship, city status, perfectly scheduled weeks suddenly felt… brittle. Synthetic.
And that night, that wolf, that thing… it had made her feel alive. She didn’t know who he was. What he was. Where he came from, but she wanted to see him again. Not for answers, no, and not even for safety.
She wanted to see him because for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel like she was watching the world happen. She felt like she’d been pulled into it.
***
An hour before dawn, in the Xero Corp Blacksite Medical Wing, Room number undisclosed, the walls stood obsidian black, their cool, reflective surfaces traced with soft blue circuitry like frozen lightning. Panels overhead emitted a steady hum while surveillance domes swept the room in silent arcs, their rotations marked only by the faintest clicks.
On a reinforced diagnostic slab lay Zane Stryker, most of his armor reduced to scattered fragments. His right cybernetic arm was gone, and his mechanical spine sputtered with quiet sparks beneath the sheen of red emergency gel. He neither groaned nor spoke, his breathing shallow, his violet dimmed eyes fixed on the ceiling with a lifeless, unblinking stare.
A mechanical limb descended and drove a stabilizing syringe into his side. His jaw twitched, but he didn’t flinch. Footsteps approached. Measured. Precise.
Gustav Linkhan, sleek in his slate-gray suit, perfectly pressed, hair sharp as a knife. Beside him stood Dr. Richard Rozwell, leaning slightly on a black carbon fiber cane, his mechanoid frame dented but not ruined, one lens cracked from the building collapse. His lab coat had been replaced by the incident hours before.  
Rozwell glanced around the damage report scrolling across his holopad. “Security wing in flames. Two senior researchers dead. Our Genetic wing destabilized. Neural mainframe corrupted. Estimated loss: 3.7 billion in tech and personnel. That’s not even including the cost of the physical building you split into two.”
Gustav didn’t blink. He stepped closer to the slab. “You were hired by someone else,” he said, calm as a scalpel. “Someone private. Unregistered with that rat's nest of a bounty hunting commission. The Enclave.”
Stryker didn’t respond.
Rozwell leaned in, voice dry. “You entered my research department. Interfered with my projects. Killed my guards. And you failed to capture the wolf?”
Stryker’s eye flicked toward him. Slowly. “Almost had him.”
Gustav clasped his hands behind his back. “Almost is for college dropouts and daydreaming hippies. Neither of which are you.” He looked to Rozwell. “He’s running neural dampers at 32%.” 
Rozwell nodded. “Just enough for clarity. Just low enough to hurt.” Stryker gritted his teeth. 
Gustav circled the slab like a collector examining damaged merchandise. “You’re good, Stryker. Brutal. Efficient. But disposable.” He paused at the foot of the table. “But you’re also market-correctable.”
He gestured, and a blue tinted hologram of a digital contract hovered above Stryker’s chest. The document was encrypted, many lines redacted black, and gleamed with authorization sigils. “We buy you out of your current contract. Whoever hired you? They vanish. In return… you work for me. Permanently.”
Rozwell smiled faintly. “We’ll fix your body and upgrade your tech. Iris 2.0. Though she won’t talk to you much given all of the damage her internal processors were damaged from consecutive sonic blasts. You’ll also receive a full cybernetic skeletal graft. No inhibitors.”
Gustav approached Stryker’s ear in a hushed tone, “no leash. Just results.”
Stryker looked at them both. “Why?”
Gustav’s voice turned colder than the room. “Because, quite simply, you owe me blood for the lives you spilled and the multi-billion dollar infrastructure you crippled. And because you already tasted the wolf.” 
Rozwell chimed in without missing a beat, “You’ve seen what he is. What he could become.”
Gustav leaned down slightly, eyes like surgical steel. “You bring him to me, alive, and you’ll never be in anyone’s debt again.” A long beat passed. Stryker’s violet lens pulsed once.
A pause, just enough to take in the life altering decision, and then he muttered with hesitation, “…where do I sign?”

Chapter 11: Well… Back To It Then
In the early morning before sunrise, inside SigmaNerv Headquarters’ Medical Wing, bright lights shone against spotless floors. The air carried the mingled scent of lemon disinfectant and fresh solder, a blend that spoke of precision and order. Everything gleamed in this place, projecting a sterile calm that felt oddly comforting in its control.
It was a stark contrast to the chaos of the Xero Corp rooftop battle hours earlier. AJ Nakamura lay shirtless on a diagnostic table, gauze wrapped tightly across his ribs. Above him, a console displayed erratic vitals, his heart rate still spiking, his core temperature lingering two degrees above normal.
Daisy Gonzalez, a sharp scientist and the older sister of Freddie Gonzalez, moved beside AJ like a storm in a lab coat. Hair tied up with a pencil. Fingers flying across her datapad. She was not a hunter, nor a soldier. Not a fighter in the traditional sense, but when things fell apart, when people broke, when teammates bled, Daisy was always the one who put them back together.
She knelt beside AJ now, her movements quick and deliberate. A diagnostic scanner hovered in her left palm, casting an emerald glow across the fresh bruises and fractured ribs beneath his torn gi. Her other hand pressed a field stimulator against some steel carved scrapes winding across his shoulder. AJ winced, sharp breath hissing through his clenched teeth. Daisy barely reacted. 
Work the problem. Fix what could be fixed. No time for sympathy. 
That was her motto. She often looked younger than her twenty-six years. Her dark hair was tied back in a functional, messy bun, with loose strands framing a face shaped by sleepless nights and stubborn resolve. Behind thin-rimmed lenses, her amber eyes moved with precision, flicking from one injury to the next. Her focus was cold, clinical.
***
Daisy wore the standard gear of a SigmaNerv battle engineer: a reinforced vest over a black long-sleeve thermal, tool belts riding her hips and weighted with med-tech and field repair kits. Every movement of her scar-marked fingers told the story of years spent in the field, coaxing prototype omega cells into functioning where others had failed. She possessed a mind sharp enough to reshape the world, yet it had been hardened by grief, and her patience for politics was almost nonexistent. That unwillingness to bend was what ultimately pushed her away from Xero Corp. 
When the corporation began changing direction of their omega cell research toward dubious military applications, she went to her mentor, Dr. Richard Rozwell, hoping reason might prevail. To no surprise, her mentor’s soul had been bought by the new CEO of the company, Gustav Linkhan, with promises to give Rozwell the playground and tools he needed to further humanity’s evolution into the world of tomorrow. So, she walked away, carrying with her the one project she refused to abandon… an effort to use omega cells for any and all forms of spinal injuries. Her decision to join SigmaNerv proved to be the right one. 
Even now, she silently thanked her past self for the courage to take those designs with her. Without them, her brother’s life would have ended long ago. With them, he not only survived, but stood now as the Omega Titan, a protector armed with the very power she had once dreamed could heal the broken.
***
“Damn it, AJ. You are lucky Freddie swooped and got you out of there when he did. Another hit like that and, curse magic-empowered or not, you would be laying ass up on a Xero Corp dissection table.”
Daisy stood over him, reading off her blue-backlit medical tablet. “You’ve got scar tissue in your back from transforming and powering down within a short length of time, hairline fractures in your shoulder, and your curse magic usage has fatigued your muscles and joints so much I’m surprised you’re awake enough to talk. You wanna tell me how many more skyscrapers you plan on crashing through this semester?”
AJ winced. “Depends. Does this place serve decent ramen with the good noodles?”
Daisy silenced him with a look. “Save the jokes, wolf boy, and be damn glad you’re alive and well. That is enough for now.” Her stern demeanor softened with a slight smile as she took peace in AJ’s safe return to HQ. Her fingers steadied once more as she returned to her work. There would be more wounds tomorrow, more danger, and more reckless heroics performed by kind-hearted kids simply trying to hold this broken city together.
The door slid open with a soft hiss before locking into place. Freddie Gonzalez stepped inside, dressed in civilian clothes. His denim jacket clung damp with sweat, the heat from his armor still lingering beneath the fabric. Even so, his easy smile remained.
AJ glanced up, a smirk forming without thought. “My dude! Daisy wouldn’t answer my ramen question. Please tell me you brought noodles.”
Freddie dropped into the chair beside him. “No. Just your dignity. It barely survived the elevator ride.”
AJ laughed, the sound short-lived as he winced and pressed a hand to his ribs.
Silence followed. A single beat stretched between them.
Freddie’s gaze lowered. “I should have been faster.”
AJ didn’t look away. “You were fast enough.”
Their hands met, gripping tightly, neither willing to let go. The unspoken words hung between them until Daisy left the room, giving them space.
Freddie leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, his eyes fixed on the floor. “You lost control,” he said quietly. “You know that, right?”

AJ didn’t answer.
Freddie continued. “Daisy was monitoring your curse magic levels while I was en route to Xero Corp. She said they peaked almost as high as a night with a full moon. Something else she mentioned was that your eyes were glowing before the fur even came out. That’s new, right?”
AJ muttered, “I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not fine,” Freddie snapped, then caught himself. “Sorry. I just… I’ve seen you go full menacing werewolf before, but last night? That was different. Wilder. Unhinged.” He exhaled. “I get it, man. Hikari’s death… it hollowed you. We’ve been over this, but you can’t keep swinging blind just to fill that gaping hole in your heart.”
AJ looked away. Then the door slammed open with the force of a lightning bolt.
Ria Nakamura entered, a tactical warhead disguised in tan yoga pants and a dark green bomber jacket. Her sharp green eyes swept the room in one clinical sweep, locked instantly on her nephew. The motion of her entry had the coiled energy of someone who had once killed for a living and could still do so, without hesitation.
Her hair, black streaked faintly with steel, was pulled into a tight ponytail that swung like a weighted blade with each step. Her knuckles were wrapped in gauze still dusted with gym chalk. The faint scent of lavender oil clung to her skin, masking sweat and gunpowder, an old habit from her field days. Her figure was lean, honed by years of conditioning, every movement taut with restrained force.
“ALPHONSE. JIN. NAKAMURA.”
The name rang through the bay like a shot fired into the ceiling.
AJ, half-seated on the infirmary bed, stiffened. He did not flinch. He winced.
“...Hi, Auntie.”
She strode in with the grace of a disguised assassin, every step deliberate, controlled. One hand carried a large black duffel stuffed with AJ’s backup clothes, the other held a smaller courier bag, heavier in a different way.
The second bag was packed with guilt.
And Ria Nakamura was here to unload both.
“You broke into a restricted tower. Without clearance. Left said ‘multi-billion dollar restricted tower’ split in two. On a school night. During transformation week.”
“I brought backup…” AJ mumbled anxiously, unsure of how to defuse the tension with his aunt other than his natural tendency to infuse humor where it didn’t call for it. 
“You brought chaos, dumb ass. And a heap of Enclave regulation violation attention on top of it.”
She dropped the bags beside the bed and crossed her arms.
“Congratulations, my fur-brained nephew. I hoped you enjoyed freedom, because now, you’re officially grounded for one week. No bounty work. No extracurriculars. And you’re still taking your math test later today.”
AJ blinked. “I thought we had an agreement?! Nights I fight, you or SigmaNerv writes a letter to school saying ‘Mr. AJ Nakamura’s mental health struggles are clouding his ability to focus in school. Please provide an extra day or two to study for this week’s exam. Etc. XOXO Giggly Aunt’, you know?”
She did not laugh. Her expression stayed stone-cold, eyes hard enough to cut.
“This was unauthorized. You went behind my back and lied about going to team practice, just so you could take a field trip to that hellhole in the desert. So no, you’re still taking the math test. No academic excuses this time, mister. Push me on this and I’ll extend your grounding. A week might be light, but trust me, I can bury you in grueling grunt work. That’s right. PAPERWORK. Do it. TRY me, mister. I’m begging you, just give me another reason.”
Freddie coughed into his fist, trying not to laugh.
Ria turned to him without missing a beat.
“And you!!! The next time you let my nephew dance with a cybernetic bounty into a biotech deathtrap, I’ll deactivate your suit with a kunai knife and send you to tutor middle schoolers. And TRUST me, Fredward. This generation is even worse than the COVID kids of the early 2020’s.
Freddie immediately sobered.
Ria turned back to AJ, eyes softening just slightly. “You’re strong. Too strong to be this stupid.”
Then she ruffled his hair, just once, before turning on her heel and storming back out. The door slid closed behind her with a pneumatic hiss.
AJ let out a long breath. “Geez, dude. I hate being grounded.”
Freddie sat back, smiling faintly. “She’s got that old-school ninja wrath. One part scolding, two parts ‘could break your ribs with a flip-flop.’”
AJ muttered, “You say that like it’s not terrifying.” They both laughed. And the silence that followed wasn’t heavy this time.
***
Morning sunlight spilled across the glass corridors of Linkhan’s Capital High, catching on rooftop solar panels before sliding down into the halls below. The air was warm, but AJ Nakamura still felt the cold under his skin. Hours earlier, SigmaNerv’s medical bay had stitched his ribs back together, yet each step sent a muted throb through him. One wrong breath was enough to remind him of the thing he had been last night, the thing with claws.
Hood up and earbuds in, he moved through the hallway like a shadow that no one noticed. To most, he was just another quiet junior with decent grades and a habit of disappearing after “minor accidents.” 
Only one person ever looked closely enough to see more. And that person had yet to arrive. Until now.
“Ah! Look who clawed his way back from the underworld.”
AJ turned just in time to catch the protein bar tossed at his face.
Elijah Kim leaned against his locker, varsity jacket rumpled but still proud. His grin was bright enough to be illegal in four sectors.
“My man, you’ve got that ‘I just fought a sewer demon and failed math’ look again.”
AJ cracked a smirk, green eyes tired. “If that math were a killer Cyborg, then you might be onto something, actually.”
Elijah snorted. “So, just the usual Wednesday morning vibes then, yeah?”
“Pretty much!”
They knocked fists and kept walking, trading a small grin that said more than words could. Between the chaos and the supernatural madness that ruled AJ’s life, Elijah remained one of the few people who could make him feel like a normal teenager for a moment. Just one small and mundane moment.
***
Mid-morning sunlight filtered into the math classroom at Linkhan’s Capital High, pooling across the desks and catching on the glass of the window where Lucy Aon sat. She held her usual seat, posture straight, tablet untouched. On the surface, she looked every bit the high-achieving intern she had always been, yet AJ sensed something had shifted.
He had never truly known her before last night. Perhaps they had crossed paths in an elective or passed in the hall a few times. Her reputation had always preceded her as the science prodigy of Linkhan’s Capital High School, aka, the Xero Corp golden girl.
Now she seemed unchanged, yet entirely altered. She sat motionless, not in calm but in tension, as if bracing for a thunderclap that refused to arrive.
AJ took the seat behind her, watching her a second longer than he should have.
"Hey."
She turned slowly.
Her clear blue eyes met his and held. That moment hung there. Not quite recognition. But something close. Her gaze caught on his eyes. Green. Vivid. Sharp enough to remember. Then she blinked and looked away.
"Hi,” she hesitantly replied back.
"You okay?"
"Just didn’t sleep well."
"Rough night?"
"Stayed up working. Internship stuff."
"Xero Corp?" he asked, a little too casually.
She gave a small laugh that never reached her eyes. "Yeah. It’s complicated." Before AJ could ask more, Mr. Smitherson walked in.
"Notes and books away, class. Time for this chapter’s math test. No whining, no ‘I didn’t have enough time to study, Mr. Smitherson’. Nada. You either know it or you don’t."
AJ sighed and slouched, the fatigue from the rooftop battle last night finally catching up to not just his body, but his mind too.
Lucy did not move. Her pencil rested on the desk, but her hand was trembling.



Chapter 12: To Shin’s We Go!
Late in the morning, just after second period, the upperclassmen hallways of Linkhan’s Capital High were alive with the restless shuffle between classes. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, reflecting off lockers and catching the dust that drifted lazily in the air.
AJ leaned against the vending machine at the far end of the hall, a half-empty juice box in hand. He sipped slowly, letting the warmth linger, as if it might hold him in place while the world moved on without him. The chatter of voices and the thud of footsteps faded into a distant hum.
That was when he noticed her.
At first, it was only the shift of motion against the tide of students, like someone moving with intent where everyone else drifted.
Gillis Sparroweye emerged from the crowd with a quiet, deliberate grace. Her silver-blue hair was tied into a low braid that brushed her shoulder, strands catching faint glimmers of light with each step. A dark hoodie, unzipped just enough to frame her sharp features, gave her an unassuming look, yet her eyes were keen and watchful. From the side of her bag, a blank lanyard swayed with each step, revealing nothing of her identity.
To the rest of the hall, she was just another transfer student passing by.
AJ knew better.
Gillis was a phoenix hybrid, the very distant relatives to the ancient elves from over 800 years ago. Phoenix kind were known for their fiery martial prowess and fierce temperaments. Among their breed, a pure-blooded phoenix could die and resurrect themselves up to five times, growing stronger with each return. Hybrids, like Gillis, possessed this gift in a lesser form, able to return from death only two or three times. She had already done so twice, the first during a street skirmish at sixteen, the second during a contract gone bad the following year when she formally joined AJ and Freddie’s team under Ria. Each resurrection left her stronger, more tempered, but also weighed with the knowledge that her remaining lives were few.
Despite her lineage, Gillis had become the steady hand in AJ and Freddie’s bounty hunting ensemble. The irony of her being the one expected to keep a cool head had not been lost on anyone. Her history as a phoenix fighter, once infamous among the bounty hunter underworld, was now carefully veiled beneath the role of an ordinary high schooler.
She passed him with a small nod, her gaze sharp but unreadable. He returned it. In this setting, among lockers and students, she blended with ease. She still looked young enough to wear the slim jeans and collared school branded long sleeve, to walk these halls without suspicion. But her posture, her presence, spoke of another life. One that waited beneath the surface, ready to ignite if called upon.
“Missed team training last night,” she said casually, stopping just enough to face him. Her voice carried no judgment, only familiarity.
AJ took another sip from his juice box. “Had some personal things I was looking into. Didn’t want to bother the team. I’m guessing Ria told-”
Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh she told us all right. Freddie gave his account too, given that he actually was aiding and abetting you in your solo endeavor. AJ, you have to stop trying to figure things out so much on your own. We’re a team, and it only works if we all trust one another to help in times of turmoil. If it’s something you’re trying to figure out, especially if it has anything to do with Hikari, know that we’re there for you. You don’t carry that alone.”
He managed a faint smile. “I appreciate that. Next time, I’ll let you know. But for now? Well, unfortunately, my activities at Xero Corp have gotten my ass a good ol’ fashioned grounding from Ria...”
A hint of amusement tugged at her mouth. She patted him on the shoulder. “Then we’ll see you after school next week for training. But really think about what I said.”
As she started toward her next class, she called over her shoulder, “It’s a full moon tonight. Find somewhere safe and secure. I’d hate for our next bounty mission to be the one where you’re the bounty.”
***
Lunch finally arrived at Linkhan’s Capital High, and the school’s corridors came alive with the steady pulse of motion. Rows of smart-lockers clicked open with soft chimes as students exchanged their morning modules for afternoon coursework, the polished alloy doors reflecting strips of blue-white light from the ceiling panels above. Teachers slipped away toward the lounge, their wrist tablets still flickering with grading queues and schedule updates. Clusters of students drifted toward the glass-walled commons, their conversations overlapping into a tapestry of laughter, gossip, and the hum of augmented comms. From the levels below, the scent of synthetic teriyaki and real-brew coffee mingled, carried upward by the gentle pull of the school’s air circulation system.
At the center of a long clear table in the upper commons, Regina Archduke presided over her clique of smart tech-addicted rich kids with effortless control. The spot had become her throne, and she occupied it with the confidence of someone who knew no one would dare challenge her claim. Her back remained perfectly straight, chin tilted at just the right angle, the sharp lines of her school-branded red blazer immaculate. Beneath it, a fitted black long-sleeve shirt clung to her slender frame, the sleeves pushed just past her wrists in a style that appeared casual but was anything but accidental.
Her hair, a vivid red cropped short, framed her face in precise layers. A fringe of crimson strands fell across her left eye, veiling it just enough to sharpen the mystery. Her right eye, icy blue and narrow, watched the passing crowd with the cool detachment of royalty surveying the masses. There was no warmth in her gaze, only the quiet certainty that she stood above all of them.
She spoke softly, her words measured, each one carrying weight without effort. Her clique laughed and whispered on cue, hanging on her every glance.
As AJ passed on his way to class, she tilted her head ever so slightly, eyes narrowing.
“…And some dogs just never learn when to heel,” Regina murmured, her tone velvet over steel.
AJ slowed his pace just enough to glance at her, green eyes catching the light like a challenge. “And some skulls crack under the weight of their own vanity.”
Her lips curved in the faintest smirk. “And yet here you are, still orbiting my court like my own jester!”
AJ’s smile sharpened. “Only to remind the court that the difference between a monarch and a jester isn’t their power, but whether their hat can truly fool their audience.”
The air between them tightened. Her entourage froze, caught between awe and outrage, as if waiting for the queen’s decree.
AJ didn’t wait. He strode on, each step deliberate, leaving Regina to hold her smile like a blade she refused to sheathe.
***
The cafeteria of Linkhan’s Capital High buzzed with midday chatter, the metallic hum of holographic touch screen vending machines blending with the clatter of trays and the faint aroma of reheated synthetic chicken and noodles. Sunlight spilled through the tall windows along the eastern wall, casting warm patterns over the crowded tables. AJ slid into his usual seat, the clear plastic chair creaking as he dropped his tray down.
Across from him, Freddie sat hunched over his lunch, prodding at the noodles like they had personally wronged him. "If you ever drag me into another rooftop stunt," he said without looking up, "I am making your aunt my emergency contact and sending her the footage."
AJ leaned back, smirking. "You do not even have footage."
	"I will. I have hidden cameras in my shoulder pads."
	"Really?" AJ arched a brow. "That would explain why you never high-five without looking suspicious."
	Freddie finally cracked a grin. "Exactly. Always be prepared."
They both laughed, the tension of last night’s confrontation with Stryker, and later Ria Nakamura, loosening as their conversation slipped back into the easy rhythm of long-time friends.
To everyone else in the crowded cafeteria, they were just two worn-out students in denim and scuffed sneakers, trading quiet jokes between bites. No one could see the bruises beneath the fabric or the weight they carried. Freddie was The Omega Titan in disguise, hiding a walking reactor behind caffeine and dad-jokes. AJ was The Ninja-Wolf, the shadow that had pulled a classmate from collapsing debris and vanished before the dust settled.
Yet AJ could not shake the feeling that someone from last night, maybe another cyborg hunter or a Xero Corp assassin, was still tracking him. His eyes kept flicking to corners, doorways, and faces in the crowd, searching for a telltale sign.
Across the room, Lucy Aon sat alone. Her tablet rested untouched beside an unopened carton of milk. She made no effort to fake interest in homework or messages, the usual restless tapping of her fingers nowhere to be seen. Her gaze was distant, as though she were listening to something no one else could hear. The sharp, confident energy she carried in class was gone, replaced by a fragile stillness. It was the look of someone replaying a moment they wished they could forget, while knowing full well it had changed her for good.
***
The last bell of the day echoed through the interior hallway outside the Language Arts block at Linkhan’s Capital High. Lockers slammed, laughter spilled into the corridor, and students streamed toward the neon humming security scanning exits. Hoverboards hummed past the glass walls, catching glints of the evening sun as the city skyline outside shifted to shades of gold and rose.
AJ walked between Freddie and Elijah, each step tugging at the dull ache in his ribs. His hood was drawn low, shadows hiding his expression, and his shoulders carried a quiet tension. Freddie chatted idly about upcoming weekend plans, his words filling the space in a way that kept the moment from feeling too heavy. Elijah scrolled through his tablet, only half-listening. AJ kept his gaze fixed on the floor tiles, letting the noise of the crowd blur into the background. The day was over, but the weight on his mind felt far from dismissed.
Elijah finished off a protein bar, crumpling the wrapper in one hand. He glanced at the others with a grin, like he had just solved an ancient mystery.
"Okay. Emergency vote," Elijah said. "We hit Shin’s Ramen House before heading home. This protein bar just ain’t cuttin’ it, and I am craving broth so badly I might dissolve."
Freddie perked up. "Bruh, say less!"
AJ hesitated. "Eh, I should probably head back."
Freddie shot him a sidelong look. "You’re seriously going to listen to Ria?"
AJ gave a short nod. "She seriously already grounded me last night, as you might recall. If I make a detour for ramen, I will probably be grounded for the rest of the month."
Elijah shrugged. "So? Just study extra hard tonight after you’re back."
AJ snorted. "That’s not how ‘being grounded’ works, genius. Plus I probably bombed our math test this morning. No need to pour more salt into her punishing mood."
Freddie grinned. "Dude, we’ll eat fast! Real fast. Hell, even better, speed-of-light fast! We will be back before she even checks her door alarm notifications."
AJ sighed and dragged a hand through his dark hair. "You are a terrible influence."
Freddie clapped him on the shoulder. "But the noodles are righteous, mi amigo."
Elijah pointed down the hall toward the glowing horizon shining through the windows of their school’s lobby windows. "To Shin’s."
And for a moment, AJ let the ache in his ribs, the warnings in his aunt’s voice, and the shadows of the night before fade from his mind.

***
A couple minutes after the final bell, the hallway by the upperclassmen lockers at Linkhan’s Capital High School hummed with the restless noise of dismissal. Lockers clanged shut, shoes squeaked against polished tile, and the intercom droned out half-heard announcements. Outside, the world hung gray with the promise of rain, but inside the school, the air felt charged with lingering energy.
Lucy Aon sat slumped against her locker, knees tucked in and arms folded tight across them, her forehead pressed to the cool metal. In her hand, her phone buzzed with a faint vibration, the screen flaring briefly in the dimming light before fading again.
She lifted it enough to see the sender.
Dr. Rozwell.
“Lucy, your internship shift today is canceled. As you may recall, the Xero Corp Genetic Research Tower took significant structural damage last night during that ordeal with the cyborg and The Ninja-Wolf. Take this rare moment of rest to remain home and re-download any Project Elysium experiment data from your spare hard drives and secure cloud storage. We lost a significant portion of the dataset in the collapse. I will inform you when a suitable temporary lab is prepared for you to continue your internship in full.”
Lucy’s eyes narrowed at the screen. Her reflection in the glass looked tired, tinted blue under the hallway lights. She exhaled sharply, the message burning in her mind.
It felt unfair, infuriating even, that her internship had to pause because two overpowered meatheads decided to use the Xero Corp campus as their personal battleground. A skirmish in the night, a tower reduced to rubble, and now she was stuck with mindless data recovery while the rest of the world kept moving.
She let her hand go slack, the phone tilting forward, slipping from her fingers.
Gravity took it, the screen flipping toward the ground in slow, inevitable silence.
It never hit. A hand darted out, catching it just before it met the floor. Lucy’s head snapped up, startled, eyes widening as she found herself face to face with a boy she barely recognized but somehow felt she should have.
AJ Nakamura stood there, backpack loosely slung by one strap over the right shoulder of his red short sleeved-hoodie, strands of dark brown hair falling across his forehead, green eyes bright with a spark that caught the dull fluorescent light. Beside him, Freddie Gonzalez properly wore his own backpack on both of his shoulders while maintaining perfect posture despite the heavy books of dated knowledge anchoring his pack to the floor. Elijah Kim dragged his backpack by its faux leather top handle loosely behind him, nudging Freddie with a grin as the three prepared to leave.
AJ flipped the phone in his hand once, testing its weight before meeting Lucy’s gaze with an easy, genuine smile. “Careful,” he said, holding it out to her. “These things are stupidly expensive.”
Lucy blinked, stammered over her words as she took the phone, her fingers unintentionally brushing against his. She swallowed dryly. “T-thank you!… um, w-what was your name again?”
“AJ Nakamura,” he replied, his grin widening as he tilted his head. “But you can just call me AJ.”
He stepped back, lifting his hand in a small wave as Freddie and Elijah called for him from the end of the hallway, the two of them joking about getting the best seats at Shin’s Ramen before the dinner rush.
Lucy watched him walk away, her phone held against her chest. Her heart fluttered in a way that felt foreign and unwelcome, the echo of his boyish teasing clashing with the gentle warmth in his smile.
She stayed there, leaning against the locker, staring after him long after he turned the corner.
Chapter 13: An Unlucky Draw
Moments after Lucy’s hallway encounter with AJ, thunder rolled across the spires of Linkhan’s Capital. The sun vanished behind thick storm clouds, and one by one the city’s lights flickered to life, neon bleeding into the rain-slick streets below. At the heart of downtown, the Xero Corp Central Tower pierced the darkened sky, its obsidian glass facade catching every glimmer of lightning and reflection of the city it overshadowed.
At its summit rested Gustav Linkhan’s office, a chamber of power dressed in elegance and legacy. Marble floors stretched in flawless polish beneath a desk of carved, ancient wood, the deep grains glowing warmly beneath muted light. The desk stood before a vast wall of glass that commanded the skyline, a view designed to remind every guest of the empire Gustav controlled. The remaining walls carried the weight of history, adorned with relics and framed photographs of his grandfather, Riku Linkhan. Each image bore testament to the pioneering research that birthed the Omega Cell, a discovery that had become both inheritance and weapon.
Dr. Richard Rozwell stood alone in this sanctum. The glow of the storm reflected against the silver plate covering half his face, its surface gleaming each time lightning licked across the glass windows. His synthetic limbs whispered with mechanical precision, pale servo lights pulsing faintly as he adjusted the cuffs of his immaculate white lab coat. The silence in the office was thick, pressed in on all sides by the storm’s rumble and the weight of expectation.
Then the door clicked open behind him. Gustav Linkhan entered without hurry, yet the atmosphere shifted at once. His steps carried the authority of a man who had never once needed to raise his voice to command a room. Eyes cold, posture unyielding, he regarded Rozwell with the quiet certainty of both power and bloodline. The storm outside clawed at the glass, but it was Gustav’s presence that dominated the chamber.

“Is she taken care of?” Gustav’s low voice carried across the marble floor, filling the wide office with a weight that felt heavier than the silence that followed. There was a faint tremor of curiosity in his words, though he would never admit to it, and Rozwell knew better than to probe for confirmation.
The cybernetically enhanced scientist remained at the window, his reflection fractured across the glass, silver plating glinting against the city’s glow. The hum of his internal servos filled the pause as he adjusted the cuffs of his dark coat.
“The intern will not interfere,” Rozwell replied at last. His voice was calm and precise, mechanical in tone, but carrying the faintest trace of satisfaction. “She will not obstruct tonight’s field experiment.”
Gustav gave a single nod, his expression unreadable. Rozwell pressed a button on the desk. The thick office doors closed with a soft, final thud, sealing the room.
Their voices continued in low tones, words lost beneath the hum of the city outside, the conversation vanishing into the hush of glass and steel as shadows lengthened across the room.
***
Downtown Linkhan’s Capital, late afternoon. The storm of rush hour had not yet swallowed the streets, and neon signs hummed to life against the dimming sky. Nestled between a graffiti-scarred arcade and a laundromat that smelled faintly of detergent and dust, Shin’s Ramen House waited in quiet defiance of the city’s chaos. The shop needed no advertisements. Its cracked neon sign buzzed faintly above a curtain-draped doorway, while its windows steamed with the fragrance of broth and miso. Garlic oil, slow-simmered pork, and a dozen secret spices thickened the air inside, a warmth that sank deep into the bones and clung stubbornly to clothes long after you stepped back onto the street.
Inside, the shop was narrow and unassuming, its walls paneled in dark wood worn smooth by decades of passing shoulders. Handwritten menus curled slightly where they were pinned above the counter, their ink fading from years of steam. A row of mismatched stools lined the bar, their metal legs uneven but sturdy, while the back tables carried the scuffs and knife marks of a thousand late-night meals. Paper lanterns hung low from the ceiling, their soft glow mixing with the haze rising off simmering pots. 
The air vibrated with the gentle rattle of chopsticks, the clink of ceramic bowls, and the quiet hum of the old ventilation fan fighting to keep pace with the heat. Shin’s was imperfect, a little cramped, but perfect for young teens seeking a sodium fix with excellent flavor. A wooden sign hung above the register:
NO WIFI. NO DELIVERY. JUST RAMEN.
Inside, AJ, Freddie, and Elijah crowded into their usual booth near the corner of the restaurant. The table was worn smooth from years of elbows, cards, and spilled soup, every groove a record of past nights. Steam curled up from the bowls set before them, each tailored to its owner without a single word exchanged.
The shopkeeper was an older woman in a loved and faded apron, carrying the calm grace of someone who had weathered decades of storms. She never needed a menu for her favorite customers, and they never needed to ask. After so many late-night visits, AJ, Freddie, and Elijah’s orders had become part of the rhythm of the place. She set the last dish down with a small nod. “Extra spice for Elijah. No green onion for Freddie. And miso with charred pork belly for AJ. Same as always.” She returned to her kitchen to continue serving her other customers.
Elijah grinned as he tipped a soft-boiled egg into his mouth, the yolk bursting rich and golden. “I swear this place is the only reason I tolerate life.”
Freddie leaned over her bowl, slurping loudly. “Pretty sure I’ve imprinted on this broth.”
AJ gave a tired smile that still carried warmth. “Same bowl since you were ten.”
Freddie patted her chest with satisfaction. “Why mess with perfection?”
Elijah leaned back, resting a hand over his heart. "You remember the first time we came here?"
AJ nodded. "The summer after we moved in. I tried the Ghost Spicy Broth and puked behind the arcade."
Freddie raised his hand. "I puked after you."
Elijah, completely deadpan. "I puked into both your puke. Talk about gnarly, yuck!”
The three of them laughed, loud and carefree, the sound cutting through the din of the tiny shop. For a moment, the city outside did not exist.
***
Outside, in the back alley just after dusk, they slipped out the side door into the cooling night. The sky above had deepened into indigo, a color that seemed to press down heavier with each passing minute. Behind them, Shin’s golden light spilled faintly onto the cracked pavement, the last remnant of warmth against the encroaching dark. Ahead, the alley stretched long and narrow, its brick walls damp and rusted pipes groaning faintly, as if the place itself held its breath. Shadows pooled thick in every recess, waiting, silent and watchful.
Freddie stretched with a groan, hands behind his head. “Ugh. I swear I gained ten pounds from straight-up noodles alone. And that’s not even counting the broth and pork. I’m so stuffed… I could die happy right here.” 
Elijah trudged forward as if holding back a tsunami behind a cracking dam. “I wish Lady Shin would just fix the bathroom plumbing, already. I feel like I’m about to burst from all the broth I slurped down!” Elijah winced in discomfort as he chuckled, jerking his chin toward a narrow side street. “You guys opposed to shaving some time off the trip home by zipping through New Kyoto Alley? There’s a bus station a couple blocks past it, and I’m not going to make it if we have to wait for that damn monorail again. They claim it’s faster than a bullet train, yet it takes centuries to get anywhere.”
AJ stifled a yawn, shoving his hands into his pockets. “If we get jumped in there, I’m not paying for another one of your phones.”
Their laughter carried softly into the dim-lit street as they turned into the tight alleyway.
And froze.
A single figure stood in the middle of the alleyway, motionless beneath the buzz of a failing lamp.
Taller. Bulkier. Calculating.
It was Zane Stryker.
But he was no longer the middle aged mercenary that AJ and Freddie remembered from the night before. His old ragged green jacket still clung to his shoulders, though now it draped like a battle-torn cape. Underneath, Xero Corp’s handiwork gleamed: obsidian armor plated over his frame, traced with pulsing violet circuitry. Fresh welds still glowed along the seams like molten scars burned into steel.
Both of his eyes now shone a piercing neon violet. Iris 2.0. Fully calibrated to hunt.
Stryker tilted his head, the faintest smile twisting his lips. His metallically toned voice carried down the alley, smooth yet hollow, as if mocking the silence.
“Evening, gentlemen.”
Freddie’s breath caught in his throat. “That’s the cybo-…”
AJ snapped. “Get back! Now!!”
But the order came too late.
Stryker raised both of his hands as if readying himself for an unholy prayer, and clapped his palms together with seismic force.
The air itself distorted and spun in place.
A sonic shockwave burst outward in a deep, crushing pulse. Windows shattered along the alley walls. Concrete split. The ground rippled under their feet.
Elijah stood closest to the blast.
There was no scream. No snarky quips. No opportunity to react. Just a horrible ear splitting noise that sounded like angels screaming over the death of innocents.
He was hit full-force with his body folded inward beneath the wave. For one instant, AJ saw him silhouetted against the bloom of splattered blood and whirled up dust clouds. Elijah’s form had disintegrated into ash and vapor, ripped apart and swallowed in the concussive force.
Freddie shrieked as the blast hurled him backward into the brick wall. Sparks sprayed from his spine as his systems failed, suit protocols collapsing in a cascade of glitches. His Omega cells never had a chance to activate. 
AJ hit the ground hard, the impact shattering through his ribs with jagged cracks as he skidded across the broken alley floor. His shoulder collided with a rusted trash bin, metal shrieking on impact. Gasping, he clawed for air, forcing words out through the pain.
“Freddie?! Elijah?!”
His eyes darted through the haze. Smoke and dust coiled thick in the dim alley, swallowing everything in shifting shadows. His panicked and searching gaze saw Freddie’s body slumped against the brick wall, motionless, blood painting his temple. Relief flickered for an instant, bitter and sharp. At least Freddie was there, alive.
But Elijah… there was no sign of him. Only a fractured patch of stone remained where he once stood. His existence had been utterly erased, as if the night itself had devoured him.
Through the drifting ruin came Stryker, stepping forward as if untouched by the devastation, his armor humming low and steady with restrained menace.
“One down. One broken. One wounded wolf.”
The smoke had not yet cleared.
AJ lay half-curled on the blood-slick pavement, lungs burning. A metallic taste flooded his mouth. Behind a battered dumpster, Freddie groaned weakly, sparks still dancing along his inert frame.
But AJ’s eyes were locked on the empty scorch mark where his friend had been.
A low, broken sound escaped his throat.
“No…”
Then louder, his voice tearing through the choking haze.
“No… no… NO!! ELIJAH!!!”
He dragged himself upright, each breath a fresh agony. His ribs screamed with every movement.
Across the alley, Stryker stood with unsettling composure. His violet eyes glimmered in the half-light, cold and almost playful.
	“One down. One broken. One wounded wolf,” he murmured, as if reciting a lullaby to himself.
The words twisted into AJ’s ears, echoing over the roar of blood in his head. His pulse pounded like a war drum. His vision swam.
Above, the clouds thinned. The moon revealed itself: full, pale, merciless. Its silver light spilled over the rubble and smoke, washing everything in ghostly clarity.
Something stirred inside him.
A pressure. A hunger.
The call to kill.
His whole body tensed. The change was already clawing its way up from beneath his skin. It didn’t matter if he resisted. The moon wanted its child of the night to awaken. His own rage wanted him to unleash his agony. And together, they would take him.
He clenched his fists, nails digging so hard his palms stung. Not here. Not now. But god, I want to kill him so bad. I hate him. He killed Elijah… he hurt Freddie… HE MUST DIE.
Ria’s voice flickered faintly in the back of his mind, a tether stretched thin across the storm: Do not feed into the beast just because it beckons you to respond. You are the one holding the leash, not the other way around. Control your breathing. In. Out. Peace and control in. Rage and pain out. In. Out.
But grief… was another creature altogether. Grief was not something that obeyed rules. Grief had no reason. Grief had no patience. And AJ’s grief would not be restrained by simple breathing techniques.
AJ’s breath came in ragged bursts. His jaw trembled. His hands shook. The pain, the loss, the fury. Every human strand of him was unraveling. No words could capture the storm inside. No prayers could stop it.
His spine arched sharply against his will. Bones cracked and twisted into jagged contortions. Flesh stretched and tore only to be reforged into something more powerful.
Violet and amber light surged behind his eyes as something deep within him finally snapped.
His fingers curled, then split apart. Claws erupted from beneath torn skin. The fabric of his hoodie shredded across his back as dark chestnut colored fur burst free,  shimmering under the gold light of the moon.
His jaw wrenched open. Fangs pushed past human limits, slicing through flesh. This was not rage. This was grief, given fangs. The transformation overtook him without mercy.
AJ rose unsteady, trembling with the weight of it. No longer merely a boy, but not yet fully beast. Caught in between, breath ragged, muscles coiled.
A deep growl rumbled from within, thick with loss and fury.
“You want the wolf…”
He stepped forward into the devastated alley.
“… you got it.”



Chapter 14: The Jade Carrot
Stryker eagerly observed the monstrous transformation of AJ Nakamura before him as if twistedly fascinated by his foe’s painful metamorphosis. His violet glowing cybernetic lenses tracked every grotesque contortion of bone, every rupturing tendon, and forcefully reforged muscle snapping into place. He studied the boy that had allowed grief to shape himself into the werewolf that replaced where he once stood. Stryker’s metal reinforced jaw shifted, his mouth forming a cruel and cold sneer.
Slowly, the upgraded cyborg hunter reached beneath the inner lining of his forest green trench coat, which had since withered down to a ragged cape of sorts just haphazardly pinned to his shoulder pauldrons. From beneath it, he drew a blade familiar to his prey buried beneath rage and fanged anguish.
The Dragon’s Tongue.
AJ’s beastly body froze in place at the sight of his stolen blade. His newly formed claws tensing and catching a gleam of light reflecting off of his polished blade now firmly in the hands of his enemy.
The jade-colored katana was almost three feet long with an elegant curve to balance its beautiful craftsmanship with deadly precision. The handle was covered in black wrappings to protect its user’s hands from extended usage. Lightly etched runes shimmered faintly down the hilt, each one humming faintly with a magnetic draw to the curse magic burning through AJ’s veins. The blade seemed to activate when it faced the Ninja-Wolf. The purple glowing runes pulsed in a lulling cadence beneath the flickering alley lights.
The sword that had become his restraint, his anchor to his humanity. He had foolishly forgotten it in the midst of his fight against Stryker on the rooftop of Xero Corp the previous night. But now that the full moon was amplifying his inner fury over the devastating loss of Elijah, he was losing control of his thoughts and emotions. The aching need for his blade was becoming overwhelmingly obvious. If he didn’t get it back in his hands again soon, he would lose himself to bloodlust. And no one would be safe then.
Stryker held the Dragon’s Tongue to the lights of the alleyway, the sword hoisted high like a trophy. A taunt. A lure. A carrot of jade.
“This little ol’ thing yours?” Stryker asked, his metalically toned voice dripping with amusement. He gave the blade a lazy whirl in place. “I found it in the rubble of the Xero Corp research tower after you fled. It was hot to the touch, even hours after our little skirmish. You must’ve poured a lot of your curse magic into it to get it to burn for that long. And now, it’s a full moon. I’d be curious to see how intense it can become at maximum power!”
He stepped backward, his violet eyes shimmering with cruel delight. “You want it back? Heh. I’ll make you work for it. Follow me!” He turned about face and disappeared at hypersonic speed through the dark alley.
AJ’s body instinctually pressed him forward. He needed that sword. And he needed to hurt the one who killed Elijah, and gravely injured Freddie. His violent and intrusive thoughts had taken over his sense of logic. The carefree vibes of a teenager had been ejected from his mind. Only the hunt for vengeance and sanity remained.
Stryker sprinted without resistance through the ruined alleys of the area, his armored boots hammering sparks into the broken pavement beneath his breakneck pace.
The Ninja-Wolf chased him, feral yet fluid in motion. His rapid shallow breaths snarled through bared fangs. Claws skimmed against the ground as he propelled himself towards his enemy.
Together, they tore through chain-link fences and vaulted over overflowing restaurant dumpsters. Rooftops blurred beneath their chase as they leapt from ledge to ledge, shingles and concrete dust scattering with each point of contact.
The city seemed to decay around them with every step. Towering spires fell away, giving way to rusted iron and crumbling brick. The old industrial fringe of South Linkhan loomed ahead, worn down docks, empty factories, abandoned warehouses standing like the ribs of some dead leviathan.
Stryker whipped around each obstacle without hesitation. His movements were clean, sharp, almost rehearsed. He was not escaping his prey. He was leading it towards something.
AJ followed blindly, too consumed by the pull of the blade to question where this chase might lead.
Each step closer fed the fire inside him. The curse magic howled louder, veins burning with raw power. Without the sword, the energy surged wild and unbound. His thoughts blurred to smoke.
Stryker’s voice echoed through the darkness.
“You feel it now, don’t you? The unraveling. You are a nightmare barely holding itself together.”
AJ bounded over a scaffold, his claws like dark-steel gouged deep into the rusted beams. The pull of the full moon’s influence on his animalistic instincts was disorienting. Distinguishing between how he actually thought versus how his power influenced how he felt were becoming difficult to differentiate. But he couldn’t stop here. No, not now. Not until the Dragon’s Tongue blade was back in his possession. Not until Elijah’s name and Freddie’s critical condition were avenged.
Stryker dashed with inhuman speed across the groaning rooftops and vaulted himself through a shattered window, vanishing into the dusty hollow shell of a once thriving hover car assembly factory. The mechanically automated remnants of the facility were almost frozen in time: conveyor belts drooped from lack of consistent usage, and half-built engines and chassis hung like carcasses in a meat freezer. Rusted forklifts deteriorated in place scattered throughout the factory floor, their metal frames corroding from within from unused batteries.
AJ followed a heartbeat later, crashing through  a lower window of broken glass in a flurry of microsized jagged shards. He landed in a crouch on the cracked concrete floor, claws carving deep furrows as his weight hit. His breath came in ragged gasps, steaming in thick clouds from between jagged fangs as his eyes locked on the shadows where Stryker moved. The cyborg froze mid-run under a flickering ceiling light as The Ninja-Wolf joined him in the warehouse.
The Dragon’s Tongue gleamed in his hand, vibrant and alluring. It seemed to pulse and pull to AJ in a rhythm that matched his own heartbeat. Similarly to how the full moon clawed at him from above the shadow-filled facility he now found himself in.
Stryker smiled. “Welcome to your final resting ground, mongrel!”
The Ninja-Wolf didn’t pause as he lunged at Stryker with his elongated claws outstretched. It was do or die, and AJ had found his window of opportunity in Stryker’s bravado and inclination towards the dramatic. Stryker smirked as he cooly snapped his fingers. From the darkness of the perimeter of the building, a high pitched vibration shattered the still air. Stryker seemed unphased, but AJ, with his wolf-like hearing, could hear every thread of violent resonance in the sound like nails on a chalkboard only 5 octaves higher. He swayed and stumbled slightly out of step, but this would not hinder his progress, not when he was so close to exacting justice for Elijah and Freddie.
AJ mustered every ounce of human will his mind could summon to force his body to forward as he launched himself upward and barrelled down forward to re-engage Stryker. The cyborg calmly stepped once towards the werewolf, arms relaxed at his side, the Dragon’s tongue loosely clung to his robotic grip. “I’m impressed, but not surprised this wouldn’t be enough. Which is why I’m prepared this time. Iris: engage sonic aura.” Just as Rozwell had indicated, Iris did not verbally acknowledge Stryker’s command but he could tell he was heard by the way tiny folds in his shins, chest plates, and forearms vibrated with a low coating of sound around his entire being. 
AJ reached his enemy and attempted to impale Stryker through the abdomen with all of his power channeled into his claws, but to no avail. The claws of The Ninja-Wolf were stopped mid-air just as he was about to make contact, as if he were fighting against a forever expanding infinite space that could never reach Stryker. “What the hell is this?? You’re cheating,” AJ aggressively barked at Stryker. He pulled back his claw and followed with a jab from his other clawed fist, this time at Stryker’s face. 
Again, no dice. Stryker let out a chuckle and in one fluid motion without a wind-up swung his sword-free fist into AJ’s stomach and sent him skidding backwards. AJ tried to catch himself but stumbled and rolled until his body was stopped by a tower of steel crates lined against the wall to the back of the factory.
His entire frame trembled, every muscle tensed like a systematic charlie horse to keep the beast within him at bay. The curse magic surged with each breath, screaming through his veins. The werewolf inside clawed to be free. To win.
Stryker scraped the blade across the floor. Sparks danced at his feet. The sonic aura around him quieted and went back to rest mode as they recharged themselves. It would be awhile before he could re-engage them, and he would have to pick his moments carefully.
“I do hope you have more fight in you than that! Do you not keep your silly little ninja tools in your backpack when you leave school? That’s the problem with the country these days, neutered bureaucrats taking away the defenses of its own people. So that when people like me get the jump on you, you just can’t properly defend yourself, can you?” Stryker swung the blade in a smooth arc, testing its weight with his upgraded strength. It tapped firmly onto the ground sending a flurry of sparks and dust into the air below.
“I bet you feel that pull, don’t huh? The curse tearing from inside you? You think this sword will be your rapture, eh? Keep you from losing those final shreds of humanity you hold so dear to protect what friends you have left living?”
He leaned in, voice dropping low. “But it is the very thing that is breaking you.”
AJ’s claws flexed. Blood dripped from his palms where nails bit into fur-covered flesh. “You’re lying! You know nothing of my sword or my powers!”
Stryker shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I do know your blood better than you.” He raised his hand. A sharp snap echoed through the empty space. Steel shutters slammed down over the exits with bone-jarring finality. Red lasers swept the floor in precise grids. From the shadows, Xero Corp field operatives armed to the teeth emerged. More than fifty-plus of them. Their armor gleamed with cold military-esque precision. Plasma-pulse laser rifles and luminescent plasma-shock batons crackled in their hands. They moved like a single living machine, perfectly orchestrated for an ambush.
AJ pivoted slowly, his lupin glowing eyes quickly assessing the threat. He was surrounded, and the only way out… was through.
Stryker’s voice echoed from the center. “You chased the blade right into our little trap. I might have failed to mention that my new employers are the very same ones whose building you infiltrated and destroyed. Xero Corp meet The Ninja-Wolf. Mongrel meet Xero Corp...”
He tossed the blade lackadaisically above him with the confidence of someone who already won, and caught the Dragon’s Tongue mid-descent. “Both the executives of Xero Corp and I want to see what happens when you lose yourself without the support of your treasured family blade.”
AJ dropped lower, fangs bared. The curse ripped through him now, wild and deafening. His skin felt as though it would tear apart at any second.
“Fine,” he growled, voice rough and broken. His pupils narrowed to slits. “But let’s just see how many of you leave this place alive.” AJ felt the agony spread through every fiber of his being. The curse clawed for its full release. His heartbeat thundered in his skull.
His grief could wait no longer. He launched himself forward with a howl that sent a deluge of fear down every Xero Corp agent’s spine. AJ dodged past several shock-baton strikes and pulse-laser bolts with erratically agile grace. The first couple of operatives crumpled beneath a clawed spear-handed strike that shattered through their helmet visors and skulls alike. AJ spun, claws ripping through the chestplate of a third, fourth, and fifth soldier. Blood sprayed across the floor like paint on a canvas.
Increased burning laser-bullet discharge erupted from the agents surrounding him. Red streaks of plasma energy cutting through the darkness only to make contact with his afterimage.
AJ twisted, rolled, vaulted off a pile of crates as he slammed into a small platoon of operatives, all the while tearing into their bodies leaving mutilated faceless corpses in his wake. The Ninja-Wolf could feel the vibration of the air around each Xero Corp operative as they inhaled their breath to focus their aim on his imposing figure. He could tell they were scared but trying to remain composed in the face of death. Normally, he would feel a pang of guilt as either his bounty hunting teammates like Freddie or Gillis would bring his frenetic senses back down to Earth, or Ria would tell him to focus his energy into his sword to anchor himself inward. But no one was there this time to aid him, and no one was there to restrain him from killing his out-of-depth foes surrounding him. 
A row of agents fired their rifles at AJ as he weaved between passing plasma bolts, the heat of which seared the edge of his fur-covered arms and ears. He unleashed a brutal and violent combo of kicks, punches, claw strikes, and flesh tearing bites that left the operatives fleeing to for the exits, only to be struck from behind with a clawed fist through their chest. His movements blurred with inhuman speed, but this was not a perfect dance.
From across the floor, Stryker’s left hand converted into a palm sized sonic cannon and launched a compact baseball-sized sphere of rippling airwaves at AJ as he finished tearing the larynx out the last of the row of guards in his line of sight. The ball of wind struck his side constricting his muscles inward, contorting them into violent spasms. AJ hit the ground hard, coughing spats of blood. His vision blurred, dozens of agents became hundreds of agents to his deceived eyes like the halls of a fun house. There seemed to be no end to Stryker’s battalion of masked assassins.  The wolf-warrior forced himself to rise quickly as he could tell his multiple opponents would not hesitate to take advantage of his disorientation. 
Sure enough, an armored figure lunged at The Ninja-Wolf with a bladed shock baton. AJ caught the slick armored arm mid-swing, and twisted the appendage until their bone and tendons tore apart. Without hesitation, he hurled the agent into a rusted support beam. The impact rang out with a dull vibration across the factory floor.
Despite his steadfast reflexes, his movements were becoming more erratic and unfocused. Not just because of the blast wound on his side, but because of the curse magic coming to a boil within him coupled with the sonic emitters in the building tearing at his ear drums. Each strike felt labored, more desperate. The agents before him seemed to sway just out of reach, or vanish from the edges of his rage induced tunnel vision. Without the Dragon’s Tongue in his hands, the magic beneath his fur raged wildly out of control.
Across the room, Stryker watched calmly, AJ’s coveted blade resting on his green cloth-covered shoulder.
“Just look at yourself,” he called. “This is what happens when The Enclave Commission puts their faith in the hands of a feral animal.”
AJ dragged himself onwards to continue lunging and lashing out at the Xero Corp Agents. His enlarged muscular chest heaved deeply with every movement. Despite his sluggish reactions, the curse magic flowing through his veins was heightening his other abilities, like sealing the gnarly blast wound from his side wound, or picking up the heightening fear exhaling from the agents surrounding him.
“More responsible parties are put into play to contain the mess. Like yours truly.”
Another pulse bolt cut from the outside of his peripheral vision and tore violently into his upper thigh. He dropped to one knee, baring his fangs in agony. Stryker raised the blade with dramatic flair. The clean jade shined in the glow of the moonlight that pierced through the cracks in the ceiling and broken glass windows above the crowd.
“You’re literally foaming at the mouth!” Stryker jeered, his mechanical joints doubling over from sick amusement at his enemy’s devolution. “Just how much longer will it be until you become the very thing that murdered your sister? A minute? A few hours? Days? Oh please let it be days. I would love to draw out this little dance of ours and marinate in your fall from grace.”
The words cut deeper than any blade could. The mockery of his sister’s death flared his anger and grief into even lower depths than ever before. A high pitched whine slipped out of AJ’s snout and distorted slowly into a roar that broke the sound barrier.
AJ steeled himself with a snarl and surged himself forward. His senses snapped into focus as agents were torn through like paper. Blood, crunched bones, and decapitated heads launched into the air like living pinatas. 
Stryker met him head on with brutal precision. Blade against claw. Modern science against mythic beast. The Dragon’s Tongue shrieked with every clash, curse energy discharged in violent teal flamed-sparks. Stryker pivoted low and slashed upward. A searing line opened across AJ’s fur covered chest, violet mist rose out as the blade drew in the unstable magic.
AJ staggered backward, clutching at the open wound his curse magic struggled to mend. Each breath arrived ragged, his claws shook as they scraped against one another with a faint bone clattering. Wild power still surged within him, rising higher and higher, but the Dragon’s Tongue, his greatest weapon against monsters, was constantly cornering him at every battle-shifting turn.
Stryker stepped forward, the blade poised for the kill. “I guess if you’re already tapped out, let’s go ahead and draw this to a close. I almost thought you might one-up me again. I guess your little robot buddy couldn’t rally quick enough to save you one last time.”
AJ forced his body to move, summoning what strength remained, but the curse gnawed at him from the inside, threatening to tear him apart if he stayed still.
SNAP.
The sudden crack of metal on metal split the air as an electrified grappling cable snapped from the rafters and coiled tight around Stryker’s wrist. A figure dropped from above, hitting the ground in a low crouch.
Slinger Gal, as her teammates affectionately called her, rose to a confident battle pose, goggles illuminated with neon green light. Her slim and slick metal exo-suit gleamed with layered plates and winding steel coils. With a sharp tug, she wrenched the Dragon’s Tongue free from Stryker’s mechanical hand. The cursed blade screeched across the concrete, spinning just out of reach of any of the fighters.
She lifted her head, voice edged with challenge. “Hey, asshole. You forgot something.” She boasted a mocking smile beneath her goggle-covered eyes. “Didn’t you ever learn? Wolves tend to hunt in packs. So if you mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.”
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Stryker didn’t even wince as he flexed his hand as sparks fizzled where the sword was torn from. 
This is the second time a punk ass teenager has wrenched a weapon from my hand. Wait a minute… Stryker paused his overflowing stream of disgruntled thoughts and looked up at the scrap iron clad youth in front of him.
“… what do you mean by ‘all of us’?”
Slinger Gall lazily gestured with a pointed thumb towards the wall behind her as it trembled with a low groan and bursted outward with a seismic force. Jagged steel shards scattered around the factory floor as dust from old cement billowed in thick waves. Through it all, a massive figure with an erratically edged silhouette stepped forward in a metallic and crimson coating. The Gemstone Trooper known as Blood Stone.
His armor illuminated the shadow filled battleground with an unnatural throbbing red veined glow. The creases of the plates were lined with gemstone-looking circuits that pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat. Jagged edged sheets of living bloodstone coiled across his shoulders and arms, each segment flexing with brutal grace. The crystalline surface shimmered, hard as diamond, fluid as muscle. One arm morphed and thickened, crystallizing into a jagged cannon that pulsed with mounting energy. He raised his weaponized arm and aimed it into the crowd of Xero Corp agents and Stryker that surrounded AJ. 
Bloodstone offered a silent prayer for his enemies as his arm vibrated and glowed ominously. Stryker’s body hummed from the vibration of sonic emitters covered by his sleek cybernetic-plated joints. He jerked his now fixed hand towards Bloodtone and Slinger Gal and barked his order, “kill the unwanted party crashers.”
The Xero Corp agents began to fire plasma bolts to the armored warrior, only for them to bounce off with ease like sparks. He whispered one word beneath his rock covered helmet and neon green visor:  “Heathens.” 
A thunderous blast ripped across the floor while Bloodstone’s massive cannon-arm threw itself behind him from the intense kickback of the kinetic force. The energy wave struck a third of the squad of Xero Corp operatives like a living avalanche, a crash of glass, blood, and shattering bone. Soldiers flew backward, limbs twisted apart and armor shattered like tin foil. Stryker’s invisible sonic aura protected him with ease as it absorbed the energy blast and redirected it towards his Xero Corp allies, leaving him unmarked. The sonics quelled around him, temporarily turning off to recharge from the intense strain on their processors.
Bloodstone advanced through the smoke without slowing, the crimson plates along his gauntlet retracted into a massive buster sword that was double his body height. The sword gauntlet dwarfed him and defied physics as he swung it to his side to ready an attack without losing his balance. Weightless.
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He approached AJ, voice deep and dry beneath the helm. “You lose your sword again, I am filing a report with Captain Nakamura. I’ll ensure your temporary license is suspended for negligent weapon care..”
AJ bared his teeth through blood, and felt an odd calm quell his heightened fury. His human thoughts broke through to the surface of his personality as he coughed out a chuckle, “help me get my blade back, and I’ll make sure you eat those words.”
The air suddenly felt thick as the humidity sharply skyrocketed in temperature. Flames spiraled above the fighters as the rusted ceiling bursted inward in a blinding light. Sparks and molten shards of metal showered down like rain. A bolt of white-blue fire struck the heart of the warehouse from the hole in the ceiling, lighting the vast space in a surge of nova-like brilliance.
The Phoenix-Human hybrid from school, Gillis Sparroweye of the Phoenix Society, landed in the center of the inferno, boots crushing into the cracked concrete that steamed beneath her. Her long navy coat whipped in the rising heat as her eyes gleamed faintly gold beneath dark lashes. The warrior who had died twice already; once by flame, once by blade. Each time she had risen stronger. Her flames moved like sentient force, cracking stone and melting steel with a will of their own. She stepped beside AJ. Her voice was steady, low, tempered.
“You failed to report home, AJ. Captain Nakamura instructed us to find you.”
“H-how did you find me…?”
“We doubled back to school to see if you had gotten detention again due to your recent delinquent behaviors… when the three of us found Freddie by Shin’s.”
The guilt of choosing to allow his grief to pursue Stryker instead of being there to help Freddie get medical attention flooded AJ’s thoughts. I didn’t even think, I just moved… he thought. “My god, is Freddie okay?!” 
“I regrouped with Captain Nakamura while Bloodstone and Slinger Gal went ahead. Apologies for my slight delay. Freddie is back at SigmaNerv HQ being treated for his injuries. His omega cells weren’t able to trigger fast enough to respond but came back online with a supercharged defib. Daisy says he’ll bounce back. While we were on scene by Shin’s, we also noticed the ashen remains of… someone I can only assume was close to you both. My condolences for your loss.”
AJ held back tears as his grief began to shift from guilt back to infuriated rage. His claws extended out and scarred the concrete leaving a harsh grating screech as he stood back up. The wounds to his side became numb as The Ninja-Wolf made eye contact with Stryker across the floor surrounded by what remained of his battalion. “It was Elijah…”, he snarled through his gritted fangs, “Stryker killed him as collateral for trying to lure me out here. He deserves to die!”
Slinger Gal placed a light scrap armored glove against AJ’s shoulder. AJ didn’t move away, but didn’t acknowledge the gesture either. 
“We’ll make sure that Robo-Dick over here pays. Don’t you worry a furry little hair on your chinny-chin-chin. Without a bounty on his head, we’d be in some deep shit with The Enclave for killing another member. We can beat him to a pulp, but retract your claws before the killing blow, all right?”
A hiss of steam left AJ’s muzzle as he sighed in acknowledgement of Slinger Gal’s warning. She was right, but surely The Enclave Commission wouldn’t miss someone who would kill an innocent civilian in cold blood. Surely they would understand if AJ exacted purely justified vengeance. Afterall, there was no way this monster could be left alive. He would just repair himself and go kill again to trap AJ again. No. This needed to end here. “I’m going to kill him if it’s the last thing I do.” 
Gillis tilted her head towards AJ as she kept a firm defensive position facing Stryker and his allies. “You’re unraveling from loss, and it doesn’t help that we’re fighting during a full moon. I’m impressed you’ve managed yourself all alone against these thugs, but it’s clear you’ve crossed the line from self-defense to pure offense judging by the condition of the corpses around the factory here. Try to remember your humanity, and your reason for fighting. Hikari wouldn’t want you to kill mercilessly. She stood for fighting for those who couldn’t protect themselves. For her friends, and for you. Use that to concentrate on the fight ahead of us. It won’t completely anchor you, but it will allow you to focus long enough to get the Dragon’s Tongue back in your hands.”
AJ’s yellow gaze began to clear and hone in on surroundings. The fog of violence softened its haze that blurred his vision. “Thank you, Gillis… Kenzo… SG. H-help me hold it together. Help me beat this shithead up and get my sword back. Help me make sure no one else dies tonight.”
Chapter 15: How The Turn Tables Have…
Flames curled around Gillis’s wrists in thin serpentine coils. “All right team, let’s get the sword and neutralize the enemy.”
“And just a reminder we are not KILLING Stryker, just making sure he can’t kill any further,” Slinger Gal chimed in while side-eying AJ who looked irked from being talked down to like a kid.
“I’ll try not to…”
Kenzo’s hulking power suited form stood behind the team as he spoke aloud through his electronically filtered helmet that masked his real voice. “Trying is for average warriors. Doing is reserved for the powerful. And you, my dear comrade, are powerful. A little misguided at times, but powerful.”
The team of young bounty hunters stared down the just out-of-reach Dragon’s Tongue blade across the floor and then back to the killer cyborg crowded around by his nameless lackeys. Stryker, for the first time, took a step back. His fractured lens flickered with static. His posture shifted. “I see,” he murmured. “So the wolf brought his litter.”
Bloodstone clanked forward, crimson armor expanding across his torso. “We are not a litter,” Bloodstone replied. “We are his unit.”
Slinger Gal readied her electro cable whip, and jumped to perch on a nearby broken off support beam. “And we have a real low tolerance for cyborgs with delusions.”
Gillis spread her hands. Twin pillars of blue-white fire danced between her fingers. “Given that we’re new to this fight, I’ll give you the saving grace of surrendering now. If not, we will make you rue your decision to choose otherwise.”
AJ hunched forward, curse energy writhing beneath his fur adorned skin. His gaze locked back on the Dragon’s Tongue lying across the battlefield. The blade gleamed beneath a thin beam of moonlight that broke through the hole in the ceiling where Gillis dropped in from. It beckoned to him. The curse within him screamed for its soothing comfort and freedom from his unchained desire for death in the name of justice. His jaw clenched so loud Stryker toned down his inner sonically enhanced eardrums. Breath hissed between sharp fangs. “Cover me,” he growled. “I’m gonna go get my blade.”
Stryker’s optics narrowed. He zoomed in on the sword just out of his reach as well. Without a word, Stryker moved with a burst of inhuman speed. One cybernetic foot slammed into the ground with a burst of unnatural strength and vaulted him forwards and up.
He never made it three steps. Bloodstone lunged from the side, a crimson juggernaut himself of immense strength. He hit Stryker with a full-body shoulder slam, gemstone armored plates thickening mid-impact. The collision rang through the air like clashing titans. Stryker snarled, his boots grinding trenches into the rubble covered floor.
“Move!” Stryker barked while the joints and mechanical tendons of his left arm separated and reassembled mid-motion swinging down an enlarged slashing arm-axe. Kenzo caught it on a crystallized forearm. Sparks exploded from the impact, but neither warrior recoiled.
“I have one job,” Kenzo said coldly. “And it is keeping you away from him.”
Behind them, AJ moved. His curse power surged through his limbs, burning, snapping beneath the skin. He ran all the while dodging incoming plasma pulse bolts from what remained of Stryker’s forces.
Above, Slinger Gal swung from a cable, boots landing on an adjacent overhead beam. In one fluid motion, she flipped mid-air and lobbed a flash charge into a defensive cluster ahead of AJ. The charge detonated with a shriek of white light. Xero operatives staggered, blinded.
“Clear path! Move your ass, Ninja-Wolf!” she called.
Gillis elegantly surged forward, her body engulfed in spiraling blue flames. Heat shimmered through the air in violent waves with a smothering humidity. She twisted her frame and spun once, her arms rising, and a torrent of phoenix fire burst outward; incinerating the wall-mounted sonic inhibitors along the perimeter of the factory. AJ could feel his hearing stabilize finally and exhaled a sigh of relief.
Gillis whispered beneath her breath, “let the kid breathe…” A wall of searing flame erupted across the floor, cutting the Xero reinforcements off from the blade. Slinger Gal slung a cluster of flashbangs that rained down atop the helmets of the remaining Xero Corp operatives causing the agents to drop their weapons as they gripped their heads for stability. 
Without missing a beat, the two hunters shot a mix of fire darts and spark grenades that immobilized the disoriented agents. Stryker was out of backup.
***
The duel raged on between the juggernauts of the arena. Bloodstone and Stryker clashed in brutal rhythm. Stryker moved like a machine possessed. The cyborg’s jagged movements were a mix of slashes, feints, and sudden bursts of plasma. Bladed cables snapped from his back, slicing the air with lethal precision.
But Kenzo absorbed every blow, his crimson armor regrowing where it fractured, spikes reshaping into shields and battering fists. “You want the blade?” Kenzo shouted, parrying a vicious swing. “Then you go through me.” He slammed Stryker back with a heavy sweep. With a twist of his wrist, he drove a cluster of bloodstone spikes into the floor between them, forming a jagged barricade. “And you do not have the clearance.”
AJ tore across the field. Fire. Smoke. Screams.
He dropped low, slid beneath a crossbeam, rolled hard across the rubble. One clawed hand reached out. His fingers brushed the hilt of the Dragon’s Tongue. The blade answered. A pulse of black-jade light erupted outward, deep and resonant.
AJ’s curse magic receded inward. The chaos collapsed and the rising tide of rage began to still. His breath calmed. The violet glow in his eyes deepened.
He rose with confidence. Monstrous yet controlled. Himself, fur and heart and all. The Dragon’s Tongue hummed in his grip like a living thing.
Across the battlefield, Stryker rose as well, optics flickering with static. AJ stepped forward, voice cold. “Your turn to run.”
AJ’s breath misted through fangs. His grip on the blade was steady. Around him, the team spread in a loose formation, burned, battered, but standing.
Stryker sparked with damage. His cracked faceplate hissed with steam. His servos twitched beneath mangled plating. His once imposing and swashbuckling stance had shifted from apex predator to wounded prey.
He lifted his arm for another sonic burst, but AJ struck first. A single upward slash severed the limb in a flash of jade fire. The Dragon’s Tongue a swirl of sparks and blood misting the air. Stryker staggered back, clutching the ruined stump. His auto-repair couldn’t keep up with his injuries and began to overheat and stall.
Bloodstone moved to AJ’s side. “Call it,” Kenzo said. “He’s finished.” Gillis hovered overhead, flames coiled and ready. Slinger Gal crouched high above, electro whip cable taut.
Stryker’s breath rasped through his fractured mask. One flickering optic met AJ’s eyes.
AJ pointed the blade towards his foe. “Stay down.” For a breath, it seemed he might.
***
Far above the city, deep within the storm-crowned executive tower of Xero Corp, the observation deck thrummed with cold power. Polished steel and obsidian glass stretched from floor to ceiling, giving the chamber the appearance of a temple built for titans. Outside, the storm raged. Lightning forked across the skyline, illuminating the rain-slicked spires of Linkhan’s Capital.
At the room’s center hovered a massive holoscreen, suspended in the air by unseen fields. The image upon it jittered faintly, transmitting in brutal detail the violent clash unfolding far below. Every strike, every shriek of metal echoed softly through the deck’s reinforced walls.
Leaning toward the display, Dr. Richard Rozwell moved with eerie precision. His cybernetic skeletal frame whirring with each breath he took. Sleek mechanical limbs glinted in the cold light, servo-motors humming softly with each calculated motion. His silver faceplate, polished to a mirror’s gleam.
At his side, seated in an imposing black throne of alloy and leather, Gustav Linkhan watched the drone surveillance of the warehouse battle in silence. The scion of the city’s founder, Gustav exuded an air of absolute control. His pale, hawkish features remained utterly still, his sharp eyes locked on the faltering figure of Zane Stryker projected upon the screen.
Stryker, their engineered hound, staggered beneath the assault of AJ Nakamura and his comrades. Sparks burst from ruptured plating. Hydraulic fluid hissed in vaporous jets. The battle, once assured, was slipping from their grasp.
Rozwell’s voice, modulated and cold through his vocoder, sliced through the tense quiet. “How disappointing. Millions of dollars wasted in a game of cat and mouse.”
Gustav did not turn. His tone, low and imperious, carried the weight of command. “Fix it then, Richard. Or so help me, god, I’ll take you off project elysium and give it to some schmuck in sales.”
A faint, mirthless chuckle echoed from Rozwell’s chest cavity. “Of course,” he murmured. His alloy fingers hovered over the command interface, talon-like digits gleaming crimson in the reflected light.
“Predator Mode… engaging in 3…2….”
He pressed the activation key. The holoscreen pulsed, systems deep within Stryker’s body roared to life on screen to match what was happening from afar internally. Combat protocols, long hidden beneath layers of restraint, flooded the operative’s neural core.
The room seemed to darken, as if the tower itself held its breath.
Outside, the thunder raged. Inside, two men of ruthless vision watched with cold satisfaction, certain of the outcome they would shape with their own hands.
***
As Predator Mode remotely engaged from deep in the city’s core, Stryker’s mechanical frame continued to convulse and spark wildly.His spine arched backward. His optic flared bright white, cycling through red, amber, then sinking into a sickly ultraviolet glow.
A familiar, yet colder voice resonated through Stryker’s mechanical vocal box. Iris 2.0. “Override accepted. Predator Mode… initializing.” 
Stryker’s armor shifted with brutal precision, plates unlocked and folded outward. New weapons emerged. Twin shoulder pods snapped open, loaded with micro-missiles. Whip-thin bladed cables unfurled from his back, twitching like serpents. His hands split open at the knuckles, revealing triple-barreled pulse cannons. Leg armor thickened, reinforced with burst amplifiers.
Rozwell’s voice whispered through Stryker’s vocal box. “You’ve had your turn, Stryker. It’s my turn at the wheel. Let the body remember what fear looks like when you sell your soul.”
AJ took one slow step back, eyes narrowing. “Oh hell.”
Bloodstone lifted his cannon, voice grim. “What the…” Too late.
Stryker drove his fist into the floor. The impact unleashed a shockwave that rippled outward in a concussive ring. The force struck Gillis mid-flight, hurling her from the air. A bladed whip lashed out, slicing through crates and thick steel beams, the shriek of tearing metal echoing through the warehouse. The blade missed Slinger Gal’s leg by inches, sparks trailing in its wake.
A salvo of micro-rockets burst from Stryker’s shoulder pods, streaking across the room. The explosions rocked the far wall behind Bloodstone, fracturing the concrete and punching through his crystalline armor at the back. Kenzo staggered, shards of bloodstone raining to the floor.
Gillis crashed down hard, coughing blood. One of her arms dragged limply, scorched at the edge.
Stryker promptly advanced. He was no longer fighting with amusement. No longer fighting for the thrill of the hunt. His mind hijacked by Rozwell, he was on a mission to complete the lucratively expensive trap Gustav had paid for. Stryker was now a weapon unleashed, a predator stripped of all restraint.
Iris 2.0’s AI voice resonated once more from Stryker without moving his lips of his own accord. “Target priority: The Ninja-Wolf. Additional objective: Collect the extra hunters for research.”
AJ gripped the Dragon’s Tongue with both hands. His pulse thundered in his ears. The blade trembled, alive beneath his grip. He knew what was coming. This was no longer a battle. This was a fight for survival.
Stryker surged forward in a blur of augmented speed. Each step hit the ground with a metallic clang. His movement was faster yet heavier for such a large piece of hardware.
His bladed whips cut through the air, forcing AJ into a rapid retreat. Each dodge brought him a heartbeat closer to the edge. Pulse blasts erupted from Stryker’s hands, violet streaks gouging the concrete at AJ’s heels.
AJ’s breath came in ragged snarls. The Dragon’s Tongue flashed in defensive swings with frantic arcs, parrying one strike, narrowly evading another.
But it was not enough.
Stryker roared and slammed his foot down. A seismic pulse surged beneath AJ’s feet. The ground rumbled and shifted as tiles beneath him sprung him backwards. AJ stumbled, creating an opening for the robotic monstrosity.
In a rapid snap, Stryker slammed into AJ, driving him through a crate that exploded in a shower of wood and steel. A knee crushed into AJ’s gut, forcing a wet cough of blood from his mouth. The Dragon’s Tongue lay pinned beneath him.
Stryker loomed, one bladed whip coiled back. “You were warned,” his voice crackled with the resonance and tone of Rozwell, layered with a cold machine distortion. “Your curse makes you dangerous. I can’t wait to dissect you and see what makes you so powerful.”
AJ struggled, ribs flaring with pain. “You psychotic eggheads just don’t know when to quit...” The whip drew back, aimed for AJ’s throat. Then a thunderous impact collided with Stryker from behind.
Bloodstone.
Kenzo barreled in, red armor fractured and leaking veins of light. A jagged hammer of bloodstone formed around his gauntlet.
With a roar, he swung. The hammer slammed into Stryker’s side with the force of a wrecking ball. Stryker staggered, metal boots skidding across the floor in a flurry of sparks and tile.
Kenzo planted his feet, breath ragged.
“I’m still here,” he rasped. “We didn’t finish our dance from before.”
Above, a cable snapped tight.
Slinger Gal dropped onto Stryker’s back, locking her legs around his shoulders. With both hands, she drove a pair of shock spikes into the gaps of his armor.
“Say cheese, overglorified-toaster!” She detonated them in a blast of electric arcs. Stryker howled in fury, body convulsing. But even that failed to bring him down.
With a violent twist, he seized her and flung her bodily across the room. Her form slammed into a broken steel beam with a sickening crack. She slid to the floor and did not rise immediately. Firelight rippled across the ruined battlefield. The air shimmered with heat. Smoke drifted in choking plumes through the broken rafters.
Gillis stepped forward, her breath ragged. Blood trailed steadily from a shallow cut along her brow. Her left arm dangled limply at her side, fatigued and sprained. She trudged into position, planting her boots firmly in the cracked concrete. Her right hand burned with a seething flame, ready and willing to fight on. 
“No more tricks,” she growled through clenched teeth. She hurled twin blue-toned fireballs high into the air. The orbs skyrocketed upward just above the gaping hole in the ceiling trailing long tails of shimmering light. They paused momentarily as everyone still standing below sharply inhaled to brace for what came next. Then, as if the world had slipped from the grip of Atlas himself, the blue-flamed spheres plunged straight down through the roof into key weak-points in the building’s infrastructure with twin impacts that echoed through the factory. Support struts groaned, twisted, and gave way.
A torrent of shattered steel and charred roof tiles rained down upon Stryker. The mechanized predator staggered beneath the hailstorm of wreckage, blinded for a fleeting second. Just enough time for the young hunters to get the edge over their opponent. 
The Ninja-Wolf pounced in the moment of Stryker’s confusion, his movement a jagged brown-furred streak of fangs, blessed-jade smithing, and sharpened resolve. He dove through the chaos, moving between the falling debris. The Iris 2.0 AI sensors blared like alarms into Stryker's mind as he detected AJ encroaching on his position. In a desperate attempt to create some distance, he launched a stray bladed whip at AJ as he began to compose himself, but the cable only slashed right past him, missing merely by inches. A sonic pulse blast screamed toward his chest. AJ twisted beneath it, felt the whipping sound wave tear the air above his back.
Closing the gap with the Dragon’s Tongue gleaming in his grip, he drove the jade blade straight through Stryker’s right side in an elegant swift thrust. His aim was for the heart, but AJ could never remember anything from his AP biology class, especially anatomy. The sword just nicked passed Stryker’s heart and straight into his internal cooling core. The jade katana bathed in the gushing stabilizing coolant like blood.
Stryker’s body jolted, servos locking. “Iris,” he choked out, his voice glitching between his tone and Rozwell’s, distorted by squelching static. “Engage emergency s-hut… d…”
The AI answered in her own disoriented glitchy response through his overheating voice box, “cooling core destabilization… critical. Emerg-g-gency shut-d-d-down offline. Self r-r-r-epair offlin…”. Her voice cut out to whirring harsh static sizzle.
AJ twisted the blade deep. His voice was low and cold. “Override this.” With a brutal kick, he drove his boot into Stryker’s chest and wrenched the blade free. Stryker toppled to the ground, the full load of his colossal frame of metal crashing down on himself with the weight of a rhinoceros. Sparks burst from every joint. His limbs twitched violently, then stilled. The glow faded from his optics. The predator lay broken.
Chapter 16: You Reap What You Sow
Only the sound of Gillis falling to one knee broke the silence. She gasped for breath, one hand braced against the floor while the other smacked against it still limp from her sprain. Bloodstone dropped to the ground, crystalline gauntlets cracking beneath his weight. His chest rose and fell in ragged bursts. Slinger Gal groaned softly as she rolled onto her side joking, “I’d say I got the least of our injuries. Still cute… still breathing.”
AJ stood over the fallen cyborg, sword lowered at his side. The curse within him no longer screamed. No longer raged like a feral beast. It pulsed beneath his skin like a heartbeat. Calm. Controlled. Bound to his will. Yet, through his control, the gnawing voice of his human grief nipped at his consciousness. 
Kill him. Kill him now. Do it while you can!!!
He silently raised his blade above him as he looked down mercilessly at his offline enemy. Stryker’s human eyes blinked in a panic through his metal covered visor that obscured his vision instead of providing him detailed battle stats. There was nothing he could do. His will couldn’t even summon the strength to raise a finger, as what remained of his body had been mostly ripped out of place by the sudden transformation into Predator Mode. He was a sitting duck. 
Out of the corner of her eye, Gillis saw the reflection of the moonlight gleaming off the Dragon’s Tongue as AJ had raised it in the air for a fatal strike. Gillis shouted to AJ, “stop!! He’s defeated, don’t go down this path! The Enclave will k-”
“I don’t care about them,” AJ snarked back. A cold shifted in the air around the hunters. “He killed one of my best friends and he gets to live?? Forget that!! The Enclave would sooner protect a murder than allow justice to be served.” AJ inhaled a short breath to steel his resolve. He could hear Hikari’s calming voice pleading through his subconscious, but he blocked it out. “For my friends, for all of the sleeves you’ve snuffed out, you arrogant piece of shit!” 
The blade cleanly sliced through the air like paper as AJ brought the Dragon’s Tongue down in one smooth motion. This was it. He finally did it. Elijah’s name would be avenged, and Freddie could rest knowing he was safe from this cyborg monstrosity. Those were AJ’s thoughts as he implemented his personal brand of justice to his enemy, only for his vengeance to be stolen yet again from him. This time, from his own team. 
An electrowhip silently swung from behind AJ and coiled itself like a snake made of reinforced steel around his wrists. The whip discharged a warning jolt through AJ’s arms and out through his ears and feet, forcing him to drop the sword. The Dragon’s Tongue clamored against the coolant soaked floor beneath him. AJ’s muzzle twitched with electricity spasming through it as he snarled through clenched fangs. “S-s-slinger G-g-gal??!!” 
Slinger Gal held the other end of the cable through an attachment on her wrist guard. Her face was one of anguish and pain. AJ could tell she didn’t want to hurt him, not when he was already in so much agony. “I’m sorry, AJ. This is for your own good,” she said, her voice trembling through adrenaline and sadness for her dear friend. AJ tried to pull apart at the tightly wound cable, only for Slinger Gal to tap a button on her wrist guard that sent another jolt of electricity through the cable, and subsequently through AJ. This time, AJ fell to his knees as his body betrayed his mind. 
The Ninja-Wolf would not be stopped. Not by some flimsy cable. With the Dragon’s Tongue freed from his grasp, he could feel his cursed animal instincts influence rise and take hold like the moon with the tide. He bit down swiftly at the cable, separating his bound arms from Slinger Gal’s reigns. 
Summoning his returning strength he broke through the cables holding his arms together. Before he could make another move, he felt a heat wave engulf his entire back. Gillis dropped her one working hand, as she relaxed it from her stunning blast of flame. She didn’t want to hurt him, just immobilize him. 
Bloodstone followed suit as he launched a boulder of crimson sparkling stone from his giant crystalline fist. As it made contact with AJ, the boulder wrapped it self around like living rock covering him from his feet up to his neck. His wolf shaped head poked through the end so he could breathe. “There, that should hold him this time. Slinger Gal, you good?”
Slinger Gal recalled her destroyed cable to her wrist guard through a different button on the device. She only stared back at AJ in disappointment. “Yeah… I’m okay.”
“He’ll be fine, he’s just been through a lot these 48 hours..”
“I know that, but… He was going to kill him even with his sword in hand. Meaning, he was fully in-”
“In control, I know.”
“Right! Which means we can’t blame the moon’s influence. That was all him.”
Gillis chimed in as she rose to a staggered stance, and propped up by Bloodstone standing near her. “Like Kenzo said, he’s been through a lot. I’ll recommend a psych evaluation to Captain Nakamura. We’ll make sure he’s okay and cleared for the next mission.”
“The next mission??” Slinger Gal shot back. “I think he might need a longer break than that. He just said his best friend was killed, and his other best friend, our teammate too, is in the med bay. That’s some deep shit to process through.”
“I agree, it is quite traumatic for a hunter to go through. Let alone a teenage one.”
“So let’s recommend to Captain he take a hiatus. He can get back with us after he’s had some help.”
Kenzo stepped once towards AJ and leaned down as AJ continued to snarl like a rabid dog. “While I agree, you know The Enclave will want him back in action soon. He’s too good an asset to be benched for a prolonged period of time. Besides, as a hunter, he’s going to need to get used to death.”
Slinger Gal crossed her arms and looked down at her steel-toed combat boots. “I know that, but do you realize how inhumane that sounds?”
Gillis looked at AJ who still struggled with all his might to break free of the living-rock restraint that bound his body. “It’s not about being humane, it’s about the reality of this profession. You have to pick yourself up, dust yourself off quickly, and move forward.” She turned her visage to Slinger Gal. “I’ve lost many people in my hundreds of years of fighting. The grief becomes as easy as breathing in time. Unfortunately, he just needs to get used to it.”


As the young hunters’ debate began to wind down, Stryker’s vision shifted from the still battlefield around him to a cloud of frost that sent chills down his still-human spine. A low fog had quietly filtered through the factory floor below the group’s feet as they discussed the ethics around AJ’s mental health. The lights above the group flickered sporadically for a moment until they shut off completely out with only the moon to illuminate their space. 
“What was that?” Slinger Gal said.
Gillis used her working hand to create a small orb of blue light that slightly lit up their direct breathing space. “Where is this mist coming from, I just noticed it around our boots.” 
From the far corridor, a slow rhythmic scraping sound began to get louder as it got closer. From the dark edges of Gillis’s palm light, a deep metallic clank shuffled across the stone.
Clank… scrape…
Clank… scrape…
A bound of chains could be heard hitting the floor just out of the hunters’ sight. A figure emerged from the shadows 10 feet back from where the defeated Stryker and restrained Ninja-Wolf lay next to each other. Seven feet tall. Silent. An imposing force of malice.
Armor encased its body, shaped like a form fitting sarcophagus wrought from black iron. Ancient runes marked every plate, some still glowing faintly as if alive. The surface bled darkness, seams breathing in the cold. The shape of the behemoth was hard to discern if they were male or female, but one thing was clear: its sheer gaze exuded a chilling feeling that they were a vessel for death. 
From their forearms, thick chains of frost-laced obsidian dragged beside them across the floor. They slithered like living serpents, whispering raucous noise through the smoke and ruin of the factory.
Its visor burned steady and cold, an unblinking blue light in the gloom. They stepped forward with methodic purpose. No monologue. No vindictive threats. No time for pleasantries.
Slinger Gal’s breath caught. Her voice cracked in a whisper, “uh g-guys? What the hell is that?”
Gillis took one step back, her gaze sharp with recognition. The flames around her wrists dimmed slightly. “Impossible… I thought they were just a myth.”
“You know what that thing is?!”
“In phoenix-fables for my people’s children, the stories would vary in description, but would describe a corrupted knight’s wraith-like spirit manifesting in the form of frozen curse magic. The scrolls would call them, The Enforcer,” she answered, voice low. 
“The Enforcer? The Enforcer of what? Gothic cosplay fashion regulation?”
“The Enforcer… of death’s plans: to trigger The Final Age of Man. They’ve been called a blood-lusting warrior of nightmares. The stories I’ve read and heard state that The Enforcer would only show up only for historic moments across time. The fork in the road, wherein The Enforcer forces the flow of history down its desired path. 
They’ve never been seen with others. But one thing was always consistent, anyone in those stories almost never survived an encounter, save for one to act as a messenger to their people: that death had made progress towards its endgame, and humanity and phoenix-kind’s fate was inevitable.”
The name echoed through the team. AJ’s snarling shifted from bound rage to threatened panic. He tried to break free even harder, but to no avail. Bloodstone’s restraint was made of a material stronger than any known metal. If it were to release, it would be because Bloodstone willed it, or he was forced to let go. AJ’s breath faltered. He blinked again, heart pounding through his chest creating a low vibration that reverberated through the gemstone embrace.
At the towering force of nature’s side walked a smaller figure, armored in a battered black jacket and dented silver helmet. A young man known as Lil Chrome Dome in the underworld, and even the bounty hunting community. Infamous for being tied to some of the largest vampspice cartel distribution operations. Many of which were busted by none other than The Ninja-Wolf himself. 
Lil Chrome Dome paced beside the monstrosity with sharp, fast steps, casting quick glances at the bodies scattered across the floor. His voice rang sharp with frustration. “Well, well. Look what the Wolf dragged in. Zane mo’effin’ Stryker.” 
He kicked a drained plasma baton across the tile floor, the sound echoed quietly from where it stopped rolling. “I told you from the start, there would be consequences if you failed… and well… you epically. Astronomically. So badly because you actually bailed on your original contract with us. And proceeded to take a whole other contract. What did you think would happen?? That you could ghost us and just walk away clean with a heavier bag of cash?”
Lil Chrome Dome spat at the ground. “Just look where that’s gotten you, foo’. A busted up and broken down robot effin’ merc. Right where you deserve to be for dishonoring the code of The Enclave Commission.”
Stryker was still unable to move up off the ground. His limbs sparked with strain as he attempted to rise. The glow of his optics flickered back on, but  weakly. Fear crept into his voice, coming out strained and glitching every few beats. “Xero Corp… bought out my c-contract. E-Enclave rules allow f-for contracts to be overridden-n-n if the bounty exceeds the original posted b-b-bounty by at least 80%.” 
Lil Chrome Dome crouched beside him, shaking his head slowly. “My employer don’t no shit if it’s 81% or 200% more. Your word is currency, my friend, and yours apparently is worthless. Enclave Hunters should always honor their contracts. No matter the buyout. No matter the higher rewards. That’s the creed, ya foo’.”
His voice hardened. “My client… is a person of integrity. You should have known better. My brother, I effin’ warned you. Such a cryin’ shame.”
A low sound rumbled from somewhere inside the Enforcer’s armor. A deep pulse, not quite mechanical, not quite alive.
The Enforcer gave a slow nod, followed by a faint grunt. Lil Chrome Dome straightened and turned to them. “What was that? You got some gas, bruh-bruh?”
They didn’t answer, except with the loud snap of their chain flicking outward. Before he could draw one breath, a thick link lashed out with violent speed, coiling around his throat and wrenched hard like the bind of a python. The snap of bone echoed through the chamber.
Lil Chrome Dome’s head separated from his shoulders in an instant. His helmet-filled head glazed over with a spreading sheen of frost. Cracks formed across his frozen flesh, the blood inside crystallizing until the entire severed head became a jagged ice ball. With a single, sharp twist, The Enforcer hurled the frozen head through the air.
It struck Slinger Gal first as the ice cracked against her chest, freezing her in place with a burst of frost. She gasped, her lungs seizing as the cold spread across her limbs.
The head ricocheted, spinning toward Gillis. It smashed against her side, the impact sending waves of frost up her spine. Her flames flickered violently, then fizzled. A rime of ice gripped her joints and rooted her in place. Both young warriors were left frozen, trapped and unable to move.
“Slinger Gal!! Gillis!!” AJ shouted, but still remained bound in place. His body trembled beneath the bloodstone trap. “Kenzo, release me!! Let me help!!” The Ninja-Wolf shouted as panic began to surge within him. His strength and power still could not break free of the gemstone restraint, even despite the power of the full moon emboldening his strength. The Enforcer’s presence wove through him like chains inside his own mind. Fear became his internal prison that matched his crimson colored physical one.
“You stay right there. How do I know you won’t just try and kill Stryker during this mess?”
“Y-you just have to trust me!”
“I’m sorry AJ, but just sit tight. I’ll finish this for all of us!”
AJ gasped, voice shaking through clenched teeth. “No… no no… please let me help you!!” But Kenzo firmly placed his boots in front of AJ’s imprisoned form. His back tensed tightly with bulky gemstone armored spikes to engage the new enemy. AJ was helpless.
The Enforcer turned their gaze to Bloodstone. The wraith-like knight advanced without hesitation. There was no sound but the grinding of metal and the slow scrape of chains. No banter. Only the weight of intent with each step heavy enough to rattle the floor.
Each step pulled the air tighter. The temperature dropped. The pressure in the room grew heavier, as though the walls themselves were bracing. Kenzo snarled and raised his hand-converted cannon, its crystalline barrel pulsing with crimson light. “Stay away from us.” He fired point-blank. The kinetic blast struck The Enforcer’s chestplate with a thunderous boom.
Yet, it did nothing. The energy rippled across the dark warrior’s armor, absorbed into the dark plates like water into stone. They walked through the blast without slowing undeterred. Kenzo cursed and shifted. 
A glowing spread of energized gemstones in Kenzo’s suit amassed in bulking quantities across his frame, forming thick, jagged plating over his chest and shoulders. His gauntlets collectively morphed into a two-handed massive hammer, red crystal gleaming with desperate resolve.
He charged towards the towering demon, swinging with the full force of his strength, aiming to shatter bone and armor alike. Unfortunately, his power was not enough to match The Enforcer as the blow was caught effortlessly. The knight’s obsidian-armored fingers locked tightly around the face of the hammer, effectively trapping Kenzo in place for a brief spell. A moment of which The Enforcer exploited in full as the knight used their free hand to snap their serrated ice chain forward, piercing straight through Kenzo’s sternum with a wet, cracking sound. 
Kezon’s ribcage split in two as his heart was blasted through his spine and out of his back as the chain sent it flying across the blood splattered floor. The frosted chainlinks receded through his back, scattering bone fragments and shreds of his lungs  around him, and returned to The Enforcer as the chain was whipped into hypnotizing circles, readying for the next attack.
“KENZO!!!” AJ, Gillis, and Slinger Gal cried out.
Kenzo’s mouth opened in a ragged gasp. His eyes went wide with shock. Frost bloomed through his veins. His armor turned brittle, white as ice. He couldn’t scream or cry. Only a choking shudder of chilling condensation escaped his lips, like his soul physically left his body.
The weight of his massive body caved in on itself as his gemstone armor could no longer power itself without his will to keep it alive. His legs shattered beneath him, causing his cumbersome torso to snap from his frozen waist as it made impact with the floor. Slushed blood lazily pooled around his ragged wound as The Enforcer stepped through it with their metal boots like wet snow but with a sickening hiss. AJ screamed through clenched fangs. “K-Kenzo…!” But still, no part of him could move. The gemstone restraint still held strong despite Kenzo’s death, likely from having stayed in the binding form that it had held for so long. All AJ could do was watch.

Chapter 17: Just Like The Fables
Slinger Gal had broken free of the ice, undetected by The Enforcer, and discreetly swung up to the ceiling and dropped from the rafters behind the demonic figure, her gauntlets crackling with twin shock forearm blades. Her voice broke with fury. “You metal shithead! I’m going to make you pay for killing my friends!!!”
She struck both gauntlet blades straight into an opening between armored shoulder plates in The Enforcer’s back. The moment the masterfully forged metal points touched, Slinger Gal’s gauntlets recoiled violently in dazzling sparks. Circuits popped and hissed. The blades’ electrodes fizzled and died as the tech shorted out on contact. She jolted back as her arms became paralyzed from the backlash of the electro-powered gauntlets overloading. Her muscles seized in a tight rhythm, bringing her padded knees crashing to the factory floor.
The Enforcer turned, unhurried as their chain recoiled, slithering alive with malintent. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the chain moved like it had a mind of its own lashing out at its next victim. The links wrapped around Slinger Gal’s waist with brutal speed and tossed her up and torpedoed back down with a crushing force that collapsed her ribs with a horrendous crunch.
Her scream was cut off in an instant as her blood gushed from her mouth, clogging her airways. Her goggles shattered across her face, the reinforced glass of the lenses cracked from the immense pressure, with remnant shards spraying into her horrified eyes.
The chain dragged her backward like a rag doll and with one brutal snap, it hurled her into a steel support beam. The impact devastated any remaining unbroken bones and ligaments as her body fell to the floor with a wet thud. This time, she did not rise.
“YOU BASTARD!” Gillis screamed with anguished fury as her flames finally erupted with enough force around her entire body and melted her frozen restraints in a raging storm of white-blue fire. She soared into the air, her sprained arm floated with the magic that now pulsed through it. A spiral of burning light unfurling beneath her boots like a mini-tornado. Her arms blazed with primordial flame, her eyes illuminated with a white hot torrent of curse magic that made them seem brighter than the sun. 
The warehouse walls trembled from the heat, humidity so dense it was almost impossible to inhale a short breath for the restrained AJ who took her powerful presence in awe. Here she floated, like hope was a flame eternal that finally burned bright enough to snuff out the darkness that hid within his vengeance-filled heart. If anyone could stop this monstrosity, it was Gillis. In a split second from rising into the air, Gillis unleashed the gathered tempest of burning magic she had built up within. 
Every ounce of her magical reserves were drained for one final attack as columns of phoenix fire burst outward from her hands. Blades of searing light rained down, crackling with raw vengeance. The Enforcer raised their head. The flames withered to nothing mere inches from the monster’s armor, snuffed out as though swallowed by a void of cold despair.
The serpent-like chain coiled upward and struck faster than Gillis could recognize the threat. The first blow caught Gillis across the torso, ribs snapping beneath the impact as she tried to dodge out of the line of fire. Blood arced through the air and incinerated in residual flame encasing her body.
She could barely look behind her as a second strike slammed into her back, twisting her mid-flight. She thrust out her hands to use her flames to stabilize herself, but she was losing blood fast. She didn’t even notice the third blow that whipped her downward, her body crashed into the cracked floor. Bones fractured on impact, the sound sharp and final.
The spirited fire that Gillis had summoned from the depths of her magic core… vanished. Smoke drifted from her crumpled form. Gillis gasped once. A thin trickle of blood slid from her lips. A second breath came. Then none followed after.
AJ howled, the sound raw and broken. He could not budge or wriggle free. The confines of his gemstone binding refused him. His arms remained pinned to his sides and his legs remained locked together below him. Only his grief-striken voice remained, strangled by anguish and helpless rage. The ones who had stood beside him, who had fought for him, bled for him, had fallen one by one.
His teammates had given everything to give him time to cool down, only to be struck down in the midst of debating the morals and ethics of AJ’s behavior. Had Kenz given him a chance to redeem himself in the moment, had Slinger Gal fought harder to have AJ unbound, had Gillis put aside her warrior mentality, he could’ve saved everyone. Yet here he was, sidelined and unable to lift a claw.
The Ninja-Wolf could feel the curse within him seething, clawing to break free, yet the binding force of the restraint held fast. His vision blurred with unshed tears. The weight of failure pressed upon his chest. Through the smoke and desecrated corpses of his comrades and Xero Corp operatives, The Enforcer drew closer. Step by measured step.
There was no hate in the knight. No malice to be seen. Only the cold precision of purpose. The Enforcer stopped before him, towering and implacable. The presence of the wraith-being filled the space with a suffocating dread that matched the rotting smell of death around them.
Without haste, The Enforce raised the chain once more, its links gleaming with dark ice-magic power. The next swing of the chain would surely end him. As The Enforcer spun up the chain in one fatal swing above AJ, five small orbs rolled in front of the knight. Each let out a distinct sizzling sound unique to explosives. 
The Enforcer braced as the five grenades let out a concussive blast of sound and smoke that shattered the stagnant air. Thick clouds poured in, swirling between them. Shadows danced within the haze as the knight tried to whip the chain back into control, the unnatural fog separating just enough to reveal AJ’s spellbound body, his eyes staring back in helpless horror.
As The Enforcer brought down their chain in an hastily swung arc, a pair of short twin-katana blades intercepted the oncoming chains with a sharp metallic clash. Sparks flew as steel met cursed frost-coated iron. A figure emerged through an undisturbed patch of smoke between them: Ria Nakamura.
Her form moved like a phantom, clad in a blue sleeveless ninja-gi, the fabric rippling with each motion. Her eyes burned with fierce clarity. She stood between AJ and The Enforcer, blades drawn in a cross-guard stance as the knight jumped backwards to ascertain the new enemy.
Without a word, Ria shifted her weight, ready to strike. AJ was stunned to see his Aunt save him when he thought he had finally met his end. His breath seized and sharply let go as flooded his chest. “Ria…” the name escaped him in a hoarse whisper. Yet worry gnawed at his heart. They were still in battle with an unstoppable force. If she fell now, too…
The Enforcer silently regarded the kunoichi. Chains hung poised, tense as coiled serpents and no longer flailing about in violent arrhythmic swings. This opponent was different, and from centuries of battle experience, The Enforcer knew better than to engage head on with an enemy whose full capabilities were untested.
Inside the helm of the knight, unseen by the others, a signal flickered across a magic rune-powered comms channel. Ria could hear the sound of garbled static in what sounded like rhythmic consonants. As The Enforcer paused to receive their message, Ria threw a katana square into a weak point in the gemstone restraint that bound her nephew in the place. The Ninja-Wolf finally freed, erupted from the remnants of the stone block prison. Pebbles and dust littered the air and floor around them as he huffed and snarled at The Enforcer. AJ could feel all of his power coming back to him, this time in focused feral precision. But just as he started to move, Ria slid in front of him quicker than his eyes could keep up and held the katana that freed him up to his neck, while still holding the other katana in a defensive pose towards the cold-soulless knight. 
“Auntie Ria… p-please. Let me KILL THEM!!!”
“Bite your tongue, Ninja-Wolf.”
“That creature killed our team!! Your subordinates, my comrades. My friends!!”
Ria snapped a side stare at AJ and corrected him. “We are in the heat of battle, and I will not stand for insubordination. You will very quickly become as much an enemy as that being over there in a split second if you push even a sliver forward.”
AJ was stunned. He had no words, and no bargaining chips left. He could push forward, but he didn’t want to harm her with his werewolf strength influenced by his despair and the power of the full moon. He also knew how cunning and strong she was, and it was very possible she could kill him without him even having a chance to respond. Why push when she was all he had left to help him? His inner thoughts vs. his werewolf instincts were at conflict in his mind, but ultimately he knew better. 
AJ stepped back, claws drawn. “Fine…” he lamented. “Just give me the signal, and I will rip them apart.”
From across Ria and AJ’s conversation, a low grunt escaped The Enforcer, barely audible. With a slow, deliberate nod, the icy chains were withdrawn back onto the gauntlets of the knight in a neat tucked away coil. One armored arm reached down between the forces and without ceremony, the broken body of one sparking Zane Stryker was lifted and tossed onto the knight’s shoulder.
Ria and AJ held firm, unsure of what The Enforcer would do next. Would the knight throw Stryker’s body at them and then relaunch the destructive chains of ice? Would the demon devour Stryker’s AI-powered mind and become something far more hostile? Their imaginations collectively went wild for a brief moment, but were interrupted when without a word, The Enforcer turned away from them and stepped into the darkness of the factory. The presence of the knight had vanished into the smoke.
Ria held her stance for several heartbeats, her eyes locked on the space where The Enforcer had vanished. She glanced quickly around the exits to see if they would be attacked from another vantage point by surprise. But no. Only when the chain's metallic echo no longer reverberated through the air did she lower her blades.
AJ’s body suddenly snapped back into his human form, his curse finally burning itself out for the evening. His skin was clammy and pale. His breathing ragged and labored. Ria turned swiftly and dropped to one knee to catch AJ as he collapsed from exhaustion into her arms. His grief weighed heavier than rage now, the loss of his comrades and friends flooding his senses.
Despite having the freedom to move now, he no longer desired to. Everyone else was already still.
Ria pulled her weathered nephew close as her blades clattered softly to the floor. “I got here as soon as I could,” she whispered, her voice low, strained. “You were late coming home. You didn’t answer your phone. Neither did Freddie. I sent the team after you once I got Freddie back to HQ to get medical attention. I followed the team’s tracking signal to here, but I was…”
AJ gasped, voice shaking. “T-thank you for coming to get me.”
It was then that Ria’s stern composure faltered. The cold, hardened warrior’s mask she had worn for years cracked as she held her broken nephew in her embrace. A deep sorrow clouded her eyes as she looked around the battlefield, at the fallen, at the blood. It was moments like this that made her question their role in society. Sending children to fight monsters only to get hunted themselves? This was the result. 
Her voice wavered, but her grip never did. “I thought… I might be too late,” she whispered. “As I got closer, their trackers went out one by one. You didn’t have yours with you and I… I thought I had lost you too, already.” AJ buried his face against her shoulder. His breath came in shallow gasps. His chest trembled with fatigue.. Ria closed her eyes, holding him tighter. Her voice dropped to a near whisper, the words barely audible through the smoke.
“But I didn’t… I am so incredibly thankful that you are still here. That you… that you are still alive.” She leaned her head gently against his, voice fierce through the grief. “I’ve got you, AJ. I’ve got you.”


Epilogue
Deep into the heart of Linkhan’s Capital atop the Xero Corp Executive Observation Deck, the holo-displays of the warehouse battle were paused mid-scene. The room was silent. Only the faint hum of the screens filled the vast, obsidian-walled space. Blue light danced across the curved panels, illuminating the darkness in stuttering patterns. Dr. Richard Rozwell then re-played the footage in jagged segments from all of their preset recorded locations of the battle: aerial drones, fractured body cams, biometric overlays sliced and layered like an autopsy of the dead.
Blood spattered across the fractured tile floor. Fire faded into a quiet dying smoke. The Ninja-Wolf lay broken on the floor, held by a ninja bounty hunter. Three bodies frozen around him. Four if you counted The Enforcer’s deceased accomplice on the other side of the floor. Rozwell stood before the display, porcelain teacup in hand. The handle of the cup was shaped like a small, curled vertebra. Black tea steamed quietly beneath the cracked lens of his visor.
“Four minutes and twenty-seven seconds,” Rozwell murmured, tapping the display. “From full squad formation to total collapse. Impressive.” Behind him, Gustav Linkhan stood with hands clasped behind his back. His gaze remained fixed on the footage. He watched the slowed recording of The Enforcer dragging Stryker’s limp body into the shadows. Gustav remained unphased as he studied The Enforcer’s movements.
Rozwell’s voice remained deliberate and procedural. “Stryker’s Predator mode upgrade failed spectacularly, as I anticipated it would. But still, quite beneficial from a data gathering standpoint. Despite not subduing the Ninja-Wolf subject, he was able to tactfully measure how much influence curse magic at the height of its power, being under a full moon, can have on a human-to-werewolf specimen. This ‘Dragon’s Tongue’ was also quite an interesting factor, and one we should’ve studied more closely before releasing Stryker on this hunt.
We will have to study how he uses the sword to channel his curse magic from bestial ferocity to focused strength. He could make for quite a military weapon, don’t you think Gustav?”
Gustav's voice cut in, low and measured.
“Turn it back to the bird. The ‘phoenix-human’ hybrid.”
Rozwell paused, then allowed himself a thin smile. “Ah yes. Gillis Sparroweye. 216 years give or take in age. That was her third and final phoenix death. She will not be rising again. A shame. I would have liked to have seen a real phoenix-resurrection mid-combat and further study her physiology. Alass, a missed opportunity.”
Gustav turned to face Rozwell now, voice quieter still. “Can you isolate the exact moment the wolf-boy stopped resisting?” Rozwell raised one brow beneath his glowing neon orange visor, his mechanical fingers gliding over the display. The footage scrolled, fast-forwarding to the key frame.
AJ collapsed in Ria’s arms, overwhelmed and fatigued as all getout. His teammates’ corpses strewn about the factory floor around them. A zoomed-in close up of his face captured AJ at his weakest state. He was tapped after expending so much curse magic relentlessly refueled by his emotions and the influence of the full moon. Rozwell double-tapped the frame. “There. Right there.”
AJ’s eyes stared blankly at the battlefield of his fallen comrades and enemies. A soulless green stricken with grief, like light extinguished before it could burn bright. Rozwell leaned in closer to the screen. Gustav nodded slowly. “Good. That right there is his breaking point. Excellent work Dr. Rozwell. Add his capture to your project responsibilities. But make no mistake, completing Project Elysium remains your top priority.” Without another word, Gustav turned and strode away as Rozwell lingered back.
For several long seconds, the cybernetic scientist studied the image. The broken wolf. The strewn remains and battered bodies that filled the screen. Then, with a mechanical wheeze of a sigh, he set down the cup of tea.
He whispered beneath his breath, voice cold with satisfaction. “I see what you see now, Gustav. To break a wolf… you must start with the pack.”








