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Chapter 1
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“Do you have your class schedule?” Charlotte asked a second after she parked our car in front of the high school.

“Yes,” I answered.

“And you’ve got your lunch, and your books?” she asked.

“Charlotte, I’ve been to school before. I’m actually a seni--”

“Yes, but this is different. We are on a mission now. If you mess up it could mean death.”

“Death?” I asked, and my voice squeaked a bit.

“Well, for you maybe. I’m hard to kill.” She smirked at me a bit, and I guessed that she was joking.

“I just don’t see how this is going to work,” I said as she pulled her purple backpack from the back seat of the car.

“What do you mean?”

“See. Ummmm. We don’t really look like siblings, let alone twins.”

“Oh. I have that figured out. Succubi are masters of disguise. We can look like almost any mortal woman. Watch.” Charlotte reached into the small pocket of her pack, pulled out a pair of thick rimmed black glasses that looked a lot like mine, and put them on her face. She looked at me with her eyebrows raised.

“You look exactly the same, just with glasses on,” I said to the beautiful girl.

“No.” She pulled down the driver's side visor and double checked the mirror. “I look totally different.”

“Putting on glasses doesn’t make you look that different,” I sighed.

“It worked for Bruce Kent.” She shrugged and flipped the visor closed.

“Who?” I asked.

“Bruce Kent. The Superbat character in that movie.” She looked at me with confusion.

“Clark Kent is Superman. Bruce Wayne is Batman,” I clarified.

“Oh right, anyways. I do appear different, you can’t tell because of your magic.”

“I guess that makes sense, but why do we have to be siblings, couldn’t we like… I dunno, not be siblings and go to this new school at the same time?” Maybe it was a selfish question. I had kind of hoped that I could use this mission to get a little closer to the girl I loved. She had been distant since our last meeting with Satan, and she hadn’t even wanted to talk that much during our trip to this city.

“How would we explain living together? Let’s go or we’ll be late. We still have to go to the office.” Charlotte opened the door and stepped out of the car.

I grabbed my new backpack, opened my door, and jumped out of the car to follow her. The vehicle was a brand new cream-colored Volkswagen Jetta sedan. It was completely inconspicuous in the school parking lot, and we had driven it almost halfway across the USA over the last few days.

“How are they going to know that we are registered?” I whispered to the succubus as we walked past some angel boys and girls praying around the flagpole in front of the school.

“It’s already been taken care of.” She shrugged and pointed at the first building behind the gates of the campus. The sign said School Office and the area was clear of any other students.

The inside of the office was similar to the setup of my old school. There was a central bullpen area surrounded by a wooden counter. Inside of the bullpen sat a cluster of low cubical walls and half a dozen women of various monster races working at their computers. On the far side of the room were a bunch of windows and two large doors that led to the campus quad area. You couldn’t actually enter the campus without someone inside the bullpen swinging open the wooden door on the side of the pen.

“Can I help you?” the woman at the front counter asked. She looked like a skinny dwarf and had a high pitched voice. I guessed she was a gnome.

“We are new students. Charlotte and Sherman Grandier,” Charlotte said as we leaned against the counter.

“Oh yes. Of course! We are excited to hear about your arrival. Your parents said they couldn’t be here to check you in, but I can get the process started now so you can get to first period. It has been a long time since we’ve had twins at the school. You both look so alike!” The woman nodded between us and smiled even wider.

“I’ll take a look at the paperwork. My parents tell me I’m the responsible one,” Charlotte said as she leaned over the files that the clerk set on the table.

My phone rang and I almost jumped with surprise. Charlotte and the school clerk ignored me, so I stepped away from the counter to fish my phone out of my pocket.

The caller ID said: Satan. Lord of Evil and Master of Hell. I couldn’t remember typing his info into my phone; I didn’t even know Satan had a cell phone, and the sight of his name on the device made me gasp with a flurry of terrified emotions.

“Hello? Satan?” I asked as I picked it up.

“Hey, Sherman.” The Ruler of Demons surprisingly friendly voice came across my phone with amazing clarity. “Do you know who James Bond is?” he asked.

“Uhhh. Yeah,” I said.

“Good. You’ve seen the movies then?” he asked.

“Yeah. They are cool. I--”

“So when James Bond is on a special assignment, deep undercover with enemies and hot women all around him, and M calls him on the phone, does James Bond say ‘Oh, hello M! Top of the morning to you! How can I serve the queen today?’” The Lord of Evil’s voice sounded surprisingly British all of a sudden.

“No. I don’t think he would--”

“Cause it is all sorts of dumb right? Would totally blow his cover wouldn’t it?”

“Yeah it--”

“So are you picking up what I am putting down, Sherman? You’re a secret agent now. You can’t be answering the phone and saying my name. It’s going to blow your cover and probably get you all deader than Osama Bin Laden making an appearance at an NYPD Benefit Dinner.”

“Oh. Yeah.” I felt my stomach drop with my mistake “I’m sorry. That was dumb.”

“Ahh, Sherman. I only badger you because I care so much,” the Lord of Hell said.

“Wow, thanks Sa--”

“Ahh, ahh, ahh,” the demon king interrupted me. “How was your drive?”

“It was good,” I said.

“And the new place?” he asked. “You getting along with Charlotte okay?”

“The apartment is fine. We just got here last night. I’ve got my own bathroo-”

“Have you found the target yet?” he interrupted me.

“Oh, no. We just got here. Checking in now. Then it will be first period. I think I have Geology Class.”

“Okay. Remember the plan. There is a powerful Alpha here. You have to identify him, and then find a vamp to take the heat for the kill. Gonna be easy. Call me tonight after you finish the job.”

“But, Saaaa — I don’t think we are going to be able to get it done in one day.”

“Well, you definitely won’t with that attitude. Sherman, have you ever heard of positive affirmations?” Satan sighed.

“What is that?”

“Every morning, when you wake up, you go to the mirror, and you tell yourself that you are handsome and strong, and ready to take on the world. Tell yourself you are a real go-getter! It will do wonders for your productivity. Anyhow, I need to run. All this talk about Osama reminds me I have to go torture him. Call me tonight after you take care of this werewolf. Toodles!”

The line went dead and I put my phone back in my pocket. I caught Charlotte glancing over at me and she made a small gesture for me to join her at the counter. I followed her instruction and caught the tail end of the office clerk explaining the map of the school.

“You and Steward will be in the science building for the first period. Then he’ll have PE for his second period, but you’ll have economics,” the gnome said to Charlotte as she pointed to a large building on the map.

“PE?” I asked. The gym teacher at my old school and I had an understanding: I wasn’t going to be doing any exercises, and he wasn’t going to bother acknowledging that I existed. The thought of establishing a relationship with another teacher wasn’t that appealing.

“Yep! We are very fortunate here at Oak Grove High School. Our Wild Wolves are ten-time state champions at wrestling, and we have our esteemed Kinesiology teacher Doctor Mario King to thank. You’ll actually be in his class.” The gnome’s smile was infectious, and I realized I was smiling through the churning in my stomach.

“That sounds--” I began to say, but the happy gnome interrupted me.

“Wonderful? I know! We have the best physical program in the tri-county area. All of our students are required to participate in a sport.”

“What?” both Charlotte and I said.

“Don’t worry. We believe that every student is naturally gifted at one or more sport. Dr. King, or his assistant Mr. Hellsig, who you actually have next period, are very good at identifying which sport will be the best fit for you. Unless you already have a sport that you play?” The woman looked at me, kind of winced, and then glanced at Charlotte with a wide smile.

“What time does first period start? Eight?” Charlotte said as she pointed at the clock.

I was thankful that she changed the subject. The succubus was an amazing warrior woman, and I knew that she would perform well at whatever sport she wanted to play, but I was only good at video games and reading comic books. They didn’t have sports for that.

“Oh, yes! Do you need a student aid to take you to class?”

“We can figure it out,” Charlotte said as she waved the map in the air.

The gnome woman jumped off her stool and then walked over to the short doorway that opened the lobby of the office to the back part of the bullpen. Charlotte and I walked through the doorway, into the hallway by the bullpen, and then out the exit door into the quad of the high school.

“It is the farthest building. I think,” the succubus said as she tilted the map around in her hands.

“Let me see. All the video game playing gives me a bonus to my map reading skill,” I said as I looked at the piece of paper she held. “You are right. It is the far one.”

We walked across the quad and toward the last three story building in a row. The dossier that Satan had given us said that there were close to 2,300 students at this school, and they all seemed to be trying to rush to their first period class at the same time. Unlike my old school, Oak Grove High didn’t have school uniforms, and the differences of attire, hairstyles, and races made the rush seem like a multi-colored monster avalanche.

Charlotte pushed through the crowd and pulled me along behind her. We finally made it to the science building, and we climbed the stairs to the second story. The classroom door was opened, and I followed Charlotte inside. The succubus skidded to a stop a few steps inside of the room, and I collided with her wings when I was a bit too slow to stop myself. I had been distracted by the other students in the classroom.

They were all sitting at attention in their desk chairs, facing forward, with eyes on the whiteboard hanging at the front of the room.

“Fresh meat!” a voice shouted with an intensity that made my stomach drop.

I poked my head out from behind Charlotte’s purple wings and saw the teacher leap from his desk, do a front flip, and then land between the aisles of desks only a few feet in front of us. Then the man stood from his crouched landing, flexed biceps that were the size of my chest, and tore his white dress shirt off to expose an over muscled bare chest.

“CAN YOU FEEL THE POWER OF THE EARTH STONES COME UP FROM THE GROUND?” He shouted as he flexed his muscles. They seemed to kind of dance through the places his shirt still covered, and thousands of veins popped to the surface of his light green colored skin. The man stood probably six and a half feet tall, and he was nearly the same width. He had a pair of tusks jutting out from the bottom of his jaw, a long mane of curly dark hair flowing over his shoulders, and a face painted like an Indian warrior.

Mr. Hellsig was an orc.

The students sitting around us didn’t turn their attention away from the whiteboard. I would have thought that someone would have made a joke, or snickered, at the teacher’s strange display, but no one moved, and a thick silence descended the classroom after the orc yelled his question.

“Uhhh. Yes?” Charlotte answered.

“YES!” he slammed his fists against his chest and then raised his hands in the air. “That’s because the magnetic field extends from the Earth’s interior into space. When it gets there, it meets a POWERFUL solar wind. These are ULTIMATE particles charged with the STRENGTH of the Sun. This charges the particles and creates the poles. THE TAG TEAM DUO OF EARTH AND SUN ARE UNDEFEATABLE IN COMBAT!” he growled the last part out as if he was threatening us, and I felt my heart begin to race.

The orc turned his gaze from the ceiling of the classroom and then fixed his eyes on both of us. It was obvious to me that he was about to pummel us, and I noticed Charlotte drop her hands a bit to ready herself for a fight.

“State your names to the gods of Earth and Sun,” the orc demanded.

“I’m Charlotte, and this is my brother Sherman,” the succubus said as she pointed her thumb back to me. I realized that I was actually cowering behind the beautiful winged girl, and I shuffled to the side a bit so that I could jump to defend her if I needed to.

“The heavens have opened up from above, and the Sun God has spoken to the Earth God about delivering you into our classroom. We are the undefeated home room of the school. NONE SHALL STAND IN OUR WAY!” He flexed his muscles again and raised his hands to the sky. “Now, sister and brother, daughter and son. Are you prepared to learn about the path of the righteous? Are you prepared to defend your classmates against all known enemies until the death of your very soul? Are you prepared to cram your minds full of the WONDERS of the EARTH GODS so that you reach an enlightenment and physical peak that is only known to the ancient heroes that once walked on this Earth and slew their enemies with the strength of their spirits and the power of their muscles? ARE YOU PREPARED FOR CLASS TO BEGIN?”

He pointed a giant finger at me as he finished speaking, and my vision started to spin a little. I’d never been called out like this in class, and I could feel every sitting student finally turn from the front of the room to look at me.

“Yes,” I squeaked through my panic. I half expected the classroom to erupt with mocking laughter, but none of the watching students said anything.

“I like your POWERFUL SPIRIT, SHERMAN!” he bellowed. “If I had to give you a totem animal, it would be a meteor that slams into the oceans of the Earth, vaporizing them, and turning the globe into an uninhabitable world of single cell organisms. This is the strength you wield, Sherman. Can you and your sister please take your seats?”

I nodded at the strange man and then moved with Charlotte to the back of the class where there were two empty desks. She took the seat in front of me, and I sat behind her with my back to the wall. It was our usual seating arrangement, and I prepared myself for another boring lecture about a topic I already knew a lot about. The bell rang and Mr. Hellsig closed the door to the classroom with a mighty grunt.

“When the fires and lava ascended from the cores of the EARTH with unhinged VENGEANCE. After their RIGHTEOUS FURY has cooled, they can dwell within bodies of water, weather the UNHOLY POWERS of erosion and settle into place. The GODS CALL THIS SEDIMENTATION, and like the mighty eagle of battle, it shows how far one can travel to KILL YOUR PREY.”

Mr. Hellsig vaulted over his desk with a handspring and then crouched behind it to hide. I looked around at my new classmates, but none of them seemed surprised by his actions. A minute passed, and I almost asked the frog looking boy sitting next to me if this was a common occurrence, but the teacher suddenly sprang up on top of his desk. He was completely shirtless now and held a three-foot diameter egg-shaped rock in his hands.

“Geodes are formed when the gas bubbles inside of the HOT MOLTEN LAVA ROCKS get deposits of minerals. Sometimes, instead of gas bubbles, these deposits can develop instead with a partial filling of minerals from water. IT IS THE BEAUTY AND POWER OF THE EARTH GOD’S SEDIMENTATION.” He jumped off the table with a double front flip and then landed at the front of the class. Then he raised the large egg rock over his head as if he was doing some sort of powerlifting movement.

“NOW YOU WILL SEE THE POWER OF THE EARTH GOD. THE HEAVENS WILL OPEN UP AND REVEAL ALL THE COLORS AND MAJESTY TO YOU. WE ARE NOT FIT TO UNDERSTAND ALL THIS GLORY, BUT MY STUDENTS. WE. WILL. TRY.”

The class actually gasped as Mr. Hellsig smashed the rock down on top of his head with a mighty battle shout. The rock, or his skull, made a loud cracking sound, and I almost thought that he had actually broken open his noggin. The egg broke in half cleanly and then fell to each side of the super muscular orc. He moved both of his arms to his sides without looking, and both halves of the egg rock landed into each of his palms as if he had done this movement a thousand times.

I had seen geodes before; they were like small crystals that filled the inside of rocks. They kind of sparkled like glitter, and they came in all sorts of colors. This particular rock was one of the largest I had ever seen, and the inside crystals were a magnificent array of rainbow hues with an almost electric shine.

“Pass this around so that each of you can feel the power of the EARTH GOD.” Mr. Hellsig handed one-half to an angel boy sitting in the front row, and the other half to a naga girl on the other side of the room.

“STOP,” he commanded the naga girl as she was about to pass the half of the rainbow geode behind her to the next student.

The girl froze in her movements and blinked her reptilian eyes at the massive orc.

“You must spend some time and feel the power of the Earth. That wasn’t nearly long enough,” his voice was just a whisper, and the whole class seemed to lean forward so that we could all hear him speak to the snake girl.

“Oh, sorry,” she said.

“Don’t apologize to me, little one. Apologize to the GODS OF LIFE AND DESTRUCTION. EVEN NOW THEY WONDER IF YOU FEEL THEIR POWER THROUGH THEIR AVATAR. DO YOU FEEL IT?” he kind of screamed his question as he pointed at the poor girl. A dribble of blood emerged from his hairline, descended between his eyes, and began to drip from his wide nose.

“Yes! I do!” She nodded quickly as she clutched the half egg to her chest.

“YESSSSSSSSSSSS! YOU HAVE EVOLVED WITH THE GIFT OF LAVA, SMITE, AND POWER! FEEL ITTTTTTTTTTTTT!” The orc raised his hands up into the air and gestured the rest of us to follow his movement.

Mr. Hellsig let out a long growl when the rest of the class didn’t follow his example, and the entire class growled in echo while we raised our arms to the ceiling.

“This is the best class I’ve ever had,” Charlotte whispered to me over her shoulder. “And I hate school.”


Chapter 2
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“Was he the werewolf?” Charlotte asked as soon as the class ended, and we had walked away from the doorway of the room.

“No. I think he was an orc. Lots of muscles and greenish skin,” I replied.

“Oh. Okay. Did you notice anything weird about him?” She looked around to make sure no one was listening to us, but the other students walking by were involved in their own conversations.

“Besides him being a little crazy?”

“He remembered your name,” she said with a frown.

“Huh. Yeah. That happens sometimes. Satan knew my name,” I said with a shrug.

“That is Satan. This is just some orc teacher.” Charlotte looked thoughtful.

“One of the guidance counselors at our old school would call me by my correct name sometimes. It happens.”

“Okay, but I get the feeling there is something weird going on at this school,” she said as she looked around again.

“Something weird about this school? What do you mean?” I asked as I looked at the hundreds of monster students that flowed like water through the open space of the quad.

“I can’t put my finger on it. Something is off. I dunno. This is my first mission with a partner. Could just be that.” She smiled at me a bit, and I felt my heart flutter in my chest. I had missed her smile so much.

“What class do you have next?” she asked before I could speak again.

“PE.”

“Oh, that’s right.” She glanced down at my body and smiled again. “I’m sure you’ll do fine. I don’t think we have another class together for the rest of the day,” she said as she pulled out the paper slip that had her schedule on it.

“No, we don’t. Ummm, do you want to have lunch together?” I felt my pulse quicken as I asked her.

“Of course, silly.” She smirked at me. “I don’t know anyone else here.”

“Yeah,” I said as I scratched the back of my head.

“Sorry, Sherman. That came out wrong. I want to have lunch with you. Not just because I don’t know anyone else, but because… well--” the school bell rang and the kids walking through the quad suddenly picked up their pace. Some even started running.

“Shit, we need to get to class,” she said.

“I’m actually on the other side of the school. It might take me a few minutes to get there.”

“Keep your eyes out for the target, be safe, and I’ll see you at lunch. Okay?”

“Got it. Thanks, Charlotte,” I said.

The beautiful girl’s eyes were purple again, probably because we weren’t in Hell anymore, and she fluttered her long eyelashes at me for a second before she turned to walk away. As I watched her leave, I realized that I had forgotten to tell her that Satan expected us to have the mission completed tonight. The task sounded next to impossible since we didn’t even know who the target was, but maybe Charlotte would have some ideas at lunch.

The PE classroom was on the side of the gym building, and that building was on the far north side of campus. I realized that I was probably going to be late to class if I didn’t run, so I pulled my pack into my back and did my best to sprint across the quad. I had to go across one of the service streets, up a flight of stairs, and then circumnavigate the building before I found the entrance to the classroom.

Dang. I really hated PE.

I thought about all my past education classes and my lack of physical strength. I didn’t want to be weak, but I had no real idea how to get stronger. I guess one was supposed to work out, but I couldn’t even do a pull-up, I had to do push-ups on my knees, and running made my chest hurt really bad. Meanwhile, video games were super fun and didn’t cause me any pain. I wasn’t looking forward to this, but I’d probably be able to get a pass after the teacher saw just how terrible I was at everything.

The classroom kind of surprised me. It actually had desks in it, and a chalkboard on one wall. One side of the room was one of those roller walls that could expand out to hide the main part of the gymnasium, and there was a bunch of athletic equipment stacked up in the room. But other than the dodge balls, and jump ropes, it looked like the Geology class I had just left.

A quick count gave me twenty-four students, and they all turned to me when I walked in. They were a mishmash of races, but I actually saw two angels in the group. All the students were wearing their gym outfits, and I realized that I hadn’t been given any when I checked in.

“Sit down!” a drow girl whispered urgently to me as she pointed at the empty desk next to her.

I followed her orders and then put my book bag under my desk. Then I realized that all the other students had a notebook and pencil ready, so I pulled mine out as quickly as I could. I didn’t see the teacher yet, but I remembered that the office clerk had told us that it was a Dr. King.

The bell rang across the campus and the kids around me sat up at attention. The atmosphere reminded me a bit of my geology class, and I remembered that the office clerk had said that both of these teachers were the school’s wrestling coaches.

The side door by the piles of equipment opened, and Dr. King stepped into the classroom. I gasped and knew for certain that this was the powerful alpha wolf that Satan had told me about.

I also gasped because it was the largest werewolf I had ever seen.

Dr. King must have stood some seven feet tall. His muscles seemed to have muscles on top of the muscles, and his clawed hands were easily the size of my head. The werewolf wore a tie-dye shirt that looked four sizes too small for the man’s expansive chest, tight yellow lycra pants with black knee pads, sunglasses that looked like they might have been ski goggles, and a silver whistle around his giant neck.

“Yeah,” he said as he swaggered in through the door. The wolfman’s shoulders were so wide; he had to turn sideways to fit out. “Welcome to class, Class. Today we are going to talk about building better bodies. Yeah. Then we are going to go build those better bodies. Yeah. Then we are going to come back in here and talk about how we built those better bodies. Ohhh yeah.” The giant werewolf had a strange way of talking. He was kind of elongating all of his vowel sounds.

The werewolf strutted around the room as he talked. Sometimes I saw these creatures look more like men with wolf features, but Dr. King’s face looked almost entirely wolf-like, with a man-body covered with fur. The gym teacher seemed to notice I was sitting in the classroom, and he stopped his pacing.

“You look lost. Like a baby duck without its mamma. But I sense that you are really a chicken hawk, hunting for a chicken. Do birdies go quack when they are pretending to be ducks?” The werewolf reached up to his sunglasses with his right hand as if he was going to take them off, but he just left his fingers touching them.

“Uhhhh,” I squeaked as my heart leapt into my chest. Was he hinting that he knew I was on a mission to kill him?

“You see, ducks can’t fly like chickens and chickens can’t fly like ducks. But when the ducks are swimming the chickens are laying eggs and looking for corn. The hawks are out looking for a good time, though. What do you say to that?” He kind of spit out the question as if he was squeezing the sentence out of his abdominal muscles.

“I uhhhhmmmm.”

“He wants you to wear your gym uniform!” the drow girl sitting next to me whispered.

“It is my first day. I’m new. I don’t have a gym uniform,” I said with a wince. My voice sounded very unmanly, and I half expected everyone in my new class to laugh at me. They would have at my old school.

Surprisingly, no one laughed or said anything to embarrass me, and Dr. King just nodded.

“That’s what I thought. Yeah. Now hold on just a minute,” he said as he went to his desk. There was a clipboard on top, and it looked comically small in his giant hands.

“Sherman Grandier?” he asked with a raised wolf eyebrow.

“Yes.”

“That’s a strong name. Fit for a mighty warrior. Yeah. A champion even if I do say so. Yeah. Now class,” he said as he opened his thick arms to the rest of the students.

“We are going to be doing some leg exercises today. Gonna get real strong. Yeah. Now, I’m gonna tell you right now that some of you aren’t going to be able to do all of them, but that’s okay. Molding our bodies into machines of great power isn’t something that is done all willy nilly. It takes time and dis-a-pline to make trans-for-mation possible. Yeah. Now when you step into the squared circle of life; there can be no showboating, or hot dogging, or grandstanding. Yeah. What it takes is positive life choices. The choice between making the try, even though you think you might fail, or staying out of the ring because you worry you might fail. Yeah. Everyone is going to have their own personal struggle with the fear and this asssss-pect of life, so when you make the right choice, you don’t need to be all hot dog about it. No, what you gotta do is help other people get to where you are, and then continue on the path of self-evolution and self-actualization by improving just a little every day. Ohhh yeah.”

When the werewolf finished talking, he glanced at me again and then flexed his arm muscles. “I’m going to take Sherman to get his clothes, and you all are gonna get all warmed up with a mile run. Yeah. When we come back we will start the training.”

The students stood from their desks with one motion and then filed out the door. The giant werewolf gestured to me with a massive clawed finger, and I followed him back into his office.

“Chicken hawks can't be walking around dressed like ducks. Confuses everyone. You look like a size small. Am I right?” he asked as he opened a closet door and started rummaging through a wood cabinet.

“Yes. That is fine,” I said as I looked around the office. Every available space seemed to have a glittering wrestling trophy on it, and every inch of the wall had either a picture of Dr. King in wrestling attire or award ribbons.

“Since you’re new at the school, I’m going to have to test your app-taa-tude for sports. I already have a good guess, but why don’t you put this on, and then meet me outside of the gymnasium by the track. It’s gonna be fun. Ohhh yeah,” the wolf said as he handed me a set of gym clothes.

“Thanks, ummm, but I’m not really good at sports. Never have been. I don’t think you’ll want me on any of your teams. At my last school the teacher just let me sit and read because--”

“Nothing means nothing,” he interrupted me with a stare of his dark sunglasses.

“Nothing means nothing?” I asked, and my voice squeaked a bit.

“You gonna be a nothing? Or are you gonna be the cream?”

“The cream?”

“It’s going to rise to the top. Oh yeah. Let me tell you something right now. Nothing means nothing, and the cream always rises. Maybe you’ve just never had someone tell you that you are the cream. Has anyone ever told you that they want your cream?”

“Uhhhh.”

“It’s because no one has told you that you can do it. You can be the cream, Sherman. You can rise to the top. You’ve just got to realize that it’s gonna be hard work. The kind of work that makes you a man. I’m not talking about showboating, or grandstanding work. I’m talking about the kind of work that a man does alone, with nobody watching. To make sure that his cream rises to the top. Oh yeah.” The wolfman pushed a clawed finger into the clothes I carried in my arms and then nodded to the door. “Locker room is that way. Yours is number eight, eight, eight. I’ll see you in the squared circle of life in a few minutes. We’re gonna make sure that you stretch first. Oh yeah.”

I nodded to the giant werewolf and then walked out of the doorway, across the classroom, and into the room marked for boys. The place smelled surprisingly good for a locker room, and I found my locker a few feet by the door. It took me a minute to figure out how to reset the combination on the lock, but I was soon changed into the gym outfit and walking out into the area by the track.

The air was a bit chilly, and I shivered a bit in my thin gym attire. The early morning fog was still lingering over the running track, and I only got the faint outline of the rest of the class making a lap on the far side. If this had been my old school, I would have just walked back inside the gym to read one of my mangas. No one would have even cared.

It seemed like Dr. King did care, and his interest was making me more than a little nervous.

My heart dropped when I saw the giant wolf standing out by the track. His back was to me, but the werewolf seemed to have sensed that I had come out of the locker room, even from a hundred yards across stadium, and he turned to beckon.

“We are going to see what you’re made of, Sherman. Oh yeah. I’m thinking that you are going to go all the way to the tippy top! Just. Like. The. Cream.”

“I don’t think you understand how--”

“I’m gonna ask you a simple question.” Dr. King’s wolf face looked suddenly serious, and I wondered if he knew that Charlotte and I had been sent here to kill him.

“Uhhhh. Yes?”

“Do you wanna be a champion?”

“Champion?”

“Oh yeah. I’m thinking that you’ve got it. You’re fast. In here.” he tapped his skull with a clawed finger. “And in your bones. I also think you’ve got the juice in here.” He tapped on his chest where his heart was. “You just haven’t had anyone tell you that they believe in you. Oh yeah. Are you picking up what I am putting down?”

“I have been a champion in video games. For the last three years, I’ve-”

“But I’m talking about real life here, Sherman. I’m talking about wrestling.”

“Wrestling?”

“Oh yeah, kid-ohhhh. You’ve got the stuff. Now I wanna see your push up form. Can you give me ten of ‘em real quick like?”

“I don’t think I can actually--”

“Do it now!” He growled, and I felt my stomach spin with terror.

I dropped to the black asphalt and tried to make a plank with my body. My back and stomach muscles started quivering almost instantly, and I did my best to lower myself to the ground without smashing my face.

My nose came within a few inches of the asphalt, and then I pushed as hard as I possibly could through my shaking arms. I kind of leaned to the left for a second, and then I pushed harder with that arm and felt my heart start to gallop. A gasp of air left my lungs as soon as my elbows locked, and it felt like a torrent of lava was flowing through my entire body.

One.

I lowered myself again, and it felt like my triceps were going to catapult free of my elbows. My breath escaped from my mouth with an un-manly whine, and I pushed as hard as I could with my quivering noodle arms. Nothing happened for what felt like an eternity, but then I slowly started to move away from the black pavement.

Two.

“Yeah. That’s the stuff. Can you squeeze that earth with your fingers? You gotta push through the pain if you want to be the duck that finds the cream and soars like an eagle into the tornado of darkness. Give me one more, but this time crush the land beneath your fingers. Oh yeah.” Dr. King’s voice was a low growl, and the tone made me think that I wouldn’t be able to tell him “no," without having to pay a hefty price.

I lowered myself again, and my arms were trembling in a way that made me think they had become a superhuman blur of motion. Or maybe it was just that my vision was starting to lose focus, and I was having trouble seeing. His advice about squeezing the ground actually helped a bunch, but as soon as I hit the bottom of my movement, my arms locked up, and they just refused to move.

“Push up! Be the chicken hawk that confuses the ducks with its greatness. Oh yeah!” The giant werewolf smacked the ground next to me, and it sounded like a clap of thunder. The suddenness of the smack startled me, and I pushed out my arms with terror. Every single cell in my body was screaming in agony, and I felt as if my stomach was about to cave in on itself.

Three.

“Get up. Now shake it out. Ohhh yeah. You did good Sherman,” the werewolf gym coach said as he reached up to adjust his ski goggle sunglasses with his fingertips.

“I only did three,” I gasped after I stood on trembling legs. I kind of felt like I wanted to puke, but I forced the feeling down with a hard swallow. I still wasn’t used to people remembering my name, but I was even less used to doing pushups.

“You did. It was a sure sign of your athletic prowess. You’ve got the juice to make the cream. I am sure of it.”

“But, it was just three,” I said as my stomach spun. From the way he was talking; it sounded like the wolf-man was impressed.

“It was the way you did them. It isn’t all about grandstanding or showboating, Sherman. You’ve got to be doing the things that need to be done when they need to be done, even when doing the doing isn’t easy because it hurts when you do it. Oh yeah. The squared circle isn’t always fair, but it blesses those that try with all of their might.” The man tapped on his wolf-skull when he pointed, and then gave me what I prayed was a smile and not an “I’m gonna eat you," expression. It was hard to tell with this guy.

“I’m gonna need you to come back today after school for practice,” Dr. King said as he turned to the running students in my class. I was guessing that they had just finished their fourth lap around the track, and if memory served me correctly, that was a mile.

“Practice? Practice for what?” I squeaked.

“You are going to be on the wrestling team. We need someone in your weight class, and you’ve got the cream to rise to the top.”

“I don’t know anything about wrestling. I can’t be on a team. I uhhh, I don’t think that I can help you--” the wolf-man raised a massive clawed hand toward me, and then turned from the group of kids running toward us so that our eyes met. I really had to look up to see him, and I guessed that he must have weighed four times what I did.

“I can un-der-stand your per-dic-ahhh-ment. You don’t know if you are good at something, and you get all the feelings of butterflies fighting in your stomach. I’ve been there. Oh yeah. Sometimes you gotta face your inner man, and then ask him what he is made of. He might tell you something dumb, like that he doesn’t know something, or that he can’t do something. When that happens, you gotta grab him by the waist, throw him on the ground, and then pin him until the referee taps. Can you understand that the eagle-hawk doesn’t tell himself that he can’t do it? You’ve gotta be the cream. So I’ll see you here after school, and then we’ll make some honey. Oh yeah.”

“Okay,” I sighed and then glanced over my shoulder back to the school. Dr. King was making a big mistake asking me to join the team. I didn’t want to let the wolf-man down, but I just wasn’t good at sports, especially wrestling.

But something about what the giant wolf said made me hopeful. If I learned how to wrestle, I’d probably get strong. Would I become strong enough to protect Charlotte if she needed me? I cared for her, and even though I didn’t know what her exact feelings were for me, I knew that she’d spent all of our time together protecting me. I didn’t think women were attracted to “damsel-boys” in distress. What if I had muscles and could take care of myself? Would that help win her heart? Maybe it was worth a try.

“You’ve finished warming up your physical bodies for the trials ahead. Yeah. Now, can you fathom what might lieeeeeeee in store for you during the rest of the class period? Before you answer, think about the possibilities of a full body workout that can create the kind of environment that lets your brains and bodies become tools of power that only the just can wield.” Dr. King had a sing-song quality to the pace of his voice, and each word seemed to grow more intense than the previous.

My new classmates looked at each other with a bit of confusion, and then I saw one of the angel girls raise her hand.

“Hey,+ Kristen. What do you think?”

“You said earlier that we would be building better bodies. Did you mean squats?”

“Oh yeah! That’s what I meant. Great job!” The werewolf slapped his hands together with a series of thunderous claps, and the beautiful golden-haired girl blushed. “Now we are going to go to the weight room. Yeah. We are going to go meet some iron. It will be a good friend. The weights don’t make no promises that they can’t keep when the going gets tough. No. They only give you what they have to give you when you have given all that you’ve got to give. Oh yeah. Follow me class. Oh, and Sherman is going to be dem-onnn-sttraiting for us the proper technique.”

The students turned to face me after Dr. King gestured my way. I felt my face heat up like a stove top, but instead of bemused looks, the kids just nodded at me. It was kind of weird, and I wondered why no one had tried to point out my obvious lack of fitness.

“Let’s get to it! The squared circle awaits!” the giant werewolf shouted as he walked back toward the gym building.

The rest of the class followed, and I tried to prepare myself for public humiliation.


Chapter 3
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“Why are you walking so weird?” Charlotte asked when we met in the quad for lunch.

“I had gym,” I said with a grimace.

“I know, so why are you walking--”

“The teacher made me do push-ups, and then I had to lift weights, and then I had to try to do pull ups.”

I thought the beautiful succubus girl would have mocked me, or maybe given me one of her playful smiles and made a light hearted joke, but she just pursed her lips.

“You are sore?”

“Yeah,” I said as we walked toward one of the benches. We had packed our lunches early this morning, and I took them out of my pack when we sat.

“I’m sorry. I can give you a massage after school. If you want?” she smiled at me as she took her lunch bag from me.

“Massage?” I asked as the pain suddenly left my body. The world started to spin, and I thought I heard harp music playing from somewhere in the school.

“Yes,” she confirmed with a wink. “I’ve never given anyone a massage before, but I am a succubus. So…” She shrugged when her words trailed off, and she opened her bag lunch.

“Ahhh. I uhhh. That would be won--”

“Right after school,” her eyes met mine suddenly, and I kind of felt she had twin tractor beams and my mind was falling into her.

Then I remembered Dr. King.

“I have practice after school,” I gasped.

“Huh?”

“I’m on the wrestling team now. Oh, and I have good news. I think that--”

“Did you see the target?” she interrupted me.

“Yes. Or, I think so. It was this Dr. King. The PE teacher and wrestling coach. He’s a really big werewolf, but he doesn’t look like a wolfman. He is more like a muscular furry man with a wolf’s head,” I explained, and I tried to figure out how I could get the conversation back onto her giving me a massage. I had never experienced someone rubbing my shoulders, but the idea sounded all sorts of wonderful. Especially if it was Charlotte.

“That is him. He is the wrestling coach? I should have suspected. They like to do physical type things.” The beautiful girl nodded to herself and then took a bite out of her sandwich. It was peanut butter & jelly, and I had painstakingly made hers this morning with care to have just the perfect amount of bread- peanut butter- jelly ratio.

“He is really nice. I actually kind of--”

“Did he make you work out?” she asked, and her eyes flashed dangerously.

“Yeah. Push-ups, and--”

“And he wants you to go to wrestling practice? Why?”

“He says that I have the stuff. Like the cream. Or something like that. He kind of doesn’t make a lot of sense when he talks, but his words got me really pumped up.”

“How long will practice go?” she asked as she took another bite of her sandwich.

“Till six, I think. They are committed to it. He might let me out early since I am new.”

“Or he might keep you until the end. Do you still have the school map on you?” she asked after she finished chewing.

“Yeah. Here,” I said after I took the paper out of my pocket and passed it to the beautiful winged girl.

Charlotte stared at it for a few moments and then pointed to the gym building. “If he has a car, he’ll need to walk this way to get to it. It will be dark. I’ll hide either here,” she said as she pointed to a building on the map. “Or here.” Her finger slid to the other side of the building. “Try to get him to walk with you and take him past this building.” She tapped on the map. “That will make it easy.”

“You want to do it tonight?” I whispered as I leaned into her.

“Not really, but the sooner I finish this mission, the sooner we can get out of here and move to the next assignment. There is something strange about this school.” She still had the thick rimmed glasses on, and she raised a perfect finger to the bridge of her perfect nose to push them back on her perfect face.

“Ahh.” I tried to hide my disappointment. I knew that Satan expected us to finish tonight, but I really liked the idea of living alone with the wonderful succubus girl for a few weeks, or maybe even a few months. It felt straight out of a romantic comedy anime. We could go to school together, study together, cook together, and watch TV together. The idea made my stomach tingle with joy, and I let out a bit of a sigh. Ugh. It was just a romantic fantasy.

“What about the vampire?” I remembered the caveat to Satan’s plan, and I tried not to let my words come across as too excited.

“Just point one out at lunch,” she said as she gestured to the students walking by. “We’ll follow him or her to their locker. I’ll hack up the werewolf, then stuff his body in there. Maybe I’ll follow them home after school to see where they live, and then plant pieces of dog body there.” Her face upturned into a smile that reminded me that the beautiful girl was still a demon.

“Can you really kill him? He is powerful and aren’t alphas supposed to be the strongest? Didn’t Satan say they have healing abilities and you need to use silver?” I was worried that she was taking Dr. King a bit too lightly. The wolf-man was probably two or three times her size and a trained wrestling coach.

“Some do. Some don't. I’ll get the first strike. Attack first and attack last is my preferred strategy. I shouldn’t need silver if I can get to his brain. You just bring him into position, get out of the way, and I’ll take care of the rest. Then we can go back to Hell.”

“Okay,” I sighed and then looked at my own sandwich. I’d forgotten to eat when we were talking, and now I didn’t feel very hungry. My feelings were a bit mixed up. I wanted Charlotte to finish her mission so that we could return to Satan victorious, but I also wanted to spend more time with her alone.

I also found myself liking this school. It was odd, but I was accustomed to either being ignored, or being laughed at. Today I had kind of stumbled into all sorts of embarrassing situations, and been called out in front of my peers by the two strange teachers, but no one had laughed at me. It was a strange experience, and I didn’t know what to make of it.

“Do you know these girls?” Charlotte’s question yanked me away from my thoughts, and I looked up to see a trio of angel girls approaching. They all had wings of pure white feathers, and hair that looked to be crafted out of precious spun metal. The one in the center’s hair was the longest, and the color of gold. I recognized her as the girl from my PE class, and I recalled Dr. King calling her Kristen.

“Hi!” she said as the three angels stood before us. Angel kids always seemed to hang out together, which was weird because Charlotte and Satan had explained to me that none of these “Earth Soldiers” knew what each other’s race actually was.

“Hi, uhhh. Kristen?”

“Yes, you remembered my name. Sherman, this is Lily and Rose,” Kristen said as she gestured to the winged girls that flanked her. Lily was a bit taller than Kristen, with shoulder length silver colored hair. Rose was a hair shorter than Kristen, and had copper colored hair cut short with long bangs that almost covered her eyes. The midday sun bounced off their manes like reflective glass, and it seemed to make their heads glow with a halo effect.

“Uhhh, hi. Ummm, nice to meet you all,” I said, and Kristen’s friends smiled at me before they turned to look at the succubus.

“Oh, this is Charlotte,” I said.

“I’m his sister,” the purple eyed girl said with a nod.

“We can tell,” Lily said with a giggle. “You both look so much alike.”

“Are you twins?” Rose asked. “We don’t have any twins at this school.

“Yes we are!” Charlotte said as she shot me a wry smile.

“That is neat-o!” Kristen said. “I heard a rumor that Sherman joined the wrestling team. Is that true?” she asked as she looked at me.

“It was surprising because everyone wants to make the team. Dr. King said you didn’t even need to try out. Did you wrestle at your old high school?” Lily asked.

“Ahhhh,” I felt my mind sprint in opposite directions. Girls normally didn’t talk to me, especially angel girls, and no one ever remembered my name.

“My brother is a great wrestler. He hasn’t been able to practice because we were overseas for so long,” Charlotte said with a proud smile.

“Oh, really? Where were you both?” Kristen asked with obvious interest.

“Japan,” Charlotte lied, and I tried to hide my amazement by swallowing my gasp.

“Wow. Why were you over there?” Lily asked.

“Sherman was working with one of the video game companies over there. He was consulting with their latest fighting game. He won a few tournaments. We finally came back so that he could finish school in the states. Our parents like it there so they are going to stay.”

“There are tournaments for video games?” Rose’s eyes were an aquamarine color and grew large when she asked the question.

“Sure. He is one of the best in the world. He had to take a break from wrestling to do it though. I’m really blabbering about him.” Charlotte gave me a playful punch in the shoulder. “He is famous in Japan.”

“Wow,” all three angel girls said as the turned their glittery eyes to me.

I felt my face get hot, and I had trouble breathing for a few seconds. Why was Charlotte lying about me? It didn’t make any sense. All it was doing was drawing attention to me. It would jeopardize our mission.

“Uhhh, it isn’t that big of a deal.” I tried not to let my voice squeak.

“We wanted to introduce ourselves, and ask if we could interview you for the school podcast,” Kristen asked. “I thought that it was cool that you made the wrestling team, but now we have to talk about Japan! You might just be the coolest guy ever to transfer to our school!”

“Uhh I d-d-don’t really know a-a-about that,” I stuttered as I scratched the back of my head. Interview? There was no way I could do an interview with her. I wasn’t a professional gamer from Japan. Did Charlotte want me to lie?

“When is the podcast?” the succubus asked.

“We are trying to do it in the next few days. Can you do tomorrow?” the blonde angel girl asked.

“I don’t know about--”

“Sure he can. How about after school?” Charlotte interrupted me.

“Great. It is in the media room. Do you know where it is?” Kristen asked.

“No,” I said as I looked down at the map.

“It is right here.” The angel girl was instantly at my side opposite Charlotte and leaning over to point at my map. “Room one oh three. Can you be there right after school? ”

“I might have practice,” I said. The girl was sitting a little too close to me, and she smelled like peppermint.

“It is just a thirty minute interview. I’ll have it all set up when you get there. You’ll be able to make it to practice with plenty of time.” The angel girl smiled at me.

“He’ll be there!” Charlotte said. “Oh, but can you girls help us out with something?” the succubus asked in a whispered tone, and the three girls leaned in toward her. It was actually a little uncomfortable because Kristen’s pretty hair fell onto my shoulder and tickled my neck.

“We’ve heard great things about Dr. King. Do you know anything about him? Does he live around the school? Does he drive here in the morning? Did you ever interview him on your podcast?”

“He is great! We have the best high school athletics program in the state because of him,” Rose said as she nodded and flipped her copper bangs away from her eyes with a quick motion of her hand.

“He normally drives a yellow Jeep. It’s got a fluorescent camouflage pattern on it,” Lily said as she gestured to the office on the far side of the quad. It was the lot where we parked our car this morning, but I couldn’t remember seeing a fluorescent painted jeep.

“I often interview him on the podcast. We try to do one at the start of the winter and spring seasons so that we get his opinions on how all of our teams will do,” Kristen said. “If you look on the school’s podcast website, you’ll find a list of each episode.”

“Oh, thank you. We’ll listen to them all tonight!” Charlotte beamed at the girls. It was perhaps the strangest sight I’d ever seen, and I had seen a lot of crazy stuff in the last few weeks. The succubus girl didn’t smile a lot, and I had never seen her make friends with other girls. Especially with girls that seemed so bubbly.

“Okay. Ummm,” Kristen looked around the quad. “Lunch is almost over. We like to eat in room one oh three at lunch. If you both want to meet us there tomorrow, I can introduce you to everyone.”

“Everyone?” Charlotte asked with a raised eyebrow. Her facial expression made my heart race in my chest. All these angel girls were beyond beautiful, and belonged on the covers of fashion magazines, but none of them made my vision spin like Charlotte.

“Sure. We have a newspaper, a website, and most of us are in the student council.” Kristen laughed, and the other two girls echoed the chuckle. “We don’t bite, honest.”

“Sounds great. We’ll be there,” Charlotte said, and I tried once more to keep the shock from my face.

“Great, see you there. Have fun at practice, Sherman,” Kristen smiled at me, and the other two girls made small waves before they turned to leave.

“Interesting,” Charlotte said when they were out of hearing range.

“What is? Why did you lie about the wrestling? And Japan? How am I going to be able to keep my stories straight? That wasn’t part of the plan we had talked about.”

“Were they angels?” the succubus asked me.

“Yeah. How did you guess?” I asked, but then I realized it was probably a dumb question. Charlotte was one of Satan’s most skilled assassins, and while she couldn’t see exactly what each girl really was, I imagined that she could get a hint of their secret race when she spoke to them.

“They like to travel in threes like in those movies. Same as the Erinyes since they are dark angels. Those three were also way too nice, and the student council was a dead giveaway. Demons and Devils don’t care about that shit.”

“But you kinda lied to them about the--”

“It won’t matter. We should be done tonight, and knowing angels, they aren’t going to wait until their podcast to tell everyone about you. It will mean that attention will be focused on you instead of me.” The beautiful succubus smiled as she spoke, and I felt my heart spin a bit in my chest.

“Oh, I still don’t quite see why you lied.”

“This school is strange. Everyone remembers your name. Maybe your magic wore off?” She raised her eyebrow and looked at me.

“The lady in the office forgot,” I pointed out.

“True. Maybe some of the kids are powerful. I wasn’t getting that from Kristen though. Do you feel different? Like maybe your magic has weakened?”

“I dunno. I don’t feel any different. Would there be any other reason that they would all know my name? It hasn’t happened before. Everyone seems to forget me.”

“I won’t forget you, Sherman,” the brown-haired girl whispered to me.

“Ahhh. Thanks, I--”

“Do you think that they were pretty?” Charlotte interrupted me.

“Uhhh, the angel girls?”

“No, the other girls that were just here shooting you lovey dovey eyes. Ugh, that Kristen was almost sitting on your lap. Talk about making it obvious.” Charlotte growled a bit. “She probably thinks we are siblings.”

“Uhhh, isn’t that the idea? Don’t we want everyone to think we are siblings?”

“Yes, I suppose.” The winged girl sighed and stood from her seat next to me. “Do you see any vampires around the school? I need a target.”

I looked around the campus for one of the fanged monsters. I noticed what I thought was one walking from the classroom buildings toward the office building. He wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches over a cream colored dress shirt, and dark blue jeans. The ensemble was completed with leather top-sider boat shoes. His hair was a curly black, but his complexion gave him away. He was white as porcelain and had a reddish glow to his eyes. I knew he was a vampire without him even barring his fangs.

“He is one; about to enter the office.” I pointed at the man.

“Oh, good! He looks like a teacher. This will be easy. I’m going to go figure out who he is and which class he teaches. I might be able to leave the wolf’s body in his office. That will make this super easy. We’ll be heading back to Hell before dinner.” The girl seemed euphoric, but my heart only sunk.

“Charlotte, do you, ahhh, I ahhh, know that Satan wants us to finish tonight, but do you think he would let us take some time off? We just got to the apartment, and I kind of wanted to get used to the place.”

“Nope, Satan doesn’t really take time off. He won’t let us either.” The girl shrugged.

“Every time we’ve gone into his throne room, he is sitting there with all the other succubi all over him. It seems like he is always taking time off,” I said.

“Shhhh,” she hissed with a finger to her lips. “He might be listening to us.”

“He can do that?” I squeaked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. We shouldn’t be talking about that stuff in the open anyway.” She gestured to the quad. “We have a job to do; the reward for doing well will be more work. If we do poorly, well, let’s just do well. Okay?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I would want that,” I thought she whispered softly, but I couldn’t quite hear her over the crowded murmur of the quad.

“I didn’t hear you. What did you say?” I asked with interest.

“I’m going to go walk into the office and see if I can find out more about that vampire teacher. If I don’t see you before your wrestling practice, I’ll see you when you bring the alpha to the ambush area. Make sure you get out of my way when I attack and don't get involved in the fight. He can kill you with a flick of his finger. Do you understand the plan?” she asked, and her purple eyes glowed a bit.

“I think so. I just go to practice and then get him to follow me by the building.” I pointed at the map at the ambush spot. “What if I can’t get him to come with me?”

“Just strike up a conversation or something. I dunno. He’s a jock meathead. Ask him about his championships and trophies or something. Trust me, these kind of guys just want to talk about themselves all the time, especially washed up teachers.”

“I don’t think he is really ‘washed up’ Dr. King seems muscular,” I whispered.

“If he was strong, why would he be teaching physical education at a high school?” she asked with a shrug.

“I dunno, but he is an alpha. Aren’t they supposed to be strong?”

“Biggest fish in a small pond? I’m not worried, Sherman. You shouldn’t be either. Just bring him to that spot and get out of my way so I can work. Understand?” she asked.

“Yeah. I guess.”

“Good. I’m going to go figure out who this vampire teacher is. See you later tonight.”

The brown-haired succubus gave me a small smile and an even smaller wave, and then she turned to stroll toward the office on the far side of the quad. I watched her walk for a few moments, but even though the sight of her wonderful backside should have made me feel happy, I couldn’t fight the dread filling my stomach. Her plan seemed much too simple to work. But then again, Charlotte was a professional succubus assassin, and I was just a guy that was good at video games. I was probably making too big of a deal out of Dr. King’s muscles and obvious power. I had seen Charlotte fight plenty of times, and she could handle herself.

Except for the few times she hadn’t been able to handle herself. The dark angel, Ashley, had absolutely scared my friend, and the rakshasas tiger demon, Divyia, had almost killed Charlotte when we tried to escape. Both of those times my succubus partner had fought them in a fair fight though, and this time Charlotte was planning on making a surprise strike against Dr. King. It would probably be okay.

Or so I hoped. I didn’t want the beautiful succubus girl to get hurt again, and I also didn’t want to do that podcast tomorrow. Maybe that was the real reason that Charlotte had told Kristen that I would do it? The succubus might have just been stringing the angel girl along to see her reaction. Or mine. The idea sounded all sorts of manipulative, but then again, she was a demon.


Chapter 4
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I walked into the classroom part of the gym a few minutes before practice was supposed to start. I didn’t see any students, but I heard the distant echo of conversation from the boy’s locker room to the side. It wasn’t clear exactly what I was supposed to do at practice, so I made my way toward Dr. King’s office. Before I could get there, both the massive orc and the big werewolf stepped out of the room.

They were both giant men-monsters, but their size appeared to be magnified when they stood next to each other. They seemed to take up half of the classroom’s empty space with their shoulders, muscles, and fighting presence.

“The first light of the dawn reveals the soul of the true warrior of the gods. When he rises from the ashes of the Earth, he hungers for fresh blood and the endless drug of victory.” The orc’s voice was somehow whispered, but intense at the same time. He leveled a large finger at me and continued. “Are you prepared to join the gods of Earth and the Stars as a true champion of valor? Are you ready to feel the blood of your enemies flow from the fiery hot molten magma where your struggling bodies have been tossed?”

“Ohh yeah. I think Sherman is ready. Look at the battle stance. He’s got the cream. Oh yeah. I can see it. He’ll work hard. No showboating or grandstanding. He’ll do what needs to be done when he needs to do it. Just like the hawk that goes out into the storm to find the duck dressed as a chicken. Sherman is going to be the slippery monkey. Yeah.” Dr. King nodded at me. The two men took one single step and it carried them across the whole classroom to stand next to me.

“The warrior needs to be armored before battle. The gods of Earth, Stars, and Sky demand tribute from the newly birthed combatant.” Mr. Hellsig touched me on the shoulder and then held out a wrestling uniform with his other hand. The suit was the school colors, and I took it from him with trembling hands.

“You’re gonna need to protect the manly bits and pieces as well.” Dr. King handed me a clear plastic bag. Inside was a jockstrap and plastic ear protecting armor.

“The training will destroy your mind, body, and soul. But then you will be reborn as the champion of your own universe. It will make you into the man that you have always dreamed that you wanted to be. You should make haste. The penalty for being late to your destruction only brings more destruction,” the orc said as he gestured to the locker room behind me.

“Yeah. So we’ll be starting in five minutes. Meet out on the mats and we’ll do a warm up. Ohh yeah.” Dr. King nodded at me.

“Okay,” I said as I looked down at the equipment they passed me before I walked into the locker room.

There were about twenty boys in the room, and most of them had finished getting changed already. A few of them nodded to me, but they all seemed to be having a heated debate about who the prettiest girl at school was, and they didn’t seem interested in halting their conversation to introduce themselves. It was probably for the best. I didn’t like the idea of changing in front of them, and I also wasn’t looking for friends, we’d be gone from the school tonight if things went according to plan.

I opened my locker and took off my clothes as quickly as I could. I had kind of avoided the whole “getting naked in a locker room full of guys” thing at my previous high school because my teachers had given me a pass to just sit and read. When I had changed this morning, the other students had already left, so I didn’t have to worry about them seeing me. So this was the first time anyone other than my parents had ever seen me naked, and my hands trembled as I took off my underwear.

I half expected someone to snicker, or to laugh, or call out how weak I looked, but none of the other boys seemed to even notice me, and I got the athletic cup on with only a few seconds of awkward fumbling. As soon as the thing was strapped onto me, I squirmed into the tight uniform, and then looked at the weird half helmet that was supposed to go over my ears. The device had what looked like eight straps, and I couldn’t figure out how to get it over my head.

“I can help you. Uhh, Sherman, right?” one of the boys asked. He was shaped like a devil, with rocky skin, a long tail, small wings, and an ugly horned head. But he lacked the glow to his eyes and didn’t reek of evil. I guessed that he was a gargoyle.

“Yeah. Thanks,” I said as he took the helmet from me.

The gray skinned monster-boy twisted the device in his fingers and then passed it back to me. “Just put your head through there and it will fit. You might have to adjust the bottom clasp to make it tighter.”

“Thanks,” I said as I took it back from him.

“No problem. I’m surprised that you don’t know how to put it on. I heard you were some sort of state champ from another school.” He shot me a toothy smile that I guessed was supposed to be nice, but his razor teeth made him look like something out of a gothic nightmare.

“Where did you hear that?” I asked with surprise.

“Everyone at school is talking about it. I’m excited to see what you can do at practice.”

“Uhhh. Jeez.” I forced a smile to my face that I was sure looked more like a grimace. “I’m not really good. I don’t know how that rumor started.”

“Really? Dr. King didn’t even have you try out. Everyone at school is saying that you were a state champion, but then you quit to play video games in Japan,” the gargoyle kid spoke with amazement, and a few of the other boys on the team stopped their conversations so that they could hear us.

“Uhhh. I’m not that good at wrestling. I think you are all going to be disappointed. I’m pretty good at video games, though.”

“We gotta get in there!” one of the boys hissed from the other side of my locker, and we all shuffled out into the main area of the gymnasium.

The gym was the typical high school set up. There were six large mats placed on the wood floor, and the stands, basketball hoops, and dodge ball cages had all been pushed or swung away from the center area. Dr. King and Mr. Hellsig were already at the center mat, and the two men were engaged in a whispered discussion.

“Good afternoon team,” Dr. King said when we all moved to the side of the mat. “Did you all meet Sherman? He’s got the cream, and will be working in the one hundred and six class. I’m thinking that he’s gonna be a real chicken hawk, and do the things that need to be done when they need the doing. Yeah.” The werewolf man touched the sides of his ski goggle looking sunglasses when he spoke.

“Thanks for joining the team,” the gathered boys all said in scattered replies. They were a complete mismatch of races. Gargoyle, elf, dwarf, zombie, tiger-man, lizard man, sasquatch, angel, an insect man with two arms on each side, and even a huge ogre were present.

“Coach Hellsig is gonna be leading you all in a short warm up exercise. Then I’m going to be making an ah-sess-ment of our new team member while the rest of you split into some drills that coach Hellsig will lead. Yeah. Let’s get going.” The werewolf clapped his hands, and we all turned to the massive orc-man.

“Warriors! We will run!” the orc gestured for us to stand up, and then he led us around one of the large mat circles in a jog. After a few laps around, I started to feel my heart hammering in my chest, and then the orc shouted at us to shuffle sideways. I saw the other boys turn to face the inside of the circle, and they made sideway skipping jumps to keep the same jogging speed. I followed their movements and almost tripped a few times when my clumsy feet collided together. Fortunately, I didn’t fall, and I soon had figured out a somewhat graceful way to do the movement. Then we switched directions by facing away from the circle, and I kind of had to relearn the shuffle with my left foot in the lead.

When I was facing away from the group, I saw that Dr. King was actually doing the same warm-up exercises as the boys were; he was just a few feet outside of the circle so that we wouldn’t be disturbed by his presence. I thought it was kind of cool that he was working out with his students, and I felt a pang of remorse when I remembered that Charlotte would kill him in a few short hours. The alpha werewolf seemed like a nice guy, and I kind of didn’t want him to die.

The orc switched back to running, but then he lifted his arms up in the air with a series of pumping motions when each of his feet landed. The boys all mirrored his movements, even the ant-man, who did it with all six of his arms. It was getting a bit hard to breathe when I threw up my arms, and I was sucking in air with ragged gasps of pain.

Coach Hellsig moved sideways again, and he alternated from holding his hands in the air high over his head to slamming them down on the mat with a thunderous clap. The rest of the boys were prepared for the motion, and they fell into a synchronized movement so that they slapped the ground at exactly the same moment as the orc. I tried to keep up the pace with them, but my lungs were screaming, and my slap against the ground seemed to fall half a second after everyone else’s, no matter how much I tried to speed up my movements.

The orc moved into the center of the circle and then lowered himself onto his back. The rest of the team followed his movement to the ground, and I saw them push up with the flat of their hands against the map. This bent their backs into an “n” shape with their stomachs pointing to the ceiling of the gym. I tried to do the movement a second after I saw them and my spine protested with a rapid fire of cracks along its length.

The orc lowered his back to the ground and then performed the tortuous movement again. I grunted with the effort, but my back didn’t snap again, and I felt my stomach thrust up into the air. We did it three more times, and then the orc rolled to lie on his belly.

We followed his movement, and the muscular man lifted his arms and legs away from the mat like he was Superman. We all held the position for a few moments, and my arms started shaking. When I felt like I couldn’t hold them for another second, he lowered them to the ground to rest for a few moments. Then he repeated the motion, and I wanted to cry. Every muscle in my body was screaming at me already for the work I had done in PE, and this was just compounding the agony.

“Stretch out the muscles. The gods don’t get cramps. They only get the surge of POWER that comes from destroying their enemies on the field of battle.” The orc was on his feet now, and was pulling his arm across his broad chest to stretch out his shoulders.

The next ten minutes were actually enjoyable. The coach led us through some gentle stretches that loosened all of my aching muscles. It was over too soon, and then he paired the team up for sparing.

“Star Conqueror, your place is with Dr. King. He’ll be teaching you about the endless battles raging between the forces inside your own body, soul, and mind. THIS IS THE KIND OF BATTLE THAT MOST MEN LOSE, but not you. No, you will rise to defeat the child in your soul and emerge as a powerful man-god fit for worship.” The orc raised his green arms in the air while he shouted and he clenched his fists together when he dramatically brought them down at the end of his short monologue.

“Yeah. Let’s see what kind of stuff you’ve got inside of you. I’m thinking it is the cream of the crop, but it could be the chocolate in the pudding or the sinew of the muscle. Come with me. Yeah.” The wolf man had walked over by me while the orc spoke, and he gestured for us to walk over to a mat on the far side of the room.

“We are going to start with some of the basic--”

“Hey!” There was a loud shout from the far side of the gym, and it cut off the werewolf’s sentence. I looked over to where the shout had originated, and saw that another werewolf had entered the gym.

This one was somehow bigger than Dr. King.

He had blonde colored fur, instead of Dr. King’s brown, but he had just as many muscles and must have stood three inches taller. The werewolf was shirtless, but wore a tight pair of red wrestling pants on. He also had a yellow bandana around his head, and he led a group of uniformed wearing boys into our gym.

At the side of the group I saw a tall muscular adult vampire. He wore a gaudy looking robe with gold embroidery over his wide body, a greased style to his blonde hair, and a smirk on his face. The combination of outfit, hair, and disgusted smile made me instantly not like the man.

“Woo! Look here. We’ve got a room full of little boys pretending they are men,” the vampire said with a sneer.

“I don’t know what you all think you are doing in my gym, but you better clear on out. Yeah. We don’t need any trouble,” Dr. King said as he stepped toward the newcomers.

“You aren’t looking for trouble? Brother, I’ve got too much trouble. It is filling my body with the kind of vengeance that you have never known,” the blonde werewolf said. He had long blonde whisker chops that fell on each side of his face.

“Gene, you can’t be coming around here and interrupting our practice with your showboating and your grandstanding. Save it for the matches.” Dr. King crossed his massive arms over his equally massive chest.

“That’s Giant Gene to you, brother. You forget my title.” The larger werewolf pointed his finger at Dr. King.

“You enter our house without bringing an offering? You seek to anger the gods, the heavens, and the hellspawn that are just waiting to be unleashed. I tell you to go. Go now! Or you shall face your doom at the hands of your BETTERS.” Mr. Hellsig was standing next to Dr. King, and it was kind of hard to see past their giant shoulders.

“Wait just a minute. Woo! Guys, guys, guys,” the vampire said with a much too big smile. “Let’s not make it ugly, okay? Well, ha, not any uglier than you both are already. Woooooo!” The boys standing behind the vampire all burst out laughing. “We’ve just come for our trophy, so if you hand it over, we’ll leave you ladies to continue with your pampering.”

“Which trophy might you be referring to? Are you talking about the state trophy that we won last year? I seem to recall that we won that fair and square inside of the circle last year. Yeah. We beat you. Yeah, we did.” Dr. King nodded over his massive shoulder, and I turned to see a tall trophy display case. The glass was practically bursting at the seams with the trophies inside, and I guessed that there were over twenty crammed in there.

“This year things are going to go a bit different, brother. I’ve been to the mountain. I went there as one man, and then I came back as another the likes of which you have never seen. Let me tell you, brother. I’m coming to take back what is mine. That includes my trophy, and it includes my woman.” The blonde wolf man’s words ended with a guttural growl, and the tension in the room grew thicker.

“Are you still hung up on Lady Bella? She picked me, Gene. Oh yeah. She didn’t pick you. She got tired of all your hot doggin’ and your showboating. Lady Bella wanted to be with the champ, and that is me. Yeah.”

“I’m going to take my belt back also, Mario. It’s been with you for too long, brother, and I’m here to take it all. The trophy, the belt, and my woman. When I am done with you, brother, you’ll have nothing left but your misery and your pain, and the knowledge that Giant Gene took it all from you. That’s right. The man you used to call brother will take it all away, brother. Then I’ll be leading the top wrestling program in the state. That is what the mountain has told me.”

“The gods of the Earth and Sky tell me different,” Coach Hellsig growled as he stepped between the two werewolves. “They say that we will win this next wrestling bout. They say that we will meet the hardness of the universe with our even harder souls. They say that none shall stand in our way, and that all who dare will crumble before us like castles made out of sand before the waves of the ocean.”

“The thing is; your side just doesn’t have the… how shall I say it? Right stuff. Woo! Look at us, for example.” The blonde vampire gestured to the boys standing behind him. “Each of us here practices with the best available equipment in a state of the art gym. You might say that we came from nothing, but while your program has stopped growing, the program that Giant Gene and I have built has continued to flourish! Woooo! We have forty strapping young men on our team, and they have all made the same cut that you’ve established for your program. We have the latest in sports technology, and have profiled each of our team members for optimal diet, exercise, training regiment, and style. It is the perfect combination of art and science.” The boys behind the vampire were smiling, and they looked at the man with adoration.

“More grandstanding and showboating. It is what is inside that counts, not the latest technology or some fancy routine. Yeah. We work with our boys to bring out their full potential. Our victories come from their hearts. Not from science or drug enhancements. Yeah,” Dr. King said with a broad gesture of his arms towards my new teammates.

“Brother, are you claiming that we are a bunch of cheaters that are using performance enhancing drugs?” the larger werewolf seethed the question, and he took a step forward.

“No. I’m saying that any of the boys on my team can out wrestle any of yours with their brains, hearts, and bodies. Yeah. They don’t need no fancy-shmancy technology. Just hard work and belief in themselves. Yeah. Now, we’ve got a practice to get back to, and I’d think you would be better served by less grandstanding and showboating. Cause my boys are going to be able to settle this in the ring,” Dr. King said, and I could tell he was trying his best not to attack the larger werewolf.

“You said that any of the boys on your team can beat any of ours?” the vampire asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I did say that, yeah. Now you all should leave so--”

“Brother, your words are lies that you don’t stand behind,” the other werewolf said.

“What did you just say? You calling me a liar? In front of my team?”

“I am, brother. I’m calling you a liar because you don’t think that any of your boys can beat mine.”

“I just said that anyone can. Yeah. I don’t appreciate your words, Gene. Now get out of here, or your boys are going to see me turn you into a pretzel. Yeah.”

“Fine, brother. I choose…” the giant blond werewolf looked across the gym at the rest of the team, then his yellow wolf eyes settled on me, and he pointed with a clawed finger. “That one. He looks like a lost puppy.”

The boys on the other team all burst into laughter, but my teammates didn’t share any of their mirth.

“Choose for what?” Dr. King asked.

“To tussle against Albert in a friendly match,” Gene said as he beckoned with his furry paw.

A six foot tall human stepped up next to the werewolf. The boy actually looked like Superman. He had thick black hair, a chiseled chin, bright blue eyes, and the kind of muscles that a superhero would carry on their frame. I was somewhat surprised that he was actually human since I didn’t see many of them.

“Sherman is new to the team, and Albert is your star wrestler. That hardly seems like a fair matchup. Yeah,” Dr. King said as he shook his head.

“This is why I think you are a liar, brother. You tell me that I am a hot dog, then you make these claims that you can’t back up. Seems to me that you are the real grandstander. You are the one with the fancy belt, and the trophies that you won’t stop talking about. Then I try to call you out on it, and you make excuses. You’re a liar, brother.” Giant Gene shook his head and let out a long growl.

“You call me a liar again, and your boys will be cleaning bits and pieces of you and your boyfriend off my gym ceiling. Yeah. Now, Sherman is new to the team, but he has heart, and he’s a hard worker. If you bring me someone in his weight class, I’m confident in his abilities. Yeah. But what you are proposing isn’t regulation, and--”

“You said any of your boys could beat any of mine. I choose these two. If you are afraid to see them match, I’d understand brother. Since you are afraid of making false claims,” Gene shook his head, and Albert shot me an evil looking smile.

“The gods will grant us strength and allow us the power of the Earth so that we will crush youuuuuuuu.” Coach Hellsig’s voice was an intense growl, and it looked like his body was struggling with the temptation of attacking the other werewolf.

“Splendid!” the vampire said. “So when our boy here submits yours, you will hand over your trophy and belt.”

“That wasn’t part of any of this. The trophy belongs to the school, and my belt belongs to me. Yeah.”

“The gods of Earth and Sky demand equal tribute from our opponents. You can’t have something for nothing! It goes against the will of the gods!” Coach Hellsig pointed at Gene as he spoke.

“My friend makes a good point, yeah. I’m getting the short end of the deal here. So I’ve got a counter offer for you. If my boy Sherman wins, then you two,” Dr. King pointed at both the vampire and the other werewolf. “can’t enter your school into any wrestling tournaments for the next three years. Yeah.”

The boys on the other team gasped and looks of panic flooded their faces. The vampire and blonde werewolf didn’t seem stunned by Dr. King’s demand, however, and I saw the vampire actually smile.

“Ha! Our boy against that?” He pointed his finger at me, and I felt my stomach turn to ice. “This isn’t much of a wager.”

“We’ll take the deal, brother,” Gene agreed with a chuckle.

“Fine then. Now, get out of my gym. Yeah. We’ll settle this a week before the first tournament, that way you have plenty of time to cancel your buses. Yeah.”

“I’ll see you then, Mario. Tell Lady Bella I said hi,” the larger werewolf coughed out an evil laugh, and then directed his boys to exit out the door.

As soon as the other team left our gym, the boys began to shout their questions to our coaches. Dr. King raised his hands to quiet them, and then he took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry about that boys. Yeah. I think that most of you know that Gene and I have a bit of a history. We were both dating the same girl in college, and Lady Bella decided to marry me when I started med school. Yeah. Gene’s a sour grape, and a hot dogger. He’s been trying to get a rise out of me for the last ten years. This is a new low, though even for him. He brought his boys into our feud, and he brought you all into it. Yeah.”

“Don’t worry, Dr. King. We all have your back,” the gargoyle boy that had helped me figure out my ear guards said.

“I appreciate it boys. Ohh yeah. I’m not too worried about my belt, or the school’s trophy. I’m just worried about our honor. The match isn’t fair, and we only have a limited amount of time to get Sherman here in shape. Yeah.”

My teammates and the two coaches turned to look at me, and I felt the pressure of the match fall upon my shoulders.

“I uhhh, I don’t know how I am supposed to beat that Albert guy. He’s twice my size,” I said with a quivering voice.

“Don’t worry about it, Sherman. We are going to teach you everything you need. You’ll have to put in a lot of extra hours. Yeah. But I know you’ve got the cream, and you can pin that guy with no problem,” Dr. King said with a terrifying wolf smile.

“Really? You think so? How long do we have to train?” I asked, but then I recalled that Charlotte was going to murder the werewolf tonight, and then we would be out of the school. None of this actually mattered, and I felt most of the terror leave my stomach.

But I also felt kinda bad for my teammates. They had all seemed nice, and I didn’t know what would happen without Dr. King leading the team. Coach Hellsig seemed capable, so maybe it wouldn’t be that bad?

“First tournament is in four weeks. So we have three to get you in fighting condition. It won’t be easy, but I know you’ve got the pudding to fly like a chicken hawk.”

“Three weeks?” I asked with a wince. “Would you mind starting tomorrow? I’m a little winded from the warm up.”

The group laughed and the gargoyle boy slapped me on the back.

“The Star Champion sees no danger, just an opportunity to mock our opponents! The gods will smile upon his victory and infuse our spirits with the power of the Earth!” Mr. Hellsig said as he raised his arms.

The rest of the boys laughed again, and I tried to bring a smile to my face.

I didn’t want Dr. King to die, but I also didn’t want to wrestle that Superman looking kid. I guess it was good that Charlotte and I were leaving tonight. All I had to do was get the werewolf to where she was waiting, and all the beautiful succubus girl had to do was end him.

I just hoped neither of us would fail tonight.


Chapter 5
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“You did good for your first day inside of the squared circle,” the giant werewolf said as he patted me on the aching shoulder.

“Uhh, I did?” I winced. It felt like my right arm was about to fall off, and my left arm was numb. My legs didn’t feel any better, and I was limping toward the locker room. Practice had ended a few minutes ago, and my teammates had already gone ahead so that they could change.

“Ohhhhh yeah! You’ve got the cream, Sherman. I can tell these things. Now, go hit the showers, and come talk to me again so that we can go over the plan for tomorrow.”

“Plan for tomorrow?” I squeaked. I didn’t even think I could lift my arm to turn on the shower, and this guy wanted to train with me tomorrow? He’d just spent the last three hours tossing me around the mat as if I was one of those bouncy rubber balls.

“Ohh yeah. We’ve got to get you in shape for the tournament. Gonna be good. Oh yeah. You’re gonna get the medal for your weight class. I can feel it in my bones, and it makes me wanna howl. Oh yeah!” His last word turned into a wolf roar that made my skull vibrate around my brain painfully.

“Dr. King, I’m not sure that I am the guy for this--”

“Nothing means nothing. Yeah. When you think about nothing, do you know what you get?” he asked as he pushed a clawed finger into my chest. The point dug a bit into my uniform with an uncomfortable sensation, but it didn’t really hurt. Or the rest of my body just hurt so much that I couldn’t tell if the claw was actually doing any damage.

“You don’t get what you want?” I guessed.

“Oh yeah. You gotta have positive thoughts. So don’t think about nothing when you want something. Think about the something instead of the nothing and then you won’t have nothing when you wanted the something. Oh yeah. Now, go hit those showers and report back. I’m gonna talk to the other boys and see how their practice went with Coach Hellsig.” The giant werewolf touched the sides of his ski-goggle glasses and then nodded for me to continue my walk toward the locker room.

The rest of the boys were in the showers, and I grabbed a clean towel from the rack by the door. The sight of them in the water made my stomach do flippy flops. I had always been able to avoid taking a shower in my old PE class since most of the kids actually didn’t bother because no one wanted to be seen naked. My teammates were chatting as they bathed, and they didn’t seem to notice me agonize over taking my uniform off.

“Hey, Sherman! Good job today!” the gargoyle boy suddenly shouted from the water.

“Yeah! You did great! Dr. King was right about you!” the ant boy said.

“Ahhh. Thanks. It didn’t seem like I really did that well. Dr. King just threw me around the ring the whole time,” I said as I took off my ear protectors and placed them in my locker. I kind of wasn’t looking at them because I was so uncomfortable with the idea of getting naked.

“Ha! Modest!” the gargoyle boy shouted with a laugh. “We were watching you. Most of us can’t go for more than a few rounds against Dr. King. You just don’t quit.”

“Ahh. I guess.” I winced as I pulled my aching arms through the shoulder straps of my uniform. Then I gasped as I forced my trembling legs to yank free of the short area. The uniform was tight around my thighs, and I had to actually peel it from my sweaty skin.

“You can throw your uniform in the bin at the back, and they will wash it for tomorrow’s practice,” I heard one of the voices from the shower shout.

I turned to see the bin where the other uniforms were already sitting and made a slow underhand throw to get it in there. The movement pulled something in my back, and I let out a sigh of never ending agony.

At least this was the only day I’d have to endure this.

I took my jockstrap off and placed it in my locker before I did the same with my glasses. Then I held my towel up in front of my groin and walked toward the back area of the locker room where my teammates were showering. None of the other kids were looking at me, and I found a place to set my towel on a nearby bench before I jumped under one of the unused shower heads.

The water was warm, and I grabbed the bar of soap someone had left on the shelf before I’d really had a good rinse. I went through the cleaning process as quickly as I could, and tried to keep my eyes focused on the tile wall in front of me. I expected one of the boys to make fun of me, or slap me in the ass, or do something else to humiliate me, but no one said anything, and I finished washing myself off in a few minutes.

The other boys all finished about the same time as me, and I scurried back to my locker with my towel around my waist so that I would be able to change quickly.

“Hey, so how did you end up getting hired by that game company?” the ant-boy asked me as he sat on the bench in front of his locker.

“I uhhh. I--”

“He’s gonna talk about it on the podcast! You have to wait until Kristen publishes it tomorrow night,” the gargoyle boy said.

“Ahhh, man. At least I get to hear Kristen talk. Ohhh, she is a hottie.” The ant-boy let out a whistle, and the other boys laughed.

“If we are talking about the student council girls, I’d like to do a solo interview with Rose, if you all know what I’m talking about. Woo-hoo red-heads!” I heard a voice say from the other side of the lockers.

“Lily is so fucking hot!” another voice called from the other side of the lockers. I thought it was the sasquatch-boy.

“Yeah, and lucky Sherman gets to hang out with all three of them tomorrow,” the gargoyle sighed as he put on his jeans.

“I guess that is what happens when you are the most popular kid at school,” the ant creature sighed.

“Uhhh. Popular kid at school?” I asked as I put on my own pants. It was more than a little hard to move, and even though I had a bit of a head start, the other boys were all almost done getting changed into their street clothes.

“Yeah, dude!” the gargoyle said with a freakishly big smile. “Everyone is talking about you, and they don’t even know about the challenge that Giant Gene threw out! Awww, man, you are going to have every girl at school coming after you.”

“Coming after me?” I gulped.

“Yeah, man. Especially when you beat Albert. Damn! You’ll be prom king for sure, and all the girls will want to go with you.”

“And do other stuff with you!” the sasquatch yelled from the other side of the lockers.

“Beat Albert?” I squeaked my question like a mouse.

“Yeah, man. We are counting on you to beat that guy. We can’t let Giant Gene and Fabulous Morgan say that kind of shit to Dr. King.”

“Was Fabulous Morgan the va— the man with the blond hair standing beside Gene?” I asked.

“Yeah, man. You are new, but that was the team from Lincoln High. They are our cross town rivals and are always nipping at our heels in all the sports. We still beat them though, and I can’t tell ya how good it feels,” the gargoyle said.

“We can’t be hot dogging though. Just have to keep our heads down and work. That is what the coaches want, but ugh!” the ant-boy growled and then slammed two of his six fists together. “I want to tell those guys where to shove their fucking egos. Coming into our house and throwing down the gloves like that. It will be wolf pack versus wolf pack at the next tournament.”

“Wolf pack versus wolf pack?” I asked as I finished the painful wiggle that got me into my shirt.

“Yeah, man. We are the Wild Wolves. They are the Timber Wolves. They frickin stole the theme from us. I’m telling you, Sherman. They are a bunch of assholes.”

“That’s crazy. Which school was around first?” I asked

“We were!” the boys growled, and I realized it was a stupid question. I knew how high school pride went, and it probably wouldn’t have mattered if Oak Grove High School was the new one. These guys would probably still think that Lincoln High School took the mascot from them.

“I uhhh, think that Dr. King wants to talk to me a bit before I head home,” I told the boys as I finished putting my glasses on. “I’ll see you guys at practice tomorrow.”

“Sure, man. Hey, good job today. We are all happy that you joined the team,” the gargoyle said as he held his hand out to me. I shook it cautiously, and the other boys shouted their agreement.

“Oh, I’m Titan by the way. I didn’t introduce myself earlier,” the gargoyle said with another nod.

“Ha. Sherman should already know. Titan is the school’s wrestling champ. I’m Tim,” the ant-boy said as he held out one of his many arms to me.

The rest of the team shouted out their names in unison, and I couldn’t really tell which name belonged to which boy. It didn’t matter in the end. I would be gone tonight, and while I felt relief that I wasn’t going to have to do the podcast, or do any more practice, I kind of liked the guys on my team, and they seemed to think that I was good at wrestling.

It felt weird to be noticed.

“I’ll see you all tomorrow,” I said as I made my stiff walk out of the locker room and toward Dr. King’s office.

It was dark outside now, and there were only a few lights on inside of the small classroom that connected the gym to Dr. King’s office. The werewolf’s door was closed, and I heard Mr. Hellsig shouting about the earth gods through the thick wood. I let out deep breath before I knocked and I wondered how I’d be able to get Dr. King to follow me into the hallways where Charlotte was.

I also kind of didn’t want my girlfriend to kill my wrestling coach. I was starting to like the guy.

But I also didn’t want to make Satan angry. He said we had to kill a werewolf and then set up a vampire to take the heat. He said this was a war. He said that I was working with him, and I could have anything I wanted as long as I helped the demons win against the devils, angels, monsters, and supernatural creatures.

I just had to do my part, and Charlotte wouldn’t have to serve Satan anymore.

“Sherman, you gonna stand out there all night? Or are you gonna step into the brain trust of the champions?” Dr. King called out as I debated knocking on the door to his office.

“Sorry, I didn’t want to interrupt,” I said as I opened the door.

“That’s okay, Sherman. We were waiting for you. Oh yeah. Why don’t you take a seat right here?” the werewolf said as he gestured to the only remaining chair in his cluttered office. Both Dr. King and Mr. Hellsig were already sitting, and their bulky bodies seemed to take up 80% of the room’s space. I almost felt as if I couldn’t step into the office without sliding up against one of the men’s shoulders.

“The power of the moon, stars, and the celestial bodies in the heavens have come together to provide us with this opportunity for victory. We will hold it with both of our warrior fists, AND WE SHALL NOT LET GO!” Mr. Hellsig seethed as he clenched his fists together.

“Oh yeah. Let me tell you, Sherman, this has been a long time coming. Gene and Morgan have been showboating and grandstanding for too long. Yeah. They’ve said all this stuff about how they are better than us. Yeah. Now, it is one thing to say something when it is the truth and you mean it, but if something isn’t the truth, and you keep saying it, and then you call someone else a liar for saying the truth. What does that make you?” Dr. King asked, and both of the over-muscled men turned to look at me as if they expected an answer.

“Uhhh, it, uhhh, means that they are, not… ahh nice people?” I asked.

“Oh yeah, Sherman, I couldn’t have said that better myself. Morgan and Gene are not nice people. Let’s not even talk about their wrestling prowess, which is, in all honesty, good. Oh yeah. Those two can wrestle. The problem I have with Gene and Morgan, other than the personal beef about my wife, is that they just aren’t setting a good example to their boys. There is just too much grandstanding and showboating. They are doing their hot dogging and not focusing on what they need to do to show those boys what it means to be real wrestlers, yeah. There is no honor in their deeds. Just ego. Oh yeah. It is a shame, too. I’m sure they have good boys over there, but the young men are getting twisted by the jealousy in Gene’s heart and the hubris that flows through Morgan’s veins. Yeah.”

“Gene,” the orc growled the name in a way that made it last about six seconds. “Needs to be taught the error of his ways. He needs to feel the earth crumble at his feet and the land give way to a hot molten magma that will burn his soul. Then, once he is bleached into a bone white by his understanding of the universe, he will emerge from the cave of inner conflict and be reborn as a man of worth!” The two men looked at me when the orc finished talking, and I risked a half smile.

“Uhh. Yeah,” I said cautiously. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to get Dr. King separated from Mr. Hellsig, and out into the hallway on the other side of school so that Charlotte could ambush him. I didn’t think that the succubus girl could take out both of the men alone. Heck, I didn’t even know how she planned on killing the giant werewolf. The man just seemed too powerful.

“Uhhh. Dr. King, I was wondering if we can talk about my training as we walk to the parking lot. It was still my first day of school, and I kind of want to get home as soon as I can.”

“Oh yeah. I got ya, Sherman. A good night’s sleep is important for a growing body. You can’t step into the squared circle without resting beforehand. Oh yeah. I’ll chat with you while we walk.” The werewolf nodded to the orc when he finished talking.

“I will close down the gym, and ensure that the other warriors that we train make it to their destinations without harm,” the orc said as he stood.

I didn’t know if the werewolf’s agreement to walk with me made me happy or sad. On one hand, I wanted us to be successful in our mission. On the other hand, the more time I spent with Dr. King, the more I liked him.

I liked this school also, but I didn’t want to get interviewed tomorrow for the school’s podcast, and I didn’t want to wrestle against that beefcake Albert from the other school. No, it would be better for Charlotte to do what Satan sent us here to do so that we could go on the next mission.

Then the next mission.

How long would I have to keep doing this? What kind of school would Satan tell us to visit next? Who would we have to fight? From my conversations with Satan, it seemed like he had a lot of enemies, and there were many sides to this war. We were just targeting the supernaturals now. Would I have to fight the monsters next? Then the angels? Then the devils? I could be transferring schools for years. It was better than dying, for sure, but I didn’t know if there was a way I’d be able to retire from Satan’s services. He said the war had been going on for over two thousand years. There was a possibility that I would spend the rest of my life being the eyes for Charlotte.

At least I was getting to spend time with the beautiful girl. That was more than worth it. I would have given anything to be with the woman of my dreams, so I supposed that this was a fair exchange.

“Let’s get going Sherman. Yeah. Do you have someone coming to pick you up? Do you need to use my phone?”

“No. I’ve got a phone. I can text,” I said as I reached into my pants pocket. I pulled out my cell phone and texted Charlotte: We are leaving the gym soon. Heading to parking lot as planned.

“Tomorrow morning we are going to work on your level change. Yeah. You’ve gotta be bobbing up and down like an ocean wave,” the werewolf said as he patted me on the back. I winced from the muscle pain when he touched me, but I didn't gasp.

“Tomorrow morning?” I asked.

“Oh yeah! You’ll need to be here at six-thirty for practice.” The man held open the door to his office, and I walked into the classroom.

“I thought we just had practice after school?” I asked, and dread filled my heart.

“Oh yeah, we do. Practice in the morning, and then one after school. Don’t worry, the one we did today was an easy one. You should be all fresh for tomorrow morning. Yeah.”

“Uhhh. Okay.” I reminded myself that I wouldn’t have to worry about practice tomorrow.

“How did you get started wrestling?” I asked the werewolf when we exited the classroom. The night air was crisp, and the chill helped to relieve some of the pain from my aching muscles. The sky had some clouds, but the stars and full moon cast a strange magenta glow on the empty buildings of the closed school.

“I was always into wrestling. Yeah. My mom and dad said I started when I was just a pup. Oh yeah. I was good in high school, and then just got better when I went to college. I even did some of that acting stuff to pay the bills when I was in college.”

“Acting stuff?” I asked as we crossed one of the roads that separated the rest of the school buildings from the athletic area of the campus.

“Oh yeah. You know, the stuff on TV. It’s wrestling but staged for the audience. Gene and I were friends back then, and he told me about it. Then we met Lady Bella, and we got real competitive with each other. Sometimes, women tend to do that. Oh yeah.” The man laughed and then slapped me on the back. “Do you have a girlfriend, Sherman?”

“Oh, uhh. No. I guess I don’t. There is a girl I really like, and I thought that she liked me, but then she kind of said that she didn’t, so I don’t know what to think,” I admitted as I thought of the conversation I had with Charlotte in Satan’s elevator.

“That sounds like most women. Oh yeah.” The werewolf laughed.

“She’s the only girl I’ve ever loved though. So I don’t know what to do.”

“Does she know how ya feel?” he asked

“Oh yeah, I’ve told her a few times.”

“Ohhh. See, Sherman. That’s your problem. I think. Yeah. See, when you love a woman. You shouldn’t tell her until you are sure that she also loves you. It just puts too much pressure on her to meet your expectations.”

“How would I know when the right time is to tell her? Is it too late?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t know. I only know that women are mysterious creatures. You just have to treat them nice, tell them what you like about them a lot, and then when you are positive that the one you love loves you, then you tell her. If you tell her too soon, you might scare her away. Women don’t want to break men’s hearts.”

“I see,” I said, even though I kind of didn’t really understand the strange werewolf’s words.

I had almost forgotten about Charlotte’s ambush, but then I realized that we had made it to the side of the building where she had planned the deed. The school buildings were all separated by an open quad so that students had to walk outside to go to different classrooms. I felt a flurry of mixed emotions flutter in my stomach, and my heart started to hammer in my chest. I didn’t want Charlotte to get hurt, so I hoped that she was able to dispatch Dr. King quickly, but I also didn’t want the man to die, since I kind of liked him. The conflicting thoughts warred in my head again, and I didn’t realize that Charlotte was crouching on the roof high above us until she was suddenly diving through the air at Mr. King.

She was like a silent arrow, and I only caught her movement because I was walking on the opposite side of the man from the moon, and her falling shadow darkened my face for half a moment. The light glimmered off her curved finger talons a second before she struck, and there was the sound of sharp blades ripping through fabric.

Dr. King let out a surprised yelp of pain, and then fell onto his hands and knees. In the pale moonlight, I could only see a bit of the wolf’s face, but I saw that he had a red slash over his face that seemed to divide his skull into symmetrical halves. I had seen Charlotte’s claws slice monsters into pieces with ease, so I expected the alpha werewolf to fall in twain in slow motion like some sort of bloody Japanese anime. Instead, the man just blinked his wolf eyes, and then stood to face my love.

“Stand back, Sherman. Speaking of mysterious women; this one needs to get an education in being rude. Oh yeah.” The werewolf flexed, and I saw Charlotte’s glowing purple eyes widen with surprise.

The succubus darted to her right side toward the building, and the werewolf pounced toward her. Dr. King moved with incredible speed, and his massive hands almost closed around the beautiful girl’s shoulders. She was just a hair faster though, and she ran up the outside wall of the classroom building half a dozen steps before she flipped off.

Her head floated a foot or so above Dr. King’s when she spun through the air, and the winged girl made a quick raking strike with her right hand. I actually saw her claws rip through his skull, but instead of a shower of brains and blood, there appeared to be no damage done to the giant werewolf.

“I don’t want to fight girls. Yeah. But you leave me with no choice, Bitch of Satan!” Dr. King shouted as he spun around. His body lifted into the air, and his fist slammed into Charlotte’s gut as if he was pulling a Street Fighter style dragon punch.

The succubus let out a gasp of air when the werewolf’s fist connected with her stomach, and she folded around his arm like a wet rag. The man moved to bring down his fist to smash her prone body into the concrete pathway, but the girl twisted around his arm, and he only ended up smashing his fist into the ground.

Charlotte seemed to have instantly recovered from the werewolf’s dragon punch, and she wrapped her lean legs around his bicep as she made a flurry of slashes against his face. Giant chunks of the wolf man’s skin and nose tore off with her attack and this time blood did spray everywhere, but I noticed that Dr. King seemed to heal instantly from Charlotte’s attacks. Almost as soon as she struck it was as if the damage hadn’t even happened to the man, and he didn’t even let out any sound of discomfort from her rapid removal of his face.

“Sherman, don’t worry. Yeah! I’ll protect you from this manifestation of evil. Watch my suplex technique!” The muscular wolf squeezed his arms together over his chest. The motion pinched Charlotte’s left leg against his neck. Then he bent over backwards with a smooth motion and slammed my love’s head into the grass next to the building.

I almost screamed her name with fear, but the sight of her skull smashing into the ground made my heart freeze, and my lungs lost all their ability to function. Charlotte tumbled from the man’s grip, and then she lay still on the ground for half a moment. The girl’s beautiful face was concealed by the grass, and her hair was spread out in a messy tangle.

“They are sneaky and might try to get ya when you turn your back. Oh yeah. Gotta power up the elbow!” Dr. King slapped his right elbow with his left hand three times, and then he leapt impossibly high into the air. He kind of twisted around in mid-jump, and he laid his body out horizontally so that his weight would land on the sharp tip of his downward elbow.

On Charlotte’s pretty head.

The succubus seemed to come out of her stunned state, and she rolled to her side while she looked up at the falling werewolf. I thought that my coach would still hit her, but the girl was quicker, and she spun out of the way at the last possible moment. Dr. King’s elbow smashed into the grass where her head had been only a moment before, and there was a sound of a shotgun blast going off inside of my skull.

Then Charlotte was on his back, and the claws on her fingers where ripping long cuts into the man’s tight shirt. Each attack ripped the fabric open to expose the man’s fur, but there was no blood or screams of pain from the man.

Dr. King reached behind him with his giant paws, but Charlotte rolled backwards off of his shoulders, and then did a flip to avoid his low spinning back fist.

“Hey. You aren’t half bad for a hellspawn. Too bad you choose to fight outside of the squared circle. Now you’ll have to die without honor. Oh yeah. You can’t be trying to attack Sherman and me without pro-vo-cation.”

The giant wolf-man made a forward kick that caught Charlotte at the end of her flip. It hit her in the stomach, and the girl flew like a struck tennis ball. She smacked into the side of the building two dozen feet from me, left a succubus sized dent in the white painted bricks there, and then bounced off the wall with a wet, breaking sound.

I fell to my knees, and it seemed like I felt the girl’s pain in my own body. She was bleeding from the back of her skull, and her left wing was bent in the middle at the wrong angle. She was hurt, really hurt, and I knew that I needed to help her somehow if she was going to be able to beat Dr. King. But how? I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t hope to take out this massive alpha werewolf. The last time my friend had gotten this injured was when we fought the tiger demons in hell. Charlotte had been gutted by Divyia’s claws, but she’d recovered when I had pulled her into the Bugatti and kissed her.

Would that work this time? Would I be able to kiss the succubus and heal her? Would it even help?

I stepped toward the girl, but I felt a large hand on my shoulder. I gasped and looked up at the towering werewolf. His yellow eyes glared into mine, and my body turned to ice. He knew that I was in love with Charlotte. He knew that we were working together to kill him, and now he was going to kill me.

“Best not to get too close. The succubi are crafty bitches. Yeah. I can appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m gonna take care of this one. I’ll tap you in if I need you.” Dr. King pulled me behind his broad back as he spoke, and I almost yelled at him to leave her alone.

But then he would have surely killed me, and I wouldn’t be able to free her from Satan’s power.

“Where did she go?” he asked, and I peered from behind his waist to see that Charlotte had disappeared. I hadn’t seen the girl move, and my head darted around to try to find her in the light of the moon.

“I still smell her. She’s around here somewhere. They feed off of the life force of men and boys. She must have thought you would be easy prey once she took care of me. Yeah. No one messes with Dr. Madness and gets away with it. Oh yeah. Look sharp, Sherman. She might try to pounce on ya. Remember the takedown I taught you today. You pin her, and I’ll do the count. Yeah.”

“I don’t know if I can--” I felt the wind whip past me, and the blur that was Charlotte connected her jump kick perfectly with Dr. King’s wolf snout. The man’s head actually snapped to the side, and he stumbled back a few massive steps.

The succubus crouched and made a slashing cross attack against his right knee with her right hand. I saw her cut connect perfectly where the man’s kneecap was, and then she twisted around to her right to follow through with her left hand at the same spot. The giant wolf was still stumbling backward, and she followed up with another half dozen slicing attacks across his thighs. Any single one of those attacks should have cut open the man’s skin, muscles, and bone as if they were made of butter, but they did nothing more than tear perfect slices in his tight wrestling pants.

Her attacks had pushed the huge wolf out of her striking range, and she landed a shin kick against the same knee she had tried to cut before. There was a snapping sound of wood breaking when she struck, and Dr. King did howl with agony. Then Charlotte spun around to deliver a roundhouse kick to his face. This also connected, and the werewolf spun around in a half circle.

Charlotte pushed her hands out, and a strange teal glow formed where her palms were. An instant later a blue ball of hot hellfire sprang from her arms and it traveled the six feet through the air to connect with the back of the werewolf. Dr. King let out a howl of despair, and his entire body erupted into flames. The fireball that Charlotte used looked almost exactly like what the rakshasis had used against us in Hell, and I wondered if the succubus had learned it somehow.

Dr. King was rolling on the grass while he howled, and Charlotte took a cautious step toward him. Her wing still looked broken, and she was kind of limping on her right leg, so I guessed that she was really hurting. I wanted to run to her side and comfort her, but I didn’t think Dr. King was quite dead yet, and my legs were frozen in their spot on the concrete.

“Oh yeah!” the werewolf screamed as he rocketed to his feet. Part of him was still on fire, and most of him was smoking, but he didn’t appear to be really hurt. “I’m just getting warmed up!” He jumped toward Charlotte, and the succubus cart wheeled to her left before his claws could rip her in half.

The werewolf left a trail of ash behind him when he dashed forward, and the air was starting to smell like burnt fur. All of Charlotte’s earlier attacks hadn’t seemed to injure the massive wolf, but the fireball had, and the burn marks on his furry body weren’t healing. This wasn’t a video game, so I obviously didn’t see a health bar over the man’s head that measured his damage, but I guessed that Charlotte’s blast had taken about 10% of his life off.

But the beautiful succubus girl was hurt a lot more.

The werewolf did a spinning leg sweep that Charlotte leapt over with her knees pressed to her breasts. Her wings flapped a single time, and they yanked her away a foot from Dr. King so that she avoided his rising uppercut. The man still had a much longer reach than she did, and she had to frantically block his next series of clawed punches with her forearms. The succubus normally wore a stoic expression on her face when she fought, but her beautiful face was now contorted in a grimace, and I guessed that her injured wing was hurting her.

The werewolf dashed forward with a roll, and Charlotte tumbled to the side half a second before his tumble ended in a low kick. Dr. King seemed to have expected her to dodge that way though, and he threw a spinning back fist at my friend’s pretty face. She ducked under it just in the nick of time, and then she made a half a dozen slashing attacks with her clawed fingers at the man’s exposed chest.

None of them seemed to even faze the alpha werewolf.

“Your attacks don’t work on me. Yeah! You gotta have the cream,” he said as he darted forward to clinch with the smaller girl’s shoulders.

“You gotta have the power to be sour.” He brought up his knee to Charlotte’s stomach, and the girl bent over with a gasp. “You gotta be funky like a monkey!” He slammed one of his massive fists into her back between her wings, and the girl collapsed into the grass next to the building with the sound of ten celery stalks being ripped apart. “And you gotta let the beat. Go. On.” Each of his last words were punctuated with a stomp of the man’s wrestling boot into my dream girl’s broken back.

I didn’t know when I had started screaming, but I realized that I was screaming, and I wanted to run to Charlotte’s side. The girl was getting brutalized, and if she wasn’t already dead, she was really close.

I didn’t want Charlotte to die.

“Then you gotta do the finishing move!” the werewolf shouted over the sound of my screech as he kicked the winged girl in the side of her stomach. It was a brutal movement, and it caused her to spin around on the ground so that she was facing up. The beautiful girl’s eyes were closed, and she didn’t see Dr. King jump impossibly high into the air, fold his knees underneath him, and then fall onto her stomach.

“Oh yeah! Snap into a succubus!” he shouted as Charlotte’s body bent around his knee.

“No!” I screamed again, and the giant werewolf looked up to me with surprise.

“Yeah, Sherman. I know you are worried about showboating and grandstanding. I’m gonna call this fight over. Let me just take out the trash. Yeah.” Dr. King reached down to Charlotte’s legs, grabbed her by the ankles, and then he started to spin around like a top. The beautiful girl still looked as if she was unconscious in his grip, and she didn’t open her eyes when he tossed her. Charlotte flew through the air as if she was a thrown discus, and she traveled into the night sky a good two hundred yards before I lost sight of her.

“That was a good rumble. Yeah. Wish she would have let me know that she wanted to step into the squared circle before she attacked, but I give her credit for being a contender. Yeah. You okay there, Sherman?”

“Ahhh. No,” I gasped.

“Did she hurt you at all? They go after young men a lot. You might have been able to wrestle her, but it was easier for me because my heart belongs to Lady Bella. Oh yeah. She’s the love of my life, and no succubus can fool me with hell powers. Where are you hurt?” he asked as his burnt hands grabbed onto my shoulder. His grip was much softer than I would have thought, but I still gasped with terror.

“Uhhh. I’m not hurt,” I squeaked. “Cha— the succubus, is she dead?”

“Naw. I went easy on her. Don’t like hurting girls much. Yeah. Not a fair fight. Those ones are mean, though. Real mean. She’ll not want to mess with you anymore. Oh yeah. I brought her to school, and then sent her to do her homework.”

“Uhh. You are smoking. Are you hurt?” I asked as my heart hammered in my chest. I was relieved to hear the man say that he didn’t think Charlotte was dead, but she looked really hurt, and I didn’t know how we were going to be able to accomplish Satan’s mission now.

“I’m at exactly one million percent. That’s even better than one hundred percent. Oh yeah. Let’s continue on to your car. I’m thinking that the bad guys might not like you joining our team, and that is why they are sending the good looking ladies to distract you. It happens a lot with us tough sports guys. Yeah. You need to find a woman that is going to support you for who you are, and doesn’t try to suck the life out of you through sexual activity. Yeah. That’s so bad that it isn’t good. Yeah.”

The werewolf gestured for me to follow him, and I glanced back in the direction that he had thrown Charlotte. I still didn’t see the woman, and I hoped that she was okay. I wanted nothing more than to run through the quad and find where Dr. King had thrown her, but I guessed that the alpha werewolf would just figure out that the succubus and I were working together, and he’d probably kill me. Then not only would we fail Satan’s mission, but I’d be dead.

“Which car is yours?” he asked when made it to the school parking lot.

I saw the Volkswagen Jetta that Charlotte had driven here, but I didn’t see the girl anywhere. This was going to be a problem because I didn’t know how to get rid of the man now. If he waited around, he might decide to go looking for Charlotte. Or, he might figure out that the two of us were together. I didn’t have the keys to the car, or really know how to drive.

“My uhhh, ride isn’t here yet. I can just wait alone. It is no big deal,” I said to the werewolf.

“When a chicken hawk is looking for ducks he has to fly with the other eagles so he doesn’t get confused. Yeah.” The man patted me on the head with a massive paw. “Did you send them a message with your mo-bile phone?”

“Yeah, but they might be unpacking, since we just moved. I can just walk home,” I said with a forced grin. I needed to get rid of this guy so that I could find Charlotte.

My phone started vibrating in my pocket, and I did my best to step away from Dr. King so I could look at it without the man seeing the screen.

The caller ID said: Satan. Lord of Evil and Master of Hell.

I fought against my terror, and smashed my fingers against the screen in an effort to kill the light from it so that the giant werewolf didn’t see. The device stopped buzzing, and turned to look up at Dr. King. He had his hands over his goggle sunglasses and was sniffing the air.

“Was that your ride?” he asked.

“No. Just a friend from back, uh, home,” I said.

“Yeah. Friends are good. They can help you with your cream. When you need to rise to the top, they can be the ones to support you. Sherman, I’d like to take you home. The school doesn’t feel safe for scrappy fighters like you. Giant Gene is a showboater, and a hot dogger. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent that girl to getcha. Yeah. Let me give you a ride home in my Madness Machine.” The wolf man gestured to the neon camo painted jeep that was on the far side of the parking lot. It was one of those off-roading models, with tires that went up to my chest, a raised suspension, and an open top. The yellow paint job made the vehicle glow in the moonlight, and it shone almost brighter than the lamps shining down on the almost empty parking lot.

“That is a good idea. Yeah,” I said, and realized that I was starting to talk a bit like the man. This would give Charlotte a chance to recover, and I could call her as soon as I got home. If she didn’t answer, I would run back to school and look for her. Our apartment was only a few miles away.

“Get in the Madness Machine, and hold onto your shorts! Oh yeah!” The werewolf let out a long howl as soon as he jumped into the driver's seat of the Jeep, and I had to kind of rock-climb my way up the tire, body, and door before I could get inside.

The engine roared to life when he turned the key, and he slammed on the gas to peel out of the parking lot. The Jeep fishtailed a bit when we hit the road, and I grabbed onto the oh shit handle attached to the glove box so that the seatbelt didn’t cut into my shoulder.

“Where are your digs?” He barked over the sound of the air rushing past the top of the open car.

“Make a right at the second intersection. Then the first left. My building is on the left there.” All the video games I played made me great at directions, and we pulled up to the apartment complex a few minutes later.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning for practice. Oh yeah. You did real good today Sherman. You’ve got the potential for cream. I’ve just got to rub it out of you! Then you’ll be too much for that Albert kid to handle. Yeah!”

“Uhhh, okay. Thank you for the ride,” I said, and then I remembered that the werewolf thought that he had defended me from Charlotte’s attack “And thanks for protecting me from the succubus.”

“That’s just what heroes do, Sherman. They fight to help their friends. Oh yeah. See ya tomorrow!” the man howled like a wolf again and then the Jeep peeled out, flipped around on the narrow street with a turn that seemed too tight and wobbly to be possible, and then sped down the road in the opposite direction.

As soon as I didn’t see the Jeep anymore, I grabbed my phone and called Charlotte.


Chapter 6
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I found the succubus curled into a fetal position under the stairs of one of the school buildings on the other side of the quad from where she had fought Dr. King. The girl was bleeding out of her mouth, and one of her eyes was swollen shut. I hadn’t even seen her get punched on her face, but she told me she’d done a face plant there when the alpha werewolf had tossed her across the quad.

“Does he suspect you?” she gasped when I picked her up in my arms. Her right wing was torn, and I had to kind of keep her upright a bit so that the injured part wouldn’t get caught up with my arm.

“No, I don’t think so. He thought that you were attacking me,” I whispered as I took the first couple of steps away from the stairs. My body was an aching mess from the PE class and wrestling practice, but I was somehow finding the strength to carry the injured girl. It was probably because I loved her so much, and I knew I would do anything to protect her.

I should have stepped in and defended her against Dr. King.

“Good. I’m glad you didn’t do something stupid. Like try to defend me and fight the werewolf. Then I’d be picking bits and pieces of you off of the buildings.”

“Uhhh. Yeah. I uhh, thought you didn’t want me to get involved.”

“Sherman,” she coughed. “I’m hurt.”

“Just relax. I’ll take you to the car,” I said. The girl’s words made my heart ache, but I knew that my pain was nothing compared to what she felt. The first few steps with her in my arms had felt fine, but now my biceps were starting to scream and my fingers were numb.

“I don’t think I can drive home. I’m so tired,” she muttered into my chest.

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked. I was darting under each of the buildings and peering into the moonlit center of the school quad. I didn’t want anyone to see me.

“Are you, uh, visible to them? Do you look human now?” Dr. King had known she was a succubus, but I saw through the disguises all the time, so I didn’t know if she still looked like a demon.

“I’m in my human form. I can’t maintain if for much longer.”

“You have to maintain it?” I asked.

“Kind of, just when I’m hurt like this. I just want to pass out. You’ll have to drive home. The keys are in my jeans pocket.” We had reached the parking lot, and my arms, back, and legs were begging me to drop the girl. I didn’t listen to them, and managed somehow to fish the keys out of the front pocket of her tight jeans without getting distracted.

Then we were in the car, I had started the engine, and I was backing out of the parking spot.

“I thought you didn’t have a license,” she said with a cough that poured a half cup of blood down her chin and onto her already red stained shirt.

“I don’t. I drove the car in hell remember? I play a lot of video games. You are really hurt. Let me drive.”

“I’ll be fine. We need to talk about our…” her voice trailed off, and I risked a quick glance at her. Even though she was bruised, battered, and covered with muddy blood, I still thought she was the most beautiful woman in the entire world. My heart almost stopped beating, but then she opened her purple eyes and gave me a grimace.

“Yeah. Just not used to getting my ass kicked. Ha,” she coughed out the laugh. “Ever since I met you I feel like I’ve been--”

“My phone is ringing,” I interrupted her. I had just pulled into the parking space assigned to us at the apartment, and I reached into my pocket.

I already guessed who it was, and I showed the screen to Charlotte. She nodded, and I answered it on the speaker of my phone.

“Hi Satan,” I said.

“Sherman, Sherman, Sherman. My favorite secret agent. You didn’t answer the phone earlier. Did you listen to my voicemail?” he asked.

“Uh, no. We were fighting the werewolf.”

Charlotte sighed after I spoke, and she closed her glowing eyes.

“Ahh! You should have listened to the voicemail. I told a joke.”

“Oh, uhh, well I can listen to it--”

“It’s one of my favorites. Here it is:” I heard Satan clear his throat across the phone line, and Charlotte made a heavy sigh.

“A poor man walking in the forest feels close enough to God to ask, ‘God, what is a million years to you?’

God replies, ‘My son, a million years to you is like a second to me.’

The man asks, ‘God, what is a million dollars to you?’

God replies, ‘My son, a million dollars to you is less than a penny to me. It means almost nothing to me.’

The man asks, ‘So God, can I have a million dollars?’

And God replies, ‘In a second. ’Ha!”

Satan started laughing, and I looked to Charlotte so that she could explain the joke to me. It didn’t really seem that funny, but then again, I didn’t have quite the same sense of humor that the Lord of Evil had.

“It is funny because it was just like him. Ha!” the demon king laughed again.

“Did you take care of that werewolf? How about the vampire? I’ve got the next assignment ready for you.”

“Ummm, no, uhh actually,” I said after a thousand better sounding answers flew around in my head and then exited before I could speak them.

“No? Wadda you mean? No? Sherman, I’m not paying you to go on vacation with your girlfriend. You’ve gotta be taking out the garbage. Actually, she’s gotta be taking out the garbage. You’ve just gotta tell her which sack to lift. This isn’t rocket science.” Satan’s voice didn’t sound very angry, it just sounded a bit annoyed.

I still didn’t think that pointing out to him that he wasn’t actually paying me would be very smart.

“He is really powerful, Satan. He kind of, uhhh.” I looked again at Charlotte, but she was leaning her head against the window of the car, and she didn’t seem that interested in our conversation. “He hurt Charlotte.”

“He hurt Charlotte?” he seemed a bit surprised.

“Uhh, yeah. He, like, really hurt her bad.” I kind of thought that the succubus girl should be having this conversation with him, but she didn’t seem to be conscious anymore. She was still breathing, but I worried about trying to carry her up the stairs to our new apartment. I didn’t think that I had the strength.

“Where is she?”

“She’s in the car. I managed to get her here. She is--”

“I guess it is an alpha. Probably has healing.”

“Healing?” I asked.

“Yeah. Like in those comic books with the guy that has the claws.”

“Wolverine?” I asked, and I did a bad job of hiding my surprise.

“Yeah, that guy. A lot of the stronger alpha wolves get magical powers. The ones that get the healing are a bit hard to kill. You have to use silver, or fire. A lot of silver or fire. I mentioned that to you both when I briefed you before the mission. You’re gonna have to figure out how to do it.”

“But he knows about Charlotte, and --”

“Does he know about you?” Satan asked. “Does he know you are trying to kill him?”

“Uh. No,” I confirmed.

“Good. So you just need to get some silver and put the death on him old fashioned style.”

“Old fashioned style?” I asked.

“Sherman, Sherman, Sherman. I can’t be doing all the thinking for you. I’m giving you Charlotte to work with. If you are gonna tell me that she just isn’t good enough that’s fine. I’ll send another one of my girls to work with you, and Charlotte can come back to hell.”

“Oh, okay, she is hurt. If you can send someone to--”

“Of course, the one I send would probably become your new partner. I don’t have much use for a succubus assassin that isn’t very good at her job. It’s a shame. Charlotte used to be one of my best. I’ve got plenty of others though, and they are all excited about getting to know you a lot better. Just say the word, and I’ll replace what you’ve got with a new model.”

“No. That is okay. I’ll get it figured out with Charlotte,” I said quickly.

“Good!” He growled. “That’s the kind of can-do attitude that I’m looking for with my pawns. Keep it up and you’ll do well for me.”

“Uhhh. Okay,” I said.

“So I’ll follow up with you tomorrow. You should be able to have it all taken care of by then.”

“Tomorrow?” I wasn’t actually thinking about killing Dr. King tomorrow. Instead, I was thinking about the podcast interview Charlotte had committed me to, the wrestling practices that had made my entire body sore, and the fact that my partner might not be well enough to go to school tomorrow. How was I going to do any of those things alone?

“Yeah. I’m confident in your go getting attitude. You remind me a lot of me. Maybe a bit less handsome, and muscular, and evil, but you’ve got this charm that I really like. Would just be a shame to kill you if you didn’t do as I asked.”

“Kill me?”

“Naw! I’d never do that, Sherman! We are pals, and pals don’t kill each other. That is kind of why Charlotte is there,” Satan explained.

“Wait, Charlotte is here to kill me?” I felt my blood freeze.

“Naw, Sherman, you are getting all confused. You need to focus on the mission. If you don’t get it done, I’ll just have to kill Charlotte and replace her with someone that doesn’t have all those feelings for you.”

“Does Charlotte have feelings for me? How do you--”

“Oh! I just remembered that I’m missing an episode of The Bachelor. My DVR is going, but I’m gonna need to get some snacks ready. Do you ever watch that show, Sherman?”

“Uhhh. No. Isn’t it like, about a guy that dates all these women to--”

“We’ll have to watch an episode when you come back to Hell. We’ll talk later. Toodles!”

My phone went dead and I double checked the screen to ensure that he’d actually hung up. I put the phone back in my pocket and then looked at Charlotte. Her breaths leaked from her blood stained mouth in ragged gasps, but her face looked peaceful. I guessed that the demon woman was tough, but I didn’t know how damaged she actually was, and I didn’t want to risk hurting her any more by moving her.

But I couldn’t leave her in the car. She’d said she could hardly keep her disguise up, and for all I knew, she looked like an actual winged succubus instead of a human girl. No, I’d need to carry her up to our apartment, and get her into bed without anyone seeing her.

I got out of the car and ran to the stairwell. It was a bit after seven, and I figured that people were either eating dinner or watching TV, so I didn’t see anyone. I ran back to our car on aching legs, and then unlocked the passenger door where Charlotte was passed out.

Half a minute later I had her in the apartment resting on her sleeping bag on top of her cot. We’d bought the camping equipment on the way to this city, and the rest of our meager possessions were still boxed up in the living room.

“Charlotte?” I asked as her head rolled to the side. She didn’t answer, nor did it look like she was breathing anymore. I reached out hesitantly with my fingers and rested them on her throat. I didn’t know if succubi had pulses, so this might have been futile, but I did feel a slow beating.

I recalled the last time she had been seriously injured. Charlotte had seemed to heal completely when I kissed her. That had to be because she was a succubus, and they fed off sexual power. Should I kiss her now? The idea made me a bit nervous because she was unconscious. I didn’t want to take advantage of the situation. In the Bugatti, she had returned my kiss, and that might have been how she recovered. I didn’t know for sure how the magic worked. I didn’t think she was going to die, so I would wait until she woke up. Then I would ask her if she wanted to kiss me.

I moved from the side of her bed and then went back down to our car. Both of our backpacks were in the trunk, and I took them back into the apartment, used all the locks on the front door, double checked out the window that no one was watching us from outside, set a full glass of water on the floor beside Charlotte, and then brushed my teeth. She hadn’t awoken when I finished getting ready for bed, and I guessed that she just needed to sleep for the full night. Our rooms were across the hall from each other, and I left both of our doors open so that I could hear if she called out for me.

I was beyond exhausted from all the physical activity combined with the stress, and sleep came to me just as my head hit my own pillow.


Chapter 7
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“Are you going to be okay here alone all day?” I asked her over our breakfast of cereal and toast.

“Yes, I’ll be fine,” she grunted as she reached across the table with her left hand to grab the carton of milk. Her arm shook when she picked it up and she missed a bit of her pour into the bowl.

“I can help!” I said as I reached to assist her.

“No, I’m fine. Just need some time to recover.” Her words came out with a bit of a growl, but she didn’t look at me.

“You look a lot better than you did last night,” I said, and the succubus raised her eyes to mine and tilted her head. Her wing was still torn, and she still had the giant bruise over her eye.

“Uh, well, you always look beautiful! But last night you were all covered with blood, and you weren’t talking, and it didn’t seem like you were breathing for a few moments. I checked your pulse, and it seemed like you were fine, but then I thought about ki--” I stopped myself mid-syllable, and the rest of the word bounced back into my throat. Charlotte didn’t need to know that I had wanted to kiss her while she was unconscious. That is all sorts of creepy. I thought about asking her if she wanted me to kiss her, but she did seem to have healed some, and I didn’t want to risk the embarrassment of her telling me no.

“I took a shower and changed,” she smirked at me and then gestured to her shirt. It was yellow and had a smiling sun embroidered between the curves where her perfect breasts peaked against the cotton.

“Oh. Yeah. Well, umm. Did you hear what Satan said on the phone last night?” I asked.

“Some, but I couldn’t stay awake anymore. Thanks for putting me in my bed.”

“Uhh. Yeah. It wasn’t a big deal. That is what friends do, right?”

“Friends?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Mmmm, we are friends right?” I asked, and my heart started to hammer in my chest.

“Succubi don’t have friends,” she said before she raised a spoonful of cereal to her mouth. It was Kix brand stuff, and the food looked like little yellow marbles.

“Well, you are my friend,” I muttered as I looked at my own bowl.

“I know. Sorry. You are mine as well. Sherman, I really like you. Thanks for taking care of me. Sorry that you had to do that. I didn’t plan for the werewolf to have that much power. What did Satan say on the phone? He said this bad joke and then I don’t remember anything else.

“He, uhh, said he wanted me to figure it out, and he wanted to talk again tonight.”

“I can’t go to school. This werewolf knows that I tried to kill him, and he’ll be able to smell me now. We need a new plan. I’ll think about it today while you are there. Maybe you can get more info on him?”

“He can smell you?” I asked.

“Yes. Well, there are probably a lot of scents at school. So he might not be able to pick me out of the lunchtime quad traffic, but he’ll know me if we are in the same room or if I walk next to him.”

“Oh, so you won’t be going to school anymore?” I asked with a bit of dread. I had suspected that this would be the case last night.

“No. It is too risky. You also need to be careful. He’ll probably smell the blood on you.”

“I took a shower, and--”

“You need to take another one before you leave, and wear some of the new clothes that we bought. You can’t take the car to school either, because it smells like me and it will get on you. So you’ll have to walk.”

“Okay,” I said as I looked at the clock. There was still plenty of time to make it there, but then I let out a gasp and shot to my feet. “I’ve got wrestling practice in twenty minutes!”

“Go take another shower! Wash yourself off twice,” she ordered, and I dashed back into my bathroom.

Ten minutes later I was opening the front door to leave. I was still dripping wet, and had new clothes on that I’d just taken out of one of my boxes. I carried my backpack in my arms, and I wondered if the werewolf would be able to smell traces of Charlotte on it.

“I’ll think of something today, just keep your head down. I won’t be able to protect you if anything happens.” She hadn’t moved from her spot at the kitchen table, and I wondered if she was actually feeling well. Should I ask if she wanted to kiss me? Would it make her feel better?

“Okay. Ummm. I guess I’ll see you tonight.” I realized I was chickening out.

“Yeah. I’ll see you tonight. Have a good day, Sherman.” The beautiful girl gave me a slight smile, and I felt a group of butterflies flutter in my stomach.

I had to run part of the way to school, but I got to the gym just as the rest of the team was suiting up. The boys all looked a bit sleepy, and there were no conversations about girls. Half a minute later I was changed and doing my warm up exercises on the mat with Coach Hellsig. My body was still a bit sore from yesterday’s training, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would have been. I felt a surprising amount of energy in my muscles, and I finished the warm up without feeling like I was going to die.

“Yeah. The pack of wolves is going to be eating from the carcass of the wooly mammoth tonight!” Dr. King did a little elbow pump when we finished our warm-ups. “The hunting is going to be good. Yeah. Now, I worked with Sherman a bit yesterday, but he’s getting into form real good. I’m gonna spend another quarter of an hour with him while you all pair up, and then we are going to run some drills. That will be it for the morning. Yeah. But don’t think that this means we aren’t going to have an intense night of practice!” He pointed a massive finger at the group of us. “No sirs. We are going to be going hard tonight, so make sure you are getting a good lunch in. Packed with meat and spices! Oh yeah! Let’s break up into pairs.”

The rest of the morning practice went by quickly. I expected Dr. King to mention something about the battle last night, but he didn’t say anything beyond showing me the wrestling moves and then asking me to practice on him. I did my best, but the wolf man was probably two feet taller than me, and outweighed me by at least a hundred and fifty pounds. After my dozenth attempt to do a takedown, I almost pointed out our size difference, but the man stopped me with a wave of his hand.

“You’re a scrappy monkey flying high up over the mountains in chicken hawk form. In the ring, we put everyone against equal sized opponents. Yeah, but in the squared circle of life, you might be off balance, or on balance, or anywhere in-between. But nothing means nothing, and you are going to have to learn the heart of a champion along with the brain for-taa-tude of a chess player if you want to beat someone that is a lot bigger than you. Oh yeah. So make sure you are executing the technique correctly. That is how you’ll make the dive and transform from the monkey to the stegosaurus.”

“Got it,” I said, even though I only really understood that I wasn’t doing the move correctly. I recalled what the muscular man had taught me a few moments ago, and realized that I wasn’t putting my glutes into the lifting movement of the take down with the snap he had told me. I did it again, and this time I managed to pull the giant wolfman’s leg out from under him. He tumbled down to the pad of the mat with a howl of glee, and I felt a smile come to my face.

“Now pin me!” he shouted as I frantically tried to grapple with the squirming giant. He was obviously going easy on me, but lifting his arm felt like lifting a couch while I sat upon the cushions.

“There ya go. Oh yeah!” he encouraged when I locked his elbow in a loop I’d made with my own arms. I was lying on top of him, and he made a mock countdown before slapping the mat.

“You won! Oh yeah! Great job. Give me five,” he said after we had both sprung to our feet and slapped hands.

“Thanks!” I’d only been wrestling for a day, but I couldn’t wipe the smile off of my face. This was a lot of fun, and Dr. King was a great teacher.

“Yeah. Let’s do it a few more times, so it sticks to your noodle like glue in a sandbox. Drop me again!” he commanded, and I executed the takedown perfectly.

He had me do it three more times and then we started the drill work with the rest of the team. Finally, it was time for us to shower up and head to our first morning class. It was with Mr. Hellsig, and he told me that he would “see me again when the gods chose to spare our simple existences with one of their many gazes of causal assessment!” which I guessed was his way of saying: “I’ll see you soon.”

“You’re good, Sherman,” Titan said as he wrapped one of his stone arms around my shoulder. I’d never had a boy my age show me any sort of affection, and I half expected him to follow up the movement with a punch to my stomach.

“Ummm. Thanks. I feel like I don’t know what I am doing,” I said as we walked toward the locker room.

“Really? You seem to know the techniques. How long were you in Japan for?”

“Ahhh, I’m not-- hey, what is that?” I asked as I pointed to the trophy case on the wall. We were walking right by it, and one of them caught my eye.

“The trophies? What do you mean?” he asked as he took his arm from my shoulders and stepped closer to the glass. I wasn’t wearing my glasses, so it was a bit hard to see things from far away.

“That one isn’t a gold color,” I said as I gestured to the hunk of metal near the front.

“Ahhh, that was one that the school won the first year. It was the national championships.”

I looked at the trophy closer. It was a silver color, and the dense way it reflected the light of the gym almost made it seem like the real silver that I’d seen with the flatware that my mother would sometimes use for Thanksgiving meals.

“The date says 1790?” I asked as I looked at the base of the thing.

“Yeah! Ha! We all joke that the first trophy that the school ever won has a misprint. Kind of funny, huh?”

“It looks like real silver,” I said.

“Yeah. It is. You should see Coach Hellsig freak out when he cleans the case. I think he would marry that thing if he could. Ha!”

“You aren’t kidding with me? It is actual silver?” I asked as I looked at the gargoyle boy and then back to the arm sized trophy. It was just a simple monolith type design with four sides that came to a point at the top. It almost looked as if it could be used as a vampire stake, but the point wasn’t quite narrow enough.

“It is! Hey, let’s hit the showers, don’t want to be late for class. You’ve got Hellsig, right? He’ll get mad if you are late.”

“Yeah, okay,” I said as I gave the trophy case one last glance. It was locked, but I guessed that I could find the keys in Dr. King’s office.

“Oh, and don’t you have that podcast interview today with Kristen? The whole school is talking about it,” Titan asked.

“Oh… yeah,” I sighed and then brought my hands to my face. I didn’t think that I’d even be at school today. Ugh. How was I going to lie through this interview?


Chapter 8
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“Sherman! You are here!” Kristen said after she opened the door to the media room. It was lunch time, and the angel girl had invited Charlotte and me to eat with them yesterday. I was a bit nervous about coming here by myself, but I was even more nervous about eating alone at a new school.

“Yeah. I uhhh--”

“Did your sister come to school today? I didn’t see her in class this morning,” Rose said as she poked her head from around the corner of the door.

“She is feeling sick.” I shrugged. “I kind of didn’t want to eat alone so--”

“Oh, that’s totally fine! Come inside!” Kristen opened the door the rest of the way and beckoned for me to enter.

The room was smaller than I had expected. It was still classroom sized, but one corner had a large sound booth set up, the center area was composed of half a dozen large monitored computers, and the rest of the room consisted of a bunch of smaller tables jammed together so that it formed a sort of conference table. Ten other kids were sitting around the larger table eating their lunches, but they didn’t stop their conversation until Kristen cleared her throat.

“Hi guys, you heard me talk about Sherman yesterday. He’s going to be joining us for lunch! Then we’ll do his podcast right after school today!” Kristen clapped her hands together and went about introducing me to everyone.

Lily, Rose, and Kristen were the only angel girls. There was one angel boy named Kevin, but the other kids were a mixture of the enemy races. There was even a devil boy sitting at the far side of the table. He had horns, scales around his neck, and eyes that burned into mine like fire. He did smile at me, though, and Kristen introduced him as Mitch, the school photographer.

“I prefer to be called a photojournalist,” he said. “I try to tell a story with each of my shots. I’m going to be taking some pictures of you during the podcast so that we can have them in the newspaper.”

“Newspaper?”

“Yep! That is my deal-ee-oh,” Rose said as she gestured for me to sit down next to her at the table. “Kristen does the podcast, I manage the newspaper, and Lily does everything on the internet. Everyone else here does all the writing and editing.”

“And the photojournalism,” Mitch added with a roll of his red abyssal eyes.

“And the photojournalism. Of course! We can’t have any of it without cool pictures!”

“Well, we could still have the podcast,” Kristen added with a wink, and the rest of the kids started laughing.

“How often do you do a newspaper?” I asked.

“Twice a month,” Rose answered. “The next one is coming out this Friday, so we’ll be able to fit in all the juicy questions from the podcast, and get the pictures done. I’ve got a great spot for your feature on the front page.”

“Front page?” I winced, and felt my heart forget to beat for a few moments.

“Yeah! It isn’t every day that we get a champion wrestler and pro gamer that lived in Japan transferring to our school!”

“Which games did you help design?” Mitch asked as he chewed on a bite of his sandwich.

“Oh, my God! Chew with your mouth closed!” Lily yelled at him.

“What?” he asked with a surprised look on his evil face.

“It’s not out yet. I was just play--”

“Shhh,” Kristen interrupted me. “Sherman, we are going to save all those juicy questions for the podcast. I have a bunch of them!” Her eyes glittered with excitement, and I felt another shock of terror pass through me.

“I’m really nervous about doing this. I’m not used to being interviewed. Do you think there is a way we could--”

“Aren’t you used to getting interviewed?” Mitch asked.

“Uhhh. Not really.”

“That seems weird. I play a bunch of video games and follow some pro gamers. They are always getting interviewed. I looked you up on the internet last night, and I couldn’t find anything about you. Which company did you work for in Japan?” The devil boy’s voice didn’t seem to be mocking me, but his red eyes were narrowed.

“I signed an NDA. So I can’t talk too much about it,” I lied. Part of me just wanted to come clean, but Charlotte had kind of painted me into a corner yesterday. Granted, she had thought we wouldn’t be here today for me to do the interview, but I didn’t know how much longer I could keep lying. Maybe this whole thing would blow over once I bumbled my way through the questions. I was just something shiny and new, but people would get bored with me and forget about my presence in the next few days.

People always forgot about me.

Except for Charlotte.

Well… and Satan.

“So are you more of an RTS gamer? Or driving gamer? Or fighting gamer?” Mitch asked with feigned boredom as he chewed on his sandwich.

“Oh! That is a good question! I’ll have to ask that in the podcast!” Kristen said with a smile. “What is RTS?”

“Real Time Strategy,” both the devil boy and I said in unison.

“I’m good at a lot of games, but I’m best with fighters,” I said.

“I see,” the devil boy said as he set down his sandwich. His eyes met mine with a red glow of hatred, and he stood from his chair. He pointed out a finger that ended in a sharp nail and then shouted loudly, “I challenge you to a duel!”

Silence descended on the room, and the kids glanced between the two of us with a shocked expression. Mitch didn’t seem to notice their surprise since his unblinking gaze didn’t shift from my face.

“I’m a bit out of practice,” I whispered.

“That sounds like you are chickening out,” he huffed. “I thought you were this pro gamer.”

“I just haven’t played in a few days, that’s all, and I don’t see a system or TV--”

“We have a projector and a PlayStation in the wall over there.” Mitch gestured over his shoulder without breaking eye contact with me.

“I don’t know how much time we have left in--”

“We’ll do Street Fighter Five. I’m sure you’ve played it. After all, you are a pro gamer.” The devil boy shook his head as he said the words and a slow smirk spread across his face.

“I’ve played it a little,” I said with a shrug. The statement was a bit of a lie, but I didn’t want to lose my poker face. I’d spent a stupid amount of time on the latest Street Fighter game, and I couldn’t remember the last time I lost to a challenger in an online match.

“Awesome! Let’s get it on!” Mitch shouted like he was a boxing ref, and he slashed his hand down toward the table. The other kids didn’t move, and he kind of turned around as if he was noticing them for the first time. “Oh, I guess I should set it up then.”

Then everyone else chuckled while he turned to open a cabinet in the wall.

“I’m gonna eat real quick while you set it up,” I said as I looked at the lunch I’d bought from the cafeteria. It was just a wrapped turkey sandwich, bag of chips, and an apple. I sat down in a chair near the devil-boy so that I could eat while he prepped the system.

“Mitch is really good at games, but I’m sure you can beat him,” Lily whispered in my ear. The three angel girls were sitting next to me, and I had to kind of pull my legs inward so that my jeans didn’t rub against Kristen’s or Rose's legs, since the redhead was wearing shorts. She would probably get all creeped out if I accidently touched her bare skin with my pants.

I gave Lily a slight smile and then unwrapped my food. The first bite was surprisingly good, and I recalled that I hadn’t eaten dinner last night, or breakfast this morning. I’d been training a bunch yesterday so I was all kinds of starving, and my stomach growled at me as soon as my mouth tasted the food.

I realized that the three angel girls were staring at me while I ate, and I felt my cheeks flush.

“Uhh. Do I have something on my face?” I asked as my stomach simultaneously spun with nerves and demanded more turkey sandwich.

“Oh, no,” Kristen said, and the three girls turned their eyes to the devil-boy.

“We are going to be good to go in half a minute!” he called out to me, and I made a “ummhmm” sound while I ate. I couldn’t remember ever being this hungry, and the only thing that kept me from scarfing down the food without swallowing was the proximity of the pretty angel girls.

“Ready?” Mitch asked after I’d finished my sandwich.

“Yeah,” I said as I turned my chair around so that I could face the projector.

“Good. I’m gonna see what a pro gamer is made of. Ha,” he snickered and then handed me a wireless controller. “You are two.”

“Got it,” I said. The number designation meant that I would start the match on the right side of the screen. He didn’t really need to tell me because I would figure it out when we made our character selection, but it was basic gamer etiquette.

The game finished loading up, and Mitch selected the versus mode. He had first selection, and picked Ryu, who was one of the most commonly played characters in the franchise. When I had last been playing Street Fighter Five, I’d been working on the Nash character. He wasn’t my best by far, but his combos were freshest in my mind, and on my fingers, so I picked the character.

“Interesting choice. I think that Guile is way better,” Mitch said. Guile had very similar moves to Nash, just as Ken and Ryu played almost the same.

“I like all the characters,” I said with a shrug.

Then the match started.

Mitch opened up by throwing a few of Ryu’s fireballs at me, but Nash’s Sonic Boom air fireballs were just as good, so I easily countered his attacks. He feinted for a fifth fireball, and I threw another one of my own. The move could have been seen as an accident, since Mitch just jumped over it, but I was prepared for the movement and met his jump with an air throw. The attack actually flipped his direction around in the air, and he came down on top of the slow Sonic Boom fireball that I had thrown.

Then I was on him.

Nash was a rather defensive character. He had great fireballs, great air attacks, and a way to teleport across the screen to escape. All of his attacks were a touch slow, though, as was his walking speed, so I had to set up combos that evolved from the falling arc of a jump. He’d already taken a little bit of damage from the throw and fireball, so his health just dropped down to three quarters when my light kick hit him in the air. Then I followed up with a light punch, another light sweep, medium punch to the face, and then comboed into Nash’s Tragedy Assault attack. It was kind of like a throw move, but it ended with Nash slamming Ryu’s head into the ground while a bolt of lightning ran through his arm. The attack also popped Ryu’s body off the ground, and I did a Sonic Scythe move to continue his lift into the air. We’d moved a bit into the corner of the screen, and I executed another air throw at the end of the combo to toss Mitch’s character to the ground.

Ryu got up stunned, and I did a four-hit punch combo that I ended with a light kick Sonic Scythe. This attack didn’t lift him off the ground, it just made him fall backwards a bit, but that was what I wanted. Nash’s EX meter was fully charged, and I made the Critical Art move to finish Ryu off. Nash dashed forward toward the falling martial artist, grabbed him, and then smashed a twirling Sonic Boom into his head.

“You win! Perfect!” the announcer yelled across the speakers.

“Holy shit,” Mitch gasped. “Okay. I wasn’t ready for you. Just needed a round to warm up.”

“Sure, I get it,” I said as round two started.

I played a bit more defensively this time. It was easy to do with Nash, and Mitch wasn’t able to get past my endless array of fireballs, or my Sonic Slash that prevented him from jumping over them. When his health fell to about half, I decided to go on the offensive, and I took him down a few seconds later.

“You win! Perfect!” the announcer yelled again.

“Is that your best character or something? Sheesh,” Mitch growled.

“Naw. I’ve been play--”

“Let’s go again,” he interrupted me.

The character selection screen came up again, and he picked Ken from the list. That character was a faster version of Ryu with a better dragon punch ability. I picked Cammy, who was an acrobatic military fighting girl with long pigtails. She was one of my favorite characters to play, and while she wasn’t my best, I liked her sexy fighting animations.

Both of our characters did best with an aggressive play style, so the match was over rather quickly. Mitch wasn’t bad, but I wondered if he had ever even tried to play the game online. He wasn’t prepared for any of my quick opening moves, and seemed surprised by the length of my combos.

“You win! Perfect!” the announcer yelled after I won the first round.

“Ugh!” Mitch groaned.

“Wow, you are getting your ass kicked,” the redhead angel girl said with a laugh.

“Ugh. Shut up, Rose!” Mitch laughed also, and the rest of the kids in the room joined in.

The devil-boy actually hit me a few times in the next round, but I only lost about 10% of my health.

“Okay, you are good,” he admitted as he hung his head.

“Did you think Sherman was lying, or something?” Kristen asked.

“Honestly, yeah. His story is really fishy you have to admit.” The devil-boy shrugged his shoulders and then looked at me. “Sorry about that. You kicked my ass.”

“No worries. I actually don’t have a system since we, uhhh, moved back to the states. So it was fun to play again.”

“We can play every lunch if you want? I’d like to get better,” he said as he pointed to the PlayStation.

“Sure, but I was actually wondering if we could do the interview now,” I said as I turned to Kristen.

“Now? We’ve only got ten minutes left for lunch. After school is better,” she said with a pretty frown.

“Dr. King wants me in the gym right after class every day for the next week. There is that whole thing with Albert and Giant Gene going on, and I have to--”

“Albert Russo? Lincoln High’s top wrestler? What thing?” Rose asked as she leaned toward me.

“They came into the gym last night.”

“Who?” the three angel girls asked at the same time.

“Giant Gene, Fabulous Morgan, and their wrestling team came into the gym last night while we were practicing.” I quickly told the angel girls what had happened, and the rest of the kids leaned in across the table so that they could listen to us talk.

“How come I’m just hearing about this now?” Rose said with a groan. “We need to change the layout of the whole paper. This is going to go great with your cover feature!”

“I uhh, don’t want to make a big deal out of it,” I said, but then I realized how stupid that sounded. I had thought that they already knew, and now I told a room full of people responsible for spreading news through the school what had gone down last night. There was no way that this podcast was going to just “blow over.” I needed to figure out how to get Satan’s mission done quickly so that I could get out of here.

“So it looks like I won’t be able to do the interview,” I said to Kristen as I pointed at the clock.

“Darn. What about after practice?” she asked with a smile of perfect teeth.

“Uh, it is late when I finish, and I’d have to--”

“Maybe we could grab a bite to eat and do the interview after?” she asked as she nodded her head. Her gold hair bounced around her shoulders and caught the fluorescent lights of the room like glittering gems.

“Char-- Uhhh, my sister isn’t feeling good, so I probably have to--”

“Oh, that’s right!” Lily said. “She said that your parents weren’t back in the states. Is that right?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I’m a great cook. I’d love to bring you both dinner tonight. What time is practice over?”

“I’d have to ask Charlotte, she--”

“Lily, I have to do the interview soon,” Kristen said as she looked at the blonde angel girl.

“Oh, I know, but Sherman needs to eat, he is wrestling, and he doesn’t have anyone to take care of him. Maybe he can do it tomorrow morning instead?”

“I have practice in the morning as well.” I realized that I hadn’t eaten the rest of my lunch, and my stomach was begging me to finish.

“What about tomorrow at lunch?” Kristen asked me. “It will be close to the deadline, but I can make it work.”

“That should be okay,” I said as I tried to keep from sighing.

“Great, then what time should I come by with your dinner?” Lily asked.

“I make a great cake. I’ll come by as well,” Rose said as she leaned a bit more into my shoulder. “I also have to ask you some questions for the paper. I’ll have some for your sister, as well.”

“I, uhhh, have to run this by my sister,” I said. I knew that the only thing Charlotte would like less than a pair of angel girls coming to our apartment, would be a pair of Erinyes showing up. “She’s really not feeling well.”

“She can just stay in her room if she is all icky,” Rose leaned into me some more, and I realized that I couldn’t see past the three angel girls that stood around me. Their feathery wings had formed a kind of cocoon that I couldn't see past.

“I feel like this was my idea to interview Sherman, but somehow you two are going to his home tonight to bring him dinner and dessert. I want to come too,” Kristen pouted.

“You can come!” Lily assured her, but I noticed Rose’s mouth drop its smile.

“I, uhh, really have to ask my sister.”

“Can you text her now?” Rose asked.

“Uhhh, I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on, Sherman! We know you are new in town. You don’t have any support. We are your new friends, let us take care of you. Charlotte won’t mind. I promise. Just send her a text.”

“Okay, I’ll text her,” I said as I reached for my phone. As soon as I had it out of my pocket, I realized that the angel girls were still practically wrapped around me, and they might catch a glimpse of a message or missed call from Satan if they looked at the phone. “Can I have a moment?” I asked them.

“Sure!” Kristen said as she stepped aside.

I squeezed out from the circle of angel girls and stepped to the other side of the room. I kind of didn’t want these girls to come over, or to even ask Charlotte, but I realized that they were just being nice to me since I was new at school. It was a weird feeling, since most of my life people just hadn’t seemed to care that I existed. Now there were all these pretty girls asking to bring me dinner.

Wait. Did they like me? The idea struck me as quite odd, and I dismissed it as soon as the thought came to my mind. Charlotte has seemed to think that they did, but girls didn’t like me. Well, the succubus did, but we had been through a bunch of crazy stuff together, and she’d made it obvious in the elevator that she wasn’t interested in me romantically. Or at least, she had made it obvious that she’d get mad at me if I kept trying to tell her how I felt about her.

The bell rang just as I was reaching into my pocket for my phone. I sighed with relief and turned to look at the three winged angels.

“Woops! I have to go to class. I’m sure we’ll be okay for the night. Thank you so much for offering to help us! I’ll try to come visit you at lunch tomorrow!” I said as I stepped toward the door.

“Wait! Did you text her?” Lily asked.

“I didn’t get a chance; let’s just talk about it tomorrow, or something.” I opened the door to the hallway, and the three girls objected.

“Just text her and let us know after school,” Rose said.

“Uhhh, okay! I gotta go!” I said as I stepped out of the room.

“Wait!” I heard one of them say, but I’d already moved past the closing door.

I forced my aching legs to walk as fast as they could without running, and then I turned the first building corner I could. I was actually going the wrong direction, but I figured that I could swing back around after I lost the three girls.

Dang. I really dodged a bullet there. I didn’t need to ask Charlotte to know that she wouldn’t have wanted the three angels at our home. Then again, the pretty succubus girl was sometimes surprising. She might have been okay with a free meal and dessert. At any rate, I knew she was resting, and I didn’t want to bother her with something like this. I’d be able to cook us dinner when I got home tonight. Then I could bring it up with her tomorrow.

The most important goal right now was figuring out how to kill Dr. King and pin it on the vampire teacher that I’d seen yesterday. Ideally, I needed to get it done before I had to do this podcast. Or the wrestling match in three weeks.

Hopefully, Charlotte would heal in time.

There was no way I could do any of this myself.


Chapter 9
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“I’m gonna walk you to your car again. Oh yeah. I told Mr. Hellsig about the hellspawn yesterday,” Dr. King said to me after wrestling practice that night.

“Oh. I, uhhh, actually walked to school today. I couldn’t get a ride.”

“The powers of evil will not be successful. Our power and honor comes from the strength of the Earth and then the endless power of the Sun’s majesty. They will fall to our strength, just like the cliffs crumble into sand from the endless torrent of the ocean’s waves. Justice will have its revenge, like the Earth--”

“I think Sherman understands that we’ve got his back. Oh yeah,” Dr. King cut off Coach Hellsig with a smile.

“Until the Sun stops burning, and the planet turns into a lump of space ice!” the orc growled as he raised both of his massive arms in the air.

“I’ll give you a ride home in my Madness Machine. Let’s go,” the werewolf said as he gestured toward the door.

“May your rest tonight be filled with the endless screams of your enemies and may you rise tomorrow with the lava of justice running through your veins!” Coach Hellsig said as he patted me on the back. Every fiber of my being was sore from the two practices today, and I tried not to faint when the giant orc touched me.

“Thanks,” I said to the green-skinned man. Then I followed the werewolf out of the gym.

“Sherman!” a girl’s voice rang out in the night air, and Dr. King let out a low growl before he realized who had shouted my name.

It was Kristen, and she was joined by Rose and Lily. The three girls looked to be waiting for me to get out of practice, and I tried to keep from letting out an exasperated moan when I saw them.

“Hello, beautiful ladies,” Dr. King said to the three girls. “Young women should not be at school this late. It is dangerous. Oh yeah.”

“We wanted to see Sherman and bring him dinner. His sister is sick, and he just got into town. His parents aren’t--” Kristen started to explain, but Rose cut her off.

“Lily actually made him dinner, I made him desert, and Kristen didn’t want to feel left out so--”

“It was my idea to interview him in the first place,” the gold-haired girl scrunched up her nose at Rose.

“I was about to give him a lift home in the Madness Machine. Yeah. Do you three need a ride? I think the three of you will fit in the back, but one of you might have to sit on Sherman’s lap. Oh yeah,” the werewolf said as he stroked his chin.

“We each have a car,” Rose said. “I can take Sherman home, Dr. King, I know you must be really busy.”

“He can ride with me. I’ve got the food in my trunk,” Lily said with a shake of her silvery hair.

“I have the desert. That’s more important than the dinner,” Rose smiled, but her voice had taken on a bit of an edge that I wasn’t used to hearing when angel girls talked.

“How is desert more important than dinner?” Lily asked as she rolled her eyes. “He is a wrestler. He needs to eat the right nutrients so that he’ll--”

“Sherman should probably ride with me, since I was the first one to talk to him and his sister,” Kristen stated.

“Are you pulling an ‘I saw him first’ move, Kristen?” Rose asked with a bemused smile.

“No, I’m just pointing out that I--”

“I think you’ve got a problem. Oh yeah,” Dr. King leaned down to whisper in my ear.

“Uhhh, what should I do?” I asked him as the three girls continued to argue with each other.

“I’m gonna help ya out. Oh yeah,” the werewolf whispered again in my ear before he stood at his full height to address the three angel girls. “Ladies, Sherman here is gotta be training for the upcoming battle. Yeah. We’ve got some talking that we need to do and the walk here is how we need to do it. I’m gonna drive him back to his place. You three can meet him there if there is no more of this grandstanding. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Dr. King,” the three girls apologized quickly.

“Good. Now let’s get it going. Oh yeah!” He gestured toward the parking lot, and the five of us set off in that direction.

We didn’t talk during the short walk across the school, and each of the girls walked to their own cars in the parking lot. Rose drove a white Mustang convertible, Lily had a white Volvo station wagon, and Kristen drove a white Honda Civic with a wing on the trunk.

“We’ll follow you there!” Kristen shouted as she opened her door.

“Uhh. Okay,” I said after I climbed into Dr. King’s Jeep.

I fumbled for my phone as the werewolf started the howling engine. A few seconds later I was texting Charlotte: 911. Dr. King is driving me home, and the angel girls are following. They are trying to bring us dinner because you are sick.

Dr. King pulled out of the parking spot and then accelerated onto the street. It was night, so there weren’t a lot of cars on the road.

“Sherman, when you are choosing a woman, you gotta pick a real good one. Oh yeah.”

“A real good one?” I asked as my eyes darted back and forth from my phone to the wolf man.

“Oh yeah. She’s gotta be your moon, and your stars, and your sun. She’s gotta support you and take care of you. You’ll come home all beaten up from the endless battle of the squared circle. A good woman is gonna patch ya back up and then love you to full health. Don’t mess around with the ones that are into the showboating. You want the ones that are gonna be your partner in love, business, and life. My wife, Lady Bella, was my manager during my pro-wrestling career. She was real good. Yeah. She takes care of everything now. I just love her a lot, and she is a fine woman. Oh yeah.”

“What if there is a girl you really like, but she has kind of hinted that she doesn’t like you, but then she does things that make you think she might like you, but then she gets you all confused when you try to tell her how you feel?”

“Huh. That sounds like quite a pretzel that has turned into a pickle. Yeah. I’m gonna tell you that when you are the cream of the crop, there are gonna be a lot of women that want your time, Sherman. So you have to find one where it will be easy.”

“Easy?” I asked as we turned on the street that was half a mile from my apartment complex.

“Oh yeah. The squared circle requires a lot of strength. Not just up here,” the man said as he flexed one of his biceps. The thing was probably the same diameter as my skull, “but in here also. This is the important part.” Dr. King tapped on his head next to his sunglasses. “So your woman shouldn’t be tough.”

“Oh, she is tough. She’s strong,” I admitted with a laugh, and then wondered if the werewolf would think about the succubus attack from last night.

“I’m not talking about that. She’s gotta be strong. Yeah. She’s gotta be able to fly in the sky with you. I’m talking about the relationship. That shouldn’t be hard. No sir. It’s gotta be easy because everything else in life is real hard. Yeah. Even if it wasn’t hard. You’re the kind of chicken hawk that will just go around looking for ducks who are confused about their identities. If you know what I mean. Oh yeah.”

“I, uhhh, think I do,” I said as the hairs on my neck tingled. Did the werewolf know that I could see the real identity of Earth’s Soldiers? If so, did that mean that he knew why I was here? Did he know Charlotte and I were working together, and that she’d actually been trying to kill him last night?

We pulled up to the apartment complex and I saw the other three angel girls park on the street. The werewolf looked at me with a wide grin and the pointed to their cars.

“You’ve got to get to practice tomorrow morning. With all these women around you might get distracted. That’s one thing that separates the amateur, versus the professional, versus the champion. The champion doesn’t get distracted. Oh yeah. I’m not gonna tell you what to do. I’m just gonna say that you need to keep your eye on the prize and your body on the level. Oh yeah.

“Okay. I’ll see you at practice tomorrow. Thanks for the ride,” I said as I fell out of the Jeep.

“Oh yeah!” he howled before he sped off.

I saw the three angels girls get out of their cars, and my phone buzzed in my pocket.

Don’t let the werewolf near the apartment. The girls can come, though. I’ve been bored all day and I haven’t made us anything to eat. Angels can cook.

Charlotte’s text surprised me, and I re-read it three times to make sure I hadn’t gone crazy.

“Hi Sherman,” Rose was the first one to me and she had a cake shaped box in her hands.

“Hi,” I greeted her and then smiled at the trio of girls. “Charlotte’s fine with you guys coming over.” The words tumbled awkwardly out of my mouth, but the three winged angels just nodded at me.

“Great! Where is it?” Lily asked. Both Kristen and her were carrying casserole looking dishes, and I reached out to take one of them.

I nodded for them to follow me, and we walked up the stairs to our apartment. Charlotte opened the door when we made it up the stairs, and the beautiful succubus girl gave the four of us a big smile. She was wearing sweatpants and a tight white t-shirt. I couldn’t see any of her injuries from this morning. Save for her wing, which still had a three-inch tear in it.

“Hi!” she said as she gestured for us to enter. “You all are saving us from starvation.”

“It’s no problem! Sherman said you were sick. I just felt so bad that you all don’t have parents looking after you. Where should we set this?” Lily asked, but I was already putting my dish on the kitchen counter, and the other girls followed my example.

“Are you feeling better?” Kristen asked Charlotte. “Sherman said you were sick.”

“A little. I might not be going to school tomorrow.”

“Oh, do you have the flu?” Lily asked.

“No. It isn’t contagious,” Charlotte said, and the other three girls nodded. The action seemed odd to me. I was a bit surprised the angel girls didn’t ask for more details. Maybe it was a girl thing?

“I’m surprised at how organized your place is,” Rose said as she looked around. “Last time my family moved, we had boxes everywhere for two years.”

“I was a little bored all day. We don’t have TV or internet access yet. I even started reading a few of Sherman’s comic books,” Charlotte said as she smiled at me.

“You did?” I squeaked. Some of the manga I had brought with me were not meant for girls, and I hoped that she didn’t find the ones I had kind of hidden away at the bottom of the boxes.

“Yep. I liked them.”

“I brought stuff to eat with. I didn’t know if you had any plates or forks or whatnot,” Lily said as she began to unpack everything. The other two angel girls began to help her, and a few minutes later everyone was sitting around our small kitchen table.

Lily had made a lot of different entrees and there was enough here to feed a dozen people, but the angel girls didn’t touch their plates until we were all seated. Then Kristen cleared her throat a bit and looked at me.

“Sherman, can you lead us in prayer?” she asked with a hopeful expression on her beautiful face.

“Oh! That would be wonderful,” Lily said as she reached her hand out to Charlotte. The succubus’ purple eyes opened wide when the angel girl wrapped her fingers around hers, and she looked at me with an expression that was the closest I’d ever seen to terror.

“I bet Sherman will do a nice one,” Rose said as she linked her fingers with mine.

Kristen was on my other side and she grabbed my right hand before she joined hands with Charlotte.

“Uhhh. I don’t think--” Charlotte began.

“Oh, is it your turn to say grace?” Kristen said with her eyes wide. “I’m so sorry. I just got excited about Sherman saying it.”

“It is definitely not my turn, I uhhh, uhhh,” Charlotte stuttered. “Think, that, maybe one of you should say it.”

“But we are guests. We don’t want to--”

“I can do it. It is okay,” I interrupted Kristen. I guessed that Charlotte couldn’t do it because she was a creature of Satan, and while I had never actually said grace, I’d watched enough TV to get the idea.

“Sherman, you can’t--” Charlotte started to say, but I closed my eyes and bowed my head a bit over the plate of food.

“Uhhh. Heavenly Father. God in Heaven. Thank you for this food, and the wonderful people that made and brought it to us and are here today as our guests. My sister and I appreciate everyone’s help, and uhhh. Thanks again. In Jesus’ name, amen.” The three angel girls all said “Amen," at the same time as me, and then we unlinked hands. Well, except for Rose, who gave my fingers a tiny squeeze before she let go.

“That was great!” the short-haired woman said as she winked at me.

“I agree!” Lily said.

“It was very heartfelt. Gave me butterflies in my stomach,” Kristen smiled at me.

The three angel girls began to eat, and I noticed that Charlotte was sitting very still. A wet sheen of perspiration was on her face, neck, and arms. Her skin was normally a bit pale, but she now looked as white as poured milk. Her purple eyes were opened to almost half the size of her face, and she stared at me as if I was some sort of monster. The three angel girls hadn’t seemed to of noticed that Charlotte wasn’t eating, and I gave her a concerned expression.

The brown-haired succubus girl shook her head slowly and then raised a trembling hand to her fork. It looked as if she didn’t have the strength to even lift a bite of food.

“Charlotte, are you okay?” Rose asked.

“Oh. Uhh. Just had some…” Charlotte looked at me and then back to the red-head. “Cramps.”

“Ugh,” the three angel girls said with a slight shake of their wings.

“Worse,” Kristen said.

“Feeling,” Lily signed.

“Ever,” Rose finished.

“Yeah. I’ll be okay.” The succubus looked at me again, and her eyes narrowed slightly. She actually looked kind of mad, and I shrugged at her.

“You haven’t had any yet, Sherman,” Lily said.

“Oh, sorry! It looks delicious! I’ll try some now.” I took a bite of the casserole and then smiled at the blonde angel girl. It really was great, and my stomach reminded me that I hadn’t eaten nearly enough in the last two days.

“It’s wonderful!” I said after I gulped down a second bite. The tall angel girl’s cheeks seemed to turn a bit red and then she looked down at her plate of food.

“How was school today, brother?” Charlotte half asked, but her voice sounded a bit strange. It was almost like she was angry with me.

“It was good. I--”

“He beat up Mitch in Street Fighter. That was entertaining.” Rose chuckled.

“Huh?” Charlotte raised an eyebrow.

“Mitch is the school photographer,” I explained to Charlotte.

“But he prefers ‘Photojournalist,’ ha!” Lily said.

“He’s a nice guy, just a little too wrapped up in his art,” Kristen said.

“Aren’t we all, though?” Rose laughed.

“So, you played video games against him?” the succubus asked.

“Yep! Sherman creamed him,” Kristen giggled.

“He was saying yesterday that he didn’t believe that Sherman was a pro,” Rose said with an eye roll. “Why would anyone lie about that? Especially someone’s sister. He was just being jello.”

“Can I ask you three a question?” I said. “In the gym, there is a wrestling trophy. It looks like it is made of silver. Looks like a tower or something. Do you know what I am talking about?” I saw Charlotte's eyes dart from mine to look at the other girls.

“Oh, yeah! The old silver trophy. When I started running the paper last year I did a story on it. The misprint on the thing makes it hard to track down, but I think we got it back in 92. The school was still using microfilm then, and my predecessor didn’t transfer the scans to the computer archives.”

“It is made of silver?” Charlotte asked as she leaned forward. Her face was still white, and she still looked like she was in a lot of pain.

“Yeah. Kind of cool. The weird thing is that the article I found said that the school got it for the championship the year before, but the paper started the first year that the school actually had students.”

“That is strange. Sounds like it might be magical.” Charlotte smiled, and I saw her look at me out of the corner of her eye.

“Ha! Might be,” Rose laughed. “I’ve got a key to the case if you want to look at it closer.”

“You have the key?” I asked before Charlotte spoke.

“Sure. Well, it is in our media team possession.” Rose gestured to Lily and Kristen.

“We might need to take a picture of a trophy, or clean them, or whatever. We’ve got keys to all the display cases in school,” Kristen said with a shrug.

“Don’t let Lincoln High know,” Rose said. “I bet those assholes would just love to steal our trophies. Especially that Giant Gene guy. He lives down the street from our school.”

“He does?” I asked.

“Yep. Rumor is that he applied for the job at the same time as Dr. King. Those two have a crazy history. Have you seen some of the wrestling promotional videos?” Lily asked.

“Videos?” I shrugged.

“Yeah. They did pro wrestling stuff against each other. Had a bunch of drama. It looks over-acted, but I guess it was actually for real. The two don’t get along at all.” Lily shrugged, and then took a bite of her food.

“That’s kind of crazy,” I said. Then I looked across the table to Charlotte. “Giant Gene is a lot like Dr. King. Giant Gene also has a friend that is named Fabulous Morgan. He looks like he, uhhh, doesn’t really like the sun. No tan. You haven’t met either one of them yet.”

Charlotte nodded after I spoke and a slight smile spread across her pale lips. She actually looked like she was getting some of her color back again, and the glow of perspiration on her forehead was now absent.

“Do you know where Gene lives?” Charlotte asked the girls.

“Yep, everyone does. It’s a really gaudy place. He’s got a Hummer that is raised twice as high as Dr. King’s Jeep.” Rose laughed.

“I’m feeling a lot better. Do you all want to go for a drive after this? I’d love to see this guy’s house,” Charlotte said.

“But, we haven’t had dessert yet. I made a cake for--” Rose frowned as she spoke.

“After cake, of course!” Charlotte let out a laugh. “After all, I was sick today.” The four girls laughed, and I wondered if there was something I had missed from the conversation.


Chapter 10
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“I have to talk to my brother real quick. We’ll be down in a moment,” Charlotte said to the three angel girls. We had just finished cleaning up after the cake, and the succubus had asked them to drive us around town for a bit.

“Great! We’ll be down waiting. We’ll take Lily’s car. Charlotte can sit up front, and Sherman can sit next to me,” Rose said.

“And me. He can sit in the middle,” Kristen said.

“How come I have to drive?” Lily pouted.

“You have the bigger car,” the other two girls said at the same time.

“Be right down,” Charlotte called to them before she shut the door.

“Don’t ever pray to God again,” she seethed. Her eyes glowed a bright purple and she pushed her pointed finger into my sore chest.

“What? I’m sorry, I didn’t--”

“You could have killed yourself. Did you know that? No, or else you wouldn’t have done it. How are you still alive?” she asked. My back was against the door now, and her finger was digging into my ribs.

“I, uhh, what’s wrong? I’m fine. It was just a prayer. What was the big d-d-d-deal?” Her sudden anger had caught me off guard and I felt my body struggle with a flush of adrenaline.

“Your soul, mind, and body belong to Satan,” she hissed. “If he hears you praying to God, he can, and will destroy you without a moment’s warning. Your words gave me a killer migraine and made my bones want to turn into jelly. I can’t pray over my meals. Neither can you. What were you thinking?”

My jean pocket buzzed, and we both felt it because Charlotte had somehow straddled my thigh when she was speaking to me. She sighed heavily and then stepped back away from me so that I could pull the phone out.

“Hi Saa--,” I almost whispered the Lord of Evil’s name when I answered it.

“Sherman, Sherman, Sherman! How are things? How’s school? How’s Charlotte? How’s the killing of the werewolf going? I’ve got the next mission all lined up for you.”

“We’ve run into some… challenges. We are working on it right now, though,” I said.

“I don’t like the sound of that Sherman. That sounds like code for ‘I haven’t killed the werewolf yet.’ Is that what is going on?”

“We are going to need a few more days to--”

“Did you ever hear the joke about the bear, Sherman?” Satan asked on the speaker of my cell phone.

“Uhhhh. The bear?”

“Yeah, the bear. Is Charlotte there? I don’t think she’s heard this one.”

I looked at the succubus, and she shook her head as she made a waving motion with both of her hands.

“She, uhhh, isn’t here right now,” I lied, and the irony of the situation didn’t escape me.

“So there are these two guys hiking in the forest, and the first one says to the second one ‘I’ve got some bear spray. Just in case one of them attacks.’ The second guy says ‘I’m not worried because I’m wearing my running shoes.’ The first guy says ‘You’re an idiot. I don’t care how fast you run, you can’t outrun a bear.’ Then the second guy goes ‘I don’t need to outrun the bear.’ Ha! Do you get it, Sherman?” Satan asked.

“Uhhh. I just need to outrun the guy?”

“Well, yeah, but I wasn’t talking about you. This is just a joke.”

“Satan, I kind of thought that you are telling me these as metaphors because I’m--”

“Sherman, Sherman, Sherman. I love ya like a son, but I’m sorry. You just aren’t mean enough to be the metaphorical bear here. So I don’t want you to look too deep into this. Just a joke, okay?”

“Okay. Uhh, yeah. That was pretty funny,” I forced my mouth to smile when I spoke.

“Good. Now can you please go kill this fucking werewolf before I get mad at you? Ohh! The bear joke reminds me of this demon bear snake I had thought about making a few years ago. I was gonna call it a ‘co-brah-air.’ Pretty cool name, huh? I’m gonna go work on that now. Talk to you tomorrow. Toodles!”

The line on my phone went dead, and I looked up to Charlotte.

“Why is he so--”

“Shhhh. Just don’t ask,” she said as she raised a finger to her lips.

“Okay.”

“This Giant Gene guy is a werewolf?” she asked.

“Yeah, and he is even bigger than Dr. King. Could there be two alphas in the city?” I asked.

“I dunno. It is possible. They would probably be fighting each other all the time for dominance.”

“That sounds like exactly what is going on! Gene has to be an alpha. Also, his friend, Fabulous Morgan, is a vampire.”

“That was what I guessed. This could work for us.” Charlotte smiled.

“We get this trophy, kill Giant Gene with it, and then stash it in Fabulous Morgan’s house. It will totally work!” I said with excitement. This seemed like the perfect solution to our mission. I really liked Dr. King, and didn’t want to kill him. I also didn’t see how Charlotte would be able to get the jump on him again.

“We need to figure out where this Morgan guy lives, then we need to get the trophy. I need to kill him with it, get it to Morgan’s house, and then we have to get a werewolf to find out that Gene is dead so he can follow the scent back to Morgan’s house.” Charlotte stepped up to the door and peered through the keyhole to make sure the angel girls still weren’t outside.

“There are a lot of ifs, and Satan isn’t giving us a lot of time. Do you think the wolves will be convinced that Morgan killed Gene if we plant it at his house? Seems like a bit of a stretch,” I asked.

“They are the coaches of the other wrestling team right? What if we got both of them together here for whatever it is when they all wrestle together.”

“A tournament,” I clarified.

“Yeah. Or maybe you can have one sooner. It would be easier to do it then, and slip it into Morgan’s bag or something,” the girl shrugged.

“Then you would have to steal the trophy and kill him without anyone seeing you,” I said.

“Right. That would be hard. Let’s just see where this guy lives, and maybe we can get a look at the trophy tonight,” Charlotte said.

“Tonight?”

“Yes.” She winked at me. “Don’t pretend like you don’t enjoy these angel girls hanging out with you all the time.”

“I don’t really--”

“It’s okay, Sherman, I uhhh, well, we’ve got to do the mission and stuff. Just don’t get distracted, okay?”

“Charlotte, I’ve already told you that I have, uhhh.” I felt my heart hammer in my rib cage and I thought about not saying the next words. “Have feelings for you. I really care about you, but in the car and elevator, you made it seem like--”

“I know what I said.” She raised a hand to interrupt me. “It is for the best. You can’t say any of that stuff in front of Satan. Do you understand?” she asked.

“Yeah. I know. You said that.”

“Sherman, look.” The beautiful succubus took a deep breath and reached out her hands. I was surprised when her fingers found mine, but I didn’t shy away from her touch. “I know you feel that way about me, and I’m flattered. I’m not allowed to return those feelings. I’m not supposed to. Satan can change his mind any second now, and tell me I’m not your partner. That would… that would be terrible, but it would be worse if I let myself share your feelings.” Our eyes met, and I saw a deep sadness in the beautiful purple orbs.

“But, you can just make yourself not feel things you don’t want to feel?” I felt my voice quiver a bit when I asked her the question.

“No. I can’t. That is why I’d prefer it if you stopped telling me how you felt about me. Those angel girls are pretty--”

“I’m not interested in them, and we are leaving when we are done,” I said.

“Or there are plenty of my sisters in Hell that would enjoy uhhhh… stuff with you.” She looked down when she spoke.

“And you’d be okay with that? You’d want me to date someone else? Kiss someone else? Do… uh… other stuff with someone else?” I squeezed her fingers tighter, but Charlotte didn’t look up.

“We have to go. They are waiting,” she whispered as she pulled her hands away from me.

I thought about pressing her. I thought about yelling my love for her again, or telling her that I’d never want to be with anyone but her, and that I was only working with Satan so that I could have her freedom, but there was a knock on the door.

“You two coming?” Rose asked after I opened the door.

“Yeah, sorry,” Charlotte said, and then she walked past me out the door, and down the stairs of our apartment.

“Ugh. I can totally get like that sometimes, too,” Rose said to me after the succubus walked down the stairs.

“Get like what?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing.” the pretty redheaded angel smiled at me, and then she reached down to hold my hand. The gesture felt alien when compared to Charlotte, but I didn’t think the winged girl would appreciate it if I yanked my arm away from her.

“Let’s go!” she said, and we walked down the stairs.


Chapter 11
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“There is his house!” Lily pointed as we drove by the McMansion style home. It was on the other side of the school from where our apartment was, so it only took us five minutes to get there.

“Wow, it is huge,” Charlotte said, and I guessed that she was faking a bit of the amazement.

“Yep. You’d think that Giant Gene was the wrestling champion, and not Dr. King,” Rose commented. She was sitting on my right side, behind Charlotte, and Kristen was on my left.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Dr. King’s house is a lot smaller,” she shrugged. “Not that size matters, or anything,” the girl said quickly.”It is what is inside that matters.”

“He’s super nice, and his wife is also nice, and really pretty,” Kristen said.

“You’ve met her?” I asked.

“Just once. She goes to most of the sports events that Dr. King is at. One time I got lucky, and sat next to her. She is great. I’d love to have her on the podcast one day. Maybe I’ll ask her for the next show.”

“Do you all want to go get some coffee or something?” Lily asked from the driver seat.

“I kind of want to see this trophy Rose was talking about,” Charlotte said.

“Oh, uhhh. Maybe tomorrow?” the redhead asked. “It is kind of late to be at the school.”

“We aren’t allowed on campus? Is there security or something?” the succubus asked with a twitch of her wings.

For a second, I wondered how their disguises worked. It seemed as if the four girls were all sitting a bit forward in their seats because of their wings, but it would have looked strange if one couldn’t see the wings. Did the girls see everyone sitting without wings but still leaning forward against empty space? I guessed not, since it would have meant that they all could have guessed at each other’s true form easier. I would have to ask Charlotte when we got a moment alone together.

“There isn’t any security. It is just against the rules,” Kristen said.

“Huh? Won’t it just take a few minutes?” Charlotte asked.

“We’d have to get the key from the media room cabinet, and then walk all the way over to the gym,” Rose said.

“Yeah, so just a few minutes. It will be fine,” Charlotte pointed to the road up ahead, “That’s one of the entrances to the parking lot, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but we really shouldn’t it’s just so late,” Lily said.

“Yeah, I guess we don’t want to get in trouble. Probably not a good idea anyways. The moon is nice out tonight, and someone might think that the five of us are sneaking around campus for some sort of romantic rendezvous or something.”

“Romantic rendezvous?” Lily had slowed down her station wagon, and glanced over to the succubus.

“You know, a guy and a girl alone in the dark hallways of the school. Or in an empty classroom, or the gym. All sorts of romantic stuff could go on. Nothing too serious, of course. That has to wait until marriage, but--”

“Sherman, you are waiting until you get married, too?” Kristen asked.

“Uhhh--” I started to say.

“That’s really cool,” Rose interrupted me. “Not a lot of guys are like that. They are so into sex. I mean, that sounds like a lot of fun, but we want to wait to do it with the one we love.” The three angel girls sighed in unison.

“Yeah, but kissing is all sorts of fun. Don’t you all think?” Charlotte prompted.

“Ummm. Yeah,” Lily said, and the other two girls shifted in their seats next to me.

“So turn in here,” Charlotte ordered as we came up to the parking lot. “Will just take us a few minutes to see this trophy. Then maybe we can head back to our place and play a board game or something before we have to go to bed. If you three still want to hang out with Sherman, that is. We can probably stay awake for a few more hours.”

“Yes!” the three angel girls said in unison, and I wondered if Charlotte had used some sort of magic that spun the girls around so suddenly.

Lily turned her station wagon into the parking lot, and then parked the Volvo near the building with the media room. There were no other cars parked at the school, and the moon was casting an eerie glow on the buildings. It was as if the colors and textures of the school were flipped, and we’d stepped into a mirror world.

A few minutes later, Kristen was unlocking the door to the media room. Rose fished a set of keys out of one of the side cabinets, and then she jingled them at us.

“I had a thought,” Kristen said as she moved to block the door. “I didn’t have a chance to interview Sherman today. Maybe I can do that right now while you three go see the trophy?”

“We should all go,” Lily said. “I want to be here when Sherman gets interviewed.”

“I agree with Lily. We need to go together. It isn’t fair if Kristen gets Sherman all to herself,” Rose said.

“I think the podcast is a great idea!” Charlotte said with a clap of her hands. “Why don’t the three of you stay here with Sherman, and I’ll go look at the trophy. It’s in the gym trophy case?”

I noticed that the tone of her voice and mannerisms had changed some tonight. The succubus girl was normally rather stoic, but she was acting bubbly, like the angel girls, and it was kind of strange. I realized that she was probably acting like them so that they would like her more. After all, succubi were supposed to be supernatural seductresses, and I imagined that Charlotte’s powers would also work on women. I suddenly had a vision of all four of the beautiful girls kissing and touching each other, but I managed to push it out of my head before it had any sort of effect on my body.

“You really want to see this trophy, huh?” Rose asked.

“Well, yeah. Also, I know my brother. He’s had to hang out with just me for the last few weeks. Before we came down to the car, he was asking for my advice about you three. He really likes you all, but he’s kind of shy. I think he wants to hang out with you without me around to nag him.”

I was about to correct Charlotte, but I realized what she was doing, and I guessed that it would probably work. I doubted that anyone looked in the trophy cases on a regular basis. She could probably take the silver one tonight, and no one would know about it until they found it with Morgan.

“My sister is right,” I said. “I’d love to just hang out with you three. Maybe do the interview now, and then we can just talk?” I shrugged toward the sound booth. I didn’t like the idea of being alone with the three angel girls, but they seemed rather harmless.

“I don’t know if that is--” Lily started to say, but Rose cut her off.

“You two can go with Charlotte, I’ll stay here and hang out with Sherman,” the redheaded angel girl said.

“Hey, I’m the one that needs to interview him for the podcast!” Kristen said.

“I need to interview him for the paper as well.” Rose shrugged, and then she tossed Charlotte the keys.

“I’ll be back soon!” Charlotte said as she opened the door.

“Wait!” Lily said, but the succubus had already left, and the thick door closed a moment later. Lily let out a soft sigh, and then she turned to look at me.

All three of the angel girls were actually looking at me, and their happy gazes were a bit unnerving.

“Maybe we should start the interview?” I suggested.

“Yes!” Kristen said with a clap of her hands. “Let’s go into the booth.”

“I’ll come too,” Rose said.

“Me, also,” Lily said.

“Uhhh. It doesn’t look quite big enough for all four of us. Does it?” I asked as I stepped toward it. I did see four seats in the small room, but whoever sat next to me would be really close.

“Four is a little tight, but we do it all the time,” Kristen said as she opened the door to the sound booth.

She pointed to the seat in the far corner, opposite a computer screen, and I slid into the chair. There was a little bit of commotion outside of the door, and I heard a series of whispers, but then Rose slid into the seat next to me. Her wings brushed against my face, and I did my best to pretend that I hadn’t felt anything.

Kristen sat across from me, and then Lily sat in the last chair. The taller girl had a sour expression on her face, and she shot Rose a glare when the redhead smiled at me.

“Okay, Sherman. We are going to just ask you some questions. I’ll do all the show filler in post production. Are you ready?” Kristen asked as she tapped a bit on her keyboard and then adjusted the microphone.

“Uhh, sure,” I said, but my hands were sweaty, and I wished that I hadn’t of recommended that we do this. Maybe there was a way I could convince them to end the interview quickly? But not too quickly, since Charlotte needed to steal the trophy.

“I can edit a bunch of stuff out. So just feel as if we are having a nice conversation. Don’t over think it. Okay?” Kristen asked as she adjusted the four microphones on the table.

“Sounds good,” I said after I cleared my throat twice.

“Recording in three, two,” the pretty angel girl held up her finger for the numbers, but only put one up instead of speaking.

“Hello, Wild Wolves! I’m joined today by two of my partners in crime. The lovely Lily Lanna, who you all know.”

“Hi Wild Wolves!” the taller angel said into her microphone.

“And the beautiful Rose Owen,” Kristen introduced her other friend.

“Oh, hi sweeties,” Rose kind of purred into the microphone.

“With us today is a very special guest that is the talk of the school. You’ve all heard rumors about our new wrestling star, and we’ve got him here now. Welcome to the show Sherman,” Kristen said with a wink.

“Uhh, thanks for having me.”

“Thanks for coming on!” Kristen beamed. “Can you start by telling us about how you got started wrestling at your old school?”

“I uhh, kind of fell into it,” I said.

“Some of the boys on the team have told us that you are really good,” Lily said.

“Oh, Titan has complimented me. He’s a great guy. I’m learning a lot from Dr. King. He’s teaching me so much; it is almost as if I’ve never wrestled before.” As soon as I finished speaking, my phone buzzed in my pocket. It was either Satan or Charlotte, but I didn’t want to risk Rose seeing it was the Lord of Evil, so I just squeezed it through my jeans to kill the vibration.

“But you were state champ at your old school?” Rose asked with a raised eyebrow.

“The wrestling here is much better.” The words poured out of my mouth, and my phone started buzzing again. Shit. Was Charlotte in trouble?

“You also spent some time in Japan. Can you tell us about that?” Kristen asked.

“Sure. What do you want to know?” I asked. My phone was vibrating again, and I pressed the button through my jeans to stop it. Rose noticed my movements, and she raised one of her pretty eyebrows.

“Can you start with your career as a pro gamer? How did you get that good, and how did you get discovered?” Kristen asked.

“I played a bunch of tournaments on-line, and then--” I stopped talking when the door to the media room was suddenly thrown open. Charlotte ran into the room, and then made a frantic waving motion with her hand.

“Uhhh. What’s going on?” Kristen asked as she hit a button on her keyboard. Lily opened the door, and we could then hear Charlotte’s voice.

“The trophies are all gone!” she shouted with dismay.

“What?” the three girls gasped.

“I went to the gym, and they were already gone! Someone had broken open the glass and taken the trophies. Come quick!” the succubus gestured, and we poured out of the booth in a confusing flap of angel wings.

The four girls ran out of the media room together, and I followed behind. As we all jogged across the quad, Lily called out to Charlotte and asked her if she saw anyone.

“No, but I heard the glass smash a few moments before I got there!” the succubus cried as we crossed the small service road that separated the athletics side of the campus from the other classroom buildings.

The side door to the gym was already open, and we ran into the unlit building. Sure enough, the glass display case that I’d looked through this morning was smashed open. There was no trace of the trophies, and the wood floor by the wall was covered with sharp shards of the glass.

“It was like this when you got here?” Kristen asked with surprise.

“Yes.” Charlotte sighed, and I tried to guess if the girl was lying or not. This wasn’t our plan, so I guessed that someone had actually stolen them.

“We need to call the police,” I said, but I regretted the words as soon as Charlotte shot me an angry glare.

“No! We’ll all get in trouble for being here so late. Our friends are on the student council, and it would be terrible for their reputation,” the succubus said.

“It will? But we didn’t have anything to do with this!” Kristen gasped.

“Oh, I know, and the police will figure that out as well; after dozens of hours of questioning. Maybe if we search the rest of the gym, we can find--”

“We need to split up and see if we can catch who stole them!” Kristen said.

“They probably left in a car! There are two parking lots. Maybe we’ll catch a plate. I’ll go with Sherman to the lower lot!” Rose shouted as she grabbed my hand.

“Wait!” Charlotte hissed, and we all fell silent. “Did you hear that?”

“It sounds like the showers in the locker room,” I said as I pointed to the far corner of the gym where the boy’s locker room lay.

“They must still be here. They are probably vandalizing the boy’s locker room.” As the succubus spoke, there was a crash in the distance, and the sound of boys laughing.

“Now we know they are here. We should really call the police,” said Lily. Her blue eyes were wide, and it was obvious that she was a bit afraid.

“They might get away. Let’s at least see if we can identify them later,” Charlotte whispered. “Follow me.”

The four of use followed the succubus across the dark gym floor. While we walked, I pulled out my phone to check on who had tried to reach me. It was Charlotte, of course. There was a missed call, but then a string of text messages:

The boys from Lincoln High are breaking into the trophy case. Come quick!

Ugh… where are you? They took the trophy. I think it is the wrestling team. They are talking about you and Dr. King.

Are you coming? They just went into the boy’s locker room. They are going to go into the girl’s next.

Oh my Satan, where are you?!?!

Fuck it. I’m coming to get you.

“Did you call the police?” Lily asked when she saw me put away my phone.

“Uhhh. I will once we see them. I don’t want the police to--”

“Shhh,” Charlotte turned to hiss at us with her finger over her lips. We were right at the door to the boy’s locker room, and the succubus slowly started to push it. The angel girls crowded around the open crack of the door, and I couldn’t really see past all the wings.

“Can you see anything?” I asked with the quietest whisper I could make.

“No, they have broken into all the lockers. They must have bolt cutters or a pry bar. They are off to the side.”

There was a crashing sound, and the boys laughed again. Charlotte pulled away from the door and then turned to me.

“I’ll go in and confront them, you come in after I give the sig--”

“You can’t go into the boy’s locker room,” Lily hissed. “It is against the rules.”

“Don’t be such a goody-two-shoes, Lily!” Rose hissed. “They are vandalizing our school! We have to stop them!”

“Charlotte can’t go in their first!” Kristen hissed. The other angel girls nodded, and then they looked at me.

“It’s okay. I’m used to--” the succubus began, but then I interrupted her.

“I’ll go-go-go-go in-in-in front,” I stammered. “I doubt they will do anything violent if al-al-all of us are there.” I was kind of scared of confronting a group of boys, but I didn’t want to let Charlotte or my new friends down. I’d always wanted to be a hero, but my shoulders were trembling with fear. That was probably okay. I’ve been terrified a lot in the past week, and confronting a group of asshole boys in a locker room was a lot less scary than battling demons in Hell.

“This isn’t a good--” Charlotte started to whisper as I walked past her, but I interrupted her.

“I wouldn’t be a very good man if I didn’t protect my sister.”

“Oh for the love of-- don’t be so macho about it, Sherman. Okay, fine, but I’ll be right behind you.”

“Thanks,” I muttered as I pushed through the door.

“Sherman is so brave,” Kristen whispered behind me.

“It’s really hot.” I thought I heard Rose say, but I wondered if I had imagined it until Lily spoke.

“Rose, don’t be so scandalous!”

“Shh, don’t pretend you aren’t into him!”

There was a short hallway, maybe only six feet, between the doorway and the main open area of the locker room. I could only see the first row of lockers from inside of the hallway, and the locks had been cut from all of their doors. The contents of the lockers were scattered across the floor like a clothes grenade had gone off, and I poked my head around the corner to see that the rest of the locker room was in a similar state.

Most of the lockers were busted open, and I saw a dozen boys on the far side of the room. They had their backs to us, and it looked like one of them had a big sledge hammer. He was smashing the shower heads off the wall, and water was spraying from all angles. It was getting the boy with the hammer wet, but he didn’t seem to care.

It was the human wrestler from Lincoln High, Albert. And he let out a howl of laughter after he smashed the last shower from the wall.

The sight of the good looking boy vandalizing my new school made me angry, and the emotion pushed back a good chunk of my terror. Yeah. There were thirteen of these boys, but I liked this school, and they were just being a bunch of assholes.

“Hey! Stop that!” I shouted as I stepped from the cover of the hallway.

The boys stopped their laughing, and they all spun around to see me. For a second, their eyes were filled with terror, but then they saw that it was only me, and their faces transformed into wide smiles. There were no angels or demons in their group, but I did see a vampire, drow, dwarf, goblin, two cat creatures, a devil that looked like a lizard mixed with a two-legged horse, a humanoid bee creature, an elf with pale skin, a satyr, a terrifying boy with mouths where his eyes should have been, and a boy that looked like a harpy.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t the new challenger,” Albert said with an evil laugh. He stepped down from the spray of the showers, and handed his sledgehammer to one of the cat-boys as he walked through the group of his friends.

“Why are you messing up our school?” It wasn’t the stupidest question I’ve ever asked, but it was probably a close second or third.

“Cause it is fun!” the boy with mouths where his eyes should have been screeched. All three of the mouths opened when he spoke, and the sight was like something out of a nightmare.

“Well, stop it!” I ordered, and I was a bit surprised that my voice didn’t come out in a squeak. The boy that looked like a devil had a big backpack on, and the tip of the silver trophy poked out of the top. “And give us back our trophies.” I raised my arm to point at the backpack.

The boys all looked at each other, and then Albert snickered. “Naw. We are taking the trophies. We should have won them in the first place. We are the better wrestling team.” The rest of the boys nodded with the handsome kid’s words.

“If you were the better team, you would have won them fair and square. Give them back, or I’m gonna call the cops.” The arm I had pointed with was starting to tremble a bit, and I lowered it before they could notice.

“Naw. You aren’t going to call the cops,” Albert shrugged, and then stepped closer to me.

“Oh, I will,” I stepped back a bit, and felt the back of my legs touch the bench between the lockers.

“Naw. Here is what is going to happen: We are going to go over to the girl’s locker room, and have some fun over there. You are going to come with us. Once we are done, we’ll leave. You aren’t going to tell the cops shit. Or we’ll find out where you live and pay you a visit one night.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” I said, but my voice did quiver a bit. I’d forgotten about Charlotte for a few moments. Where was the succubus girl? I imagined she could deal with all of these boys in a few moments. She’d probably kill them, and I didn’t want anyone to die, but I also didn’t like the idea of them beating me up.

“We can just fuck you up now. Maybe we can do it so that you won’t be talking about anything for a few months. Then when you finally do say something, the group of us will just be each other’s alibi.

“It doesn’t have to get violent. Just give me the trophies, and get out of here,” I forced my mouth to say. I’d been scared before, but my legs were shaking against the bench now, and my vision was starting to swim. I’d only had a few hours of practice with Dr. King, and I replayed all the various takedown moves in my head.

“Naw,” Albert said as he stepped again toward me. Our chests were only a foot away from each other. Well, my eyes were level with his chest where his heart was, and I had to tilt my head back to see him.

His left hand reached out to grab the front of my shirt, and the entire world started to slow down and crawl along at a snail’s pace.

“Let him go,” I heard Charlotte say from behind me, and Albert’s gang of boys jumped a bit.

“Well, look it here. We’ve got a girl in the boy’s locker room. Is this your bodyguard, fag?” Albert growled to me, and I felt his fist tighten around the fabric at the front of my shirt.

“No. I’m his sister,” the succubus said with a shrug. I guessed that she hadn’t dropped her disguise because none of them mentioned that she was a succubus. She was also still wearing her glasses that looked like mine.

“You are kind of hot. I like the glasses.” Albert glanced between the two of us, and I felt his grip relax. “Twins?”

“Yep. We haven’t called the police yet, but we can do even worse. Just drop the trophies and leave.” Charlotte crossed her arms, and I wondered how she could look so nonchalant when facing thirteen boys.

“Do even worse? I don’t think you understand what we are going to do to you once we have finished kicking the shit out of your brother,” Albert said.

His words made my imagination slide to a horrible place, and I felt my fear turn into rage. These guys didn’t know that Charlotte was a trained succubus assassin, they just thought she was a normal girl, and Albert planned on doing horrible things to her after he beat me up. The edges of my vision started to darken, and I observed my left fist fly out and slam into Albert’s handsome face. I hadn’t even thought about doing it, the limb just seemed to move on its own as if I was watching someone else play a video game.

“No!” I shouted; half because I was mad at this asshole for thinking he was going to hurt an innocent girl, and half because I almost didn’t want to punch him.

Albert’s head snapped back, and I felt his nose crumple under my knuckles. The sensation was oddly satisfying, and my right hand came out to punch him in the throat area. He fell away from me after both strikes, but his bully friends caught him before he could fall.

The group looked at me in stunned silence for a few moments, and Albert made a few hacking sounds while he touched his nose. His face didn’t look very handsome now, and his eyes were wide with fury.

“You punched me! My nose is broken!”

“We just called Dr. King!” Kristen shouted behind me, and I turned slightly to see the group of angel girls standing in the back corner of the locker room. They had only stepped half a foot out of the hallway, and the trio looked terrified.

“Fuck you!” Albert screamed as he shot toward me.

Then the entire locker room erupted into chaos.
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I tripped over the bench when Albert shot toward me. A cry of panic escaped my mouth as I fell, but the folly ended up saving me a bit.  The accident helped me avoid colliding with his chest, and the large boy slammed face first into the lockers above me. I tried to get my feet flat on the ground so that I could stand, but my legs accidently tangled with his, and he gave out a startled cry when he fell over sideways. The world was kind of in slow motion again, and I saw Albert’s handsome face collide with four different opened locker doors when he tumbled down to my side.

I reached for the bench, and managed to pull myself up to my feet in time to see one of the cat-boys try to punch Charlotte. The girl still hadn’t taken off her glasses, and her hands had not transformed into her usual bird looking claws, so I guessed that she hadn’t dropped her disguise. She danced back a few steps, and the cat-boy’s fist missed her stomach. It was kind of a hooking punch, and he hadn’t expected her to dodge it. He was thrown a bit off balance, and the brown-haired girl’s foot tripped him so that he fell against the lockers.

The other cat-boy jumped toward me with a growl. I remembered one of the moves Dr. King had taught me, and I shot to the ground like a falling brick. The boy’s chest passed over me, I looked down a bit to protect my glasses, and then I stood up while I lifted my arms against his legs. The cat-boy had a bunch of momentum from his jump, and he tumbled over me with a surprised yelp. I twisted around to see him on top of Albert, and it seemed as if they were both stunned.

The boy with the mouths for eyes had tried to tackle Charlotte, but I watched the girl fling open one of the broken lockers. The metal face of the door slammed into the boy’s lower mouth, and a spray of teeth fell out of his head like a rain of hail. He fell back with a screech of agony, and then he got tangled up with the bee-boy.

The harpy-boy aimed a kick at my stomach that I was too slow to dodge. I remembered how Dr. King had taught me to tense my stomach, but the kick still hurt, and it knocked what felt like all the air out of my lungs. I tried to ignore the pain, and I wrapped my left arm around his bird leg. Dr. King had taught me this takedown, and I stepped into the boy as I tried to hook his back foot. I’d done this a few times against Dr. King, and while the giant werewolf had fallen down to the mat when I executed the move, part of me had thought he was just trying to make me feel better. The technique did work, and I was a bit surprised when I landed on top of the feathery attacker. My elbow slammed into his stomach at the same time as the back of his head bounced off the hard concrete of the locker room floor, and it was immediately apparent to me that he’d been knocked out.

The locker aisle that Charlotte and I fought in was getting stacked with bodies, and I tried to disengage with the harpy-boy as the goblin kicked me. He was short, but almost as wide as the dwarf, and his first kick hit me on the top of my left shoulder. I hissed when the electric shock of pain went through my body, and then pushed off the ground with my legs so that I would shoot toward him. The goblin probably outweighed me by only ten pounds, so my tackle was effective at knocking him down. He tumbled onto the locker room floor while I held his legs, but now I was out of the aisle, and the other boys could come at me from all sides.

I got a punch in on the goblin’s face, but then someone kicked me in the ribs on my left, and someone kicked me in the back. I couldn’t remember the last time that I’d breathed, and my vision was starting to turn a strange sepia color. Something hit me in the chest, and I felt a sickening crack reverberate through my entire body.

Then I was looking at the ceiling, and it spun like a kaleidoscope of only yellow and cream colors.

“Sherman! Sherman! Sherman! Sherman! Sherman!” I heard a voice calling my name, and I recognized Charlotte by the fifth time she said it.

“Huh?” I gasped, and the succubus helped me sit up.

“Are you okay?” she whispered, and I could hear the boys shouting.

“Yeah. I think,” I lied. Every bone in my body felt broken, and I didn’t understand how I could even sit right now. The room was tilting, and I suddenly felt as if I had to puke.

“They are running away. I’m going to follow them and see if I can take the trophy. I’ll text you after you lose the angel girls and the werewolf.” Her voice was a dark whisper in my ear, and I saw that she still had her thick rimmed glasses on.

“Werewolf?” I tried to ask, but then I had to cough, and I saw the succubus sprint past the showers and through an open door. I put my hand on the concrete of the locker room floor, and tried to get up, but it felt as if my arm was trying to bench press the Earth, and my shoulders just screamed a refusal.

“Sherman! Wow!” I couldn’t tell which angel girl was speaking, but the three beautiful girls were kneeling next to me. I felt their hands on my arms and shoulders, and the sensation was pleasant.

“You fought all of them!” Rose said, and her eyes were opened wide with surprise.

“I got beat up,” I tried to laugh, but then something near what I thought was my left kidney cramped, and I gasped.

“You are so brave!” Lily said. “Oh, no! Don’t stand! You are hurt.”

“I have to go help Charlotte. She went after them.” I tried to push off the ground again, but my arm wasn’t having any of it.

“Just wait here. Dr. King is on his way,” Kristen said.

“No. I need to help her,” I said, but then I was looking up at the ceiling, and I heard Dr. King’s voice.

“I’m thinking that these boys are drawing a liiiiiiiine in the sand. Yeah,” the werewolf said.

I blinked a few times and realized that my head was resting on something smooth and soft. It was Rose’s bare legs, and I felt the angel girl’s hands push me back down into her lap when I tried to sit up. Fingers held both my left and right hands, and I turned to see Lily and Kristen sitting on each side of me.

“He’s awake!” Lily said.

“Hey Sherman,” Dr. King said as he leaned his wolf face over me. “The lovely ladies here told me about your epic struggle against those vandals. Oh yeah. You’ve made me proud by standing up for the school. I called out Giant Gene, and he said he had nothing to do with this, but he’s a liar, and I’m about ready to head over to his house and talk to him. Man. To. Man. Yeah. He’s been standing behind his boys too much, and then grandstanding from that safety. Well that’s not gonna work anymore! I’m gonna go tell him he’s crossed the line, and he needs to leave my boys alone. Oh yeah!”

“I need to come with you,” I said. I tried to set up, but it felt like Rose was as strong as Charlotte, and her fingers kept me pressed against her lap as if I was a baby.

“Naw, Sherman. You’ve done good. Oh yeah. The girls here said that you stepped into the squared circle with Albert and came out on top! Oh yeah! Then you protected them and your sister from those other boys. You’re a real champion, yeah. Not just in the ring, but in life. Men are supposed to protect their women, and you did a fine job of that. Yeah. Now let me tap in here for a few minutes. Giant Gene is out of your weight class and he might just squash you like a bug. I was a bit angry with him when we spoke on the telephone, and I’m thinking that Morgan is over there as well. I’m bringing Coach Hellsig, and we might have to rumble. Oh yeah!”

“I need to go. I don’t know where my sister is. She said she would follow the boys. I’m worried about her.” I gently pushed Rose’s hands away from my shoulders and managed to sit up. I didn’t hear the spray of water anymore, and I wondered how long I had been unconscious.

“I’ll make sure that she is safe. Can’t have any girls getting hurt.” The werewolf stood.

“I need to go.” I tried to think of what I could say that would appeal to the wrestler’s code, and then I came up with what I thought was the perfect addition “It is for my honor. I can’t let these guys get away with stealing the trophies and threatening my sister. They have to pay the price for disrespecting the code of the squared circle. I need to see it through. Oh yeah.”

The giant werewolf looked at me. It was hard to see his eyes through his wide sunglasses, but the wolf did make a short nod.

“I can’t argue with that. Yeah. Let’s get going!”

Dr. King reached out a giant arm and yanked me to my feet. The three angel girls let out a surprised gasp when the werewolf pulled me from their grasp, and I saw Kristen open her mouth to say something.

“You three go home. Yeah. The championship cage battle is about to begin, and you all need to be safe in your homes,” the werewolf said.

“But we are the school’s media team. We need to--” Rose began to argue, but the alpha wolf silenced her with a gesture of his fingers.

“Oh yeah. There is a time and a place for that stuff, but this is a private battle that has finally reached a boiling point. Now the lava is going to overflow, and damage might be done to all in the vicinity. No, you three go on home, and you can witness the aftermath of our struggle when the dawn light rises to bathe the world in a celestial glow. That’s the way it shall be tonight. Oh yeah. Now get going!” He slammed his hands together with the sound of a thunderclap. The three angel girls jumped to their feet, and they gave me a last look before they turned to walk out of the locker room.

Then Dr. King and I were running out the door.

We didn’t have to run far; the werewolf had driven his Jeep through the service road and parked it on the basketball courts right in front of the gym. My body was screaming with every step, but I managed to climb up the side of the vehicle, and get my seatbelt on without fainting again. Dr. King fired up the engine, howled up to the moon, and then flipped the Jeep around with a screech of tires and engine. We popped up a curb, down a wide set of stairs, and then we fishtailed a bit when we hit the service road leading out of the school. On our way out of the parking lot we almost ran into a raised pickup truck, and I saw Mr. Hellsig wave to us from inside the cab. The orc spun his truck around, and he followed us out of the parking lot.

I reached into my pocket to check my phone. There was a missed call from Charlotte that came in ten minutes ago, and a text shortly after:

They went to Giant Gene’s house. It looks like Morgan is there too. They are getting ready for battle, or a party. Hard to tell with all these folding chairs. I don’t know if I can get the trophy without being seen, let alone kill the werewolf. There are too many of them. We’ll need another plan.

My thumbs raced across the screen of the phone, and I typed back a reply to her.

I’m in the car with Dr. King. We are coming over to Gene’s place right now. They are going to fight. Get away so Dr. King doesn’t smell you.

Almost as soon as I had finished texting the succubus, she replied back.

This is perfect! I’m going to try to do it while they are occupied. Don’t get hurt.

Ugh. I should have expected that reply from Charlotte. She didn’t seem to fear for her own life. I knew that she had said she wanted me to stay safe, but someone also needed to look out for her. Dr. King would probably be able to smell her around the house, and I just hoped that he would be more interested in fighting Giant Gene then tracking down the succubus that he thought had tried to kill me.

The Jeep skidded to a stop, and the phone almost slipped from my sweaty hands. We were in front of Giant Gene’s mansion, and I saw the front door of the large home swing open. The big blond werewolf stepped onto the paved walkway, and the vampire followed right behind him. Then the crowd of boys leaked out of the door and they all began to walk across the grass of the front yard. I noticed that there was a stack of folding chairs on the lawn, and it kind of did look like they were getting ready for a party.

Mr. Hellsig was already out of his truck, and I saw that the orc was shirtless, had florescent war paint on his face, and cloth tassels tied around his massive biceps. He stepped out onto the lawn before I could exit the Jeep, and his voice rang out with low, guttural words.

“You send your minions to do your dirty work. You have angered the gods, Giant Gene. They have asked us to grant you endings fitting of the cowards that you are!”

“Woo! Looks like we’ve gone and angered the natives. Listen up, Hellsig, our boys didn’t do anything. Why would they even want to? We’ve got the nicest equipment in the state. Look at the shoes that our boys are wearing? Those are two hundred dollar shoes. Woo! We can outfit all of our team with this stuff because we are the best. We are the winners, and everyone loves winners. My robe is worth more than your car! Woo! It comes from Japan, and it is the finest piece of silk you can ever imagine. Comes from spiders, not just silkworms. I work--”

“All your grandstanding and your showboating is gonna come to an end tonight! Yeah!” Dr. King said as he stood next to the orc. “You’ve got no shame. Getting your kids involved in our feud. I can forgive a lot of what you’ve done, but I can’t forgive you pitting our boys against each other. It’s crossing the line. Oh yeah.”

“You crossed the line all those years ago, brother. I told you how I felt about Lady Bella, and you went after her anyways. You never cared about my feelings then, and you called me brother. Now, I heard your pup was hurting mine. It’s one thing to keep the violence between us, but he started this, brother, and tonight it’s gonna end!” Giant Gene pointed a clawed werewolf finger at me, and I felt my aching body shiver with dread.

“You’re just making up excuses now!” Dr. King reached up to his sunglasses, grabbed them by the rim, and flipped them off of his face. Nobody moved for the second it took for them to tumble through the air, but then they hit the sidewalk and the four muscular men erupted into a melee.

Giant Gene rushed forward, and Dr. King brought up his elbow. The point struck the larger werewolf in the face, and Gene’s legs were knocked out from underneath him. He fell onto the grass, and Dr. King jumped high into the air with his knees pointed over the larger wolf’s stomach. He fell like a missile, but Giant Gene rolled out of the way at the last second.

Morgan made a short dash toward Mr. Hellsig, and the shorter, muscular orc stepped to the side to clothesline the vampire. Morgan seemed to have expected the move though, and he ducked under the green arm. He stood up from behind with a rising front kick that caught the muscular orc square in the back. Mr. Hellsig staggered forward from the blow, but he managed to avoid running into the circle of Lincoln High boys that were standing on the far side of the grassy lawn.

Gene was up now, and he was trading face punches with Dr. King. Each of them must have had the power to smash through a brick wall, and they were pounding on each other’s wolf faces like they were beating drums. The other boys were cheering the match on, but each of the werewolves was dripping blood from their snouts, and it was obvious that the two supernatural creatures were intent on killing each other.

Mr. Hellsig had grabbed onto Morgan, and he lifted the vampire over his head as if the fancy man weighed nothing. Then he dropped him easily and Morgan crashed to the grass with a grunt. The vampire’s sparkly robe wasn’t off, but the orc didn’t seem to care, and he leapt into the air with a frantic war cry. Morgan didn’t roll out of the way, and my teacher belly flopped on top of him.

Dr. King looked to be taking the worse end of the beating, but he interrupted Gene’s next series of punches with an elbow to the face. Gene’s nose looked to break in half, and he fell onto the grass. My teacher wasted no time with his next move and his elbow drop connected with the larger werewolf’s chest. It almost sounded like a shotgun blast had gone off, and I winced along with the boys on the other side of the grass lawn.

“Arrgh!” Mr. Hellsig cried out, and my eyes moved over to my teacher. He was tangled up with Morgan, and the vampire had him in a strange leg lock.

Dr. King jumped to help his friend, and the werewolf kicked the vampire in the face. Morgan flew away from the orc, and he skidded across the grass of the lawn like a skipped Frisbee.

“Look out!” I cried out. Dr. King was helping Mr. Hellsig to his feet, and Giant Gene had snuck up behind him. The larger werewolf seemed to have healed from most of his facial injuries, and he smashed his bowling ball sized fist into my teacher’s back. Dr. King collapsed with the sound of breaking bones, and Mr. Hellsig tackled the blonde werewolf.

Morgan had gotten to his feet, and he moved to grapple with Dr. King. The brown-furred werewolf was starting to stand, but it was obvious that he was a bit drowsy from the mighty blow that had been dealt to his spine, and he couldn’t fend off the vampire’s hands. Morgan threaded his arms through Dr. King’s so that the werewolf was kind of prone, and then the vampire did a suplex move to drive Dr. King’s head into the grass.

The other crowd of boys cheered, and I looked their direction. Charlotte was standing behind them in the doorway, and she waved the trophy at me. I didn’t know what she intended to do next, since she couldn’t just jump in with the four men and kill Gene without anyone else seeing her. Then the girl did the unexpected, and tossed the silver trophy into the grass ring.

“Right on!” one of the boys said as soon as he saw to trophy bounce on the grass. He reached over to the neat stack of chairs that the group stood next to, and threw one into the ring.

Mr. Hellsig was straddling Giant Gene, and the orc repeatedly slammed his ham fists down onto the face of the werewolf. It looked like Gene was about to fall unconscious, but then the werewolf brought up his furry hands to catch the orc’s and the two of them rolled onto the grass to the other side of the ring. They separated after a few seconds, and each stood to face each other again.

Both men looked tired, injured, and their punches moved out like they were trying to lazily bat away flies. I turned to Dr. King, and saw that he was trying to escape from one of Morgan’s leg locks.

“The trophy!” I shouted out to my teacher. He heard me over the roar of the cheering crowd, and he looked at the ring to see the large hunk of silver. The werewolf grabbed it, and then swung the makeshift weapon at the handsome vampire. The strike connected with Morgan’s face, and the man spun away.

“Yeeeeeaaaaallp!” Dr. King shouted as he tossed the trophy away. It was hard to see exact details because we only had the light of the full moon, but it looked as if my teacher’s hand was smoking.

“Brother, you are about to be in for a lot of hurt. Time to giant up!” The blond werewolf started to pump his arms frantically, and the boys from Lincoln High cheered.

Gene was kind of shaking, but also doing frantic bicep curls. Mr. Hellsig stepped up to him and swung out with a massive haymaker. It probably would have punched a hole through the door of the orc’s own truck, but the blond-furred werewolf didn’t even seem to feel the hit. The green-skinned man punched again, and again, but each one only seemed to make Gene pump his fists faster. It almost looked as if the werewolf was getting larger, but that was impossible.

“Brother, you are gonna pay!” Gene shouted as he wagged his finger at Mr. Hellsig.

The two men collided with the sound of a thunder clap, and it really did look like Gene was twice the size of the incredibly muscular orc. Gene wrapped his arm around my teacher, spun him upside down, and then pile drove him into the grass. The crowd of boys let out a cheer, and I felt my heart sink.

“You’ll stay down if you know what is good for you, brother!” Gene shouted as he stood. Mr. Hellsig was trying to roll on the ground, but he looked really hurt, and I could tell that the man was having problems seeing anything.

Dr. King flew at Gene, and the smaller werewolf held a chair in his hand. The steel smashed into the blonde werewolf, but it bent around his muscular form as if it was made out of a wire pipe cleaner. Gene just laughed, and then backhanded Dr. King. The attack caught my teacher off guard, and he spun through the air like a top.

“No!” I shouted as I stepped forward. I didn’t know how I could help my teachers, but it was apparent that the tide of battle had turned in Lincoln High’s favor. The toe of my shoe touched something solid when I stepped and I saw that the silver trophy had rolled to my feet.

I bent down, picked up the hunk of silver, and felt a strange power flow through the thing. I suddenly knew that this wasn’t just a hunk of silver shaped into a trophy. This was something else entirely, and it might have been the reason that everyone at school could remember my name. There was a flash of memory in my mind, like a lake, or a river, and a flock of sheep.

Less ohs.

It was a woman’s voice that echoed in my mind. Her tone sounded a bit like Charlotte’s but less sensual. Was that the name of this magical artifact? I didn’t know, but I did know that I had to save my teacher, and I stepped into the ring with the hunk of metal over my head like I would have held a thick wooden stake.

Giant Gene jumped into the air and slammed the rear side of his thigh down on Dr. King’s face. Then he stood with a triumphant shout as he raised both of his giant arms into the air. The blond werewolf gestured to his boys to cheer louder, and he cupped his hand to his ear as if he couldn’t hear them.

Dr. King was trying to get to his feet, as was Mr. Hellsig, but it looked as if both men needed a few minutes to recover. Then I saw Morgan step up to the orc, grab his hair, and lift him into a suplex position.

I drove the tip of the trophy into the vampire’s back where I thought his heart was.

The metal slid in easier that I expected. It was almost like the thing was a hot knife, and Fabulous Morgan’s body was made out of water. The vampire didn’t even scream; he just kind of evaporated into steam, which then turned into ash a half a second later.

“What did you do?” Giant Gene had moved to grab Dr. King, and both of the werewolves were staring at me with opened eyes.

I didn’t answer. Instead I forced my aching body to dash toward the big blond werewolf.

Gene let go of Dr. King’s shoulders, and he tried to swat me away, but he was moving as if he swimming through molasses, and I punched the tip of the silver metal into his chest before he could hit me.

The werewolf screamed.

The boys screamed.

Dr. King screamed.

Mr. Hellsig screamed.

I screamed.

Then I felt the world tip on end. As if it was falling into a feverish dream.


Chapter 13
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“Huh?” I said as my eyelids fluttered open.

“Finally!” Charlotte said from the front seat of our car. I was lying across the back seat, and we were driving on the freeway. It looked like it was early morning, and the clock on her dashboard read 7:34 AM.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Heading south,” she answered.

“Wait. What about the werewolf? What happened?” I asked.

“You killed them both,” she answered. “Do you want to come sit up front? It will be easier to talk.”

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said as I slid between the front seats. It took me half a minute to flip myself over so that I could sit down, and I was a bit surprised by how sore I wasn’t. I should have felt like I’d been through the blender, but I only felt the kind of body aches I would have expected from a flu.

“You killed the vampire and the werewolf,” she said once I’d buckled my seatbelt.

“Oh, no. That wasn’t the mission.”

“Nope.”

“Is Satan mad?” I asked.

“Yep,” she answered.

“Uhhhh. What did he say?”

“He wants you to call him when you wake up,” she sighed.

“How did I get in the car?” I asked. “The last thing I remember is hitting Giant Gene with that hunk of metal.”

“I think Gene was actually the Alpha. When he howled it made everyone pass out. I almost did too, but I managed to grab you, and carry you back to our apartment. Then I called Satan, and he told me to get back on the road.”

“What about the trophy?” I asked.

“It is in the trunk with the rest of our stuff. I think it has magic powers. It shouldn’t have been able to kill the vampire like that. Maybe the werewolf, since it was made of silver, but the vampire wouldn’t have died like that even if you staked it through the heart.”

“How should it have died?” I asked.

“It would have moaned about its cursed existence, made some sexy sounding pants, agonized about how it was just misunderstood by everyone, talked about how much it hated Anne Rice or Stephanie Meyers, and then turned into ash,” she said.

“Really? That seems complicated,” as soon as the words left my mouth I saw the succubus girl smile, and I realized she was pulling my leg.

“Call Satan,” she commanded.

“Ugh. Can I do it later, maybe after we get breakfast? I am starving.”

“You might as well get it over with. You aren’t going to be able to eat thinking about the call. I’ll pull off though, so we can get a bite. Traffic is about to get bad anyways.” The succubus angled our VW Jetta off of the highway, and we spotted a gas station with attached convenience store at the first corner.

“Ugh. Okay. Here it goes,” I said as I pressed the button on my contacts for Satan. Lord of Evil and Master of Hell.

“Sherman! I was wondering how long you would sleep. I was just about to call Charlotte and ask her to give you a kiss.”

“A kiss?” I asked as I glanced at the girl sitting next to me.

“Yeah. You know in that Disney movie? The succubus wakes up the human by kissing him?”

“I don’t think that is how it goes. There was a sleeping princess and--”

“Oh! You are right, I’m thinking of the other movie. That one where the succubus wakes up the guy by kissing his--”

“Hey! I’m driving here!” Charlotte honked her horn at the big rig that almost smashed into us in the parking lot.

“What was that, Satan?” I asked him.

“What was what?” he asked.

“I didn’t catch what the succubus did to the guy to wake him up,” I said.

“Oh yeah. I was going to have Charlotte do it to you, but you are awake now! Huzaah! I’ve gotta say, I was a little upset with you both,” the Lord of Evil said.

“I’m sorry about the mission. I messed up. I know we were supposed to set the vampire up as a patsy, but--”

“Ehh. Doesn’t matter. This is actually good for my plans!”

“It is? I thought you wanted the vampires and the werewolves to war with each other?”

“Yeah, and it sounds like you may have fucked that up, but you also found something I’ve been looking for, and this is gonna make the war go a whole lot smoother.”

“Are you talking about the trophy?” I asked.

“Well, it looks like a trophy to you, but it isn’t, well maybe it could be considered a trophy for some. It will be a game changer, Sherman! I’m glad too! I was thinking I was gonna have to get all mad at you for failing this first assignment.”

“But I helped Lord Barrtazzu with--”

“Sherman, Sherman, Sherman. Secret agents are only as good as their current job. Don’t worry. You’ll be able to redeem yourself with this next one. Should be a lot easier.”

“Okay,” I sighed. “What are we doing?”

“News of the alpha and vampire’s death are going crazy like through the ranks of their army. My sources say that the supernaturals think that I have a new super soldier. They say the guy is loaded with muscles, wears dark demon armor, and carries a sword as big as he is tall and as wide as his chest. Can you believe that shit? Sounds like something out of a comic book.”

“There actually is a Japanese comic book named Berserk that--”

“So I want you to go to New Orleans and get the surprise on all the vamps there.”

“There are vampires in New Orleans?” I asked with surprise.

“Of course! Where else would they be? Sherman, sometimes I think you aren’t the most tightly packed matzo ball, if you know what I mean.”

“So we are just going to New Orleans to kill all the vampires?” I asked

“No, Sherman, that is just ridiculous. I’ve got a particular family in mind. Once they are out of the way, the supes will be really weak. Then Lucy and Gabe will make their attack. It’s gonna be great. Anyhow, give me a call when you check in. Charlotte has the address and stuff of the school, and my staff is working on getting you registered. It’s a private school this time, so you’re gonna need to buy some better clothes.”

“Uh. Okay,” I said, and I looked down at my clothes. They seemed fine, other than they were covered with some blood from when I wrestled the boys in the locker room. I probably needed to change at the gas station.

“We’ll talk later. I’m playing 7 Wonders with Eve, Lilith, and Tera. You ever played that game, Sherman?”

“Uhhh. No, is it a board game? I think I’ve heard of it,” I said.

“Tera?” Charlotte asked into the speakerphone. She had parked in front of the gas pump and turned off the engine.

“Yeah, Charlotte. I’ll tell her you said hi, but say goodbye to my ass. These women keep beating me. Bunch of fucking cheaters. That is what they are. Anyways. I gotta get back in there. Toodles!” The line went dead, and I looked at the purple-eyed succubus girl.

“Should we go eat? Do we need gas?” I asked.

“Yes and yes,” she said with a sigh. “I can go get the food, if you’ll pump the gas. Do you have some cash?”

“I have some in my wallet.” I unlocked the door, and then went to open it, but Charlotte’s fingers grabbed onto my shoulder. Her movement surprised me, and I almost jumped out of my skin.

“Sherman,” she whispered. “I, uhhh. You did great in the locker room.”

“I did?”

“Yeah, ummm.” Charlotte looked into my eyes and then glanced down to where her hands touched my arm. “I thought that I’d have to save you. I would have, but you took care of yourself.”

“Well, I got mad when I thought about what they wanted to do to you--”

“That wasn’t going to happen. I could have killed them all easily. I just didn’t want to show my true form with the angel girls watching.”

“Oh. Okay. Good.”

“Did you… uh, like those girls?” she asked.

“What do you mean? Like for a girlfriend? They were all really nice.”

“Yeah. They were angels. They are supposed to be nice,” she looked at me again, and part of her mouth turned into a bit of a smile, “did you want to go out with any of them? They were all pretty.”

“Charlotte, girls don’t really like me.” I shrugged. “They thought I was a big video game pro because you lied to them.”

“They seemed friendly. They approached us to talk before I even spun that story.”

“Yeah, but they only wanted to hang out with me because they thought I was this hero.”

“You are a hero,” the succubus said, and our eyes met again.

“I work for Satan. He wants me to go kill vampires. We came to our last school to kill Dr. King, who is a nice guy.” I suddenly felt a pang of sadness in my chest. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to Mr. Hellsig or Dr. King, or my wrestling teammates. Everyone at this school had been so nice. I was going to miss them.

And yeah, it had been kind of fun to hang out with three beautiful angel girls. I knew that they didn’t really like me, but it was fun to pretend for a bit.

“Why are you working for Satan?” she asked, and her purple eyes drifted away from me again.

“Because he’ll kill me if I don’t.” I laughed. “And, I, uhhh. Want your freedom.”

“Yes, I remember you said that when we were in hell. What if you could just ghost though?”

“Ghost? What do you mean?” I asked.

“Just walk away. I’ve got a suitcase full of money. You can take it, and go wherever you want.”

“I can’t do that. Satan will find me.”

“Sherman,” the succubus sighed and smiled at me again. “Satan can’t find you. I got lucky. If I lose track of you on Earth he would never find you again. That is your magic.”

“What about you?” I asked.

“Forget about me,” she said as she turned to look out the front of the car window. The gas station wasn’t that busy, so no one had honked their horn at us for not filling up yet.

“I can never forget about you, Charlotte. I love you. You are smart, kind, charming, and beautiful. I want to be with you, even though you might not feel the same. It just feels right being near you. I want to get your freedom from Satan. Even if he offers me ninety-nine succubi, I just want you.” The words poured from my mouth and I realized that the last time I’d told the girl about my feelings she had emotionally withdrawn from me.

Her eyes met mine, and there was a bit of anger there. The emotion surprised me, and I knew that I’d fucked up again. Damn it. I was always saying the wrong thing to her.

“What if I don’t love you?” she hissed, and I felt my heart turn to ice. I almost gasped, and I had to blink a few times to fight against the tears.

“It doesn’t matter. I still love you.”

Her lips were on mine suddenly. It was a savage kiss, and my brain exploded with too many sensations too quickly. My tongue touched hers for half a second, and she let out a soft moan into my mouth.

Then she pulled away, and her purple eyes glowed with rage.

“Idiot! Stupid human! Arrrrgh! Get gas! I’m going inside for food. Dummy! Ugh!” The succubus said a few other words in a language that sounded like a song being played in reverse, and then she practically kicked open the door of the car before she got out.

I watched her stomp across the concrete space to the convenience store. She walked by a tall, ugly troll looking man loitering in front of the place. He said something to her that I couldn’t hear, but I saw her growl and hiss at the man. His face turned as white as a sheet, and he covered his head as if he feared that Charlotte would rip it from his neck and drop kick it. The succubus turned around to glare at me one last time, saw I was still in the car, and made a gesture that looked like putting a gas nozzle in a tank. Then she turned away from me and stamped into the store.

“Jeeze. I really don't understand her,” I sighed as I got out of the car. My lips still tingled from our kiss, and I reached the tips of my fingers to touch them.

Even though she was mad at me, I couldn’t stop from smiling.
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Kaiyer

 

When I dreamed, it was always of floating green islands. Slow waterfalls tumbled off the sides of rocky earth and disappeared into smoky blankets of mist and unpainted clouds. I jumped between the floating islands with a lazy, drifting bounce, somersaulting amid endless blue sky, punctured by the occasional flock of giant white birds.

In the far distance, sailing ships passed through the azure air like it was water. Often I attempted to reach these vessels, but even my greatest leaps fell short and left me to land on another lush island, conveniently placed to catch my fall. In this dream paradise I never noticed anything living besides the trees, birds, and the distant ships.

Perhaps it is wrong of me to say when I dreamed, as if I only did it sometimes.

I was always dreaming.

I had dreamed of islands for so long, I knew no other life. Then an awakening began. A soft, orange glow peeled back the colors of blue, green, brown, and white, like a sun rising in the morning. The light came from torches which lit the cavernous mausoleum where I had been kept. I don't remember smelling anything in my dreams, but as my crypt was illuminated, my nostrils filled with the aroma of dirt, dust, death, and terror.

Fear emanated from those who awoke me. The delicious scent of their terror filled the cavern like the light pouring from their torches, reflecting off the stone floor and around the group. The five stood twenty feet from me, three males and two females.

Closest to me was a boy with shaggy brown hair, freckles, and disheveled clothes covered with dirt. He held a leather-bound book, its pages and spine crumbling with wear only decades of use would beget. The boy's flesh almost matched the color of the clouds from my dreams, and his dilated pupils hid the true shade of his eyes. His heart raced like the staccato rush of a warhorse galloping down a rocky slope.

Behind the boy was a man holding a bow with an arrow notched and pointed at my face. His leather clothes were cut tight against his body and oiled to a soft shine. His long dark hair was tied back and his eyes were giant pools of blue. His hands shook as he struggled to keep from releasing the shaft he had pulled back. There seemed something familiar about the man, but my lethargic brain fought against any attempt to remember, and my eyes darted to the next member of the group.

To the left and five feet behind the man crouched an attractive woman who had recently passed her girlish years. Her thick dark brown hair was knotted up into a ponytail on the top of her head. She wore tight-fitting leather pants and a suede-patched green shirt. The clothes were covered in a fine layer of dirt, splotched with mud. She surely spent an abundant amount of time in the sun, her skin was almost the same shade as the dark patches of leather on her tunic. Her soft brown eyes gazed down the long sight of a heavy crossbow with determination, its unwavering barbed tip pointed at my sternum. The sound of her heartbeat might as well have been a soothing breeze of wind chimes when compared to the boy and archer.

I would have to kill her first.

Five feet behind the brown-haired beauty towered a large, grizzled man who carried a single-sided battle axe and a metal shield engraved with light purple etching. His chain mail hung about him, weightless as comfortable pajamas. He seemed ready for combat, but I tasted his fear like I sampled the dust and dirt in the air. His protective stance made me wonder whom he was blocking from my gaze. I focused behind him, and when my vision adjusted to the light I saw he stood in front of a beautiful girl. She peeped from behind the old man's shield at me with horror and disbelief.

The maiden had long blonde tresses cascading like white waves down to her lower back. A sudden memory of similar hair, but sun bright copper in color, ran through my thoughts and then disappeared before I could capture it. Her eyes were light blue, and her pale, creamy skin made me think of a cold drink of milk on a blistering day. She wore a fine looking purple tunic of crushed velvet and thick leather riding pants. Sparkles of gold at her ears and neck hinted at exquisite jewelry, but before I could focus on the glitter, the girl noticed my attention and ducked behind the big axe warrior.

The young boy said something, so I gently turned my gaze toward him to ensure the man and woman pointing weapons at me would not be startled. The boy stuttered out words I did not comprehend and I squinted at him in an effort to make my brain puzzle meaning from his language.

I sat on a long stone platform. The gray dais felt cold to the touch and it reminded me of the waterfalls that had been my companions for so long. I couldn’t remember anything before the islands. Maybe I didn't want to recall memories from before those dreams.

The boy shuffled his feet and studied his book with intensity.

"Are . . . you . . . the O'Baarni?" he stuttered through a thick accent. The name filled me with memories. A handsome man with dark hair, graying at his temples. A massive battlefield, rivers of fresh blood streaming around countless bodies. Men, women, horses. The smell of flowers and the brief flash of thick copper hair. Mocking laughter.

A single scream of heart-rending agony.

"Are you, the O'Baarni?" he said again, glancing back and forth between his book and my face. I realized that I was clothed in a soft gray robe and my bare feet touched the cold stone of the cavern floor. Sudden energy pulsed through me like the tide of an ocean. A memory of power came to my head, but the sensation was more familiar than a fleeting recollection.

"I do not know," I said. My brain told my mouth to say the words and my lips obeyed reluctantly. Still, he seemed startled by my response. "I have been dreaming. Is this a dream too? Were you supposed to wake me?" The boy glanced down at his book and flipped through the pages with frantic speed.

The large old man barked something command-like, and the boy replied back in their foreign tongue. The skittish man with the bow shifted his feet, but he didn't concern me. I found my eyes focusing again on the dark-haired young woman with the barbed crossbow aimed at my chest. Our eyes met and I held her gaze. After a few moments she started to bite her lip, and her heart began to beat faster. She said something strained to the boy and I gave her a small smile.

"We . . . can . . . not sleep . . . you . . . O'Baarni?" he said with hopeful emotion in his eyes.

Exhaustion crashed into me after the boy asked his question. I wanted to go back to the island, but I fought against the sudden desire to lie again on the stone and drift away to sleep. Another memory struggled beneath a thin layer of emptiness, as if I might be close to recalling something once held sacred.

"I can't remember. What is your name?" I spoke gently, wishing that he would understand better.

"I am named Paug!" He couldn't help smiling with excitement, and I found myself mirroring his enthusiasm. The other four people watching our exchange relaxed somewhat and I guessed that they meant me no harm.

"What are your friends named?" I figured an introduction would keep the woman from putting a hole through the important part of my chest.

He pointed behind him to the man with the bow.

"His name is Iarin." The man seemed startled to be introduced to me and managed a ghost of a smile.

"Her name is Nadea." The woman with the crossbow nodded but didn't lower her weapon.

"His name is Greykin," he said, pointing at the old warrior. Greykin also nodded before clearing his throat and spitting.

"She is Jessmei." The beautiful girl smiled at me and raised her right hand, then brushed the loose yellow hair back over her ear.

"What is your name?" the boy asked me after he had introduced his friends.

I considered the language barrier before answering.

"I don't remember." I tapped two fingers to my temple and shook my head. Paug flipped through his book again and smiled in satisfaction once he seemed to figure out what I had said.

"Do you . . . know . . . sleep . . . years?" he asked.

"It feels like a long time. Many years," I whispered while he flipped through his book. He nodded once I spoke but didn't look up from the pages.

"Do you have . . . hunger? Want food?" he read from the book and then looked at me afterward with an infectious smile.

I didn't feel hungry, but I thought I might get them all to relax if I ate in front of them.

"Yes," I said, and nodded.

The girl in the back yelled something, and she made her way toward a pile of equipment twenty feet behind her. The old man barked disapprovingly at her, but she had already moved outside his reach. He glanced back to me as my eyes followed her. I moved my gaze to the man with the bow, Iarin. His arms were shaking from holding the arrow taut for so long. The woman Nadea also appeared tired from pointing the large crossbow at me.

"Iarin and Nadea should lower their weapons. I mean no harm," I said to Paug. He flipped through his old book, but before he found the translation I made the shape of holding a bow with my arms and lowered it. He smiled and turned to tell Iarin, but the tall man had already lowered his weapon. Greykin made a sharp remark, but Iarin shrugged his shoulders and grinned back at me. Nadea replied to the axe man before lowering her own weapon. Jessmei walked past with a hunk of bread, yellow cheese, and a small piece of meat.

She studied me intently as she walked up to Paug. Greykin yelled out something, causing the blonde girl to open her mouth wide and look at me in fear. She handed the food to Paug before fleeing back behind the safety of the large man.

"Food . . . you," Paug said proudly, not needing to consult his book. He held out the bread, cheese, and meat to me, but he didn't move toward me.

I leaned forward off the stone platform and pushed myself to my feet.  As I stood, the euphoric energy of the stone ground coursed through me. My blood burned, awakened and on fire. A metallic sensation filled my mouth, and the cavern spun dramatically. The orange light faded to gray. Nadea yelled, and before my vision faded to black, I saw Paug's horrified facial expression enlarge and distort.

Coolness rubbed against my face as my field of vision spread back from nothingness. I was lying on the stone platform bed. Nadea was applying a cool, wet cloth to my face and lips while Paug hovered on the other side of the dais and rested his palms on my chest.

"You fall down," Paug said, without his book. He looked concerned that I had fainted, but also carried an excited smile on his round face.

"Thirsty. Water," I said as I moved my hand up to touch the cloth Nadea held.

"Yes!" Paug said. He disappeared from my field of vision, and I heard his booted feet rush to their pile of equipment.

Nadea continued to caress my face with the cool rag. She whispered soft alien words I couldn't understand, but her relaxing movements helped me close my eyes and hear the familiar sounds of birds and water. A metal cup pushed against my lips and I sat up, with the aid of a few hands on my arms, and was able to drink. I opened my eyes and saw Paug's companions gathered around me, and I wondered why they were so interested in me drinking. The water burned down my throat like fire. It gave me power that felt like the stone on my feet. I startled, recalling another memory from before my dream. Laughter of friends, food, and water enjoyed with company. The sensation was wonderful.

Paug's cherub face split into a grin when he saw me enjoying the water. It wasn't entirely the pleasure of my thirst being quenched that satisfied me. The water seemed to be magical and was pushing back my fatigue.

"More please," I said, after I had drained the cup. Nadea sat next to me on the stone bed. She handed me a half-full water skin and I drank deeply. A bit of the water dribbled down my face onto my robe. Again I experienced the surge of fire burning inside me. I heard all of their hearts beating and the sound of the air leaving their lungs in the still silence of the mausoleum.

My vision cut through the darkness now like a sharp sword. The crypt was spherical, about six hundred feet in diameter. The pedestal I had been resting upon was in the center of the room. Across the massive dome I made out a small tunnel carved into the wall. The ceiling of the dome was smooth, like the perfectly chiseled floor. It must not have been cut by hand. My guess was that the cavern had been created with powerful magic.

"More?" Paug asked as I shook the empty skin. I nodded, and Nadea had a full one in my hands within seconds. I drank this as urgently as the first, and relished the strength that flowed through me.

"Food?" Paug sat next to me now on the stone platform and handed me a chunk of bread. I carefully took it from him, pulled off a small piece, and put it in my mouth. The bread was hard, so I had to chew many times before swallowing. My audience breathlessly watched every bite, but didn't seem to be afraid of me anymore.

"I am quite a source of entertainment, aren't I?" I said to Paug with a half-smile. He looked confused and then grabbed his book to attempt a translation. Greykin stood ten feet behind the boy, between Jessmei and me. He said something to Paug and the others erupted in laughter. Paug's face turned red with what I assumed was embarrassment. He said something in an apologetic tone before flipping through his book.

"No . . . you need food. You are not strong," he said. I nodded and he turned to smirk in Greykin's direction.

Within five minutes, the bread had been consumed and I tried a small bite of the cheese. It was so delicious that I had to force myself to eat slowly. The pangs of hunger ripped through my stomach now that I had eaten, and I wondered how much time had passed since food had last been in it. The meat was salted and bitter. Perhaps the beef was on its way to going bad, but I still enjoyed the complex flavor, even if each small bite forced me to drink a mouthful of water afterward.

When I finished eating, exhaustion crashed into my body again. Meeting Paug and his friends had been a nice recess from the floating islands, but now I wanted to return. My ears missed the sounds of the waterfalls and the large white birds. My body missed the sensation of leaping through the blue sky.

"I need to sleep again. I am tired," Paug nodded at first, but once he understood what I meant he shook his head.

"No sleep. We . . . go," he said. I ignored him and slid my body behind him to curl up on the stone bed. My legs brushed up against Nadea's as she moved out of the way.

"No. No. We go!" Paug said as the other voices began an angry retort. Their disappointment didn't matter though. The warm darkness began to close in on me. The stone felt familiar on the back of my skull, and the angry voices became like the murmuring of the distant ocean or the hum of a lover's satisfaction.

There were no more floating islands, birds, or ships sailing through the air. Only seconds had passed before rough shakes on my arm awoke me. A moan of frustration left my mouth, and I winced against the throttle of consciousness. Why couldn't I go back to the islands?

"Wake up, please. Many days have passed. We have to leave!" Paug pleaded. I opened my eyes and saw his worried face. The boy was obviously upset at my wish to sleep, so I pushed my tired body off of the cool stone. The group's pile of goods and equipment was gone and I wondered if I had dreamed the two beautiful women and the boy's other companions.

"We must go!" The boy shook me again. His eyes were fearful and he almost screamed the words. Iarin was pacing behind him like a trapped animal.

"I will come," I said, while preparing to stand. My hand brushed against something on the smooth stone. Very small writing was etched into the rock. Paug noticed the writing a second after I did and gasped.

 

Kaiyer,

You'll be angry for what we have done to you, but we had no choice. You forced our hand. I hope you can at least understand, if not forgive, our actions. In the end, you were the one who had everything and destroyed it. You were the one who betrayed us.

I wish you weren't so headstrong and could have accepted the world you were about to create. I wish Thayer, Gorbanni, and Alexia hadn't pushed their agenda. I wish you would have chosen differently. Perhaps your choice makes sense to me now that I know everything. I wish everyone could have told you instead of being afraid. We were always afraid of you. I wish you had seen that too. It is why we couldn't let you be.

I wish I didn't love her as much as I did. I wish she had loved me as much as she loves you.

I am sorry my friend. We will be dust by the time you read this, and you will be someone else's problem.

Goodbye,

Malek

 

Memories washed through me again, and I had to push against the stone to keep from falling. My body felt so weak. Malek . . . I remembered him, at least some of him, standing with my back to his, as dark menacing shapes descended on us. His dark hair and mischievous smile. His face was young, but he had gray at the hair of his temples. He had been my friend, I was sure. I didn't understand any more of these words. Kaiyer? Was that me? I didn't remember my name.

While my mind struggled to recall the past, Paug spread a thin piece of parchment over the inscription and frantically rubbed a small black rock over it. Once he imprinted the words, the boy folded the paper into quarters and stuffed it into the back of his book. My mind continued to search for something more from my past, but it was like trying to hold onto running water. I had the sensation of years of a life lived, but I could not grasp a single moment or solid memory long enough to recall anything of use.

"We go. Now!" Paug yelled at me and pulled on my arm. The anxious pace of Iarin and the stress in Paug's voice convinced me that something was amiss. The tall archer looked back and forth between us and the entrance with obvious concern. His left hand clenched his long bow, but he didn't have an arrow nocked.

I struggled to my feet and managed to stand feebly, like an old man. I might have tumbled over, but Paug let me lean on him. Unlike in the weightless islands, here my limbs convinced me that I must have been heavier than the massive stone slab on which I had been resting. I almost doubted that the young boy could assist me, but he did so without complaint. Fortunately, each step grew easier as the familiar power of the Earth flowed through my blood and added to my strength. Paug said something to Iarin, and the tall man moved to my side to help me walk faster.

By the time we stumbled to the small portal leading from my mausoleum, I had recovered enough strength to stand on my own. Taking a deep breath, I gently pushed them away from me and attempted to walk with my own atrophied muscles. The first few steps were easier than I expected, although my joints creaked like a dead tree in the wind and my head spun.

The exit turned into a tunnel that climbed upward at a medium grade. Iarin took the lead, with me in the middle and Paug behind. The walls started off cut from smooth stone, like the inside of the mausoleum, but gave way to dirt and rough black rock as we ascended.

"Halfway . . . top," Paug said behind me. He sounded out of breath from the exertion caused by the slope of the tunnel. Iarin was almost running and I wasn't having problems keeping up with him. My body still felt weak, but it was quickly regenerating. The exercise was enjoyable, and my body took pleasure inhaling deep breaths while my mind enjoyed the task of placing my feet on the rocky bottom of the dark tunnel.

After another few minutes of jogging, the dirt and stone walls turned into mud and smooth, slippery rocks. As we progressed upward to the surface, a small trickle of water began to carve into the middle of the shaft. The liquid fed glowing green moss that lit the path wondrously, but the tiny creek also made the footing treacherous with slippery slime. The air grew warm and my senses were overwhelmed by the scented plants and dampness of the surface. A few quick bugs darted from underneath my feet before I stepped on them, and I amused myself by studying their frantic movements.

Finally, we emerged from the tunnel and into a densely wooded forest. The trees were tropical, with large leaves pooling the dampness from the air like hands, and pouring the moisture as a soft rain onto the ground. The scents, noises, and light disoriented me after the journey through the dark tunnel. It was more a surprise of contrast, since even the tropical forest, with its green ceilings and singing birds, paled in comparison to the vivid dreams of the floating islands. This new world was very beautiful, intense shafts of light filtered through the thick canopy. The beams of sun accented the dancing purple butterflies and the small lizards hunting them.

The rest of Paug's companions had their backs to us. They held their hands up in a defensive position, as if they were surrendering. When Iarin cleared from my field of vision I saw that they had reason to surrender. Spread out in a half-circle fifty yards away, crossbows leveled at us, stood eight men.

The men appeared to be soldiers, dressed in cream-colored leather armor, with yellow sashes around their shoulders. Each wore a metal helmet that came up to a sharp dome, decorated with plumes of green feathers on the back rim. Their yellow sashes were embroidered with different insignia designs indicating rank.

Their leader said something, but none of my companions answered him. He said the sentence again with a bit more anger, and Iarin answered as he put down his bow and raised his hands. The leader of the armed men glared at me and said more demanding words I didn't comprehend, but I guessed he wanted me to raise my hands, so I did. He sneered at me in disbelief before issuing the same unknown command again.

Paug gave him a fearful response, and the leader of our captors yelled back at him. Paug grimaced at me and kneeled down into the muddy dirt. He deliberately raised his hands and tucked them behind his head once he had reached the ground, and all of my other companions repeated the same series of movements. I looked over to Nadea. Her expression was grim and she didn't make eye contact with me. Jessmei appeared terrified as the pool of mud seeped into her leggings. Greykin's face was a mask of disappointment. His eyes met mine, and although I didn't speak his language, I knew from his posture that these men intended to kill us.

The leader yelled at me again. I glared at him coldly. If I was going to die, it wouldn’t be without a fight. I was weak, but guessed I might be able to kill a few of them if I got lucky. Of course, having eight crossbows pointed at me meant I needed more than just fortune on my side. My brain sprinted into action and began puzzling ways to kill the soldiers before me.

The leader spat another command at me. He had a thick mustache, and his front tooth was crumbling with decay. His face turned a bright vermillion at my inability to follow his directions, so he handed his crossbow to the man on his right and lumbered toward me. The lackey fumbled with the two crossbows, and for a few precious seconds only six of them were a threat.

As the commander walked down to me across the muddy, mossy terrain, I examined the long sword and dagger on his left hip. Neither blade appeared to be tied in its sheath. It was another bit of luck in my favor, and the refined observation convinced me that I must have been very familiar with the violence about to be inflicted.

"Sit down!" Paug whispered to me as urgently as he dared, without suffering the enemy commander's wrath. I ignored the boy's words and tried to look confused.

The rotten-toothed leader was a little shorter than me, but he pushed his face up, nose-to-nose, so there was no escaping his vile breath. Then he expectorated the same command he had been repeating before. Despite the stench, I smiled to myself when I realized he was probably yelling, “Get on the ground.” I was starting to learn this language. The smile didn't impress the commander. He screamed the command again and wound his right hand back like a whip to deliver a backhanded blow with his leather-clad fist.

That was his last mistake.

My right hand came up and checked the back of his elbow so he couldn't move his arm to strike me. My left hand reached across his body and pulled the dagger from its sheath on his waist. As I drew the weapon, I turned its point inward, cutting past the leather of his armor, the silk cloth underneath, and into his soft belly. The blade was sharp, and it sliced the inside of his stomach open in a long red streak.

The dagger spun sideways as it left my hand in a throw, spinning drops of crimson blood lazily on its fifty-yard journey, before embedding itself into the soldier's neck on the far left. The man choked out a panicked gurgle from the impact of the dagger, and reached up with his left hand toward the hilt coming out of his jugular. I guessed that it would take him a minute to die, but in the meantime he might not be able to aim his crossbow at Paug and his friends.

My left hand returned to the waist of the commander. I took a fistful of belt, armor, and cloth, while the blood from his stomach wound began to gush over my clenched fingers. I lifted with both of my arms and pulled the commander's body off the ground. He somehow seemed lighter than a feather, but would serve my purpose.

I charged the other men with their leader’s body shielding me.

One arbalist to the right took a shot when his commander began to scream in wet horror. The bolt went wide over my head. As I took three more steps, a second weapon twanged, sinking a quarrel into the back of the commander and choking off his cry.

Four more steps and I had made it to the left of the semicircle. A few more bolts whispered past my head as the soldiers tried to kill me without injuring their commander. They should not have bothered trying to spare him. He would die when I finished with them.

The left most soldier tried to draw his sword. His palm had hardly brushed the hilt when I pushed my pointer and middle fingers together and drove them through his eyeball and into his brain. He had a dagger, but to draw and throw the weapon I would have to spin around the body of their commander, temporarily exposing myself to potential crossbow quarrels. These men seemed inept, so I decided to gamble and drew the long dagger out of the dying man's belt before tossing it.

The dagger left my hand at a poor angle, but it somehow corrected itself in midflight like a sparrow and took the final arbalist in the shoulder. The blade sunk into his armor as if it were made of cloth. My target had not expected the toss or the pain in his crossbow-bearing arm. Surprise caused him to pull the trigger and launch the bolt accidentally toward my new companions. I couldn't spare a glance in their direction, but I didn't hear a scream, so I guessed the quarry had not found a living target.

Four of them were left, not including the dying commander I clutched with my right hand, and the one who wouldn't be using his shoulder anymore. The soldier a few steps from me began fishing for his sword, so I pushed the commander's body toward him with as much strength as my weak body allowed. He flew like a small stone, and both of them tumbled backward. The receiving soldier's left foot caught a tree root and he landed with a wet sounding crunch.

The man who had accepted the commander's heavy crossbow before the battle started frantically tried to drop one of his weapons and fire at me with the other. I sprung toward him, light on my feet because I had tossed my body shield, and angled a slashing kick downward against his leg. My left shin connected above his right kneecap where the muscles formed a teardrop shape. I heard a satisfying snap and tear as the leg separated from the tendons and muscles that held the joint together. The force of my kick also carried through to his left leg, and he flipped over my cutting shin kick and dropped head first onto the wet jungle floor.

The last two soldiers stood twenty yards from me with their trembling swords drawn. Without speaking, they each fell back a few steps toward the edge of the jungle and away from Paug and his friends. I guessed from their facial expressions and the glances they made over their shoulders that they considered fleeing into the jungle.

The man whose leg I had broken lay screaming at my feet, so I bent down and pulled the longer sword from his sheath. He reached his hands after mine to stop me, but I smacked his weak arms aside before I freed the blade. The weapon fit well in my hand, but was a bit light, like a toy. Suddenly a brief memory shattered my concentration.

I stood upon a hill overlooking a grand valley. Thousands of soldiers, clothed in animal-shaped armor, mounting red banners, stood at attention. I walked down the slope and into their ranks. Some of the men and women had their helmet visors lifted; their faces were sunken, angry, and eager for violence. I yelled a command and the masses screamed with feral intensity. The flags had giant skulls on them and they twisted and snapped in the sharp, cutting wind.

I shook my head when my memory was interrupted by another screech. I flicked my wrist downward and let the blade of the sword bite into his brain through his skull. Then I tensed my wrist a fraction of a second later to bring the blade back up and silence the man's screams. I stepped over his body and walked toward the last standing men.

The remaining soldiers looked like cornered rats, so I took my time and closed the distance between us with a slow stroll. My feet were still bare and crushed the rocks, moss, leaves, and damp earth beneath them, just as I was about to pulverize the life from the man before me. This soldier seemed to be the youngest of the bunch, and I inhaled the sickly scent of fear on him and heard his heart beat faster than Paug's. The man hadn’t expected this outcome, but we both knew at this moment that I was going to destroy him. Our eyes made contact, and I read his feint before he tried to make a small cut, pull back, and thrust into me.

My blade swung out to meet his like he expected. He pulled back at the last second and my sword went wide, leaving me open. He dove forward with a thrust aimed at my midsection, but the flat side of the blade glided against the palm of my hand and I pushed the sword wide. His eyes opened in shock as he realized I had read his feint. My relaxed blade swung back with precision and I took the top half of his head off with a horizontal cut. His eyes darted around the jungle frantically while his body toppled. His brain hadn’t realized it was missing its top half and may have tried to send interrupted commands to the rest of his body.

My left hand grabbed along the blade of the falling man’s sword, and I flipped the pommel into my palm as I turned around to face the last attacker. He dropped his sword and kneeled as I walked toward him. His hands went on top of his head and he started pleading with me. I didn't like the balance of the sword in my left hand so I left the blade buried in his chest.

I surveyed the clearing for any more opponents capable of attacking. I had not expected to live through such an assault, but these men proved so unskilled that even in my frail state they were easier to kill than the bugs in the tunnel. I shook my head in disappointment before sliding my sword through the neck of the one who had the dagger buried in his shoulder. Once his annoying cries of agony were silenced I made my way over to the last living soldier.

He had pushed his commander's body off and clawed at the ground to scoot away from me. My sword cut the strap attaching his helmet to his skull and I smacked it off with the flat side of the blade. Then I grabbed onto the thick, oily hair on his head and dragged him back across the wet mud to Paug's companions while he kicked and screamed. Perhaps they would want to question him. The small group hadn't moved from their position on the ground in front of the entrance to the tunnel. They surveyed the massacre with fear and shock.

"Do you want to talk to him before I kill him?" I asked Paug. I put the edge of my sword to the soldier's neck and he started to say frantic things in the unfamiliar language.

Greykin got off his knees with a grunt and began to ask the soldier questions. The man replied with hysterical passion, but the words were still intelligible. Nadea further interrogated him before Iarin had his turn. They each stared at me in fearful awe after they finished their questions. Jessmei's skin was white and I wondered if it was her normal hue or if she was about to faint. I guessed that the young woman had not seen many battles.

After a few minutes they had finished with their questioning.

"What did they ask him?" I yelled to Paug. He didn't respond immediately and I realized he had sprinted a few dozen yards away from the group to vomit. He also must have been unused to combat.

"More?" I asked Greykin, wondering if the older man would understand me. He shrugged his shoulders, so I drew the sword across my captive’s neck and held his head while he bled out. My companions gasped in horror and started to yell, but they didn't move toward me. I regarded them with a raised eyebrow. They couldn't possibly wish to keep this man alive. He had tried to kill them and would be of little use as a prisoner.

When he stopped struggling I let go of his hair and pulled the weapon belt off of his body. Then I walked over to the other corpses and began to organize their weapons into piles. The commander had the best sword, an ornate affair that appeared to be better crafted and a bit heavier than the others. I tied his belt across my robe before I grabbed the next best sword and attached it on the other hip. I gathered the five best balanced daggers and attached them to another belt I slung over my shoulder. The work occupied me for ten minutes or so, and put my mind at ease. Had I done this before? The familiarity of the task helped to relax my nerves.

My companions spoke a short distance away from me. They sounded angry as they argued amongst themselves. I couldn't understand them so I didn't bother devoting any energy to trying.

I contemplated taking a pair of boots from one of the corpses before I realized the robe I wore wasn't very good for traveling. The soft, thin shroud was wet with mud, water, and blood. These dead men weren't wearing any travel gear, so their camp had to be within walking distance. One of the corpses had a pair of leather boots that I guessed would fit, so I sat on a nearby rock and tied them around my bare feet.

While sitting, I noticed the trail through the jungle the soldiers had used to find us. I looked back at my companions and saw them involved in a passionate discussion. Nadea and Greykin were arguing. Paug had returned to them from his vomiting break, but his back was to me. They did not seem to be paying any attention to me or the trail, so I debated my next action. I needed Paug to learn this language, but I did not need to know any of the decisions the group would make in the next few minutes.

I set off down the trail at a comfortable jog. The soldiers' campsite would be close by, and once I reached it I could acquire pants, socks, and maybe a horse. I could hear and smell Paug, so I didn't have any doubt I would find him again after I obtained some gear. As I ran, the energy of the sun, earth, and water invigorated me.

I was not tired anymore.
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I always cherished the silence before a death match. It was the time for me to dump my thoughts, seek memories of my previous matches, review my game plan, and think about my parents. I wasn’t really into all the New Age positive-thinking self-help bullshit, but the silent moments had always helped me with these high-stake duels.

The clock on the wall dinged, and the doors to my locker room opened to the tsunami of my entourage. Seven men swarmed over me as if I were a magnet. Two were my trainers, two were my bodyguards, two were my best friends, and the last was my cornerman; Dini Hayes. He muscled his way to me first.

“My man! Champ! Champ! How you feeling?” Dini’s weathered face wore a big smile when he asked the question.

“You just saw me ten minutes ago.” I felt a smile come to my lips, and the man began to rub my shoulders.

“I know, Champ, and I missed ya for ten minutes. Your muscles feel good. You’ve got power in them! Powaaah! Gonna take this fool out! No one beats the Champ! You hear me? No one!”

“Thirty seconds!” one of the studio executives yelled at me from the doorway of the locker room. He was one of the corp suit types. Complete with slicked-back hair, a fake smile, dead eyes, and a suit that cost more than most people’s yearly rent.

“You’ve got this, Leo.” My best friend, Garf rested his hands on my arm. “Gonna be easy mode.”

“Pew, pew, QQ for the entire nation of Korea, bro. This guy’s going to commit seppuku after you curb stomp him.” Jax was my other best friend, and he laughed as he sat on the locker room bench next to me.

“That’s Japan, bro.” Garf rolled his eyes at my other friend.

“So? You’ll kick this guy’s ass so bad he’ll turn Japanese, and then he’ll commit suicide with a katana through his stomach.” Jax made an exaggerated motion with his arms across his stomach as if he was cleaving himself with an invisible sword, or he was rowing a canoe. His long blond hair swung around wildly with the motion.

“Dude, that is so fucking wrong,” Garf put his hand over his face and sighed. “Koreans and Japanese are totally different, and you don’t commit seppuku with a katana, it is a long sword. You use a tanto.” Garf actually was Korean, or at least, his great grandparents migrated over in like the 1980’s or something. He was more American than anything else, but I knew enough about Asian cultures from playing their video games and watching their TV shows to understand that you didn’t get the two ethnicities mixed up.

“Tanto? Isn’t that the guy with the Lone Ranger?” Jax asked with a bemused smile.

“Ten seconds!” Mr. McPlasticCorpman yelled from the doors, and he opened them to reveal the long hallway leading to the stadium.

The roar of the crowd sounded like the song of all the oceans amplified a hundred times.

“Robe on!” Calic, my physical trainer, shouted as I rose from the bench.

The thick, pure white, velvet shroud fell over my body, and Calic took his turn to pat me on the shoulders. He was quite possibly the most muscular black man on the planet, but I supposed that was expected since he was also one of the best muscle and movement coaches in the United States. He was a man of few words, though, and he said nothing else as the entourage walked out of the locker room and toward the stadium.

The roar of the hungry crowd was even louder in the concrete tunnel, and a dozen cameramen sprinted toward me from the open area of the stadium.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The chanting filled my mind to euphoria.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” I breathed in strength and felt my muscles flex as I walked.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The cameras were on my face now, but I walked through them, and the lenses parted like the Red Sea.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The stadium lights were turned off so that the crowd could get pumped for my arrival. As soon as I walked out of the locker room corridor, the air filled with explosive fireworks, laser light shows, and a deafening siren wail of electric guitar music.

The crowded stadium went insane.

I almost wished that I had worn earplugs. The sound was a few notches below deafening, and I struggled to keep from wincing. I’d dealt with much worse pain in my life, and I managed to keep my trademark smirk glued to my face.

I raised my fists in the air, and the crowd’s intensity almost boiled over.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

I felt Dini tug on my robe, and I continued my walk of forty yards toward the center of the stadium. There was the digitally lit battle ring, and the two omni stations where my opponent and I would battle for dominance.

The ravenous crowd reached out their arms in my direction, but the tunnel was too wide for anyone to touch me, and the sides of the path were lined with armed security dressed in riot gear. A few women somehow managed to scream my name over the din, and I saw some of them raise their shirts to show me their breasts. I was able to ignore them, however, and even a sprinkling of a dozen panties didn’t distract me from walking to the center of the stadium.

Jin Eun Kyung was already in the battle ring, and he had an entourage of eight men and three women standing behind him. The championship officials were also there, and they gestured for me to stand in my spot, exactly two feet away from the Korean challenger.

Hands pulled my robe off, and I felt a bunch of palms smack me on the back. I stood now only in my skintight Omni suit, and the crowd’s roar had subsided a bit so that the officials could begin.

My eyes met Jin’s, and I studied the man. Perhaps ‘man’ wasn’t the correct word. He was little more than a kid. He was only nineteen years old and had apparently bragged to his nation that he would enjoy his first alcoholic beverage after he took my title. Even though he was young, his body was made of mahogany, and his Omni suit hugged his muscles as if it was painted on.

The material of his suit was as white as the robe Dini had pulled away from my shoulders and had the Korean yin-yang flag symbol painted on his chest. My own suit was black, and I had the stars and stripes on my back.

Jin was as old as I was when I first became world champion.

The announcer’s voice caught my attention. He had already introduced Jin, but the audience didn’t need much of a reminder. The Korean was something of a phenomenon and had come out of nowhere late last year. He’d flawlessly defeated every international opponent in the last year. Even Ivan Tsatsouline, who had been Russia’s champion, and my top rival, for the last three years.

“In the red corner; standing at six feet and two inches, and weighing in at two hundred pounds even. Returning for his tenth world championship title, in his own hometown New York City! In the Bronx! The reigning World Champion of Astafar Unlimited! The One. The Only. The Master. The Victorious. The Undefeated. Leo, The Lion, Lennox!”

Now I did wince as the crowd screamed my name. They had upgraded the old Yankee Stadium to fit in more people, and Astafar Unlimited had decided to hold the World Championships here, partially because of the new and improved stadium and partially because I had grown up in the Bronx, and they figured it would get more people to come to the event at a higher ticket price.

They were correct. There must have been over a hundred thousand people in the stadium, and the seating area climbed the sky like a tidal wave of rainbow sparkling water. Earlier this year they had thought about renaming Yankee Stadium after me. No one really played baseball anymore, and the last memories of the sport were long forgotten. The New York mayor had asked me if I wanted the honor, but I had declined. My father had once spun me the tales of the old game. I didn’t feel as if I deserved to take the name from the city landmark.

The announcer gestured to the line between Jin and me. We stepped up to it and shook hands. The man was a hothead, and I wasn’t surprised when he pushed his chest against mine.

"Lions make their women hunt for them. Your career will be over in a few minutes,” he hissed as he pushed his nose against mine and glared into my eyes.

I laughed.

Maybe Jin had expected me to get mad or to throw an insult back at him, anything but my laughter. My smile threw him off, and one of the officials stepped between us and pushed our chests apart with his arms. The crowd loved the exchange, and I kept wondering if they could possibly scream any louder.

“The battle is three rounds. Each round will have a small time assignment where the fighters will be allowed to pick their skills. Gentlemen, please take your places in your omni stations and prepare for battle!” The announcer raised his hands and elongated the word ‘battle’ so that it lasted half a minute.

“He is going to pick the Arcane class,” Bantog said as my entourage huddled around me. He was a small Filipino man who was my fighting instructor. Bantog probably weighed one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, but the man was a master of practically every martial art on the planet, and I once saw him bend Calic around like he was forming a pretzel out of raw dough. I had hired him six years ago, and his knowledge of the Filipino weapon martial arts, along with the historical European martial arts, kendo, and fencing, had helped raise my professional game level to heights I’d never dreamed possible.

“He might do Summoner, but I agree with Bantog,” Garf yelled over the screams of the crowd.

“Doesn’t matter what he picks, Leo’s gonna smash him, but I’m picking DaggerDancer class,” Jax said with a smirk.

“Champ!” one of the officials yelled and pointed to my omni station. I nodded at him and then entered the wire mesh of the machine.

The techs attached the visor to my head first, and then pushed the audio buds against my ears. Then they tightened the movement brace against my stomach. They asked me to check the running pad, and I executed the required set of running, jumping, squatting, and strafing check patterns on the mobile platform under the omni station. The green lights flashed on my eyepiece after I finished the test, and the techs moved to attach the sensors to my triceps, forearms, and gloves. Then the techs asked me to test my upper body movements, and I complied with the standard test sequences of swings and blocking movements.

“Skill selection starts in ten, nine, eight, seven,” the announcer began to yell, and the crowd counted with him. My visor tinted, splattered with white, turned to a string of flashing data terminals, and then the universe of Astafar Unlimited materialized around me.

I was in the avatar selection screen, and I saw that the branding and background had been updated to show the World Championship games. My avatars floated in the sky like Shaolin monks that had achieved enlightenment, and I walked toward the one I almost always used. It was one of the Corina race themed ones. Half human and half cat looking. Mine, in particular, had a large mane coming off the back of his head and shoulder area.

“Three, two, one! Let’s get ready to rumble!” The announcer shouted, and I could hear the crowd scream past the noise-cancellation technology of my ear pieces.

I stood in a dusty stone room lit by only a dim lantern. A dozen different tables lined the sandstone walls. Each table bore the weapon sets of the various classes. I would have four choices for each off hand, four choices for my main hand, or I had three choices if I wanted to pick a two-handed weapon. Each piece of equipment had different effects on the various skills that I could use, and my avatar would be able to carry two unique sets of equipment.

The selection timer appeared in the air. The lettering was a digital clock display, but the numbers burned with a detailed fire, and it began to count down from thirty seconds.

I walked to the Defender-class table, and my body was suddenly wrapped in a gleaming suit of full plate armor. The Astafar Unlimited programmers had created special armor for my tenth world series, and there were etchings of lions all over the silver plates I now wore. The Defender wasn’t a class I had ever played in a World Championship, or that anyone had ever seen me play. In fact, it was known to be the worst class for one on one dueling. It did almost no damage, and only had a series of de-buffs, bleeds, and skills that served to soak up damage in dungeon crawls. I was known for playing a two-handed ax-wielding Zerker class, or a DaggerDancer, or even a Distorter.

I grabbed an iron shield with my left hand, then a dagger with my right. The game accepted my selection and the weapons appeared on my hips. They were weightless of course, everything was virtual in the game, but I felt some satisfaction when I saw them on my body.

I next reached for the two-handed maul. It was a massive looking weapon, and there were more lion designs on the side of the metal head. Most players of Astafar Unlimited would believe that the maul was the only useful way to play a Defender class since the weapon added the occasional armor breaking and stun chances to strikes, but they argued that it was too slow to swing for most duels.

They were correct, but I picked the weapon regardless, and held my arm in front of me so that it looked like the virtual weapon’s massive weight rested on my armored shoulder.

The clock was at twenty-four seconds.

The tables crumbled into dust on the floor and a wooden display shelf sprung from the ground in front of me. Astafar Unlimited had over six hundred skills to choose from, but a player was only allowed to use eight ‘active’ skills, which could be triggered, along with two ‘passive’ skills, which were always working.

Build crafting was a giant, complicated part of Astafar Unlimited and the developers were constantly tweaking skills to ensure that the gameplay stayed fresh. I had spent countless hours of my life analyzing, debating, and testing various skill combinations with the different classes. I was fortunate that Garf and Jax were both world class players, and they understood the skill combinations of these games better than I thought the game designers actually did.

Eighteen seconds.

I lifted my left hand to the wooden panel and gestured at the skills that hung suspended on the shelf. As I pointed at each one, they illuminated with either a white or blue glow. The white meant that they were base skills that any class had access to use. The blue meant that they were unique to the Defender class. I closed my fist as I pointed to the first one, and I saw it fill an icon slot at the bottom of my visual space.

Slot 1- Unleash the Red (Base) - The next attack will cause the target to bleed weapon damage x 1 for 30 seconds. (Dagger- Bleed lasts for 90 seconds and can stack 5 times) (Maul- Target has a 50% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has an 8 second cool down.

Slot 2- Flick (Base) - Toss your weapon at the target causing 50% weapon damage. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target has a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has a 10-second cool down.

Slot 3- Trip (Base) - Attack your target’s legs causing weapon damage x 0.5 and slowing them for 5 seconds. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target has a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has a 12 second cool down.

Slot 4- Passive Aggressive (Defender) - If your next attack hits, your target’s damage is reduced by 40% for the next 10 seconds. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target also attacks 10% slower for the next 10 seconds) - Skill has 14-second cool down.

Slot 5- Shield of Justice (Defender) - for the next 5 seconds, all damage received is reflected onto the attacker. (Iron Shield- ends all movement debuffs on you) (Maul - skill not available) - Skill has 15-second cool down.

Slot 6- Lawful Seizure (Defender) - Your next attack has a 90% chance of removing all of the target’s buffs. You will acquire these buffs for half of their remaining duration. (Dagger - transfer your debuffs to target) (Maul - you gain the buffs for their full duration)- Skill has a 10-second cool down.

Slot 7 - Justice is Calling! (Defender) - Battle cry, all opponents within a 40-foot range are pulled toward you. (Iron Shield - ends all movement debuffs on you) (Dagger - Target receives 3 stacks of Bleed) (Maul - Target is stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has 10-second cool down.

Slot 8 - You are Guilty! (Defender) - Battle cry, target opponent’s debuffs last twice as long. (Iron Shield - ends all movement debuffs on you) (Dagger - all bleeds last another 30 seconds) (Maul - each skill on cool down has a 50% chance of being reset) - Skill has a 20-second cool down.

Slot 9 (Passive) - Lawful Evil (Defender) - If your target is bleeding, you gain 15% of the bleed damage as health.

Slot 10 (Passive) - I am the Law (Defender) - 20% damage resistance, debuffs have a 20% chance to not activate on you.

There were ten seconds left on the clock, and I stepped toward the exit door of the prep room. Maybe I should have felt nervous, or I should have felt the adrenaline coursing through my veins like a molten fire, but I only felt the same sensation that had plagued my mind for the last year: Boredom.

Jin couldn’t see my skill selection, but the world would once the timer reached zero, and the doors opened to the arena. Dini would then tell me what class and skill selection Jin had picked, and he would coach me through the battle. Well, in actuality Dini was the only one on my crew with the microphone that would communicate into my ear piece. Jax, Garf, and Bantog would scream at my cornerman, and he’d process their recommendations, the battle, my movements, and then distil his strategy into what he said into the earpiece. A lot of fighters would use multiple feeds of audio from their coaches, but I always found it too distracting to have a bunch of people screaming in my ear, and Dini was the corner guy who Jax, Garf, and I used when we did our World Championship Team Battle events.

We’d already beaten Germany for that title a few weeks ago.

“Champ! You got this! Feel good! Ahhhh! You will control the man, Champ! Control him!” Dini’s voice was half angry shout and half joyful laugh. I didn’t know quite how he did it, but I was convinced that he was the secret weapon to my victory. Perhaps he wasn’t so secret; the man was courted daily by other teams and organizations for his corner work, and I knew that plenty of offers exceeded what I paid him, but we were friends, and I did pay the man millions of dollars every year.

The doors opened, and I heard the screams of the crowd through my earpieces again. The Astafar Unlimited designers had created a new arena for this match, and I didn’t know quite what to expect when the duel began, but I was still a little surprised by what I saw when the virtual door opened.

A bridge of white marble stretched for sixty feet over blue sky and fluffy white clouds until it met with a high column of stone that extended like a vertical wall. A white marble staircase hugged the alabaster polished rock there, and I sprinted across the bridge toward the steps while I dropped my hands to my waist to weapon switch to the dagger and iron shield.

“He’s running DaggerDancer, Champ! Mobility build! He guessed you were going to be running your usual! Oh, Champ! You gotta hear this crowd! They don’t know what you are doing!” Dini was giggling in my ear piece, and I only grunted when my feet hit the stairs.

The older VR games had set a limiter on how fast your avatar moved through the game world, but Astafar Unlimited had changed the industry when they decided to enable players to move as fast as they could spin the traction pads of the omnidirectional station. The idea caught on like wildfire, and soon the entire world was playing the game. In many ways, the technology was a blessing. Every gamer was in good shape from walking, running, crouching, jumping, and fighting through the virtual world.

The stairs spun around the massive, towering sky column for hundreds of yards, and there was no guardrail on the right side, just a long, long, long drop to the ground of the virtual world. I could make out the shape of Astafar Unlimited’s main continent ‘Corbya’ below me, and I could see the ‘Valon’ string of Islands off of the coast.

I had reached the top of the stairs before Jin did, and I was a quarter of the way across the arena before I saw his Yamman lizardman avatar poke a scaly head above the edge of the arena. He carried two short swords in taloned hands, and I tried not to smile when Dini yelled his encouragement in my ear.

“He is nothing before you, young man. You are the Champ! The Champ! He’s not going to know what hit him!”

Jin’s arm flashed, and a red colored dagger spun across the arena toward me. It was his class’ Red Bullet skill, and I triggered Shield of Justice a fraction of a second before the spinning dagger hit me. The weapon bounced off my shield like a ping pong ball, and then sped back toward Jin. I always turned off the damage numbers on my user interface display, but I kept the health bars active, and I saw about an eighth of his health drop. It was a surprisingly rookie move for Jin to make, and the attack was going to leave him stunned and bleeding for a few seconds.

I smashed into him like a virtual freight train.

Except that my build didn’t have any real heavy hitting skills. My dagger struck him a split second after I triggered Unleash the Red and I saw the bleeds stick to him. Then I used Passive Aggressive, and another stack of bleeds was added. I triggered Trip as Jin’s first attack hit me, and I decided not to bother trying to block his strike with my shield. He used Blind Blade, and the entire world went an opaque gray as the effects of the blindness came to my headset. I could tell that his attack triggered after my snare slowed him, and I knew where he stood, even though I was blinded. I used Lawful Seizure and then swung my dagger to where I knew Jin was still snared. I didn’t feel the weapon hit, of course, but there was a slashing sound in my audio, and my blind was transferred to my opponent while I gained his enchantments.

The DaggerDancer class didn’t have many self-enchanting skills, sometimes known as ‘buffs,' but one of the most powerful was an activated skill named Rage of the Shadows. It gave an increased attack speed and increased the chance of a critical strike. The buff was actually able to self-renew itself with every critical hit, and DaggerDancers could continue to eventually stack up to ten copies of the buff on themselves for a crazy high damage output. I wouldn’t be able to use the skill to add more stacks of the buff, but if I got lucky with my critical hits, it would be possible to hold onto the buff for the length of our fight.

I stepped to the side, and Jin’s twin swords snaked out to where I had stood only a moment before. His avatar had black smoke over his eyes, and I burned through all of the rest of my skills that weren’t on cool down to stack up a bunch of bleeds on him. Then I dropped my hands to my waist to switch to my maul before I used You are Guilty! I got a bit lucky with my resets, and all of my grayed out skills popped back into color to let me know I could use them again.

“Yeahhhhhh Champ! You strike! You dodge! Pivot! Destroy!” Dini’s voice was shouting in my ear, and I stepped behind Jin to attack a few more times with my maul.

Jin’s health bar was at the halfway point now, and every tick of the clock saw the bleeds rip another 5 % of his red life bar away.  I’d taken a bit of damage from his first hit, but Lawful Evil had given me it all back with its vampiric properties.

Jin’s stuns cleared, and he used Dark Step to teleport thirty feet away from me. I knew that he had the skill on his bar since it was standard on these builds, and I switched back to shield and dagger before I executed Justice is Calling! My battle cry pulled him back to me and added a bunch more bleeds to his hefty stack.

The Korean challenger was in trouble. Most of the standard DaggerDancer builds relied on heavy upfront damage combined with evasive skills. There were a few healing type skills that a player could equip for the class, but they diluted the damage per second and quick strike abilities of the class. Jin had counted on me playing one of my usual classes, and he had thought that he could beat me in a game of quickness.

His only hope was to attempt and burst me down with a quick series of strikes, but I switched back to my maul with a hand drop, triggered Passive Aggressive again, and made a massive overhead swing. Jin sidestepped the attack easily, but I had expected him to try and avoid the attack. I brought the back handle of the weapon around to tap him quickly on the shoulder, and it activated the triggered debuff.

Even with the 10% attack speed debuff, the lizard avatar went crazy with dual short sword attacks. The maul was a terrible weapon to parry with, and though it didn’t weigh anything in my virtual hands, the game mechanics made it so that you could only use your chosen weapon as quickly as the rules allowed. If we were using real life fencing foils I could have blocked every one of the Korean man’s strikes, but moving my hand that fast with a maul would do nothing.

It didn’t matter that I couldn’t parry.

I am the Law gave me a 20% damage resistance, and Jin was debuffed with a 40% damage reduction along with a 10% slower attack speed. I also continued to heal from the many stacks of bleeds on him, and his life ran out a few moments later.

I was at 95% health.

“Leo The Lion wins round one!” the announcer shouted over my ear piece, and I heard the crowd echo through his microphone.

My vision blurred to a rainbow swirl of pastel colors, and when they became organized, I was standing back in the prep room in front of the skill shelves.

The timer appeared again, but it counted down from sixty seconds instead of thirty.

“Champ, you are fighting strong!” Dini yelled.

“What should I switch out?” I asked.

The second round was always interesting. Jin had no way of knowing what I would pick for my class and skills, so he had made an educated guess based on my previous matches. Now that I had mixed things up, and picked a class that no one had thought was suitable for dueling, he had to come up with an entirely new game plan. He was going to have to either change his build to attempt to kill me even quicker while mitigating my offense, or he was going to have to change his skills so that he could survive longer. On the flip side, he knew that I knew of his choices. I could also change my skill set build during this round break. Then all the choices that he would make would have been for naught. Winning the first round really put me at an advantage, since Jin had to react to my victory by trying to guess if I would change my winning build or not.

“Switch out Lawful Seizure for Eye for an Eye, Champ!”

“Yeah, that was what I was thinking.” Eye for an Eye was a Defender Battle cry skill that returned 60% of the damage that I took to the attacker for five seconds. It was slightly different than Shield of Justice because I still took damage with Eye for an Eye, and it wasn’t a 100% return, but now that I knew Jin was playing a DaggerDancer, Lawful Seizure wasn’t that useful.

“Replace Flick with Severe Sentence, Champ. It is too redundant with Justice is Calling!”

“Got it,” I said as I took out the ranged throw and switched it with the melee attack.

Severe Sentence was a Defender attack that always did critical double damage. If I used a dagger, it added a bunch of bleeds and snared the opponent, if I used my maul it knocked back the enemy. It was probably the only useful skill on the Defender class for direct damage in duels, but I hadn’t wanted to include it because I was worried that Jin would play an Arcane or Summoner class. If he had picked one of those, then I wouldn’t be able to get near him without the aid of the Flick skill.

“Go to your quiet spot, Champ. I’ve got the words for you. Can you feel the power in your body? Can you understand that the universe is not just around you, but inside of you? It is, Champ. The universe wants you to win. No one can beat you, Champ. You’ve got the mind. You’ve got the body. There is nothing in your way. Do you see yourself winning?”

“I do,” I said to Dini.

“Say it louder, Champ! This place is roaring with your fans. They all want you to win. Can you hear their love, Champ?”

“I do,” I shouted a little louder into the microphone that was positioned on my VR helmet.

The doors opened to the bridge, and I sprinted toward the steep staircase that wrapped around the wide pillar of stone. I ran up the stairs quicker than my first time, and my legs gave me a pleasant sensation of exertion as I reached the top. Jin hadn’t emerged from his side of the stairs again, and I continued my sprint toward his side of the arena.

“He’s hiding on the stairs Champ. Be careful!” Dini warned as I got half way across the hundred foot arena.

I saw Jin’s lizard avatar poke his head above the stairs, and then he hid again. I guessed his strategy was to get me to come down the stairs, where he could use his daggers or short swords to rip me to pieces. The strategy was probably a bit better than his alternatives since Justice is Calling! wouldn’t be able to pull him out from behind cover.

There was no timer on these matches, but I didn’t want to wait for too long. The developers often warned that they had ‘mutations’ that would affect the world after the two-minute mark at random. It could be anything from a shrinking arena to the wind that would push us off the top. They could even change around combat rules so that damage was doubled, or skills recharged twice as fast. Anything that messed with the dynamics of the game skills would probably aid Jin more than me since his DaggerDancer class was heavily leveraged on being able to quickly roll through all of his skills for big bursts of damage.

I held my shield and advanced to the edge of the arena so that I could try and look down the stairs. My opponent was ten feet below me, but he jumped up so that he could see the edge of the top flat part of the arena.

Then he turned into a puff of smoke.

“Watch out Champ!” Dini shouted, but I’d already guessed what was about to happen, and I sidestepped without even looking behind me.

I was just a touch faster than Jin, and he missed his attack on my back. I guessed that he meant to use the single knockdown attack that was available to the DaggerDancer class. It was called O Goshi and would have launched me off of the edge of the arena. Shield of Justice wouldn’t have helped me since it only reflected damage, and neither would have Eye for an Eye.

I reached down to my waist and switched to the maul. Then I spun on my heel and triggered Severe Sentence as I swung the two handed weapon. Jin’s O Goshi attack had caused him to step to the edge of the arena, and my dodge had been perfectly timed. My own blow smashed right into Jin’s scaled back, and his avatar launched into the air as if he was being pulled on a zip line. He tried to twist in mid-flight, but it was too late, and he fell off of the arena.

I stepped to the edge and watched his form break through the clouds below. A few seconds later it faded from the view. I wondered for a second if they would actually log him out of the game, move him back to the prep room, or just let him fall for the half a minute it would take to smash into the distant game world ground beneath us.

“Champ! Champ! You did it!” Dini’s scream of joy brought me back to the arena, and I heard the cries of the crowd penetrate the ear pieces I wore.

I raised my maul into the air and smiled.

“For the tenth year in a row! Leo the Lion has held onto his title!” the announcer screamed.

I felt hands tear at my suit sensors and someone pulled off my visor. Jax, Garf, and Calic helped get me out of my omni station, and the announcer ran over to raise my arm up to the gathered crowd.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

My friends were hugging me now, and I gestured to them with a bow. The crowd knew who Jax and Garf were and I heard their names being screamed out along with mine.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

I looked across the battle ring and saw Jin step out of the omni station. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he buried his face into the shoulder of one of his trainers. I could understand the young man’s agony. His entire country was watching him, and he had failed.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

Garf took my other hand and raised it in the air, and Jax grabbed my other from the announcer. The crowd went beyond insane, and it looked as if a mass of fans were pushing aggressively against the two deep wall of armored security.

Now there would be interviews, and more interviews, and after parties, and then more after parties. I probably wouldn’t get to sleep for two days, but maybe that was okay. We had all planned on taking a few weeks off, and our manager had booked us a resort stay on some private island somewhere in the Caribbean.

I tried to force a smile to my face, but I failed. I knew the truth about my career, and it saddened me somewhat. What would I do with the rest of my life? Where would I go? Could I find another purpose?

Jin had been the best in the world, but the battle had been too easy.

Could I find a new challenge?

 

Get the rest here:

Amazon USA

Amazon UK

Amazon Canada

Amazon Australia
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